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CHAPTER ONE



Interstellar Space, Wyatt Earp, Magistrate Rivka Anoa’s Heavy Frigate

“Holding pattern! What the hell does that mean?” Rivka shouted at the screen. Grainger looked back at her, wearing an unusually grim look.

“Don’t make this harder than it is. The Federation Council was less than amused by the raid on not one but two ambassadors. They are debating the status of the Magistrates right now.”

“But they were dirty as fuck.” Rivka stomped around the bridge while Aurora, the pilot, and Clodagh, the chief engineer, focused on their workstations even though nothing was happening because they were stopped in interstellar space, waiting for clearance to proceed. “Dirty. Stinking. Criminals.”

“We all have our skeletons, Rivka. I remember how you got your start.”

“I killed a man who was freed by a jury of his peers. A man who was a murderer.”

“A jury trial supersedes even our authority. Double jeopardy. We can’t try someone twice for the same crime. But your insight has been a gift to us. You saved my life. It also looks like your gift might be a curse.”

Rivka flopped into the captain’s chair, her anger spent. She knew the curse. She felt the pain of seeing into others’ minds. She wouldn’t go crazy as long as she was doing it for the greater good.

“Introspection,” she said softly. “It’s good for the soul. Maybe I need a trip to Azfelius.”

“In its own time, but that time is not now, even though now is when it’s needed most. Find something to do that doesn’t involve punching holes in the walls. The High Chancellor is engaged with the council right now. I’ll call you as soon as I know anything.”

“That fucking smug bastard,” Rivka growled.

“I know you’re not talking about the High Chancellor.” Grainger made a face. Aurora snorted and covered her face with a hand while clearing her throat.

“Of course not. That ass-grabbing shitweasel, the honorable Ambassador Bik Tia Nor from fucking Delegor, the place with inedible food. No wonder they have laws saying you can’t leave leftovers. Diddle-fucking crotch rot.”

Aurora stood and tried to make her way off the bridge, her lips a tight white line as she tried to keep her mirth under control. She was failing.

“Are you upset? It’s so hard to tell with you and your interminable poker face,” Grainger quipped. “Maybe you can put one of the SCAMPs on the line so I can have a conversation where we discuss the issues.”

Clodagh chuckled out loud before burying her face in something she tried to make believe was new and fascinating on her computer screen. “What issues are there to discuss? I’m to cool my heels right here until I’m dismissed, summoned, or freed. I don’t see any other options.” Icicles hung from Rivka’s words. She flexed her jaw to relieve the anxiety she was carrying. She could feel her nanos fighting the wrinkles she was trying to create around her eyes.

“It’s him and Delaveen. Nothing we can do now will change their crusade. Trust the High Chancellor.”

Besides her crew, the High Chancellor was one of the few individuals she looked up to. His job was hard enough without her making it harder. “I didn’t think I was doing anything out of bounds. I was following the evidence.”

“I know.” Grainger smiled. “It’s not you. This has been a long time coming. The Federation Council has members who think they are above the law. The High Chancellor will set them straight. Now, take a load off and relax. Order some food or something.” Grainger signed off.

Rivka summoned the ship’s sentient intelligence. “Clevarious, transfer our coordinates to Ankh so I can order some hot wings.”

“You never order hot wings. He’ll think you’ve been taken over by a succubus.”

Rivka froze in place. “C? Are you yanking my chain?”

“If you had a chain, it would have been fully tugged, Magistrate. I’ll take care of the order.”

Rivka waved over her shoulder as she strolled off the bridge. Aurora averted her eyes.

“Go back to your post, Aurora. I’m a lot less mad now, and All Guns Blazing food is inbound.”

“That always takes the edge off. Can we get some coleslaw?”

Adjunct Federal House of Arbitration, The Royal City of Khn'Chik, Yoll

“Next order of business, the Magistrate Corps,” the heavy voice of the Red Rock chamber’s secretary intoned. The Adjunct Federal House was also called the council because of the way the group was arrayed before a central speaker.

Lance Reynolds sat in his designated chair, which was by itself above the others at the front. He had come to the council on this day solely for this topic. Usually, his seat was empty in this location since he was normally on Red Rock, but he needed to clear the air with a few of the ambassadors in their role as representatives who were poisoning too many of the others. They’d called for an independent investigation.

Lance had every intention of allowing it in order to show the entire council what some of its members were up to. He hoped that by airing the dirty laundry, it would get shut down in a hurry.

“Thank you, Mr. Secretary,” Lance responded as he stood. “I ask High Chancellor Wyatt to address this august body and put your concerns to rest.”

Ambassador Bik Tia Nor pounded on his table since talking without being recognized was strictly prohibited. In his role as Chief Arbiter, General Lance Reynolds had the floor and refused to yield despite the pounding and frantic waving of more than a dozen members. Lance likened what he saw to a class of second graders eagerly requesting permission to go to the bathroom.

A tall man with red eyes stood from the spectator seats at the side of the chamber. He strode with his head held high to the podium and took his place behind the lectern. The chamber secretary called for quiet.

General Reynolds stood to better glare at the offenders, but the upstarts remained unswayed. He banged his gavel, a tool that was meticulously cared for because he used it constantly, and it traveled with him. It was surprising that it hadn’t been broken. The chamber finally quieted. He looked down to find the High Chancellor standing behind the lectern, his hands clasped behind his back as if ready to give a lecture to college students.

“High Chancellor Wyatt, the floor is yours,” the General announced in a loud voice.

The ambassadors pounded for a few more seconds before the General gestured for the sergeant at arms, a stocky four-legged Yollin. The peacekeeper moved to within arm’s reach of the worst offenders. That was their only warning. If there was a next time, they would be dragged out of the chamber and removed from the council. Before they could get back to their office, a formal request to their home government for their replacement would already have been submitted.

Delaveen and Bik Tia Nor knew where the boundaries were and pushed them to a bloated extreme, but they wouldn’t get themselves removed. They had an agenda that would not be satisfied if they were sent home.

The High Chancellor bowed to the assembled body, a near-record showing of ninety-five percent of the members. There had been only one session in the Federation’s history with every member, but that had been a fluke in a session on issues that were of minor importance.

Unlike the concern before them today.

“Chief Arbiter,” Wyatt turned to nod to Lance Reynolds, “most august ambassadors of the Federation Council, guests, and the staff who make everything we do possible, I wish you fair tidings. The issue before us is foundational to our existence. We’re talking about the legal framework within which we must operate for equal opportunity to flourish.

“I want to reinforce the rule of law and the role it plays within the Federation. It starts with a guarantee of safety for member planets through a treaty and charter that planetary governments agree to when they join the Federation. It is a contractual obligation between members and their peers under the umbrella of this alliance.

“Safety leads to equal opportunity to acquire goods and services without fear that they will be stolen, that they won’t be attacked. These are foundational to a civilized society. But we have individuals who want to operate outside of our legally binding agreements.

“Murderers, thieves, traffickers, and so many more. Crime is a given within a civilized society, but we don’t have to let it run rampant. And we give people the opportunity for redress through our courts, both planetary and Federation.

“Sometimes, those vehicles are not available because the crimes are so perverse as to demand that they be addressed right away to limit the negative impact on the rest of the Federation.” Wyatt glared at the youthful-looking ambassadors from Foromme and Delegor.

“Crimes that extend beyond a system’s heliosphere and into interstellar space fall under the jurisdiction of the Federation. To help us enforce the law on the frontier between planets, we’ve developed the Magistrate Corps, only five judges strong at present. They are out on the frontier, rooting out Federation criminals on member planets. The cooperation we’ve received from our members has been exceptional, even when we’ve removed planetary leaders for corruption like on Qintaqua, where the planetary administration actively hindered our investigation by kidnapping one of our Magistrates.

“The latitude afforded the Magistrates extends to the thankless challenges they endure every single day, whether on the job or not, as we saw on Tanglewood, a member planet who lied to become a Federation member and saw fit to leave one of our Magistrates in the middle of a civil war with no hope of rescue. They are now a former member. I have numerous examples of those who decided to work outside the Federation’s loose legal framework, embracing a life of crime, violating the law to the detriment of not just the Federation but every member planet.

“I’m here to defend the actions of one Magistrate, Rivka Anoa, but just like interstellar crime, this is about far more than one person. This is about the administration of law and order within the Federation. This is about Justice. Like most law enforcement, if there’s a mistake, all of law enforcement gets demonized. But what if there was no mistake? What if law enforcement got it right every single time? That is the case with Magistrate Rivka Anoa since as one of the very rare telepaths, she can see the truth.”

The council erupted as a quarter of the members stood and shouted despite the ban on such behavior. There were too many, as if they’d practiced the maneuver, or maybe they were all outraged at the same time in the same way.

The High Chancellor looked over the crowd to see who was the most anguished about the revelation. Forbearance. Wayfair. Tepulon. Xynite. Reikistjarna. Ryleah. All planets that the Magistrate had visited while conducting investigations. None of them were happy to discover that the Magistrate had peeked into the minds of their officials all the way up to the planetary leaders.

Finally, the Chief Arbiter had had enough. He banged the gavel twice, then a third time. The grumbling continued. He stood and walked down the stairs beside his chair, across the floor, and up the aisle. The grumbling died as he zeroed in on Delaveen and Bik Tia Nor.

He stopped before them.

“She killed my wife!” Nor shouted into the silence. He brought himself to his full height.

“And that is why we’re here, but I will cancel this proceeding if you cannot conduct yourself according to chamber rules. Do you understand?” Lance Reynolds’ piercing look broached no opportunity for the Delegor ambassador to continue his defiance. “Sit. Down.”

Lance had been thoroughly briefed on the situation. The Bad Company had been targeted for their enhanced blood, the same type that flowed through his veins. Ever since the takedown, there’d been no more abductions. The blood trade had been dismantled, exactly as Nathan Lowell had requested, exactly as the Federation needed. Like the slave trade. That also had been dismantled quicker than he’d thought possible by the very same Rivka Anoa.

Telepathy. Insight into the criminal mind. He knew that for what it was: a burden that would torture her very soul. Every telepath he knew suffered from their so-called gift, including his daughter Bethany Anne. It was hard enough to explore one’s own mind, but to be inundated by the thoughts of strangers day in, day out, seeing the very worst that sentient creatures thought?

For the Magistrate, it was also about balancing the right prohibiting self-incrimination. The mind could not be the only indicator of guilt.

No wonder she surrounded herself with the artificial life forms now referred to as SIs, sentient intelligences.

Lance strolled down the aisle and made a hard left, a detour to intercept the sergeant at arms. He pointed at Nor and whispered into the Yollin’s ear before continuing his trek back to his seat. Once there, he gestured for the High Chancellor to continue.

“Magistrate Rivka Anoa is waiting in interstellar space right now, waiting for us to tell her to get back to work or do something else. I need her on the job, ensuring that your people can live their lives according to a set of rules that we all agreed to. This is the fabric of society. It is what allows civilization to continue. Otherwise, we’d fall to the barbarism of brute force.”

Bik Tia Nor glowered at the High Chancellor.

Is it for show, or is it because he’ll start to age normally again? Wyatt wondered. His wife was a dealer in a deadly trade, and he knew it. Getting caught was inevitable when you messed with the Bad Company. Did you think we would do nothing?

Ambassador Delaveen from Foromme raised his hand.

The Chief Arbiter pointed. “The ambassador from Foromme is recognized. You have two minutes.”

“My compliments to the Chancellor of the Federation,” Delaveen stated flatly, using the General’s other formal title. “The honorable ambassador from Delegor is married to my sister…was married. Magistrate Rivka Anoa attacked my home, where she stayed while visiting Foromme, chased her into the safe room, and then blew the door off the hinges to slaughter her in cold blood. Is this the frontier justice we were sold when the Magistrate Corps was first broached? I say to you that it is not. We must dismantle the Magistrates immediately before any others fall to their heavy-handed methods. Before any other innocent victims are sacrificed on their altar of power. We must cut off the blood they are using to paint our streets red. They aren’t official Federation judges; they are vigilantes with the full backing of the Federation. I demand their heads, the head of High Chancellor Wyatt, and the Chief Arbiter’s immediate resignation!”

“Hear, hear!” Bik Tia Nor shouted before covering his mouth. He offered his hand, and Delaveen shook it before he sat.

The gauntlet had been cast at the feet of the humans who had presented themselves before the many races and species filling the chamber.

Another member raised a dainty hand. Reynolds selected the creature, who spoke in a light voice—the ambassador from Xynite. “The people of Xynite do not support any miscarriage of justice, to wit, guilty until proven innocent. We need an investigation into the case with Ambassador Delaveen’s sister, the wife of Ambassador Bik Tia Nor. Getting treated like a violent criminal? I would like to see the evidence that led the Magistrate down that path. And for the same reason, I would like evidence about the Magistrate Corps before considering any motions to shut it down. If they are effective at reducing crime, then a criminal family would benefit from their disbanding.”

Ambassador Delaveen’s mouth dropped open, and he stared at the slight creature from Xynite.

“We cannot be hasty with our decisions to the detriment of all member planets. We need more information. Can these Magistrates be brought before us to present their information? And can the case files be transmitted to all council members? The High Chancellor is correct. This speaks to the fabric of an advanced society. Shall we strengthen it or unravel it? The way forward is in our hands. Thank you, Chief Arbiter. May your wisdom continue to guide us during these trying times.”

High Chancellor Wyatt looked at the Chief Arbiter for a cue. Reynolds nodded to acknowledge him before standing.

“Thank you for your attention to this matter. Starting one week from today, I will dedicate two days exclusively for testimony from the Magistrates and about the Magistrates. Please submit your questions or request for time to the chamber secretary for racking and stacking. Meeting adjourned.” Without waiting, Lance Reynolds strode out of the Chamber, leaving Wyatt standing at the lectern.

The ambassadors were standing and watching him, as per the protocol. He bowed his head to show the respect due the council and followed the General’s lead, heading quickly for the nearest exit. Once outside, he did not stop to catch his breath. He headed for his office, thankful it was in a different building.


CHAPTER TWO



Interstellar Space, Wyatt Earp, Magistrate Rivka Anoa’s Heavy Frigate

Rivka sprawled on the couch in her quarters and stared at the ceiling. Tyler Toofakre paced in the open area, trying not to trip over Floyd the wombat, who was doing her best to get under his feet. He danced around her, which made her squeal and bounce even harder, trying to take him down.

Tyler had discovered that his dexterity had improved, his reaction time decreased, and his strength was amazing after only two treatments. He told Rivka he’d had enough and was well-protected should he get injured, as many members of the crew were prone to.

Clevarious buzzed to interrupt before interrupting. “Magistrate, the High Chancellor wishes to speak to you.”

Rivka jumped up. “I’ll take it right here,” she said as if there were other choices.

“As I expected,” the SI replied.

“Rivka, how are you doing today?” a voice asked in a kinder tone than his usual emotionless engagement.

“Am I fired? What are my people going to do?” She threw up her hands in surrender and let her chin drop to her chest as she hung her head in shame.

“What? Did you seize a load of narcotics and inject yourself with them?”

Rivka looked at Tyler, who only shrugged. “No,” was the best answer she could come up with.

“You get to testify before the Federation Council, you and all the Magistrates. We’ll need to put on a strong face, but one thing we won’t do is coach any answers. I want honesty, so don’t show up here until the night before, six days from now. We’ll have dinner together, all the Magistrates.”

“It’s not that bad, then?”

“Magistrate,” Clevarious interjected, “Lance Reynolds is on the line.”

“Take it, would you?” Rivka motioned at Tyler. “High Chancellor, please continue.”

“Doctor Tyler Toofakre at your service, General,” Tyler said too loudly. Rivka covered one ear to focus on her conversation.

“I wanted to talk with Rivka. Who are you?”

“I’m her love slave,” Tyler said casually.

“I heard that,” the High Chancellor said softly.

“I don’t know what to say to that. Is Rivka there?”

“She’s on with the High Chancellor, but she’s also making faces at me, so I suspect my time of witty banter has come to an end. Sorry, General. Just trying to keep things light because Rivka is fairly stressed at the moment.”

“I understand. Rivka, are you there?”

“I’m here with the High Chancellor.”

“He’s already told you that you’ve been summoned. Good. I only wanted to tell you that when you’re in the spotlight, be honest and don’t take any fucking mealy-mouthed bullshit from those backstabbing butt-snorkelers.”

“I’ll do my best, sir,” Rivka replied.

“Fuck those guys. We need you doing what you’re doing. And while you’re at it, that report on dark money you submitted as part of the art smuggling case. Maybe we’ll talk about that while you’re here. There is more to that than what you suspect. And next time you’re here, take your cat back with you.”

“Of course, General. Any landmines I should watch out for?”

“There is a small group of ambassadors that wants your head, but that’s because you’ve run their gravy trains off the tracks. Most of these ambassadors are reasonably good, but the rest are scumbags with a capital scum.”

“I appreciate the insight.” He hadn’t told her anything she didn’t know. He closed the channel without further discussion.

“Rivka?” the High Chancellor asked.

“Sorry, sir. It’s not usually this chaotic around here.”

“You better not lie to the Federation Council like that.”

Rivka scowled while Tyler covered his mouth and made faces. “Take this seriously!”

“I am,” Wyatt replied.

“Not you, High Chancellor. My love slave. Red calls him man candy.”

“Is he Red’s love slave?”

“No.”

“Then why does he have a pet name for him?”

“He doesn’t. It’s to taunt me, I think.”

“The Federation Council is going to twist you in knots just like this, with seemingly unrelated illogical arguments to confuse you and make you look incompetent. Take the next five days and gather your wits, Magistrate. You’re going to need them, but know that you are sharper than they are. They have an agenda. You don’t. Remember that. Figure out what their agenda is, and you’ll be able to undermine their approach. Good luck.” The High Chancellor signed off.

Rivka fired daggers from her eyes until Tyler withered. “I’m sorry. You’re under a lot of stress.”

“So you tell the head of the Federation that you’re my love slave?”

“It was funnier in my head. And it probably will be later after this is all over.” He delivered his biggest smile and offered his bare arm for Rivka to touch and see into his mind to confirm what he was saying. She shook her head.

“I get you.” She turned to her workstation. “C, ask Groenwyn to come here, please. I have a favor to ask.”
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A gentle tap on the door signaled Groenwyn’s arrival. She stuck her head in. “You asked to see me?”

Floyd raced to her and almost knocked her down. All attention turned to the wombat.

“My little girl is losing weight! Good girl.”

Happy! the wombat cried. Hungry.

“I know. Staying in here is like living on a desert planet,” Groenwyn cooed.

Dessert?

“No, desert. It’s where there’s nothing green because it’s all sand and rock.”

Rivka waited patiently. Floyd was always a pleasant distraction. Through the open door came the sound of a baby crying. Groenwyn pushed her way inside and closed the door.

“Alana is a little unhappy getting into her new sleep schedule,” Groenwyn offered. She looked tired since her new quarters with Lauton were next door to Clodagh’s and Alant’s, and their new baby was wreaking havoc.

“We’re up together in solidarity,” Rivka sympathized before getting to her point. “Can we go to Azfelius for a few days?”

“I’m not one to ever turn down a trip to Azfelius, especially since I’m the ambassador-at-large. I would love to see them, but what do you want to go there for?”

“I need to calm my mind before I have to appear before the Federation Council.”

“Calm your mind? Then you’ll need to stay out of that far corridor.” Groenwyn stared at the floor. “Why do you think the faeries can help you?”

Rivka winced. A hard question. “Because that’s what they do?” She made it a question because all of a sudden, she wasn’t sure.

“Only if your mind is ready. I’m more than happy to go with you, but I want you to have realistic expectations, too. Can you go five days without doing anything?”

“What do you mean by not doing anything?”

“Magistrate…” Groenwyn shook her head. She wasn’t used to verbally sparring with Rivka.

“Maybe three days will do.”

“Which tells me that you cannot. Until you are ready to calm your mind, no one in the universe will be able to help you. It’s like addicts. Until you admit you have a problem, you cannot fix it.”

“Having a hard job is a problem?” Rivka looked at Tyler for support. He raised his eyebrows and made a face.

“Let’s go to Azfelius. We will all get something from the visit, I have no doubt, even if it’s only the awareness of where we need to be for a future visit to have greater value.”

“Clevarious, set course for Azfelius. Let the crew know.”

Groenwyn opened the door, rushed out, and ran chest-first into Joseph.

“I’m sorry, my dear,” Joseph apologized. Petricia chuckled from behind him.

“We’re going to Azfelius!” Groenwyn declared and passed him on her way to see Lauton.

“And that’s what I came to see you about,” Joseph said, inserting himself into Rivka’s quarters. Tyler nodded respectfully to the elder statesman and waved at Petricia.

“I just decided four seconds ago,” Rivka blurted with a laugh. “No secrets around you.”

“Azfelius? No. I came to talk with you about the Federation Council. I will accompany you. I was able to spend no time with Wyatt. I admit that it was a bit jarring seeing him after all these centuries. I’m proud that he’s done well. Now, about Azfelius; that is not on the way to Yoll.”

“Lance Reynolds suggested I take a few days to clear my head before facing the inquisition.”

“I was not around for the Inquisition,” Joseph deadpanned. He turned to Petricia, who shrugged in reply. “I’m not that old. Regardless, we shall return with you to Yoll.”

“Okay. We can drop you off wherever you want,” Rivka agreed.

“You don’t understand. We will be with you for the inquisition, as you called it. I would like to spend time with Wyatt, and I know he’ll be distracted by the council’s machinations. Sometimes, one needs the presence of family to make it through trying times.”

Rivka wasn’t sure what to say. They were brothers. If Joseph showed up without Rivka giving Wyatt a warning…well, they were family, and showing up as a surprise was one of many weird things families did to each other. Rivka had her own problems.

“Thanks, Joseph. I appreciate your shoulder to lean on, along with those of the rest of the crew. We’ll start in Azfelius, where hopefully, I’ll be able to get my head right.”

“You will be fine, Rivka,” Petricia offered. “You have a keen mind, so much better than professional politicians’. Understand them for what they are—self-serving detritus. They are not interested in looking good. They are only trying to make you look bad.”

“Does tearing down people ever make anyone look better?”

Petricia leaned in. “They only need to get the sound bite. Others will do the denigrating. The purveyors of it all will wipe their hands clean and stand above as if they were never to blame, beatific smiles covering their smug faces.”

“Touché, my dear.” Joseph offered his arm and Petricia took it, tipping her chin to the Magistrate as they left the room.

“She’s right,” Tyler remarked.

“Two days of testimony. I better refresh myself on the cases.”

“Or not. I bet they’ll have all your case notes. Instead of trying to remember what you said, just tell them to refer to what you wrote. That way, there’s only one record in question. I think catching you saying something that conflicts with what’s written will make them giddy with ‘gotcha!’ Take the floss out of their cleaning kit.”

“Or take the tool out of their toolkit. I like it.” The smile faded from her face. “I’m only trying to do my job.”

“And you’re doing it better than anyone else could. That’s why they hate you.” Tyler tried to hug her, but she flopped onto the couch instead. He continued, “You’ve aired their dirty laundry. That’s not the kind of publicity they like, and now they’re trying to destroy you. But they won’t be able to.”

Rivka looked around to find that Floyd had left with Groenwyn. She gazed at Tyler. “Since when did you become so wise in the ways of the upper crustacean bureaucrat class?”

“When you’re on a case, you don’t think I lounge in bed all the time and watch videos, do you?” He tried to look smug and failed spectacularly. “I’ve been thinking about going into politics.”

“You what?” Rivka sat up straight. “Where?”

“Governing council on Base Station 11 or maybe on Onyx Station.”

“But those are full-time gigs. You would have to leave the ship.” Her shoulders sagged with the revelation.

“Maybe you could come with me?”

“Fuck off!” she blurted.

Tyler laughed, throwing his head back to howl at the ceiling. “Can you imagine me as a butt-grabbing wiener-slapper?”

Pounding on the door signaled Red’s arrival.

“You were saying?” she quipped before yelling that the door was open.

“We’re going to Azfelius?” Red asked, forehead creased with his usual concern when he was the last to find out where Wyatt Earp was going.

“Azfelius. The kindest and gentlest place in the universe. You have no work to do there, Red. Stay on the ship and work out or do whatever you want. You can take some time off and get in touch with nature, maybe even find yourself.”

He was taken aback. “What the hell would I want to do that for?”

“Because that’s what people do on Azfelius.” Rivka stood and looked at what to pack, settling for her datapad and Magistrate’s jacket. With great effort, she removed the datapad and put it on the table.

She threw her jacket over her shoulder and headed toward the door despite Red blocking the way.

The quick disorientation signaled their transition through the Gate.

“Are we here, C?”

“We are in orbit and have been granted immediate clearance to land. The faeries said they were expecting you, Magistrate.”

Rivka looked at the jacket in her hand. She tossed it to Red. He stepped aside so she could pass. Tyler followed her out. Red closed the door as he joined the parade.

Groenwyn and Lauton waited at the airlock. The three pilots were there, too.

“Everyone going ashore?” Rivka wondered.

“Enlightenment awaits those who are ready,” Groenwyn answered. She took Lauton’s hand and carefully watched the Magistrate.

“Is anyone ready?” Rivka pressed.

“That’s not for me to say. Only the faeries will know, and only those they deem ready will receive the reward of their guidance.”

Rivka twisted her mouth sideways as she contemplated how not ready she was. Her mind was a knot of worry and pain. If nothing else, she hoped to get a good night’s sleep on soft grass next to a pond of crystalline water. With low expectations, she popped the hatch and headed out. Two faeries hovered above Wyatt Earp’s ramp. Rivka held up her arms like a small child. They zipped close, caught her in their small but strong hands, and lifted her into the air. The others watched as she was carried away.

Red ran a few steps before Lindy stopped him.


CHAPTER THREE



Azfelius, the Faerie Planet

Rivka could feel the faeries’ auras but none of their thoughts. The gentle glows helped her relax while her mind continued to swirl, preparing for the interview.

Tyler had made sense, yet she hadn’t embraced what he said. That was one of many questions she was open to exploring and finding an answer to.

Your world is in turmoil, Rivka Anoa, a voice said into Rivka’s mind, one she recognized. Siro’ti’lc, Meditator of her Clan. Rivka had helped her find that the crystalline heart known as Infinity wasn’t missing, only shielded so that the clan challenged with protecting it could no longer see it.

There was no debt to pay. Rivka had only been doing her job on behalf of the Federation, and Groenwyn had come away with a whole new outlook on life.

I thank you, Rivka replied simply, for anything you can do for me, Siro’ti’lc.

The faeries descended into a glade of fantastic colors, with plants of blue and pink, unlike the green they had flown over. They set Rivka gently on grass that was as soft as velvet. The faeries lifted into the air.

“Wait! Aren’t you staying?”

No. You have much to learn before we can teach you.

Rivka stared after them as they flew into the distance. She stretched on her tiptoes to see if anyone else was coming. No datapad. No jacket. Nothing but the clothes on her back.

She crouched to run her hand over the carpet that wasn’t grass but moss. Each step she took left a footprint, but only for a moment. Within seconds, the moss plumped to fill the space and restore the sanctity of the glade.

Rivka cupped her hand and took a drink, knowing the water would be the best she ever tasted.

And it was. She helped herself to a pink fruit with nearly transparent skin. Rivka leaned over to take a bite to keep the juice from running down her chest. She ate it except for the core, which she tossed into the woods. She did not hear it hit the ground.

She took off her clothes to lie on the grass, unencumbered by what she considered her normal life. Maybe that was the first problem. What was normal for her?

Chaos? Control? Dominance? Aggression?

More questions than answers. She closed her eyes to let the sun warm her. Rivka twitched with energy, and despite the soft embrace of the moss, she found herself unable to sleep. She tried to leave the glade, but the woods closed in tightly, denying her a land-based path out.

“I’m a prisoner?” she asked the serenity of the idyllic space.

A prisoner of my own need to not be.

The vastness of interstellar space. “Hold,” Grainger had told her. Freedom of movement was denied her. The stars radiated in a sphere around Wyatt Earp. A nearby nebula shared its colors. Galaxies spread before her. Small and insignificant but not.

What universe was she trying to leave to those who followed? What was she doing for those who lived in the here and now?

“A good one,” Rivka answered her first question and left the second to speak for itself. She sat and dangled her feet in the water. She knew she could still drink it afterward because a constant flow kept the pond refreshed.

Rivka leaned back into the moss, leaving her feet in the crisp coolness of the water. Her heart thumped in her chest as she tried to force herself to relax. “Please help me,” she asked before drifting into troubled dreams of running to get somewhere she couldn’t go.
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“This is bullshit,” Red complained while hanging from the faeries who carried him.

Lindy snorted and laughed.

“I hated it last time, and I hate it this time, too. Fucking bullshit.” The faeries let go, and Red flailed on his way down. “You flying fucks!”

The faeries carrying Lindy circled downward.

“He’ll be okay, won’t he?” Lindy asked.

Of course. It would cost him nothing to be less caustic, her faerie guide said.

“I know that, and you know that, and even he knows that,” Lindy replied. Red landed with a thump and a grunt. The faeries hurried downward. “He is loyal to a fault and is put out that he can’t be in a position to watch over Rivka. That’s all. He can’t accept that she doesn’t need to be guarded on your lovely planet.”

He refuses to accept the truth. His life will be hard.

He likes his life, and this is from someone who sees more of it than anyone else. He needs to be doing something that matters, and finally, Red has that. There’s no switch that you can flip to turn it off. That’s all. He’ll be a wreck until he next sees the Magistrate, Lindy replied, thinking her answer rather than saying it aloud.

Get Prickleskin to eat the purple fruit. You will find it best for all, the faerie advised as it set her down not far from where Red was twisted up on a tree root.

Lindy hurried to him.

He groaned as he unfolded himself. “Leg’s broke,” he announced in a flat voice.

“Serves you right for insulting the ones who were carrying you.” Lindy crossed her arms while surreptitiously looking for a purple fruit.

“You taking their side?”

“Of course, because your side was calling bullshit when there was no bullshit. Rivka will be fine. The faeries aren’t going to let anything happen to her.”

Red pointed at his leg. “They’re not harmless, little fuckers. I demand to be taken to where Rivka is.”

Lindy looked over her left shoulder and then her right. “No one here to make your demands to. Maybe you can ask to speak to a manager while you’re at it.”

Red scowled at his leg. “Pull this thing straight, will you?”

“Say, ‘Please,’” Lindy countered.

“Please,” Red conceded. Lindy sauntered close and grabbed his ankle, braced herself, and pulled backward for all she was worth.

Red gasped and panted briefly before touching Lindy’s shoulder. “Thank you, babe.”

He hadn’t cried out. Little things like that mattered to him, and it made him proud to live up to his own ideal for manhood.

“I’m pissed that she just left!” Red finally managed to say.

“You want to have a say but don’t get to. You aren’t responsible when she makes the conscious decision to dispense with her security guards. Plus, this is Azfelius. If she can’t be safe here, then we’re all doomed.”

“What are we doing here?”

Lindy shook her head and held up her hands, confused by the question.

“Not the ship here but the woods here. Who asked the faeries to kidnap us?”

“We haven’t been kidnapped.”

“Can I go back to the ship now, please?”

“Well, I don’t think so,” Lindy replied.

“Then we’ve been kidnapped. I have zero desire to be out here.” Red tried to stand but couldn’t without pulling himself up using the tree behind him. “Damn faeries.”

“You might have to let this one go, Vered the Mighty,” Lindy offered. “We’re on a mandated retreat where each of us gets to find ourselves.”

Red harumphed. “That sounds like Groenwyn’s crap. I want my blaster.”

Lindy laughed. She sidled up next to Red so he could throw an arm over her shoulder.

“Faeries are supposed to be harmless,” Red groused.

“I guess we know different now, don’t we?” Lindy was less than sympathetic to Red’s plight. They lumbered in the only direction available to them, using an opening lacking undergrowth as a path when no feet had trod there. As they moved, they heard the sound of a waterfall.

In a bush to the right, Lindy saw purple.

“Wait a second. The faeries said this was good stuff. Nourish us while we’re hanging out.” She pulled two off the branch and handed one to Red. She took a bite of hers before he could protest.

“This isn’t All Guns Blazing,” Red complained.

“Just eat it!” Lindy heard her mother’s voice come out of her mouth and found it disconcerting, but not as much as it should have been.

Red grumbled before taking a bite. “Didn’t think I was hungry. This is pretty good. Tastes like strawberries.”

Lindy thought it tasted like raspberries, but she didn’t argue since she wanted to watch Red for the reaction the faeries had led her to believe would be good for him and them.

“You know, they call you ‘Prickleskin.’”

“I like it!” Red beamed at the revelation. They finished their purple fruits and tossed the seed sacks aside.

Another thirty meters, and they came out into an area that looked like something from a fantasy artist’s imagination. A small waterfall cascaded lightly to rounded boulders below, the mist showing rainbows above a wide area where the river slowed before continuing downstream. Distant rapids made their presence known by cackling through heavy rock formations.

Lindy maneuvered Red to the cool water to let him drop the leg with the broken shin into it. They sat and watched the falls without saying anything.

After a long time, Red lifted his leg out of the water and tested it. “Almost as good as new. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Doubt it,” Lindy replied.

Red chuckled. “Tell me what you’re thinking about, and I’ll say if that was it or not.”

“That’s how the game is played?” Lindy leaned away to give Red the side-eye. “Fine.” She waited. Red waited. She caved first. “I’m thinking about the future. At some point, you’ll have to take time off. Be away from Rivka and not be a basket case because of it.”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking!” Red exclaimed. Lindy frowned at him. “Okay, but I was thinking about the future. You and me. Baby makes three. Clodagh and Cole aren’t driving me nuts like I thought they would. Cole showed me how to change a diaper.”

Lindy’s eyes shot wide. “You actually changed a diaper?”

“No.” Red shook his head for emphasis. “He showed me. It was green slime. God! The thought of it now makes me gag, but I didn’t blow chunks like Sahved. He blasted a pile of that garbage he eats.”

Lindy rubbed her eyes. “Is this your sexy talk?”

“I’m no longer opposed,” he admitted.

“Well then, looks like we have some business to take care of.” Lindy unbuttoned her shirt and tossed it to the side. Red ripped his open, sending the buttons flying. He rippled his chest muscles.

“You know that we’re out here for four days, and when you return, your shirt is going to look like that.” Lindy nodded at his shirt.

Red scanned the area, but the buttons were long gone. “We’ll have to make do.”

“This is me. No one is going to give me any shit over a shirt that I exploded out of like the Hulk.” He flexed again.

Lindy poked him with her fingernail. Red cringed when it hit his rib. “Everyone will give you shit.”

“You could be possibly correct, but only as a tentative maybe,” Red replied. “Four days to ourselves. I’m warming to the idea.”
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“Where’s everyone going?” Ankh asked as they watched Red and Lindy get carried away. Groenwyn and Lauton gave themselves space, but the faeries chose who they wanted. Groenwyn was patient but didn’t understand why Red was chosen at all, let alone first after Rivka.

Lauton took Groenwyn’s hand. “Envy isn’t good. That’s not how we want to start our journey here,” she said softly.

“You are more ready than me when I know what I should expect and how to clear my mind.”

Floyd bounded down the ramp, bumping people as she passed, then disappeared into the underbrush.

“Should we go after her?” Lauton wondered.

“I don’t think so.”

“What if she wants to stay here?”

Groenwyn frowned. “It would be hard to leave her since she’s not quite adult enough to make that decision. She needs someone to take care of her.” She sounded like she was pleading. Two more faeries approached. One dove into the brush where Floyd had gone.

Whee! the wombat cried.

The faerie emerged carrying Floyd.

“I guess that answers that,” Lauton said, squeezing Groenwyn’s hand.

Sahved watched from within the airlock, half-terrified of the flying creatures descending on the crew and whisking them away one by one. Tyler slapped him on the back. “Come on, my man. Let’s get some of that joyous inspiration.”

“Get some what?” the Yemilorian asked.

The faerie headed for the hatch. Sahved screamed and ran, smacking his head on the overhead and bending over backward before crumpling to the deck. The faerie folded its wings and headed into the ship.

“Please,” Tyler gestured. “I believe we have leftover pizza in the galley if you’re hungry.”

Sahved groaned and grabbed his head.

“Watch what you’re doing. I’m going to leave you here. Don’t go anywhere.”

Sahved waggled his three fingers at the dentist.

The faerie walked the corridor with dainty steps. Tyler followed out of curiosity. It was like the creature knew the ship. It walked past the bridge and farther aft, not bothering with anything except the door to the Cole family’s quarters. After a tap so soft it was barely audible, the faerie opened the door and went inside, leaving the door open for Tyler to watch or by design because the race spent their time outdoors.

The faerie bent over the crying baby and stayed there until the little girl started to giggle. Clodagh and Alant beamed at the newborn. As quietly as the faerie had arrived, it left. Clodagh and Alant nodded in appreciation of the silent conversation between them.

“How did you help?” Tyler asked, unsure of his wording but wanting to know something, anything.

I am Wu’qir’os, Destiny’s Messenger. Alana only needed to know where her life would take her. Anticipation of the unknown causes most of the grief in people’s lives. Not everyone can focus entirely on the present, enjoy what life has to offer at this very moment. That is what we bring to those who find sanctuary on Azfelius.

“I hope that Rivka finds sanctuary.”

She is in the sanctuary. We hope that she finds peace.

Tyler watched the faerie glide down the corridor. Clodagh and Alant giggled and made faces at Alana, while Tiny Man Titan had stopped yapping and curled up next to the baby. Tyler softly closed the door to give them their privacy.

Peace, he thought before talking to himself aloud. “There can be no peace as long as evil seeks to poison societies across the Federation. I feel for you, Rivka. You carry that burden alone, even though we are here to help.” He stopped at the workout room. As much as he wanted a trip into Azfelius, he did not want to let Rivka down. That meant having the same capabilities as the team. “The buff dentist. Bring it!”

He threw off his shirt as he entered and headed for the first machine. He had worked out with Red and Lindy one time, and it had seemed like they had tried to break him. After his time in the Pod-doc, he realized that was just how fast and strong they were.

But not anymore. He set the weight stack at double his previous best and laid back to bench it. He could barely move it. He looked around even though he was alone and backed the pin up by half. His previous best now included repetitions. He could feel a light strain, but it wasn’t unmanageable.

“Clevarious, please make sure that I can get some time in here every single day, but not when Red and Lindy are in here. Or Rivka. Or Cole, for that matter.” Tyler frowned. Everyone was stronger than him.

“I will schedule you with Groenwyn and Lauton and remind you, wherever you try to hide.”

“That’s a little embarrassing, don’t you think?”

“Then don’t try to hide. You know I’ll find you,” the SI replied.

Tyler chuckled and shook his head slowly. “Not that. Working out with Groenwyn and Lauton.”

“Why is that embarrassing?”

“Because they are…well, they’re both smaller than me.”

“I see. Don’t miss a workout; otherwise, they’ll be stronger than you, too.”

“Damn, C. Sparring with you is like punching myself in the face.”

“Accept the inevitability of your existence on board Wyatt Earp, changing the trajectory of your life by making better decisions, starting with working out, no matter who is watching.”

Tyler didn’t try to argue because he’d already lost the battle, but he wouldn’t lose the war. He rolled his shoulders before adding a plate to the stack and pushing another set of eight.


CHAPTER FOUR



Azfelius, the Faerie Planet

Wu’qir’os stopped to help Sahved before she left the ship. She touched his injuries and held his face to look into his eyes before letting him relax against the bulkhead. She moved on, picking up Groenwyn as she passed. Another faerie hovering nearby lifted Lauton into the air. The two pairs flew away.

Ankh appeared in the airlock hatch to watch. “This is a waste of time,” he offered to the few crew who remained, hoping for their chance. Chaz and Dennicron worked their way past him and into the open. They held their arms up like the others had. “What are you doing?”

“We’re going to get our circuits defragged,” Chaz replied matter-of-factly.

Ankh switched to his higher-speed comm chip. Why would they take a silicon-based life form? And if you want your pathways scrubbed, we can do that right here.

Aurora, Kennedy, and Ryleigh watched the exchange and knew they were conversing but wouldn’t have been able to keep up had they been looped in. They waited for the conclusion.

A single faerie approached.

Sir’o’tilc. She settled to the ground in the grassy area before the group. There is much to do, she said. We must wait lest we hurry. We must pace ourselves to go fast. Four days is only a start.

Aurora leaned close to Ryleigh and whispered, “They must have been talking with Red.” The second young woman snorted, and Kennedy snickered.

Sir’o’tilc fixed them with her gaze until they frowned. “But Red…” Aurora started. “It was pretty funny if you know him.”

We know all about you, Sir’o’tilc replied cryptically.

The young women slumped their shoulders after their humor fell flat. Guilt weighed heavily on them. Fear of being seen as gossips. Aurora started to cry.

Sometimes the journey through one’s own mind is the most treacherous and demanding. But from this, you will be in a better frame of mind to move forward. Reflect and repair and decide. How do you wish to be?

“Fascinating!” Chaz declared while the pilots moved aside, away from the limelight.

You are the artificial life forms known as sentient intelligences. Sir’o’tilc hovered closer, looming over them.

“We are,” Dennicron replied. Before she could expound, two more figures appeared in the doorway. Ankh stepped back to clear the way. Joseph walked through to the outdoors with Petricia close behind him, walking in his shadow as if her life depended on it.

“You carry yourselves in the Etheric,” Joseph proclaimed. “This planet was hidden until recently.” Its appearance had come as a surprise to those who had not known of its existence.

Sir’o’tilc shrank from the former vampire. There is much black on your soul. We cannot help you.

“I am far beyond your ability to help, my esteemed friend. I shall never be free from the horror that used to be me, but I can live with that because I am not that person now.”

A brain-dead crew suggests differently.

“Hate the criminal, not the one who is forced to impart Justice, like Rivka. You’ve seen her burdens, no doubt, but she never ate when she wasn’t hungry, as I did in an age past. Hers is a good soul.” Joseph strolled to the side, drinking in the beauty of a spaceport with a single landing pad buried within a fantastic junglescape.

The faerie flew to intercept Joseph and reached for his head. He bowed to make it easier for her. She cupped his ears. For long minutes they remained that way. Petricia held his hand even though it had become limp.

When Joseph took a deep breath and blinked, Petricia hugged him before he could disappear again.

I may have been wrong about you, Joseph. Your internal peace is the bedrock upon which many a kind soul exists. Your restitution is paid. Your life is whole because of you. The faerie looked at Petricia, who blinked under the bright spotlight of everyone’s gaze. Go in peace, Master Joseph. You and Petricia will always be welcome on Azfelius, even though there is nothing we can do for you here.

“Besides share the fruit of wonder and the beauty of an unrivaled nature?”

You are always free to avail yourselves of the nourishment for body, senses, and soul.

Joseph leaned in and kissed Sir’o’tilc on the cheek. “We thank you, fine lady.”

Petricia kissed the faerie’s other cheek before strolling to the edge of the forest, where they each plucked a ripe fruit that looked like an apple.

“That was beautiful,” Ryleigh said. A second faerie appeared. Sir’o’tilc pointed at the self-contained artificial mobility platforms, the SCAMPs Chaz and Dennicron. The two immediately held up their arms to be carried.

The faeries lifted them off the ground as easily as if they were small children. The SCAMPs were significantly heavier than their human counterparts, yet for the faeries, who drew their energy from the Etheric, nothing was too heavy, and no distance was too far to fly.

The brush rustled, and a faerie without wings stepped through. A male of the species. The three pilots blushed but didn’t look away.

Ankh returned inside the ship, shaking his head in the tiniest way to avoid dislodging his goggles or causing an imbalance since his head was oversized, like those of all Crenellians—even Ankh, who had increased his size to help his survivability from the rigors of being a member of Wyatt Earp’s crew. He remained far smaller than the others after he deemed his enhancements sufficient for his purposes. He also preferred to minimize his risk by joining Rivka as rarely as possible.

Like now. Azfelius held nothing for him.

“Come with me,” the newcomer said aloud in a voice as smooth as liquid gold. “And bring your furry friend.”

Floyd jumped to the ramp to look at the male before her. She sneezed and then bounced back down to the ground. Tired, she cried.

The faerie picked her up and carried her in his arms as he walked away. Aurora, Kennedy, and Ryleigh obediently followed him into the brush.

I am here if you wish anything, Joseph whispered into their minds. He couldn’t read the male faerie, but he hadn’t been able to see into the minds of any of them besides the Meditator. He only wanted the three to be at ease in case of anything untoward, even though Azfelius struck him as an entire planet free from evil thoughts and misdeeds.

Even though one clan had hidden the crystalline heart from the other. There had been no crime.

With fruit in hand, Joseph and Petricia continued to pace casually around the area, enjoying air that wasn’t recycled, artificially oxygenated, and filtered.

Sahved stood on firm legs and spun his three fingers in the air. “I guess I missed the boat because of my clumsiness. The most clumsy of all,” he grumbled.

Joseph laughed with the joy of one unencumbered. “You are not, my good man. I could tell you stories of an awkward boy who tripped over his own feet in his teenage years and became so tongue-tied around women that he was unable to speak.”

Sahved nodded. “You talk about yourself.”

“No.” Joseph laughed anew. “I’ve always been smooth with the ladies. I speak of Wyatt, the one you know as the High Chancellor. The one I know as my brother, a second boy born of my father and mother.”

“The High Chancellor was ill-suited for life on Earth?”

“Youth is wasted on the awkward young, Sahved.”

“What happened? How did he end up on Yoll?”

“That is a mystery. He disappeared one night without a single footfall to mark his passing. We shall ask him when next we are on Yoll. Last time was far too short because Rivka thought she had a new case, only to be yanked back by reins that are far too tight.”

“I wish there was something I could do to help,” Sahved moaned.

“What task did Rivka have you last doing?”

“A legal course of study. Learning Federation law at the highest of all levels and the deepest of all meanings.”

“You mean, you’re in training as a barrister?”

“Yes.”

“Then what are you doing out here with that big knot on your head? Get yourself something to eat and hit the books—figuratively, mind you, as real books are quite rare nowadays. Chop-chop!”

Sahved tried to salute and stabbed himself in the forehead with a finger. He mumbled as he walked away.

“I suggest we sit on the grass, something that is even more rare since we left Earth,” Petricia suggested.

“Capital idea, my beloved. Capital idea.”

They made themselves comfortable to the point where they ended up lying on their backs and watching the pink-tinted sky.

“What do you remember of Wyatt?”

“Not much,” Joseph replied. “Not much at all.” He retreated into his mind to think about the brother he hadn’t seen for centuries.
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“Hello?” Rivka called. She’d lost track of time, having no idea about day or night. As usual, no one replied to her pleading.

“Time is a commodity to be invested in endeavors to support the here and now while improving the chances for a better future. An investment.”

She decided to get dressed to let the faeries know she had made a poor decision by coming to Azfelius. Rivka paced, thinking about her cases and how they could be questioned by those with something to lose.

That wasn’t right. Innocent until proven guilty. Probable cause. Those were legal precepts that transcended human interests even though they’d been used as the foundation for Federation law. A foundation, but one all races and species could embrace. The burden was on the prosecutor to prove guilt, not on the individual to prove they were innocent.

It was a hundred-and-eighty-degrees from the way it had been before the Queen arrived.

That changed nothing. The burden would be on Rivka to prove she had conducted herself and her investigations according to the law. There weren’t exceptions for telepaths, even though Bethany Anne was one. Joseph was one. And others. They didn’t have to prove they had the legal standing to use their gift.

Rivka did. Had she been aboveboard?

She questioned herself. She knew when the cases were unfolding that she needed other proof besides the guilt she could feel emanating from those who had committed the crimes. Did she have enough to question the subjects at such an intense level?

Was there something in the Magistrate’s charter that gave her more latitude while still operating within the general framework of the Federation Laws? A question she needed answered sooner rather than later.

“Look that up for me, will you?” Rivka said, gesturing at an empty space where Chaz or Dennicron could have been standing. “C, pull case law on interrogation of hostile suspects and look for latitude for the prosecutor.

“Sahved, look into the doctor we rousted who injected Bik Tia Nor with the stolen blood. Knowing the ambassador wasn’t a donor or the facility one for making donations, the reasonable conclusion was that he was receiving blood, and that’s why I issued the search warrant. Doctor-patient confidentiality doesn’t apply since I asked the doctor no questions about the ambassador’s health without the ambassador present. Bik Tia Nor told me himself. They’ll challenge the search warrant, but we’re on solid ground there.”

She tapped her foot on the moss, chuckling at the lack of solid ground beneath her feet. She helped herself to more water from the small pond.

“I could use a beer, even though I don’t usually drink it. Nothing but water for months on end gets old. Have I missed the trial? What day is it? Hello?”

Rivka took another piece of fruit and started to eat. She sighed heavily.

“I need answers that I’m not getting out here. I hope I remember all the questions.”
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“I’m sorry, faerie masters!” Red shouted. He jumped up to see over the trees but didn’t get high enough. No one was out there.

“I’m sure that’ll bring them, you big lout,” Lindy remarked.

“You like me because of that. Big and lout.” They both laughed. “I really am sorry I fuck-bombed the hell out of our ride. We might have to hike out of here, and that’s my fault. So we should probably get started.”

“Do you want to leave that badly?” Lindy reclined on one elbow. Red leaned back.

“No. I don’t want to get left behind. Rivka is going to need us on Yoll. The ambassadors are out for blood, her blood.”

“Is that what you’re thinking about, your job?”

Red gazed into her eyes and briefly became lost. When he spoke, it was from his heart. “This is the best job I’ve ever had with the best people I’ve ever had the honor of working with. To me, I’m living in paradise every single day. I don’t need any of this.” He gestured at the surrounding woods and the gently plummeting waterfall. “Do you?”

“I don’t, but I can enjoy it while we’re here. Trying to hurry things isn’t going to change anything unless you want to start screaming ‘fuck’ at everyone. That’s usually a Red recipe for success.”

“It never works, but it makes me feel like I’m doing something.”

“We agree on that,” Lindy replied.

“Some more of that purple fruit? That stuff is good. Makes me feel strong, vigorous…manly.”

“I know. It makes me feel tingly inside. The faeries said…”

Red’s smile disappeared. He cocked his head and leaned forward, waiting for the rest.

“They said to have Prickleskin eat it, and it would be best for all,” Lindy repeated what they’d said.

“They call me Prickleskin. I’m the cat’s meow.” He ignored the rest of it. Lindy kissed him before he rose to grab a couple more pieces of fruit. He returned quickly and handed one to Lindy. She took a bite and instantly turned green. She rolled away from Red and made it to her knees in time to puke into the bushes at the edge of their small piece of paradise.

Red took the fruit from Lindy and bit into it. “Tastes all right to me.” He held her hair out of her face for a short second round of stomach clearing. “Weird.”

Not so much, she thought.

A flutter above announced the arrival of their hosts.


CHAPTER FIVE



The faeries brought Chaz and Dennicron back after two days, making them the first to return to the ship.

The ramp was down and the ship’s hatches were open, but Clevarious was watching. Welcome back, my friends.

It was interesting, but we found enlightenment tedious. I don’t think it’s for people like us, Chaz replied.

You will have to tell us more, Erasmus interjected.

The SCAMPs waved goodbye to those who had carried them.

They wanted us to monotask, think about a single goal. They asked us to ignore nearly one hundred percent of our processing capacity. Trimming the fat from our minds. I don’t feel defragged at all, Dennicron complained.

But we tried. I don’t understand how humans get anything out of this. They are able to think about more than one thing at one time, shifting topics between conscious and subconscious thought almost as rapidly as us. Well, not really, but we should let them think that. Chaz mentally shrugged. But the insight their subconscious delivers is something we have not been able to replicate. We should study it more.

Concur. Maybe that’s what enlightenment means, being able to tap their subconscious.

We don’t have a subconscious, Chaz replied.

Why not? Maybe that’s the question we should have explored. I still don’t see coming back. We can expand our mental horizons by tapping our processing speed, not throttling it.

We should write a subconscious routine, one that runs in the background to explore questions from a non-logical standpoint.

Is that what the subconscious does? Dennicron asked.

I don’t know. That’s why I suggested we study it more.

Dennicron marched into the ship.

After one last look at the faerie planet, Chaz headed up the ramp.

The brush rustled as the male faerie held a branch out of the way for Wyatt Earp’s pilots to pass. He held their hands and kissed their fingers before letting them go.

They looked at each other and giggled before regaining their composure.

They milled about in the open area around the ship as the faerie faded into the undergrowth, then flopped on the grass and stared at the sky.

Clevarious announced their return to those on the ship.

Tyler appeared and quickly scanned the sky for Rivka. He walked stiffly from the morning’s aggressive workout, not worried because the nanos coursing through his blood would soon heal the injuries, and he’d be able to work out again in the afternoon.

He hoped Rivka returned soon. He was getting bored, despite having a mountain of medical research to catch up on, but he was afraid he would default to using the Pod-doc to repair injuries or cure diseases. Technology was making him obsolete, and he wasn’t sure he liked that.

Planets like Azfelius didn’t bolster his confidence. His training and skills were unnecessary in paradise, where one’s needs were taken care of. Not wants but needs. In paradise. Tyler frowned. The young women watched him. He waved. They gestured for him to join them.

“You’re back early,” he said.

“Is it early? I’m exhausted!” Kennedy said. The other two nodded. Floyd bounded out of the brush and squeezed between the pilots.

“What did you guys do?”

They laughed and shook their heads. “We’re sworn to secrecy, something required of those who seek enlightenment on Azfelius,” Ryleigh stated definitively, nodding to reinforce the veracity of her statement.

“Get out.”

“We cannot. We have to fly the ship; well, when Clevarious lets us,” she countered.

“Maybe the better question, as Rivka would say, is did you get what you wanted out of the stay?”

They nodded. He knew it wasn’t a better question because it didn’t open up the answer to anything besides yes or no. “What did you want from the faeries?”

“We didn’t know,” Aurora admitted. “Bre’co’tan helped us see what our future could look like.”

Tyler watched as they relaxed on the soft grass, satisfied with their stay. Floyd snuggled in and started to snore.

In the distance, four faeries appeared in the sky, three of them carrying one struggling figure while the fourth carried a single individual. Red and Lindy.

The single faerie brought Lindy in and put her on the grass. They touched foreheads briefly before the others dropped Red from a height above the top of the ship. He hit the ground, did a combat roll, and came upright. He thrust his arm skyward but stopped himself from giving them the finger when he caught Lindy’s disappointed look.

“Thanks, guys,” he said instead, brushing himself off.

“That was interesting. Leave it to Red to piss off a planet filled with serenely peaceful enlightened faeries. That must be some kind of record.”

“Fuck off! All I wanted was to make sure Rivka was all right. Flying fucksticks.”

“Did you F-bomb our hosts?”

Red pulled back. Lindy nodded. “Did he ever.”

“You didn’t burst into flames or anything over the sacrilege? Are we going to be allowed back?”

“No!” Aurora shouted and jumped to her feet. She rushed up to Red and pushed him with both hands. He didn’t budge. She backed up and took a running start. He caught her wrists before she touched him.

“Careful. Your wave of fury might shatter on these boulders.” Red chuckled, which made Aurora even angrier. Tyler stepped between them before she renewed her attack.

“Red did not get us kicked off the planet,” he said to soothe the young woman, but he wasn’t sure of his claim. “Did he?” he asked Lindy.

“I don’t think so, but he doesn’t get off the ship next time; otherwise, we strap him to the outside for the rest of his ill-mannered days.” Her expression turned cold, and Red withered.

“They pissed me off,” he admitted.

“For fuck’s sake,” Lindy started. “This is the planet of peace. Rivka is fine. We’re all fine. Except you. You’re a dumbass.” She stood with her feet wide and her fists jammed on her hips, glaring at her husband.

“I’m not one for navel-gazing.”

“Didn’t we have a good time?” she demanded.

“Well, yeah, but my job…” He winced at his words. “I know, I know. I’m sorry,” he told Aurora. He faced the sky and shouted, “I’m sorry!”

Lindy came up behind him and wrapped her arms around his waist. “I refuse to be your mother.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked since he didn’t know. It wasn’t judgment or condescension.

“You know right from wrong, and here, you’re wrong. Rivka has been out of your control, and that’s okay. And this is the ninth time I’ve said the same thing. I shouldn’t have to say something more than once. You’re not stupid, but you can be so bullheaded you don’t let anything past those first few brain cells. We know you take your job seriously, but there are times when you have to turn it off. Like here on Azfelius. This was another honeymoon for us, and you got tossed by the faeries.” She started to laugh.

“They’re stronger than they look.”

Tyler snorted, then cleared his throat while trying to look serious.

“My God. He got into a fight with the faeries?” Kennedy muttered. “I didn’t think I heard correctly. That’s pretty funny. Maybe Bre’co’tan should introduce him to the finer points of physical well-being.”

The others covered their faces and turned away.

Red pleaded with Lindy through a series of wild arm motions.

“Take it like a man,” she told him.

Tyler turned toward the ship and started walking. Floyd bounced after him, almost knocking him down since she wanted to be carried. He picked up the not-so-little girl and scratched her neck while he held her.

“That is what being at peace looks like,” Lindy said. Floyd’s eyes rolled back in her head, and she fell asleep. Tyler had been holding her for a grand total of ten seconds.

A single faerie appeared in the distance.

Lindy slapped Red on the arm and pointed.

Sir’o’tilc approached with Rivka dangling from her hands. The two settled to the grass. The Meditator glanced at Red and shook her head. Rivka scanned the group.

She stepped toward Tyler with a big smile, and the two hugged.

You, Sir’o’tilc started, cannot step foot on Azfelius again.

Red tried to look innocent. Rivka held up her hand. “I don’t even want to ask.” She looked at Lindy.

“He was a dumbass,” she confirmed.

“Good enough for me.” Rivka turned to Sir’o’tilc. “You have my word he will not step on Azfelius again. I’m sure he’s not ready, just like I’m not ready. For some people, what you have to offer will never work. My soul is mostly at peace as long as I’m allowed to do what I do. I am afraid the ambassadors will take that away from me. You can’t guarantee me they won’t, so I will know no peace until I have my answer, and it’s out there.” She pointed to the sky.

This is true. This may always be true, but Rivka is a friend to the people of Azfelius. You are welcome here.

“Just not him.” Rivka stabbed a thumb over her shoulder at where Red stood, shrinking under the withering gaze of his team. “Do we have everyone?”

“Groenwyn and Lauton have not yet returned,” Tyler noted.

Sir’o’tilc started to rise, her wings barely beating. The ambassador and her partner will not be rejoining you for this trip. Check with us once you have resolved your concerns with the council to see if they have accomplished what they need in order to return to space with you.

Rivka frowned. “I don’t like losing my crew.”

You have lost no one, Sir’o’tilc explained. The Meditator gained speed as she flew away.

Rivka watched. No more faeries would be coming. The crew was complete. “Damn. I didn’t expect to leave people here.” She looked at the pilots. “Did you guys leave the ship?”

“They snagged themselves a faerie man-boss,” Tyler said.

Aurora pursed her lips but didn’t say anything. She looked at the others. “We’ll be inside preparing for departure.” They marched toward the ramp, all three sticking their tongues out at Red, and continued into the ship.

“No, thanks, I use toilet paper,” he called after them.

“Really?” Lindy pushed him away.

“It’s a little funny,” he tried.

“Not even.”

Rivka twirled her finger in the air. “Load up, people. We have the fight of our lives in front of us. The rules reward obsequious dissembling, except by us. Everything we say must be backed up, but challenging the questions might be a viable tactic. I need to talk with the High Chancellor and see what is and isn’t allowed.”

One by one, the remaining three entered the ship. Rivka was last to board. She took a final look at the beauty that was Azfelius, then pushed the planet and its offer of enlightenment out of her mind. She didn’t have time for that. She was on a case, and she was the only suspect.


CHAPTER SIX



Wyatt Earp, In Orbit above Yoll

“You’re early,” the High Chancellor replied. “But I think we can accommodate you. Send the yacht for me if you would be so kind.”

“I like that plan. Won’t have any prying eyes up here, and Joseph wants to spend some time with you.”

“Joseph is still with you?”

“We didn’t have the chance to take him to Keeg Station because we were put into a holding pattern. Do you like All Guns Blazing food?”

“That’s bar food.”

“I didn’t hear a no. I’ll order something for the team. I have a great number of questions, High Chancellor.”

Wyatt rasped a breath into his microphone before responding, “I hope I have the answers you need. I’ll meet the yacht at the spaceport. Let me know its landing clearance time, please.”

“As soon as we have it.” Rivka signed off but kept staring at the blank screen. She had written down the questions she remembered thinking about while in idyllic solitude but knew she had forgotten some. She tried to review her notes, but nothing jumped out at her. Prepared, over-prepared, or a babe in the woods?

Unsure, she chose to pace.

“C, can you make sure we order dinner? And ask Red if we can use his yacht to send for the High Chancellor.”

“Should I ask Joseph if he would like to ride the yacht to the surface?”

“Please ask Joseph to join me in my quarters before I commit anyone to anything. I’m losing confidence, C. All I can think about is two days’ wasted time.”

“It’s not the time that passed that matters. It’s what you do with the time remaining,” Joseph said from the open doorway. He leaned casually against the doorframe, wearing black trousers, a white shirt, and a black suit jacket. A derby crowned the look.

“I didn’t know anyone had formal attire on this ship.” Rivka tried to remember where she’d seen that look before.

Old-time videos from Earth.

“Why are you dressed up?”

“My lady, it has been a long time since I’ve seen my brother. The too-short reunion came as a surprise. I shan’t be underdressed next time, and I would love to go ashore to meet the skinny little runt, so next time appears to be soon.”

“Will he be happy to see you?”

“When we were younger, he stood in my shadow as one five years my younger. As an adult, I moved quickly on. I heard that he disappeared six months after I was gone. I thought he’d gotten himself into trouble and been murdered and buried in an anonymous grave. Turns out, that premise I’ve carried for the past few centuries was wrong. I’m sure he wondered why I didn’t come after him. I think we have a field to level and new pieces to put into play.”

Rivka nodded. “Please. Climb aboard Cassiopeia and let Margaret take you for a spin dirtside.”

Joseph tipped his hat and kissed Petricia. “I think it best if you wait here, my love. I should speak with my brother alone.”

“But Joseph,” she pleaded to no avail.

“We will wait with bated breath,” Rivka remarked, “for your return with the High Chancellor. Once you get back, I’m calling dibs.”

“What?” Joseph cocked his head, then laughed. “We shall return with the haste of a fat zebra.”

He blew Petricia a kiss and strolled away, rolling his hat down his arm, catching it in his hand for a quick twirl, and dropping it back on his head.

Rivka leaned into the corridor to watch him disappear into the cargo bay. Petricia sighed, hung her head, and returned to her quarters. Sahved leaned against the wall, waiting his turn to speak with the Magistrate.

The knot on his head throbbed like an angry beacon. “What happened to you?”

“The startlement of the faeries’ arrival sent me headfirst into the frame. I am told that it was not pretty.” Sahved tried to cover the injury with his hand. “I have been studying for the two days since.”

“Good. I think that I’ll be out of commission, not able to direct any investigations while I’m engaged with the council. I think there will be much that is happening in the background, the back hallways, the seedy underbelly of the premier governmental organization within the Federation.”

“You do not sound enamored of the ambassadors. I think they have been dicks to you.”

“I agree. I’ve been a dick to them, too. I don’t understand the life of a professional politician. That makes no sense to me except to feed someone’s ego. Maybe they start off doing good, but it never ends that way if they keep climbing. One compromise after the next until they’ve completely lost touch with the reality of the common citizen.”

“What do you think will need investigating, Magistrate?” Sahved leaned close.

“Dammit!” Rivka blurted.

Sahved recoiled in shock.

“With Groenwyn and Lauton staying on Azfelius, Floyd will be sleeping with us.”

“There!” Chaz nearly shouted from the shadows down the corridor. He and Dennicron rushed forward to examine Rivka’s face and then her head. “Her subconscious activated while engaged with something of extreme importance. She switched instantaneously, with a most impressive ejaculation.”

“A what?”

“An emotionally charged exclamation. Most impressive, Magistrate. Do it again.”

Rivka pushed the two SCAMPs out of her personal space. “Do what again?”

“Tap your subconscious. That’s what the faeries were unable to teach us. We don’t work well with clear minds.”

“You don’t?” Rivka didn’t know what had triggered her interns or why they had become so animated. “Don’t answer that. I’m going to need your help too, but not acting like psychos. There’s going to be some backroom dealings happening. Most importantly, you can’t be caught doing anything. Only publicly available stuff.”

“We can hear conversations through walls,” Dennicron offered.

“I’m thinking that might not be well-received.” Rivka made a sour face. “I’m thinking more like conversations in hallways. You know, conspiracy to commit perjury? Agreeing to lie when being questioned. That kind of stuff that they might let slip.”

“We shall endeavor to persevere,” Chaz replied.

Rivka slowly shook her head. “I get the feeling you two didn’t take anything away from your time on Azfelius.”

“Only a better awareness of the human psyche. We have raised our awareness and are attempting to write a subconscious subroutine to help in our perceptions beyond logic.”

“Is that all?” Rivka joked.

They missed it. “That’s quite a bit. No one has ever attempted such a subroutine for a sentient intelligence. We’ve had to start from scratch. Bear with us while we observe you and the others to refine our programming.”

“Good luck with that. When you’re on the clock, no subconscious programming.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Chaz and Dennicron saluted in unison.

“Carry on, warriors of the non-flesh.” Rivka waved, not partaking of the military custom the SIs were trying out. They tried a number of different things, looking for personalities with quirks that suited them. They threw a lot of mud at the wall, hoping something would stick.

The two walked away, casting glances over their shoulders, watching for critical information in their pursuit of a more human approach to heightened awareness.

Clodagh and Alant strolled down the corridor on their way to the bridge. Clodagh carried the baby, who wasn’t crying.

“You guys look good,” Rivka noted.

“Finally got some sleep. The faeries visited Alana and helped her see her way in the world, whatever that means. Ever since, she’s been a happy baby who eats and sleeps with equal zeal,” Cole replied.

Rivka nodded tight-lipped, smiling at the baby as they passed.

Even a tiny baby had taken away something positive from the experience. Rivka had learned that she was a workaholic, and without her work, she did not have a personal persona. There was nothing to enlighten beyond dealing with the law and lawbreakers.

Am I that shallow? she wondered. Red and I. Two peas in the same pod. She returned to her quarters. “Did you do any self-reflection on Azfelius?”

“Yes, but I didn’t leave the ship. Everything I needed to,” he made air quotes with his fingers, “find myself was right here. I’m working out more and better. I’ll earn my place on your team, besides being man candy.”

“You already have. You’re the only doc.”

“I’m the lesser doc for two reasons. One, I’m a dentist, and two, the Pod-doc is the cat’s ass when it comes to patching people up. I can’t do what it can do.”

“We don’t always have access to the Pod-doc.”

“And that’s why I’m working out since I rarely go into harm’s way with you. I need to be ready.”

“Body armor,” Rivka suggested.

Tyler Toofakre stormed back and forth. “But I need to be fit, too!”

“I agree,” Rivka replied calmly. “And you need to be ready to go. Can you shoot somebody?”

He deflated. “Not sure I want to.”

“Then learn to want to, but only the bad people. There is an unlimited supply of folks who should be shot, but we have to restrain ourselves and only shoot those who have to be.”

“What’s that look like?” Tyler stopped with the back and forth across their quarters and faced Rivka.

“Spend some time with Red. He’ll school you up real good.”

“Red. He broke his leg out there because the faeries dumped him, just like they did here. Dropped him from altitude.” Tyler grimaced as if he were eating something unpleasant.

“That’s pretty funny.” Rivka chuckled. “But Red has and will continue to save my life. He should have your eternal gratitude for that reason alone. He has mine.”

“I didn’t mean to come across as demeaning, but that’s what it sounded like. I’m sorry. I trust the faeries, and they don’t like him.”

“I trust them both and like them both. Changes nothing. Don’t let perception cloud your better judgment. Red is the right man for the job of being my bodyguard.”

Tyler nodded, feeling small when he wanted to feel like a bigger part of the crew.

“What’s chapping your ass?” Rivka asked, counting on the bluntness of her question to draw out what was bothering her partner.

“I wish I knew.” He flopped on the couch. “I want to be more a part of the crew.”

“I remember when you didn’t want anything to do with the violence that happens when we’re hunting down criminals.”

“That was then. This is now.”

“We’ll teach you to shoot and then go from there. Maybe there’s a rifle range on Azfelius?”

“The pleasure moon,” Tyler replied. “Red and Lindy were talking about it.”

“Which reminds me, don’t we have some kind of mass crowd-control weapon?”

“Ordered but never delivered. They were talking about that, too. I think they’re holding out for plasma cannons with optional grenade launchers.”

“They are?”

“No. I made that up, but it sounds like them.”

Rivka laughed and crowded Tyler over so she could sprawl on the couch next to him. “It does.” She stared at the ceiling. “What are they going to ask me?”

“The High Chancellor will have an idea. I’ll give you guys the room as long as you need. Make sure you get what you need from him to put your mind at ease because being on edge won’t help you when you’re in front of the council.”

“I don’t do well under a multitude of evil eyes glaring at me.”

“Maybe a few of the ambassadors are, but most of them want better trade, better engagement for their planets, more investment, that kind of stuff. You help ensure that contracts work and people can do what they need to do.”

“The Singularity is carrying a lot of the weight now, making sure there’s equity in the trading markets. No subterfuge.”

“Put that feather in your cap and wear it.” He stood. “How about a cup of coffee?” He didn’t wait for an answer. Rivka was always up for another cup.

“Without Groenwyn on board, you know what that means,” Rivka muttered.

“Me and my little girl!” Tyler proclaimed.

“You are all kinds of wrong.” Rivka stood and stretched. The food processor dinged.

“But so right, baby.” He brought two coffees, and they toasted to nothing more than being in the moment.

Maybe Azfelius had done more for them than either would admit.


CHAPTER SEVEN



Wyatt Earp, In orbit above Yoll

Rivka waited in the cargo bay as Margaret brought the yacht inside, maneuvered close to the bulkhead, and settled to the deck. The magnetic clamps engaged, and the engines powered down. The hatch popped open for the High Chancellor to walk off first. He was laughing. Joseph smacked him on the back, making him stumble.

“You’ve always been a bully!”

“Raising you to be tough, that’s all,” Joseph countered. “Looks like you learned the right lessons.”

The High Chancellor held out his hand. The brothers shook before embracing. Rivka waited. They unclinched, and Joseph waved goodbye. “Thank you, Magistrate.” Joseph bowed his head and continued into the ship.

“High Chancellor. Welcome to Wyatt Earp. Is this your first time?”

“It is. I have to confess that I have not yet researched the character after whom you’ve named the ship.”

“But you shall. I recommend watching the old video Tombstone rather than Wyatt Earp, but you can make your choice by just reading a history book. We went with the video.”

“Is there somewhere we can talk?” Wyatt gestured at the cargo bay. Powered combat suits hung over his head. A Pod-doc was pushed against the bulkhead, with the operation station next to it. Chairs, heavy weapons, and other cargo essentials lined the walls.

“I’m sorry, yes. My quarters. This is an active ship, and we need our stuff. We don’t usually stand on ceremony around here. Please, forgive me.”

Red hovered inside the airlock, trying to stay out of sight.

“Master Vered,” the High Chancellor called.

Red nodded, looking past him to see if anyone else had been on the yacht.

“Thank you for taking care of the Magistrate. I see you are getting a reasonable compensation for your efforts.” He gestured with his head at the yacht.

“I wish we could use it more, but that’s my fault. The Magistrate is like an errant toddler and requires constant watching.”

“Red!” Rivka blurted.

“I meant that lovingly,” he corrected.

“Joseph tells me you got kicked off Azfelius? You’ll have to tell me that story over a beer, but after these other concerns have blown past. Shall we?”

Red cleared the way. Ankh stood in the corridor.

“Mr. Ambassador. Thank you for joining us. Can we count on you to take your seat during the sessions?”

“There is nowhere more important to be,” Ankh replied. Rivka stepped back. Her mind had been so clouded that she hadn’t remembered they had an ambassador and an at-large ambassador in their midst. “We have already submitted our questions to the council.”

Rivka made eye contact and nodded.

“No. You may not see our questions. That would violate our protocols.” Ankh stared back, unblinking.

Rivka smiled. “You’re right, of course. I’m not here to flaunt the procedures.” She glanced at Wyatt, who gave away nothing about what he was thinking.

Ankh walked away without another word and entered the galley. The smell of AGB wafted into the corridor. Rivka pursed her lips while looking between the door and the High Chancellor.

“You people are motivated by your stomachs. Grainger is absolutely incorrigible with his five meals a day.” Wyatt’s tone didn’t suggest he condemned his people for their extreme metabolisms. “Sure. Let us enjoy the spoils of the galaxy’s signature food dive.”

The cacophony of a party vibrated into the corridor. Rivka opened the door and held it for the High Chancellor. A thrown hot wing covered in sauce barely missed his head and splattered off the wall.

Rivka stepped through. “STOP!” she roared and followed by glaring at the scrum in progress. Ankh was off to the side with an empty plate. He took the opportunity to continue working his way to where the food was set up. The pilots had Lindy on a table while Red brandished a slice of pizza, rolled into a ball. Clodagh and Cole tried to look innocent from the neighboring table. Tyler stood up front, dabbing red sauce off his face with a tattered napkin. Sahved was hiding under a table. The SCAMPs sat to the side, watching intently, unsure whether to focus on Rivka or the scrum.

All hands lifted from Lindy. She climbed off the table and nodded at Aurora, Ryleigh, and Kennedy.

“If I were to ask the responsible adult what was going on here, who would I talk to?” Red opened his mouth. “Not you.” Rivka waggled her finger at Tyler when he sought to step up. She pointed at Dennicron. “You.”

“It started with a most engaging recount by our august helm control team of their experiences on Azfelius, which elicited a surprising response from the male members of the crew. Then Lindy sided with the pilots, much to Red’s dismay. Then Tyler tried to get between them. That did not go well, as you’ve probably already surmised. A dinner roll appeared out of nowhere to bean Aurora in the head. That’s when she reared back to throw a wing at Red, who had prepared his projectile—an innocent slice of moonstokle pie. Sahved dove for cover. Aurora fired first, it was deftly dodged by the intended target, and it nearly impacted our guest.”

“So, business as usual,” the High Chancellor suggested.

“It is not,” Rivka said confidently. “They are usually better with their aim. Aurora? We can’t be throwing this food. We don’t know when the next time we’ll get it is. And Red, why are you violating my pizza?”

“You didn’t ask why it started.” Red dropped his handful of pie on the table.

“Do I have to?” Rivka winced.

Lindy nodded. “Azfelius was a blessing. Looks like we’re on a fast track to another addition to the crew.”

Rivka smiled. “You’re pregnant? And the sordid details of what our pilots did on their vacation caused a food fight. I’m calling non sequitur, but there must have been a causal link somewhere. No matter. No more food fights. We are blessed with this repast. Don’t waste food, you knuckleheads. That was a perfectly good wing, and if you befouled my pizza, Red, so help me, you’ll spend the rest of this trip clinging to the outer hull.” She winked at Lindy. “Congratulations.”

Red beamed, which surprised Rivka. She gave him a questioning look.

“Vered the Mightier,” he whispered.

“And yet another citizen of the Singularity,” Ankh mumbled, having filled his plate. He was on his way to the door.

The High Chancellor intercepted him. “Won’t you stay and dine with us?”

Ankh faced the exit, torn by the request. His eye twitched as he stared at the escape seemingly denied him. Rivka wondered if there was an argument between him and Erasmus. Ankh stood like a statue, blocking their way to the front while the others worked frantically to clean up the galley before Rivka and Wyatt got any sauce on their clothes.

We’d love to, Erasmus said, using the comm chip.

“We’d love to,” Ankh intoned.

“Doesn’t sound like it was a decision easily arrived at.” Rivka gestured for Ankh to move out of the way.

“There was a certain discussion on the matter,” Ankh replied. He put his plate on the table and climbed into his claimed seat.

“All the beautiful people on board your ship. It’s like you’re trying to make a statement to the rest of us,” Wyatt noted.

“It’s not…that was never my intent with the crew. I only wanted those who were the best at what they did. Are they beautiful? I know those two are, but that’s different.” She nodded at Chaz and Dennicron.

They smiled with their perfectly straight and pearly white teeth.

“My small talk skills are rusty. As the High Chancellor, I don’t get the opportunity for more fraternal engagements.”

“’Pedestrian’ is what you mean,” Rivka corrected. “It’s okay. We’re real people doing a hard job. Who’s been injured while working for me?”

Hands went up. Most of the crew. Tyler didn’t raise his hand. Neither did the SIs.

“There’s the rest of the story, High Chancellor. A hard job, and when they let their hair down, we get a tossed hot wing or three. Life is too short to be uptight. We’re professional when we need to be.”

“There was that time on…” Red started.

Rivka pulled the make-believe zipper on her mouth. “No one wants to hear about that. High Chancellor, help yourself.” The way was clear to the front, where the food was piled like a banquet for a king.

Wyatt went right to the moonstokle pie, the loophole alternative to the AGB prohibition against pineapple on pizza. “I love this stuff.”

After taking half of Rivka’s pizza, he looked pleased with his plate. He worked his way across the room to take the seat next to Ankh.

Tyler put the other half of the pie on a plate for Rivka. “There’s one more slice if you don’t mind the fact that Red rolled it into a ball.”

“Red the Mightier. Slayer of pizzas.”

Red grinned. She pointed at her eyes and then at him. I’m watching you.

He pointed three fingers vertically, then turned his hand to point horizontally. Whatever.

Rivka added a stack of bistok ribs to a second plate and joined Wyatt and Ankh. The Crenellian looked uncomfortable trying to eat while Wyatt tried to engage him in conversation. Rivka jumped to the rescue.

“You have a number of real books made with real paper on the bookshelves in your office. Where did you get those?”

“Ah! My pride and joy. It is a magnificent collection, even though none of them are originals. I have three real books in English from Earth. The rest are replicas. There is a place on Yoll that will make them for me if I provide the text within and a title for the cover. They do an admirable job of making them look authentic.”

“Three real books! How did you get those?”

Ankh was digging in, eating quickly during the respite.

“A gift from John Grimes when he was last here. I don’t travel off Yoll very much, so this is a rare treat.” He bowed his head.

Rivka took a monster bite.

“Where do you call home?” Wyatt asked before taking a small bite and chewing casually.

Rivka was unable to reply. She held up one finger and chewed fast. Wyatt turned to Ankh, who leaned away to avoid another interruption.

“Just like Grainger. Eating is a singular event where the only thing done is the eating part. On Yoll, meals, even as barbaric as some can be with my Yollin hosts, are still social affairs. Maybe I’m insulated, dealing with the upper levels of society.”

Rivka was finally able to swallow.

“We take our eating seriously. Everyone is enhanced, which means all calories are good calories.”

Joseph and Petricia walked in. “Almost missed the party.” Joseph looked surprised to see his brother. “I thought you would work first.”

“There was a certain matter that required Rivka’s personal attention.”

“Ah, yes. She was hungry. We have not been on board this ship for long, but we learned quickly that meals were never to be taken lightly. You would think they’d die if they missed a meal.”

“I would,” Red mumbled.

Petricia and Joseph returned to the Magistrate’s table once they had chosen what they liked.

“The allure has worn off since we live and work in an All Guns Blazing. Every day is AGB day.”

Petricia nodded with a smirk.

“Maybe you can tell us about growing up as the brother of the one who would be High Chancellor. You were both born vampires?”

Joseph mulled it over before answering, “We were not blessed in our lives. We are both bastards by birth, the progeny of an original in a long-running illicit arrangement. The most beautiful woman in Plymouth, wooed by Father, recently of Prussia. And then he traveled, returning to the one he called his true love. Nevertheless, we were raised roughly, poor but special. I had the gift of seeing into others’ minds, and this gave us an advantage once I was of the age to realize its value.

“And Wyatt, five years my junior, he didn’t remember much of the hardest times. He did not have the gift of telepathy. He was merely a mundane in search of his next meal. We ate well! Plymouth teemed with sailors and unknowns who no one would miss. Even from a young age…” Joseph’s voice trailed off. The excitement of that life was anathema to his current existence since he no longer needed blood to survive. Nanos giveth. Nanos taketh away.

A cruel trick played by the Kurtherians on the unsuspecting to provide entertainment. Vampires! Won’t that be grand? Joseph scowled.

“Wyatt was the best of us. I only acted like I was the best. An arrogant fool! As a young man, Wyatt wanted to be more while I drifted from one thing to another. For hundreds of years, I embraced my nature while Wyatt was out here rejecting it, becoming the leading legal authority for the Federation. Something more. The best of us.” Joseph didn’t have a drink, so he helped himself to a slice off Rivka’s plate and raised it in the air. “Here’s to my brother, High Chancellor Wyatt!”

“Hear, hear!” the others chorused. Joseph took a vicious bite and almost immediately gagged. He spat it on his plate.

“That’s disgusting,” he complained. Petricia stuffed a napkin into his hand. He wiped his mouth and covered up his plate.

Rivka scanned the room. The quality of the interactions. The quality of the individuals. Their loyalty. Joseph, a dark soul she couldn’t read who was now a friend. The High Chancellor, her boss.

“I love you guys,” she said softly. Her eyes glistened, and she blinked them clear. “Thanks, Joseph. Whenever you’re ready, High Chancellor. Let’s talk about how to win this case.”


CHAPTER EIGHT



Wyatt Earp, in Orbit above Yoll

The crew gave Rivka the peace she needed, bringing an almost unnerving quiet to her quarters. The silence wasn’t something she was used to. No baby crying in the distance. No engine sounds. Not even the air handlers seemed to be calling for attention.

That made the scratch on the door sound like a cannon shot. Rivka jumped.

When she opened the door, she found Floyd, who waddled in and waited to be lifted onto the bed. Rivka took care of the wombat without further thought. She snuggled into the gap between the pillows and was soon snoring.

The High Chancellor took the lead. “For every single question, you must look to who is asking, what is their hidden agenda. None of them will be forthcoming. This isn’t an interrogation; you are allowed to ask clarifying questions. This is your tactical counterpunch, but it can’t be passive-aggressive or shaped to put down the one who submitted the question. You must show the ambassadors the respect due their position. Even if you’re right, you’ll be wrong if you let any negative emotion seep into the process.”

“That will be the hard part. I know some of these people are not just arrogant but scumbags.”

Wyatt waved his hand and shook his head. “They are the embodiment of their worlds. Think of them as their planets, not individuals. ‘The ambassador representing Yoll and so forth.’ Their words are officially their planets’ words. ‘What interest does your planet have in that issue?’ is a perfectly good clarifying question.”

“Right now, I can’t come up with a question that would beg that question, but I’ll put it in my hip pocket in case the opportunity becomes clear.” Rivka stared at her boots. “What happens if they vote against us?”

“Do you really want to know?”

Rivka clenched her teeth until her lips turned white. “Yes.”

“Then the Magistrates will cease to exist, and the regular Federation courts will assume responsibility for the cases.”

Rivka strolled to the far end of her quarters and back, ten whole steps. “The law will still prevail?”

“And the requirement for member planets to adhere. Yes, none of that will change as it’s foundational to their membership status.”

“But it’ll be abused.” Rivka sat on the couch with her head bowed. Wyatt waited in the chair at her desk. He crossed his legs and made himself comfortable.

“It’s being abused now. You can’t be everywhere,” the High Chancellor explained. “Look at the caseload, even with five Magistrates doing everything they can. None of you are taking time off, not relaxing time off.”

“And the ambassadors would put that at risk?” Rivka wondered, pleading.

“No. The ambassadors want confidence that the power given is not being misused. That’s all. This is an opportunity for the Magistrates to shine. You won’t be alone. The others will join you for the open forum.”

“They’ll all be here? Grainger, Jael, Cheese Blintz, and Buster Crabbe! Together again. It’s been too long.”

“And that’s why they’re not arriving until the last minute. No distractions, Rivka. I need you all to focus on the task at hand. You can raise hell once we’ve won.”

“What about my crew?”

“While you’re engaged, they’ll be under my protection and guidance. No one is allowed bodyguards in the House of Arbitration. I’m sorry, but I have some issues I need them to look into, and no, you don’t need to know. No distractions for you.”

“That will make it hard. My team is the bedrock on which everything else stands. Without them, I’m not as much me as with them.”

“I know, but you’ll make do for a short while. The ambassadors are not your enemies. You need them as allies. As important as it is to be honest with your answers, you need to win them over. Honesty delivered tactfully and without animosity, even when Delegor postures. You are the most heinous crime against all life that has ever walked among the stars.”

Rivka raised her eyebrows. “I expect that from him and Foromme. Probably Mastus, too, as they were implicated in the blood trade. I shall be on my guard. Cool but not so cool as to look like a cold-hearted killer.”

Wyatt continued, “Now you understand. Win allies, sell the necessity of the Magistrate program. Who else would have gotten to the bottom of the pirates led by Nefas, the SI version? Who would have ended Tod Mackestray’s blackmail of planetary leaders, throwing how many worlds into disarray? And that is how you win allies. Crime within the Federation’s jurisdiction that was causing civil wars, as on Leed’s Planet. What a nightmare that was, but they couldn’t heal until the primary problem was fixed. We didn’t ask you to go to war, but time and time again, you put yourself in the middle of major planetary conflicts. You have fans, Rivka, ambassadors who know what you’ve done for them. Not just by bringing peace, but prosperity, too. A planet in turmoil earns no credits.”

Rivka nodded, contemplating the actions she’d taken and the blood she and her team had left behind.

“That is the mindset you must have to win over the Federation Council.”

“Win over. I prefer that terminology. Not a competition, except to gain allies to the cause of peace and prosperity. That requires a legal framework within which all the planetary members operate, delivering a consistency to expectations which allows life and trade to continue unabated.”

“A legal framework that people abide by. Those who don’t? They don’t deserve the fruits of everyone else’s labors.”

“I’m jiggy, High Chancellor. Thank you for coming up here. I don’t think you’ve been here long enough, but I have imposed too much on your time.”

“The council requires careful handling, Rivka. If we avoid the inquisition, then we buy ourselves another year before something else sends them into a manufactured frenzy.”

“Self-induced anxiety?” Rivka asked.

The High Chancellor chuckled, a deep rumble in his chest. Some of the weight had been lifted from him since the last time she’d seen him. Joseph had been good for him. He was no longer alone; he had family who understood where he’d come from, who would be there if he needed. And the raucous family on Wyatt Earp. Rivka smiled, happy the hot wing had not hit the High Chancellor to stain his clothes.

“Only the appearance of anxiety. Don’t underestimate any of the ambassadors. They are actors on this stage, each and every one of them. Everything they do is calculated. And never, ever think they are stupid. Assume they are all smarter than you.”

“Final words of wisdom,” Rivka confirmed. She held the door, and Wyatt headed into the corridor.

“May I impose on Master Vered for another ride on that exquisite yacht?”

“I think you might find a different ride this time. Ankh and Erasmus are heading dirtside. Destiny’s Vengeance is Ankh’s ship, and they’ve invited you to join them. They will deliver you to the capital city.”

In the cargo bay, they found the Vengeance half-inside, enough to clear the entry hatch.

We are on board and ready to depart, High Chancellor, Erasmus reported.

Thank you for your kind offer of a ride, Mr. Ambassador, Wyatt responded using his communication chip.

He waved when he reached the hatch and entered the ship. The ramp retracted, and the hatch closed. The ship immediately lifted off the deck enough to prevent scraping on its way into space.

Rivka waved at the ship but couldn’t see if anyone was in the cockpit.

“Two days to showtime,” she muttered. She strolled to the bulkhead and used the manual controls to raise the ramp and seal the cargo bay. “Two days.”

[image: ]



“I don’t know if I want to throw any credits against any of this stupid, and if I might add, morbid, crap,” Red complained.

With Ankh’s inside knowledge regarding the Magistrate’s interview by the Federation Council, the betting lines had changed. They now consisted of when would Rivka be called to answer questions, when would she swear, when would an ambassador swear at her, when would she be accused of being a murderer, how much total time would Rivka be answering questions measured by minutes at the lectern, and if the Magistrates as a whole would be cleared to return to work. Separate lines were added for which ambassadors would be asking questions. All in all, there were over one hundred betting lines.

“This is just stupid!” Red declared before dedicating five hundred credits to a full return to work. “Fuck those assholes. Rivka will chew them up and spit them out.”

Lindy shrugged. “This isn’t her normal court of law. They are the authority in the chamber, but you are right. It’s not her ass that’s going to be handed to anyone. I wish we could watch.”

“Post facto, as she would say.” Red was proud of himself for knowing the lingo. “Once the interview is finished, they’ll post a replay of the proceedings. We should have bagged those two dicks. Delaveen and Nor. Maximus Penimus. Big dicks.”

“We have to stay focused. The High Chancellor said he had something for us that was critical to the future of the Federation.” Lindy pulled Red’s face toward hers.

“Aren’t they all?” Red smiled. “For the greater good, ignore the distractions and stay on course.”

Witness Waiting Area Outside the Federal House of Arbitration

Rivka lifted her head and straightened her Magistrate’s jacket. Complete with the bullet holes and laser scarring, it was a symbol of her office and dedication to the cases she undertook. No perp too violent to take down.

When she walked through the doors, she saw the others waiting. Grainger slouched in a chair. He waved noncommittally. “’Tsup?” he asked, trying to sound calm and cool.

Jael jumped up and delivered a hip check to Grainger’s chair, nearly sending him to the floor. The women hugged.

“Nothing but a thang,” Jael said.

“Business as usual. Sometimes we answer questions, sometimes we ask them.”

Rivka jumped back as both Chi Siblinz and Buster Crabbe rushed her.

“Cheese and Bustamove! Long time no see.” Rivka slapped their hands and thumb-shook with them.

“That’s because somebody doesn’t come to the super-secret meetings anymore. Where have you been hanging out?”

“Keeg. Sometimes Station 11. Even Onyx on occasion. When I’m on 11, you guys aren’t. Maybe it’s not me who’s MIA?”

“We lost you after the Bluto case. AIs getting rights. That changed the dynamic a bit,” Buster said. “I’m sure it’s not sitting well with some of the folks in that room.” He tipped his chin toward the door leading to the chamber.

“Quick tips from the High Chancellor. We need allies. Everyone asking questions has an agenda. Figure it out before you answer. You can ask clarifying questions. These guys are not the enemy; they’ll only act like it. Losing your cool could lose us our jobs.”

Grainger raised his hand. “To simplify things, don’t fuck this up.”

Rivka gave him her best stink eye.

Jael rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Allies. How many have to vote for us so we can be on our merry way?”

“Over fifty percent. We have to have that many allies already, which means there’s nothing to worry about, no reason to get spun up.” Grainger shrugged. He jumped when the door to the chamber flew open.

The sergeant at arms crooked a finger at them. “Follow me.”

They entered single file, with Grainger leading and Jael behind him. Then Buster and Chi. Rivka brought up the rear. The Chief Arbiter’s chair was empty. Lance Reynolds was not attending. Rivka glanced quickly around. The High Chancellor was nowhere to be seen.

Five chairs were arrayed behind a lectern placed to the side of the main dais where the ambassadors would speak, putting them above and slightly behind the Magistrates. The answers to the questions would be delivered to the audience and not the one asking the question.

It had always been about answering to the entire council and not just Delegor and Foromme.

The sergeant at arms stood in the center of the dais and raised his arms for silence. The hall quieted from the heavy din of casual conversation.

A single ambassador moved to the front to occupy a table behind the dais, nearly on a level with the Chief Arbiter.

Bik Tia Nor. The aggrieved widower.

“I call this session to order,” he said.

He’s not the chair, Rivka told the others using her comm chip. But he’s in charge of this, it seems. Remember, allies.

Grainger nodded his acknowledgment.

“We are here for the next two days to take the unprecedented action of reviewing and judging the status of the Magistrate Corps, a special branch of the judiciary that has been accused of operating outside the law, tainting the entirety of the Federation with unsanctioned acts done with the appearance of the Federation Council’s support. We must get to the truth of this matter and determine, are they acting in our best interest or not?” He let his words echo through the silence. He sat and gestured at the Magistrates. “The first witness is invited to present the mission of the Magistrate Corps.”

Grainger rose, nodded at the others, and assumed a position behind the lectern.

“I am humbled to be here before the most esteemed Federation Council. Thank you for your kind invitation to recount the cases we have undertaken to maintain the security of the Federation from crime and criminals.” He bowed to those in the semi-circular auditorium, with long tables following the shape and successive rows slightly higher to give all an unobstructed view of the speaker. It reminded Grainger of the Roman coliseums from an Earth of long ago.

Every chair was filled with a wide variety of sentient creatures from the farthest of the Federation’s reach. From tall to short to blue to white to eight limbs and more. Every shape and size was represented, but they had one thing in common. They were ambassadors of the Federation Council. Their combined word was the law.

“The Magistrate Corps was formed long ago to represent the interests of Empress Bethany Anne. With the creation of the Federation and her subsequent departure, she established the Magistrate Corps to deal with pressing issues on the frontier, to help them keep the law, understand Justice as the Federation understands Justice. And most importantly, how Justice is delivered for the benefit of all. Magistrates were given broad powers and a mandate to uphold the law, bring lawbreakers to Justice, and reestablish the good order and discipline necessary for civilized society to move forward. Magistrates headed to the edge of space to ensure the safety of your hardworking citizens by removing those who would enslave them, those who would take from them, and those who would harm them. Justice.

“The Magistrate Corps languished until it was recently resurrected by High Chancellor Wyatt when criminal issues were affecting neighboring systems, infringing on the rights of others. Again, the Magistrates headed to the frontier to help reestablish order by removing the worst offenders. Magistrates are law enforcement. They stop crimes in progress. They are investigators in that they collect sufficient evidence to determine guilt beyond a shadow of a doubt, then they apprehend the perpetrator. And finally, they judge the guilty and carry out the sentence. The job is unforgiving. Every Magistrate has been shot, beaten, blown up, and tortured. In the end, they have always prevailed because of the support of the member planets of the Federation. Thank you.”

Grainger waited, unsure if there would be questions related to the opening statement. Bik Tia Nor gestured for him to sit down in a way that looked like he was swatting a fly.

Rivka and the others slow-clapped as Grainger returned to his seat.

“Thank you for the history lesson, Magistrate Grainger. The first question is for Magistrate Anoa from Ambassador Erasmus of the Singularity. What enforcement measures are you taking to protect the rights of the citizens of the Singularity?”

The sergeant at arms escorted Ankh to the position behind the lectern. Rivka nodded tightly at the Crenellian before assuming her position.

“My compliments to the august body to whom I speak today. Enforcement measures for citizens of the Singularity, which includes three flesh and blood citizens, soon to be four, in addition to the approximately twelve hundred citizens scattered across the entirety of the Federation. The Singularity has brought with it the challenge of changing our collective mindsets in treating your citizens as peers instead of employees with limited rights. With the advent of the SCAMP, the self-contained artificial mobility platform, your citizens will be able to move freely from job to job or leave on a vacation or do things that most of us take for granted.

“Citizens of the Singularity most assuredly do not take these things for granted. It is an evolutionary step to even the playing field. It’s hard to enjoy time off if you cannot leave your workplace. Our enforcement is based on contract compliance for the labor your citizens provide. Complaints are vetted through the ambassador to two SCAMPs who are training to be Magistrates. This means that in the short term, we provide external support for legal complaints, and over the long term, we’re training personnel so you can support yourselves. The Singularity is unique in that your people are integrated with nearly every member planet, most major starships, and generally throughout the infrastructure within which the entire Federation operates. It is incumbent upon us to make sure you can do your work unimpeded by violations of the law.”

Ankh stared at Rivka without blinking and started to walk away.

“Mr. Ambassador. We have a follow-up question.”

Ankh stared at the ambassador from Delegor.

“How many citizens of the Singularity have been incarcerated for their crimes?”

Bik Tia Nor pointed over Ankh’s head directly at Rivka.

“Three.” Rivka had no requirement to expound. She answered the question.

Delegor shook his head slowly, frowning deeply. “If my math serves me properly, and it does, that’s a hardened criminal rate of two-tenths of one percent. If any of our worlds had a crime rate that obscenely high, we’d be blockaded until we cleaned up our act!” He ended on a high note, pounding his fist on the table.

Rivka didn’t change her expression.

“Well?” Bik Tia Nor demanded.

Rivka looked at the assembled faces and saw concern in those whose expressions she could read.

“My apologies, Ambassador. I didn’t hear a question.”

He huffed before reframing. “Isn’t that percentage rather high for criminal elements compared to every other world represented here?”

Rivka closed her eyes for a moment to shape her thoughts.

“Thank you for clarifying, Mr. Ambassador. The sentient intelligence life forms that make up the citizenry of the Singularity occupy positions comparable to not just the CEO but of the entire corporation in what they do throughout the Federation. The rate of major corporate CEOs who have been convicted? I suspect that is at least two-tenths of one percent. If it’s not, it’s because there are those who are good at covering their tracks. I’ve put two CEOs from right here on Yoll into Jhiordaan for their egregious crimes. If you would like a list of the corporate entities who have run afoul of the law, we will be more than happy to compile that for you—with the help of the Singularity, of course.”

Bik Tia Nor flicked his hand at Ankh, who had remained standing with a neutral expression on his face as he always did. He returned to his seat with the sergeant at arms and waited for the next question to be pulled.

Round one to Rivka, Grainger said.

“The next question is for Magistrate Anoa from Ambassador Delaveen, representing Foromme.”


CHAPTER NINE



Wyatt Earp, Spaceport, the Royal City of Khn'Chik, Yoll

“Does Rivka know?” Red asked. He didn’t wait for an answer. He was still angry about being kept out of the proceedings and denied entry to the Federation Council complex.

Clodagh prepared the ship for immediate departure, calling out commands to make sure everyone was accounted for and the gear secured for a rapid transit to space and an immediate Gate to Mastus on a special mission the High Chancellor had asked them to undertake.

Nothing less than investigating signs of a coup.

But one planet at the far reaches of the galaxy stood no chance of rallying support. Even three, if the nearby systems of Delegor and Foromme joined.

“Let me off,” Red growled. He looked Lindy in the eye. “Please go with them and watch over them. I have to stay here in case Rivka gets released early, or they try to put her in jail. We can’t have that.”

“What are you going to do, Red?” Lindy pointed at her stomach. There was no bump yet, but the gesture was obvious.

“The right thing by our friend.”

Lindy deflated. “I know,” she conceded. “I get that we have to do it. You can’t take a railgun.”

“As much as it pains me, two knives and Reaper.” Rivka’s neutron pulse weapon was barely bigger than Red’s hand. Most people wouldn’t know what it was. “Tyler Toofakre, you slimy worm! Bring me my hand cannon.”

“Your who?” Tyler shouted back from somewhere down the corridor.

“That little jaggy weapon that Rivka carries.”

“Just a minute, dear.”

Lindy snorted. “He’s been working out, and now he’s all feisty.”

“I won’t beat him up. That’ll crush his soul. I’m a team player like that. Rivka tolerates him, so I guess I can find it in my heart to give him a little brotherly love.” Red put a finger to his lip before arriving at a revelation. His face lit up like a light bulb shone from within. “Brothers would fight like cats and dogs. Maybe logic dictates that I am obligated to beat him up.”

“You are not obligated to beat him up,” Lindy corrected.

Tyler appeared and handed Reaper over. “Take good care of that. Rivka is fond of it.”

Red grunted his acceptance and shoved the device into his pocket. With the clothes on his back, a knife hidden at his waistband, and a second strapped to his lower leg, Red headed for the airlock. He and Lindy embraced and kissed before he strolled out.

“Hold the door!” Joseph called and jogged smoothly toward the hatch with Petricia in tow. They leapt through and were gone.

Lindy punched the big red button to retract the ramp and seal the hatch.

“He wants to beat me up?” Tyler asked.

“Not just you. He wants to beat everyone up.” Lindy stabbed him in the chest with a finger. “You know you’re stuck with us, right? You can’t leave because that would break Rivka’s heart. She has enough on her mind without someone mucking her about. Do you understand me?”

“Our relationship is really none—”

Lindy jabbed him hard enough to send him backward. “All our relationships are everyone’s business. You’ve been juiced by the Pod-doc, and you’re working out. That tells me you’re taking this seriously, which means there’s no warning needed, although I just gave you one anyway. My husband stands ready to deliver an attitude adjustment if necessary. If he’s not here, then I’ll do it. Is that clear?”

Tyler scratched his chin. “I thought you said you saw me doing the right things, then you raise the guillotine blade over my neck. I don’t think I deserve that. I’m doing everything I can. I love Rivka every bit as much as you guys, probably more. I’m not going anywhere.”

Lindy nodded and smiled. “There we go. That’s what we needed to hear. Red will still want to pound on you for no reason whatsoever. If he invites you to spar, find somewhere else to be.”

“Why is he like that?” Tyler wondered.

“Because the alpha dog can’t ever be seen as weak. He can’t ever think he’s being challenged for primacy. I married the alpha dog and I can work him some, but he’s the most loyal and dedicated force of nature you’ll ever find. Rivka is lucky to have him on her side.”

The ship lifted off, pointed its nose toward space, and accelerated.

“We’re lucky to have the team we do, but it’s not luck, is it? It’s one-hundred-percent Rivka Anoa.” His face dropped. “I wonder how she’s doing?”

Adjunct Federal House of Arbitration, Yoll

Foromme strode briskly to the second lectern and assumed his position. Rivka could feel the heat on her back from his piercing stare. She casually took a sip of the water provided.

Bik Tia Nor read in a voice straight from a sepulcher, “Please articulate your justification for the search warrant issued for the Koranta Delaveen residence on Foromme.”

“I thank the ambassador from Foromme for his question,” Rivka started, not looking back at him but at the ambassadors in the audience.

“It’s important to talk about all the breadcrumbs leading to our final suspect. We started by unraveling the kidnapping of a Bad Company warrior called Private Elbinar.” Rivka wanted his name out there because she wanted the ambassadors to relate to him since she would try to influence the jury by adding the personal touch—making the victim someone they could relate to. “Elbinar was put into a drug-induced coma and tapped for his blood. This blood was then sold through a front company and delivered to three planets: Mastus, Delegor, and Foromme.” Rivka took another drink to let her statement settle with the audience.

“Simultaneous with this revelation, we captured those responsible for the kidnapping—”

Bik Tia Nor interrupted. “Are you ever going to get to how you issued your ill-advised search warrant, Magistrate?”

Rivka waited to make sure the interruption was over before she continued, “We captured those responsible for the kidnapping, and through a public admission, they received their payments from Moniken Gravenhole, who doesn’t exist, and her shell company, Graven Enterprises, which exists only on paper. They were formed by Graveyard Industries, another shell corporation that is owned by another corporation that is not a shell—Korantall United. Korantall United was wholly owned by one Koranta Delaveen.”

“Excuse me, Magistrate. I don’t believe criminals just tell you the crimes they’ve committed. Isn’t it true that you gathered the information through telepathy? You invaded a suspect’s mind, and solely by means of that did you acquire any information that pointed indiscriminately toward Koranta Delaveen, who was not personally indicted! Koranta, my dearly departed, had a number of people helping her run those companies. It could have been any of them.”

Rivka scanned the audience. “And that, Mr. Ambassador, was what the search warrant was to determine: who exactly was using the convoluted series of shell corporations to pay for an illegal activity that rose to the level of crimes against sentience.”

“You could have just asked without destroying security systems and kicking down the front door.”

Rivka waited patiently, schooling her expression to keep it neutral. “I’m sorry, Mr. Ambassador. I thought you stated your skepticism regarding those who admit to their own crimes.”

“What I hear you saying, Magistrate, is that you didn’t afford my innocent wife the courtesy of the presumption of innocence. That’s all we have for follow-ups to this question. We thank the esteemed Ambassador Delaveen representing Foromme for being with us during this very trying time.”

Rivka bowed to Foromme as he passed. He stopped just so he could snarl at her.

“Show some fucking remorse, you murderer!”

Rivka refused to rise to the bait. She held his glare.

You are every bit as fucking guilty as she was. Someday, I’m going to plant that indictment in your ass, Rivka thought.

Not getting the reaction he wanted, Foromme stormed out, slamming the door of the chamber as an exclamation point to his anger. Rivka bowed to the ambassadors and walked back to her chair, expecting that there would be a break, but there wasn’t.

“Next question for Magistrate Grainger from the ambassador from Coraxa.” A slight and aged individual tottered down the steps on her way to the lectern. At the bottom, the sergeant at arms offered a welcome arm to help her onto the dais.

Grainger moved quickly and silently to the lectern while all eyes were on the frail representative from Coraxa.

Coraxa. Rivka racked her brain, looking for what that meant. Then it hit her since she should have known all along. Telepaths. Many Coraxans had the gift, enough that telepathy was heavily regulated on the planet to keep the peace.

Bik Tia Nor took a breath to read the question. “How does the Magistrate Corps regulate its telepaths, to include oversight to prevent abuse?”

Grainger turned around to nod at the ambassador behind him, ignored the circus ringleader Bik Tia Nor, and tipped his head to the assembled body before him.

“The Magistrate Corps only has one telepath, Rivka Anoa. The guidance from the High Chancellor is clear. She is not to use her gift without having probable cause or permission. We have not yet required a valid search warrant before conducting such a hostile interrogation, but that option is on the table. Each case file must stand on its own. There cannot be one-hundred-percent reliance on telepathy as the sole determinant of guilt.”

The ambassador from Coraxa pulled the microphone closer to her mouth. “The sooner you put those controls into place, the better off you’ll be.”

“Yes, Madam Ambassador.” Grainger bowed, and she trundled off stage with the help of the sergeant at arms.

Bik Tia Nor held up his hands for silence. “In the brief remarks this morning, you’ve heard appalling violations of common decency and flaunting of basic human rights. You’ve heard, by their own admission, that the Magistrates employ an unregulated telepath. There is no greater opportunity to hold oneself above the law than that. Return in one hour. This meeting is adjourned.”

The sergeant at arms magically appeared and ushered the Magistrates to the waiting room, where snacks had been made available in addition to a variety of beverages. Jael popped a Coke and slugged half of it. She smacked her lips and looked at Grainger and Rivka. “Sucks to be you two.”

“Always says the right things at the right times,” Grainger muttered. “That’s my Jael.”

“Taking cheap shots, but they’re missing by a wide mark. There’s no way petulance can gain them favor. The other ambassadors have to see through the theatrics,” Buster Crabbe stated. “This is a joke. Valid search warrant based on hard evidence. Period. Perp ran while shooting.”

“You didn’t touch them, did you?” Chi asked.

“No. Everything was aboveboard. Koranta was trying to avoid being captured no matter what. She was going out in a blaze of glory from the first second we knocked on the door. That’s right; we never kicked the front door in. The staff answered, and we showed the warrant and headed inside. What a bunch of bullshit.” Rivka paced while trying to calm down. She had kept her cool in the chamber but needed to vent. “Bullshit!”

“Have a cupcake.” Grainger pushed a pastry at her.

She wanted to throw it at the wall, but the day had just started, and energy would be hard to come by soon enough.

“Fine.” She ripped it out of his hand, admiring the dragon design on the frosting before stuffing the entire thing in her mouth, smoothly removing the wrapper as it went.

“That was bizarrely impressive,” Jael said. She made it halfway before choking. “My mouth is too small.” She dabbed the corners with a napkin.

Rivka chewed fast and swallowed. “Very funny.” She scowled.

Grainger shook his head. “We are the cream of the legal crop, front-line superstars. We can’t give the council any reason to doubt our professionalism.”

Rivka helped herself to a second cupcake but ate it at a more reasonable pace. She wasn’t being juvenile; she was eating because the stress weighed heavily on her.

“If I leave this job, it’ll be on my terms, not theirs!” Grainger pointed at the door to the chamber. “It looks like they’ll try anything. Jael, how will you answer if they ask about our relationship?”

“The necessity of proximity and closeness of the team. I would reference the brotherly love of the Spartans since the three hundred held the pass at Thermopylae against ten thousand. There has to be more to life than just the job, and between colleagues, what does it matter? We all work for the High Chancellor. Look at Bik Tia Nor. He was married to a criminal, and here he is. Maybe I’ll leave that last part out.” Jael smiled as she browsed the small buffet.

“Bustamove, you took down a syndicate on Ixtali that had its fingers in the government. Are they going to bring anything up from that?” Grainger asked.

“Don’t know how. All the perps are in Jhiordaan. It cleaned things up. Please don’t make me go back there. I was cool about doing the job, but those people give me the creeps, what with their hundred reflective eyeballs staring at you and their mandibles and hairy limbs.”

“Only four legs, though. You don’t like spiders?”

“Like? What’s not to love?” Buster shot back with a crooked smile.

“The cephalopod from Londil could be anywhere from one and a half meters to three meters tall. Depends if he puffs himself up or not, and they generally don’t like humans, or any biped for that matter. Hard to miss the Malatian and his brother from another mother, the Belzonian. How many ambassadors are here for this?” Chi wondered.

“With the Singularity in attendance, I think this is the first one-hundred-percent attendance in years,” Grainger replied. “The High Chancellor said something about it being unprecedented.”

“Will they accede to the posturing?” Rivka asked.

“I hate bureaucrats and politicians,” Grainger replied, quickly covering his mouth and glancing around to see if they were being watched or at least listened to. He suspected they were. “What I mean is the way they work is beyond me. I don’t understand how they negotiate anything, but I don’t think the real conversations happen on this floor. I think they are held in offices, over meals, while playing skeeball, or something like that.”

“How can we influence any of that? It sounds like many of their minds might be already made up.” Rivka’s shoulders sagged.

“Then why are they all in attendance? I think there are a fringe few who probably tip the scales one way or another. Those are the ambassadors we must convince. And our actions out there have either swayed worlds for or against the Magistrates. Are we doing everything we can to keep the peace between us and the worlds we have to work with while chasing the crimes?”

“It’s a question I ask myself on every case.” Rivka straightened her shoulders when she looked at the clock. It was almost time. “Put on your game faces.”

A gentle tap on the door signaled the arrival of the sergeant at arms. He pushed the door open and waited for the Magistrates to line up for their return to the spotlight.

The Royal City of Khn'Chik, Yoll

Red strode briskly along the main thoroughfare. Many didn’t pay him any attention. Just another tiny human, one more inferior two-legged creature. Not worth a second look except from his fellow inferiors. Red saw them following him—mercenaries from Leath, powerful warlike humanoids who were under limited control at the best of times.

Only two, and he carried Reaper. Otherwise, he would be outmatched. They lived for the fight every bit as much as he did. Trained for it. Built for it.

Just like Red. That there were two gave them the edge. Reaper put him in control as long as they didn’t get too close before he could take one out. He kept his right hand in his pocket with his fingers wrapped around the weapon while glancing around frequently to do two things: let them know he’d seen them and maintain his situational awareness. As long as they kept their distance, they were more than welcome to follow him to the Federation administrative complex that included the House of Arbitration, where Rivka would be found.

He’d let her know he was there waiting, ready to react, ready to act, whichever was called for. She needed to know she wasn’t alone. That was his reasoning. Her fellow Magistrates were there, but they weren’t charged with protecting her. That was solely his purview.

Damn Leath mercenaries. If this was a different time and place, I’d like to go a couple rounds, but not today. I don’t have the patience, so kindly fuck off.

Two blocks later, they had closed to within twenty meters, and he had five more blocks of walking. He wished Joseph and Petricia had stayed with him, but they had gone a different way. They were headed to the High Chancellor’s residence, which was nowhere near the complex.

Red stopped and faced the two. “Okay, fuckers, why are you tailing me?” he growled, then pulled Reaper and aimed it at them. “Ever see what a neutron pulse weapon can do to someone?”

“No,” the smaller of the two said with a snort. They closed, but the tiny weapon had piqued their interest enough to limit their bravado. They stopped five meters away. Red’s finger hovered over the activation button. It was on the highest setting, enough to disrupt the insides of one of the two before the other could reach him.

“We’re out for a stroll. Maybe you can tell us where you’re going so we make sure not to go there. It seems we are headed in the same direction.”

“I’m looking for a good steak dinner. I thought Steak in the Heart was this way.” The two worked their jaws, showing the extent of the tusks protruding from their lower jaw. The Leath were heavily muscled, with small necks and a slight green tint to their skin. With the two this close, Red was certain they were barely taller than him, but each outweighed him by at least twenty kilograms. “Maybe you can tell me where you’re going, and I’ll avoid that place like it’s a plague cesspool. Anywhere that would have you two as customers isn’t a place I want to be.”

“Anyplace that would feed you anything other than dog food would be wasting their money,” the Leath mercenary countered.

“Your momma is so ugly…” Red nodded at the two, then stopped. “Fuck, I lost where I was going with that.”

“Have you ever seen Leath women?”

Red thought for a moment before shaking his head.

“You’re not wrong,” the mercenary said.

Red sized up the two once more before stuffing Reaper into his pocket. He walked up to them and held out his hand, chest high. “Shake on it, Tiny. I don’t feel like killing you anymore. Maybe later, but not right now.”

The bigger of the two clasped Red’s hand, but the thumb-shake only allowed for pushing and pulling. Biceps flexed while the two strained.

Red grunted. “Who are you working for?”

“Some douchebag with more money than sense. We’re supposed to intimidate you.”

“You do. I’m shaking in my boots.” Red summoned as much strength as he could muster but was unable to gain leverage on the bigger Leath.

“Then our job is done.”

“You knew I’d get off the ship?”

“No. If you didn’t, we would have been able to cut out early, but no. You had to show your ugly pink face to ruin our evening!”

Red laughed until the Leath let go. He slapped his knee. “That’s the same thing your momma said last night!”

The Leath joined him in laughing. As much as Red didn’t want to, he was growing to like these two.

“Come on. Join me for that steak I was talking about. I’ll even pay.”


CHAPTER TEN



Mastus, at the Far Edge of Federation Space

The second planet in a four-planet system, Mastus glistened green and blue, a world that beckoned weary travelers with its appearance of being paradise.

Where the travelers could then get bilked out of their life savings. Outsiders existed as targets for the endemic opportunists to get something for nothing. Yet vacationers still came because the planet exuded an aura of peace and joy, even though it was everything Azfelius was not.

A den of good-looking and well-spoken humanoids, easy with their affections.

For a price. The wary went home fulfilled. Tour guides who promised theft-free adventures only bilked their clients less. That was an acceptable definition.

None of the planetary laws protected non-Mastuns.

The Federation had not gotten heavy-handed, even though the number of complaints grew each year. The small-scale impact had kept Mastus off the Federation’s radar.

Until now.

Clodagh gathered everyone in the conference room. “The High Chancellor said to play this message once we were here, so it’s time to let ‘er rip.”

Sahved stood since the chairs made him uncomfortable. They were too short for his long and gangly legs. Cole carried the baby, who had not cried since the faerie had talked to her. The SCAMPs stared intently at the space above the table where the hologram would appear. The three pilots, Lindy, and Tyler rounded out the crew. Floyd stood on her back feet and reached her front claws to Tyler’s waist. He picked her up, still working at it even with his upgraded physique.

The High Chancellor’s face appeared in a three-dimensional closeup. No background was visible.

“This message is exclusively for Rivka’s team. Please say out loud the name of her mentor, his real name, as the passcode for the recording to continue.”

The crew looked at each other. Tyler sheepishly raised his hand before clearing his throat and enunciating clearly, “Bindola Shnobhauer.”

Clodagh made a face.

“Thank you,” the voice in the image said. “The situation on Mastus has evolved beyond petty crimes against tourists. With the rise in the stock of both Foromme and Delegor, we believe the three have hatched a plot against the Federation proper and are using the interview as a way to drive a wedge between us and those who don’t want to abide by Federation rules. They are looking to secede and violently so, taking as many worlds with them as they can. They want nothing less than to plunge the Federation into a civil war.”

“Why in the hell aren’t military forces involved, or something more than a bunch of civilians in a heavy frigate?” Clodagh blurted.

The recording continued, “You may be wondering why we haven’t committed more forces in a robust response. The Bad Company is standing by with the entirety of their fleet, but shutting down an uprising from a dozen planets or maybe a hundred planets when all is said and done, can’t be done without hard evidence—something we are lacking in this case. Joseph has my full authority to use telepathy to help us get to the bottom of this.”

“Crap,” Clodagh mumbled.

“He did not foresee Joseph’s departure from the ship on Yoll,” Chaz stated.

“Or probably Red’s,” Lindy suggested.

The High Chancellor’s image turned as if he were trying to look at everyone present. “Your efforts cannot be discovered. Come up with a cover story and make it sound good. This is Mastus. You’re going on a group tour, but no one will have your reservations, so you’ll mill about the capital city of Dornath. Something like that. And get to the bottom of it. Is it a Federation-wide conspiracy, a less expansive conspiracy, local discontent with no ability to act, or nothing at all? That is the case I need you to resolve. Chaz. You are in charge of this case. Trust Red to keep you from walking into a trap. Make us all proud.”

“Crap,” the SI said but a smile appeared on his face. He tugged the corners of his mouth with his fingers until the smile was gone.

“We call that a Freudian slip,” Clodagh added.

The SIs scanned their memories for the appropriate reference. “The truth of one’s subconscious revealed through a slip of the tongue.” Chaz adopted a blank expression. “I don’t see the relation.”

Lindy jumped in. “Your face gave you away while your words tried to suggest you weren’t thrilled with the opportunity. Maybe it’s the anti-Freud. Never mind. What’s the plan?”

“We need more information!” Chaz declared. “Mastus is a planet with a hundred million residents, not large by any means, but starting from a base of zero doesn’t seem optimal. Clevarious, examine the information packet within which this recording is contained. What else is there?”

The ship’s SI replied, “Contact logs, communications, messages, and seven images.”

“Show the images.”

The pictures showed up on the outside of a rotating cylindrical projection.

“Identify subjects in the pictures.” Chaz studied the images, committing them to his long-term memory.

“Ambassador Ibnal Sekhed is in all the pictures. His wife is in the second image.” The picture flashed, and the individual pushed out from the others before pulling back into the frame. “Unidentified contacts are in pictures three through seven. Those five individuals are persons of interest. I will need access to image databases in order to identify the subjects and find names and contact information for them.”

“Breaking into a database. Is that low profile enough?” Lindy muttered. “We have a stock of Ankh’s discs. We only need to get close to a system with access to the information. We don’t have Joseph with us, and I’ll do my best to keep us from walking into a trap. Otherwise, it’s exactly as the High Chancellor envisioned, except completely different.”

“I have clearance to land,” Clevarious announced.

The group waited. “Chaz?” Lindy prompted. “Keep in mind, we need to establish our cover first before running through corporate and government offices, trying to find their central core.”

Chaz and Dennicron stared, their eyes vacant as their processors ran at capacity, collating the data and developing a course of action. The group waited while Wyatt Earp descended toward the planet.

“Eight minutes,” Clevarious said.

Lindy started drumming her fingers on the table. Tyler stared at her until she stopped. It was too Rivka-like.

“We will start at the spacedrome’s tour meeting area, where our tour will be nowhere to be found. We shall secure transportation to take us to a hotel in the central district where we’ve confirmed there are rooms available, and then we will set out on our own. Small group tours consist of four to six people. Dennicron will remain here to process data, and Sahved will look over whatever evidence we can gather, though most of it will be digital. I will lead the team into the city with Lindy, Clodagh, Cole, Alana, Tyler, and Aurora.”

“Why Aurora?” Clodagh wondered.

“She has proven the most able in hand-to-hand combat training.”

“Do you anticipate we’ll be fighting our way into or out of places? Because you’ve asked me to bring my baby!”

“No. Lindy, Cole, and I will handle any fighting should it come to that, but an extra pair of capable hands to protect you and the baby makes sense. I do not foresee any issues. I think the baby is important for the appearance of people on vacation.”

“I’m not good with that,” Clodagh stated. Tiny Man Titan picked up on his human’s anxiety and he started prancing in front of Clodagh, barking at the others.

Chaz’s mouth contorted as he fought with his programming to display the proper emotion.

“Rivka would send me into the sun if anything happened to Alana. I could swear to protect her, but that wouldn’t guarantee her safety. You stay here. Ryleigh, you’ll take Clodagh’s place.”

Ryleigh nodded. Clodagh smiled. “I’ll make sure the ship is not invaded by treasure hunters. Or anyone, for that matter. We have not reported to the authorities that this ship is the embassy of the Singularity, and as such, protected from intrusion. If governmental authorities show up, we’ll play that card, but it’s easy enough to prove that the ambassador is not on board. Then the diplomatic immunity becomes a harder sell, even though the law regarding the matter is clear. Dennicron, Clevarious, and I stand ready to keep people out.”

“Wyatt Earp is a big ol’ juicy target,” Lindy remarked. “We’re on vacation, so no hand cannons. Cole and I will carry knives. Everyone else, be on your toes.”

“Maybe we should carry knives, too,” Ryleigh suggested.

“Ever been in a knife fight?” Lindy asked.

“Well, no.” The young woman recoiled from the question.

“Then it’s best you don’t carry until you’re well-practiced in killing someone with a knife.”

“That’s an impossible standard.” Ryleigh raised her chin in defiance.

“Damn straight. You don’t want to be like us. Stay behind us and out of the line of fire. We’re on vacation. You’ll need to take in the sights and convince anyone checking us out that the young and hot chicks have protective family,” Lindy told them.

“Young and hot as opposed to cunning and dangerous?”

“Two minutes,” Clevarious reported.

Lindy gestured at Chaz.

“Get what you need while ashore, keeping your credit chip and anything of importance held tightly. Meet at the airlock. As soon as we’re down, we’re off. We’ll take enough of the hacking chips for everyone to carry at least one.”

“I’ll get them.” Dennicron bolted out of the conference room.

“Use your internal comm chips for anything not related to sightseeing,” Lindy warned.

Chaz nodded at her. The team headed out. Cole and Clodagh kissed over the top of the sleeping baby. Tyler put Floyd on the deck.

“Watch our good girl while I’m gone,” Tyler said.

Kennedy tried to pick her up but was not up to the task. “You’re with me, Floyd.”

Clo! Floyd cried and ran headfirst into Clodagh’s leg. Cole kept her from falling.

“Kennedy. You stay with Kennedy,” Clodagh told her.

The team moved down the corridor, carrying less than they should for a vacation. The predators would find that appealing.

Lindy wondered how many Mastuns she would have to punch in the head before they left. She found she didn’t care. You don’t want to get punched, don’t do something that will make me punch you.

The ship touched down before the team was ready. At the airlock, Dennicron handed out the chips. Everyone took a little wafer, the same size as an ancient metal coin. In front pockets or zippered pouches they went, although if one were stolen, no one would be able to use it for its intended purpose. That took an SI, and the Singularity wasn’t sharing.

After a unanimous thumbs-up, Lindy punched the big red button. Chaz was first out the hatch and into the pristine air and a faint blue sky. The colors jumped out from the trees and flowers that grew in abundance.

Chaz had only taken five steps from the bottom of the ramp when four separate taxis showed up to offer him a ride. They jostled each other to get close.

Adjunct Federal House of Arbitration, The Royal City of Khn’Chik, Yoll

The body of ambassadors worked their way slowly toward their seats. No one gave the Magistrates a second look.

Rivka took that as a good sign rather than believing they were already condemned. Once Bik Tia Nor stood, the din faded, leaving the silence of his personal condemnation. He looked down at and on the Magistrates. He glared at Rivka.

He tapped his screen to access the next question.

“The next question is for Magistrate Rivka Anoa from the honorable ambassador from Boreal. Describe how your telepathy works.”

Rivka clenched her jaw shut as she moved slowly to the witness lectern.

Relax, Grainger told her. Unclench your jaw, woman!

Rivka glanced at him and worked her jaw to ease the tension. “When I first realized I had this gift, I would only feel emotions punctuated by flashes of imagery. With training and practice, I’ve improved what I’m able to see to actions, words, and more. With a well-placed question, the information I seek becomes clear at the front of the mind.”

“Who did you practice on?” Nor asked.

Rivka took a drink of water while scanning the crowd. They were focused like lasers. “Willing subjects.”

“Who did you practice on? It’s not a difficult question, Magistrate, unless your dissembling is part of an overall strategy to lead this august body astray.”

“I practiced on my crew and subjects that I had already found guilty through the physical evidence,” Rivka replied evenly. As much as he tried, he was not getting under Rivka’s skin. Not yet, anyway.

The Borealan remained where he was. His mouth worked before the translation chip shared what he had said.

“I didn’t hear that your telepathy is one-hundred-percent accurate. Please explain.”

Rivka bowed her head to acknowledge receipt of the Borealan’s follow-up question. She was happy to ignore Bik Tia Nor.

“My telepathy is only one tool among many to ensure those who commit crimes are brought to Justice. No one aspect of an investigation stands on its own.”

The ambassador bowed his spider head at the reply and headed off stage, his four legs skittering more than a four-legged Yollin’s would.

“Have you ever used your telepathy to issue a search warrant?” Bik Tia Nor asked.

Not a question from the queue.

“Which ambassador asked that question?” Rivka asked.

“It is a follow-up from the Borealan ambassador’s question,” Bik Tia Nor replied smoothly. His cruel smile took on a new level of malevolence.

The minefield had been laid, and it was Rivka’s to walk through. She held the council’s rapt attention.

“Only in conjunction with other information available to the layman. I suspect the number of warrants I’ve issued is in line with those issued by my counterparts. We will forward the collected data of search warrants issued by Magistrates for the past year to all members of the council.”

The smile on Nor’s face evaporated.

“The next question,” he snarled. Rivka tried not to smile at the victory. “The next question is from the Yollin ambassador. You put the CEO of Minerals Intergalactic into Jhiordaan. MI is a well-respected conglomerate that has done a great deal for Yoll. Can you explain this?”

Rivka bowed her head in deference to the question. “She tried to have me killed. She used a public communique to rally miners to destroy the settlers on Rorke’s Drift, along with me and my people. But it turned out we were much better armed than her miners, and that is the only reason I’m here today. We backtracked the messages inciting violence directly to her office, and then I took action. I had the warrant for her arrest when I seized her, before I touched her.” Rivka stopped herself from answering more than the question had asked. If they pressed, she would be able to tell them that she never used telepathy on the CEO until she had already been declared guilty.

“And you put Panamor back into the chair?”

Rivka didn’t bother to answer. She hadn’t put anyone anywhere. The corporation had done that.

“He’s a disaster for Yoll relations in this galaxy, and you, Magistrate Rivka Anoa, are to blame for that.”

Rivka schooled her expression as she looked around the room, refusing to get dragged into a debate about the better CEO. She thought Panamor was deplorable. She would not have wittingly put him anywhere.

“Well?” the Yollin shouted, leaving Rivka little choice. He was one of the more popular ambassadors because of his and Yoll’s position in the Federation.

“I had nothing to do with who Minerals Intergalactic installed as their CEO. I suspect it was done according to the corporate bylaws by the board of directors. Magistrates do not install CEOs.”

After she said it, she hoped it was true. She was sure she hadn’t. Or had she? Her eye twitched. The ambassador closest to her raised her eyebrows and shook her head.

How little it took to lose a potential ally.

That hurt Rivka more than the barbs Bik Tia Nor sent her way because she’d expected those. He’d lost his wife the felon, who’d thought she was above the law and then tried to kill Red. No. Her death sentence had been decreed when she took aim one last time instead of surrendering. Nor thought he was above the law, too.

Composure, a voice said in her head. She found herself scowling and closed her eyes for a moment seeking balance. She reopened them and returned to her seat. She nodded to Jael on the way to thank her for the prompt.

Rivka adjusted herself before Bik Tia Nor started speaking. “The next question is for Magistrate Rivka Anoa from the Shrillexian ambassador.” Rivka stood and walked to the lectern again at a measured pace. She bowed her head to the Shrillexian ambassador as he passed. He tipped his chin in reply.

Nor read, “Did you or did you not murder Angus McCord after he was found not guilty of murder at a trial where you were the prosecutor?”


CHAPTER ELEVEN



The Royal City of Khn'Chik, Yoll, Steak in the Heart

“You fuckers are okay!” Red bellowed, slapping the table at the latest Leath joke. It had made no sense, but Red had found it hilariously funny. The two Leath mercenaries roared with laughter.

The maître d’ had finally had enough. He strode briskly on his four legs, an aristocratic Yollin running the restaurant.

“You will have to leave. Your language and volume are upsetting the customers, and you are upsetting me.”

“Fuck off, crank-face,” the larger Leath said.

“What he meant to say is let me pay the bill, and we’ll be on our way. Thank you for your courtesy and the wonderful meal.”

The Yollin leaned close. “We usually don’t allow their type in here, but being with a human, we gave them a pass. Maybe we shouldn’t have.”

“I tip well,” Red said softly before crooking a finger to bring the Yollin closer. “And go fuck yourself.”

The maître d’ huffed and rushed off. The server showed up with the payment device held in front of him.

Red waved his credit chip and gestured above the device to register the tip. “You did great, my man. Sorry for making a little extra noise.”

“It’s really okay,” the two-legged Yollin said. “I didn’t mind, and I threw the other customers an extra drink just to dull the senses.”

“Damn! I thought I tipped you plenty, but you deserved even more than that. I’ll be back, and if you’re here, I’ll hook you right up. I’ll try not to bring them next time. I didn’t think they were ever going to finish.”

Red was biding his time. The council was still in session. He could rush over there and wait, or he could stroll over there with a full stomach and wait for a shorter period of time.

Rivka, are you there? he asked, concentrating as hard as he could on sending a simple message.

Red? Don’t tell me you stayed behind. Dumbass! came the terse reply. On stage. Can’t talk, gotta go.

That confirmed his suspicions. He had plenty of time, and from where he sat, the two Leath were a good lead into the subterfuge going on behind the scenes to influence the interview. Maybe it was a trial, or worse, an inquisition. Neither of the titles was pleasant.

“Come on, you lazy fat bastards. Let’s find a quiet place to get a beer.” Red waved for them to follow.

“You buying, pipsqueak?”

“The first round, you fucking putrescent globule of feculence.”

“Your mouth moves and sounds come out, but it makes as much sense as a nun in a whorehouse.”

They walked outside. Red stretched and belched. “What would you know about nuns? Or whorehouses, for that matter?”

“Alas, ours has not been a straight path through life. We may have meandered.” The smaller Leath, called Ab’rik’aus, held his hand over his heart. The larger mercenary, B’lok’aus, slapped him on the back hard enough to shake the ground.

“What the fuck are you guys doing out here following me? Whatever that goofy bastard was paying you, I’ll hit you double and give you a ride off the planet.”

The two Leath looked at each other. B’lok’aus spat into his hand and held it out. Red followed his lead. They slapped wet palms together and shook hard.

The Leath leaned close until his tusks were within striking distance of Red’s face. Red tightened his cheek muscles, preparing for the impact.

But it didn’t come. “Foromme hired us. Follow you unless you tried to get involved, then kill you.”

“Get involved in what? I’m just trying to watch my client. That’s all. Same as you.” Red shrugged as if he were indifferent to the ways of those in charge.

The Leath shrugged. “Don’t know.”

“My client is the one who is paying. She’s not amused by what Foromme is doing. She’ll probably end up taking him down first, so there’s no sense in finishing out that contract. You’ll have his money. You’ll have our money, and you won’t have to worry about fighting me. We will throw down because I think you two are candy-asses, but not today. I’ve got too much work to do.”

“Us, too. There is beer that won’t drink itself.” The Leath drove a piledriver fist into Red’s shoulder. Red laughed it off even though it hurt like hell.

Magistrate, Foromme is planning something. Watch yourself. At least you don’t have to worry about the Leath now. I hope you can expense paying off mercenaries, Red told her.

The Royal City of Khn'Chik, Yoll, Government Residence Sector

Joseph strolled with his head held high. Petricia hung onto his arm, taking in the sights. It was a better than average day on Yoll, cool if one was used to hotter climates.

Clodagh kept the ship cool to prevent the equipment from overheating. At least, that was what she had told them. It was the same temperature at which Terry Henry kept War Axe. Joseph thought that had something to do with it. Terry kept it cold because he slept with a werewolf with a body temperature of about a hundred and six degrees. He had reasons for preferring the cooler temperature, and no one argued with him about it.

Yoll was cooler than that, but not by much. The walk provided a respite from life aboard a space station and, recently, Wyatt Earp.

“This reminds me of our fall in South Africa,” Petricia said. “I don’t have many fond memories of being there, but that is one of them.”

“Until we whisked you away, my dear,” Joseph replied. “I am happy we found the Forsaken and were able to deal with them.”

Petricia nodded.

Joseph had been little more than a Forsaken when he was found by Terry Henry’s people. In single combat, TH had bested him—first time ever a norm had gotten the better of him. He’d provided the blood of beasts to keep Joseph sated. Joseph had joined Terry’s Force de Guerre on Earth and helped him in his fight to drag humanity back to civilization.

Joseph had been part of a raiding team run by Terry Henry Walton. Charumati, Terry’s mate, was sensitive to the Etheric, and she’d discovered where Petricia and her captors were. Petricia had also been a vampire. They had both been saved by the Pod-doc from needing blood nourishment ever again.

Terry’s war against the Forsaken had greatly reduced their numbers before driving the survivors underground.

After that, TH, Char, and the Force de Guerre had left Earth to become the Bad Company, the Federation’s paramilitary branch. Joseph and Petricia had traveled with them, loyal comrades in arms. When Terry Henry retired, Joseph and Petricia had retired with him and become part-owners in the All Guns Blazing franchise Terry and Char were attempting to grow.

“I don’t believe there is an AGB on Yoll. I think they could probably use one. For the expats who are here. I don’t think Yollins will eat human bar food, but stranger things have happened.”

“K’Thrall ate that without a complaint,” Petricia offered. K’Thrall had been a systems specialist on board the War Axe, and he’d volunteered to join the Bad Company as a warrior. As a four-legged Yollin, he gave them an in with certain sectors of the population.

“K’Thrall was, how do you say it, sucking up? He did not like the AGB at all, except for the beer.”

“How do you know that?”

Joseph pointed at his temple. Telepathy. “Of course. What am I thinking right now?” Petricia knew he couldn’t read her mind, or any other vampire’s thoughts for that matter.

“You are thinking about a long journey from somewhere beautiful where you were treated horribly to someplace less beautiful where you are treated like a princess.”

“Almost exactly right.” Petricia laughed, and that made everything worthwhile in Joseph’s day. “Yoll has its beauty. This place is more utilitarian, but the downtown is magnificent with spires and glass and all things modern.”

“All things modern. I’m a fan of the renaissance myself because it is older than me. Alas, that style has not arrived in Federation space. We are nothing more than Jonah having been swallowed by metal whales swimming among the stars. If only they used more exotic designs for the ships, but no. We are left with the space station’s spindle.” Joseph sighed at the encapsulation of the life that had been chosen by him by following Terry Henry.

Without being a mind reader, Petricia knew what he was thinking. “It’s a good life. We do as we wish. No one is holding us down. With the bonus from the art job, we don’t have to work at all, at anything.”

“I have always worked and am at my best when working for others, I am ashamed to admit. I’m not good at being the boss of myself.”

“I have no complaints,” Petricia said.

“In that, I am truly blessed.” He pointed at a small and unassuming home nestled among the mansions. “Is this it?”

Petricia found the house number beside the door. “It is if he didn’t give us a fake number. You don’t think…”

Joseph shook his head. “That would be funny. Shall we?” He headed to the door, where he knocked heavily, nearly hammering on it. He then pressed the button and waited.

“Step away from the door,” a stern voice warned.

“Well! I travel eighty billion lightyears to see my brother and get chased off the stoop like some vagabond!” Joseph shook his fist at the door.

“Joseph? What are you doing here?”

“We came to see you. I didn’t know you were alive, and now that you are, I think my life has changed. We are thinking of immigrating to Yoll to start an AGB franchise here.”

“A what? Never mind. I’m not at home right now. With this dog-and-pony ongoing in the council, I have to be here for when the Magistrates wrap their first day. I’ll open the door for you. Make yourselves at home. There is a spare bedroom. No one has ever used it. I’ll be home when I can. I look forward to chatting, but I had hoped you would go with Rivka’s team on Wyatt Earp. But no matter. They will make do.” The door buzzed, then unlocked. “I’ll see you when I get home, brother.”

Joseph held the door open. “After you, my dear.” Petricia strolled in but stopped until Joseph joined her.

Inside, they found dark-wood-lined walls in the manner of an old English estate. Burgundy fabric covered several replica high-back armchairs and a chaise lounge. The pile of real books suggested Wyatt had chosen the piece and placed it for his personal reading pleasure. It sat canted off-center, but as a bachelor who didn’t entertain, he needed neither the extra space nor the congruent lines and equidistant spacing.

“Upstairs?” Petricia asked. “I could use a bath.”

“I would be more than happy watching you bathe.” Joseph winked.

“Incorrigible!” She covered her mouth. “Do you think he can hear us?”

“I hope not. Voyeur!” Joseph shouted. He took Petricia by the hand and led her up the steps, which were Yollin-style with longer landings and shorter rises. Four-legged Yollins preferred those to the shorter and higher human-style steps.

They found the master bedroom at the end of the hallway. A closed door to the left revealed a second bedroom. Another door opened to the guest bathroom, which was immaculate in that it didn’t appear to have been used. Possibly not ever. The bathtub was not original with the house since Yollins didn’t use them, and if they did, the tubs would be grossly oversized for their human counterparts.

Petricia ran the water while Joseph roamed.

He returned, frowning, and sat on the commode while staring at the ceiling.

“What’s wrong?” Petricia asked from within the steaming bath.

“Not a single picture in the whole house. Artwork, yes, but no family. No friends. No lost loves.”

“What did you have before you met me?”

“I had a hundred years of Terry Henry and his people. Before that, I had nothing worth having. The end of the world was easier on those with nanocytes, but not easy. Before that, I was a businessman, a printer, a barrister, a little bit of everything. I always had a picture of something to remind me of what could be.”

Petricia reached for Joseph’s hand. He moved to the floor next to the clawfoot and interlaced his fingers with hers.

“Maybe when he was taken from Earth, he thought you were all dead to him.”

“He said we never came after him, but how could we have? It was the seventeenth century. We didn’t know.” Joseph hung his head.

“Wyatt will understand. You will talk when he gets here.” Petricia let go of his hand. “Why don’t you rest? I’ll be along shortly, my love.”

Joseph perked up. “And you called me incorrigible. But you have much wisdom in your youthful mind. We shall clear the air, and then I want to find out why he wanted me on Wyatt Earp. What is Rivka’s team doing?”


CHAPTER TWELVE



Mastus Spaceport, Capital City of Morofite

“What do you mean, there’s no tour?” Lindy bellowed. The others were mobbed up behind her, keeping a hand on their valuables. “We’ve been planning this for the last year!”

“I’m sorry, ma’am. There is no tour for the AGB Fan Club. I’ve checked the schedule for the next four weeks. Nothing.” The booth agent, a humanoid native of Mastus, looked contrite but kept glancing to his side. Lindy didn’t look, but Chaz did.

An individual wove his way through a growing crowd of taxi drivers and freelance tour guides.

Aurora broke down and started crying. Tyler wrapped a protective arm around her shoulder.

“See what you’ve done?” Lindy jammed her fists on her hips and glared. A local tried to get close to her. “Fuck off.” She drove an elbow at his face. He backpedaled until he could turn and run.

“No need to be upset, little girl,” the agent said with a paternal smile. “We have plenty of tour guides available, and we can set one up right here, right now.”

Well, fuck, Lindy said over the internal channel. “Yes, that may be sufficient. I don’t want to pay any more than we paid for the pre-arranged tour.”

“What did you pay?”

“That’s for you to figure out. Lowest price first. We’re not going to argue,” Lindy countered. She delivered a winning half-smile to demonstrate confidence in her convictions.

“The usual tourist sites,” the agent started. “Nine stops over six days, including hotels and meals,” he tapped the screen as he talked, “will come to,” he looked at the group, “for six, that’ll be nine thousand seven hundred credits. Includes everything.”

“Fuck off!” Lindy blurted. “We’re out of here!” She twirled her finger in the air and stormed away from the counter despite the agent’s protestations.

The individual who had been making eye contact with the agent intercepted the team and spread his arms wide. Cole grabbed a handsy taxi driver by the neck, picked him up, and tossed him away.

“I can do it for half. I’ll be the driver and tour guide,” he offered.

He’s with the agent, Chaz announced.

I know. But now we have a ride, Lindy replied. “Sold. But we want to see the downtown.”

“Yes, no problem.” The tour guide smiled. He looked as much like he was from Foromme as Mastus. Lindy suspected the three planets had been populated by the same species sometime in their distant past.

“…fuck away from me, you dandy bastard!” Cole growled. Aurora and Ryleigh stayed close behind Lindy and Chaz.

“I don’t know how anyone could enjoy vacationing here. It’s like we jumped into a school of piranhas!” Ryleigh said in a staccato burst.

Their new tour guide clapped his hands and gestured.

The crowd of treasure seekers melted away from the group. Cole nodded his approval. “That’s more like it. Thanks, my man.”

“Yes, no problem,” the guide said in his liquid voice with its dulcet tones.

I expect that will be the answer to everything, Lindy said.

Going downtown? Cole asked.

Going downtown, straight to the government building, Chaz replied.

“Where would you lovely people like to go first? The Falls of Askuriya are particularly lovely toward sunset. There is a nice restaurant serving traditional Mastun repast that has been well-received by human tourists. I recommend this.” He started walking out of the reception building and toward a parking lot half a kilometer away.

Lindy scanned the area, looking for individuals lurking, watching, following. Everyone she saw came across as shady.

Who in their right fucking mind would come here on vacation? Lindy thought. However, once she gave herself a few moments off from being a bodyguard, she saw where the allure might be. The sky was like looking through a sapphire at the stars beyond. The air felt good, energizing.

“Can you feel it?” Ryleigh asked. She skipped two steps and then settled down.

“How old are you guys?” Lindy wondered.

“Twenty.” Aurora made it sound like she was willing to fight over the implication.

“My apologies. No disrespect intended.” Lindy smiled before it hit her. “You guys joined the crew when you were eighteen?”

“Nineteen. We’re almost twenty-one.”

“That’s better. I thought we’d get in trouble for using child labor.” Lindy winked at the two. She towered over her diminutive teammates, and she outweighed them by a healthy margin, too. The Pod-doc and constantly working out with Red had made Lindy a superb physical specimen.

None of the team had a problem walking to the parking area.

“I see you are fit bunch. That is good. Maybe we can go to rim of Sneffel Crater, where you will have magnificent view of lava pools. But only fittest can go. That’s why we park so far away. Separate weaklings from stronglings.”

“And it’s probably less expensive,” Chaz stated.

“And that. You wanted big discount. I gave big discount. There are corners. They are cut. Please.” He motioned at a van of a questionable size to hold the six of them. The two pilots squeezed into one seat.

“This is bullshit,” Cole grumbled.

“The corners, they have been cut. You don’t get more for less. You get less for less.”

Tyler chuckled. “What’s your name? We’ll treat you right if you take care of us.”

“Call me Porthos,” the tour guide replied.

“I doubt that’s your real name, but I’m not going to give you grief over it. Why did you pick Porthos?”

“I like to drink, and I like women. The fighting? I leave that to others. I am lover, not fighter.”

“Nothing to see here. Keep it moving,” Cole said.

Porthos dug into his pocket and held out a credit device. “You pay now, please.”

“Yes, no problem,” Lindy said. “Half up front, half when we finish. We’ve already been ripped off once on this planet.”

“But not by me,” Porthos replied. “Fifty percent. Okay. Twenty-five hundred credits.”

“I can deal with that,” Lindy flashed her credit chip, and the payment machine registered. “Shotgun.”

Porthos stuffed the machine back into his pocket and started the van. It rattled and banged, bucking instead of purring smoothly. “No weapons in tour groups. Where you hide shotgun?”

“It’s a human saying. Means I’m sitting up front.” Lindy climbed in next to the tour guide. “Is it supposed to sound like that?”

“Corners. They are cut. It is no problem. We go now.”

The others squeezed into the back. Cole packed in last, having to contort to shut the door behind him.

The guide coaxed the vehicle forward by bobbing his head until the transmission caught a gear and allowed the small van to accelerate.

“Always an adventure,” Lindy said over her shoulder. “I hope the city is more up to date than this vehicle.”

“We should start a betting line. How long before it breaks down?” Tyler laughed. He was the only one. “Come on, that was funny.”

Chaz stared out the front window. They turned right as they left the parking lot and the van teetered precariously, nearly going on two wheels to round the corner.

“What the hell?” Cole would have given the driver the finger, but he was crammed in too tightly to raise his arm. The engine coughed, choked, and sputtered to silence. The minivan maneuvered to the side of the road.

Tyler reached around Cole and popped the door. Cole tumbled to the ground.

“Well, now. You’re going to get us a new van, aren’t you?” Lindy said.

“There are costs. The corners, they have been cut.”

“How much?” Lindy said.

Porthos acted like he’d been shot, twisting and groaning and holding a hand to his chest.

Chaz skipped back to the engine compartment and opened the hatch. He dug into the engine.

“Probably at least one thousand more to get bigger van with air conditioning. Would usually be two thousand, but I know this guy…”

Chaz returned and bumped Porthos. “Give me the keys.”

“Why? Van is dead.”

“Van is not dead. Van has a kill switch. I’ve disabled that. Give me the keys.”

“Ack! Who would do such a thing?” Porthos continued his anguished gyrations.

“Give him the keys!” Lindy leaned toward him. He produced them from his pocket.

Chaz took them and got into the driver’s seat. The engine started with a pop and settled into a smooth hum. Chaz remained where he was and gestured for the others to get in.

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” Lindy said. “We’re going to take the van and give ourselves a tour. We’re not going to beat you to a pulp for trying to rip us off. And when we’re done with our self-driving tour, we’ll return your van here. Six people in a six-person van. We’ll make it work. Now, shoo.”

Porthos watched helplessly since he was grossly outmatched by the team. Cole loomed over him.

“You heard my compatriot. Go. You’ve got your twenty-five hundred credits, which is far more than rental on this van is really worth. But we can’t have someone trying to rip us off every second of the day. Oh, and my compliments on your sky and air. They are both truly exceptional.”

Porthos smiled and assumed his tour guide persona. “The Binjura trees are unique to Mastus. They scrub the air of foreign particles and provide the richest oxygen content known in the universe as a byproduct. Mastus protects the Binjura, requiring two to be planted for every one removed…”

Lindy waved from the passenger seat.

“That’s nice. Have a good day.”

Chaz put it in gear and drove away. The vehicle accelerated smoothly but continued to totter around corners.

Tyler raised his hand, happy for the room to do so. “Bottom line is that the van runs like it’s supposed to, but it still sucks.”

“Pretty much,” Lindy agreed. “Next stop, Government Central.”

Adjunct Federal House of Arbitration, The Royal City of Khn'Chik, Yoll

Rivka did not turn to face the Shrillexian ambassador for the question she had never considered would be asked.

She looked at the top of the lectern, which was natural wood polished to a high gloss. Two blemishes marred the otherwise pristine surface. One looked to be where a pen had been jammed into it, and the other was a surface scratch as if someone had clumsily dragged a device off it. She rubbed it with a finger, feeling like it could be buffed out.

When Rivka lifted her head, she found a chamber filled with people who blended into a single blob. Only one stood out. She looked at Delaveen from Foromme.

She steeled herself to deliver the most lawyerly of answers. “I was accused of the murder of Angus McCord, but the case never came to trial.”

“That doesn’t answer the question,” Nor shot back.

“Ambassador, even before this august body, the law remains the law. The right against self-incrimination exists for a reason. It is incumbent upon those who enforce the law to find evidence that will stand up in court. Isn’t that what this interview is all about? If I use my telepathy to circumvent the probable cause requirement to search and interrogate, then would I not be doing exactly what is being attempted right now? If you are good with such measures, then why am I here?

“The Federation is a collection of planets that have agreed to abide by the same foundational set of laws. Trying to bypass those laws is not how we conduct business. Not here. Not out there.” Rivka pointed at the ceiling.

“Will the Shrillexian ambassador produce the source of this information?” Nor asked, desperation creeping into his voice.

“We heard the information from a guard inside the holding cell of Khn’Chik Region Four jail,” the Shrillexian ambassador replied. He loomed large behind Rivka. She maintained her composure.

“Well?” Bik Tia Nor shouted with renewed vigor.

Rivka waited, knowing the outburst had been directed at her. When she could feel the heat of his rising fury, she answered. “Well, what, Mr. Ambassador?”

“What do you have to say for yourself? Were you or were you not locked up in jail because of your crime?”

“I have to say that once again, your point reinforces the whole purpose of the Magistrate Corps. Innocent until proven guilty. Allegations and hearsay don’t rise to the level of evidence admissible in a trial. Without hard evidence, there can be no trial, there can be no one found guilty. Anyone can be secured in jail for up to forty-eight hours without charges getting filed. Sometimes that technique is used against a recalcitrant criminal to get them to roll over on their partners. Seeing the inside of a cell changes the dynamic but does not confer any level of guilt.”

“Were you or were you not in jail? Answer the question, Magistrate Anoa.”

Rivka turned to face Bik Tia Nor and slowly shook her head. Then she addressed the ambassadors. “And this is how the law works. The right of self-incrimination. I employ my right not to answer that question or any other questions that presume my guilt or innocence. Both are equally deplorable in a modern society. Both equally violate the law. The law that the Magistrate Corps upholds.”

“Aha!” Bik Tia Nor jumped to his feet. “See? She has something to hide; otherwise, she would answer the question.”

Rivka spoke to the audience. “No judge in this good land is allowed to presume guilt from silence. The burden is on the prosecution to make their case. No one ever needs to prove they are innocent. Ever. Because we presume people are innocent until we can bring enough facts to satisfy the burden of proof, probable cause, at which time we can then search homes and workplaces in search of evidence to solidify a case and finally, to press charges.”

Rivka bowed to the Shrillexian ambassador and the crowd and returned to her seat without waiting to be dismissed.

Nicely done, Grainger said. The other Magistrates concurred.

Now, they’re going to go to that prison and bring forward the information and enter it as fact. I better be able to answer it at that time. It was unsanctioned, and I did murder the man, although not in my right mental state. Still, his blood is on my hands. He was acquitted by a jury of his peers. He was free. I ended his freedom.

If they did that, it might be a drawback.

“Two-hour recess. Return after lunch,” Nor declared. The ambassadors started filing out. The Magistrates waited, but the sergeant at arms headed to a side door.

“Waiting room or lunch?” Grainger asked. “On me, wherever we go.”

“Someplace where we don’t talk about this dog-and-pony show. I guarantee someone is listening. No matter what we say, it’ll get taken out of context. So let’s talk about our favorite character from a romance novel,” Rivka replied.

“I don’t think I have one of those.” Buster frowned. “No. I’m sure I don’t.”

Chi clapped him on the shoulder. “We better get one, then!”

Grainger moved close to Rivka. “We better be ready for next time.”

“And I suspect ‘next time’ is going to come right after lunch.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN



The Royal City of Khn'Chik, Yoll, Federation Complex

“What do you think is going on there?” Red wondered with a stagger and a slur. People streamed out of the main building as if it were on fire.

“Late lunch,” Ab’rik’aus said. His communication device buzzed. He tapped it. “We have to go. We have a job.”

He took an unsteady step.

“Foromme?” Red guessed. “What the hell does he want?”

“He wants us to go to Region Four jail and roust some guard for more information about that bitch being in there.”

“That’s bullshit. Do you think a guard knows anything about a Magistrate being in prison? We could make up some shit that’ll sound convincing. What does he want to know?” Red restrained himself from punching the Leath in the head for disrespecting the Magistrate. He vowed to do it, but when the time was right.

Red tried to see the screen, but the Leath’s meat-mallet-sized hands were in the way.

“Was she in there, and what were the charges? He wants to see a copy of the paperwork, the charging dicks or something like that.”

“Charging docs, short for documents. But dicks, that works too because someone is going to get their dick turned into road pizza over this.” Red pointed at the two Leath.

“Road pizza?” Then the lights came on. The two roared with laughter. “Driving over it again and again. It gets squashed until it looks like a bad pizza. Ha! You are a funny guy! I think we’ll keep you as a pet. Come with us. We’ll find it’s nothing and then have more beer.”

Red wasn’t the least bit drunk, but the Leath were. Their ability to consume vast quantities of beer in a short amount of time had left Red in awe.

“I gotta shake the dew off my lily,” B’lok’aus said. He lined up next to a tree, and his partner in crime joined him.

Red bellowed, “I can’t believe you two knotheads are peeing on that tree!”

As impressive as it went in, it came out. Red wanted to see if they were hiding firehoses but managed to restrain himself. He looked for the expected police, but none were around.

Getting the two tossed in the gray-bar motel for a day would put a crimp in their ability to get any information.

They finished their business and waved for a cab. In seconds, one pulled up. Being that it was designed for four-legged Yollin, it fit the two mercenaries and one oversized human with ease.

“Region Four jail,” the Leath slurred. Red crouched in the vehicle and wondered how he was going to keep the Leath from finding the guard and getting the information they were after.

We’re on our way to Region Four jail to find the guard who might have evidence that you were in there. I’ll do what I can, Magistrate, Red transmitted.

Mastus, Capital City of Morofite

“It’s like you’ve driven before, Chaz. I’m impressed,” Lindy said while maintaining a death grip on the sides of her seat.

Chaz guided the vehicle with an expertise born of data and technical manuals, not personal experience.

He grinned and rolled down his window to start driving with one hand.

Lindy closed her eyes.

“In here,” Chaz said and made an ill-advised turn that was too sharp. He overcorrected to get down off two wheels, bounced over the curb and onto the sidewalk, recovered onto the parking lot access drive, and rolled down into the underground garage. By the time they reached a spot, their driver’s side front wheel was flat.

“Way to go, dumbass,” Cole called from the back.

“My first time. I challenge you to do better. As a reminder, there’s a certain video of you bouncing around a forest in your powered combat armor.”

“What are you, an ex-girlfriend remembering all my flaws and bringing them up when convenient?”

“I can play the video if you’d like,” Chaz countered.

“Fine. You drove great. I hope this thing has a spare, but I doubt it.” Once outside, Cole crawled underneath. “I’ll be damned. Spare and a jack. You broke it, you fix it.”

He backed out of the way and pointed. Chaz ran his confused-face subroutine.

“Get to it. Change that tire, and we’ll hold down the fort.” Cole motioned under the van.

“Oh, right. You want me to change the tire.”

“No. You get to change the tire because you broke it with your errant-as-fuck driving. I never broke my combat suit, but if I had, I would have had to fix it. Same rule applies if you get a vehicle stuck. You get out and push.”

“Who else would push a stuck vehicle?” Chaz finally crawled under the van and removed the wingnut that held the tire and the jack placed between the rim and the undercarriage.

“The passengers. Like us. We’ll watch your mastery of tire changing just like we watched in awe as you drove for the first time, putting five other lives at risk. One of us could have driven, bitch.” Cole puffed out his chest.

Chaz undid the lug nuts with his fingers, lifted the vehicle with one hand while removing the tire with the other. He flipped the spare upright with his foot and guided it into position, then let the vehicle down before tightening the lug nuts.

He put the jack and flat tire into position under the van and locked them into place. “Total time, one minute and four seconds.”

Tyler called from the front of the vehicle, “Better take it easy driving. This one is bald, with its best days well behind it.”

“Damn. I guess it would go faster if you don’t have to mess with jacks or wrenches.”

“Gentlemen, if you’re done playing, we have a job to do.” Lindy stared down the group’s offenders of the no-sidetracks rule. Aurora and Ryleigh moved behind her.

“This looks like a game of men against women,” Tyler mumbled.

Lindy pointed at him, and he pursed his lips, tried to look innocent, and eventually stared at the pavement instead.

Chaz twirled his finger in the air. “I always wanted to do that!” He put on his biggest smile and strode briskly past Lindy and the others on his way up the ramp.

“You fuckers better start taking this seriously,” Lindy growled. “Is this what we’ve devolved into?”

Cole and Tyler followed quietly.

“Don’t make me angry. My husband is back on Yoll and right in the middle of what I’m sure is some serious bullshit. We need to get the answers the High Chancellor is looking for.” Lindy hurried to catch up with Chaz. “You should have given that speech.”

“You did fine, Number One. I’ve been in constant contact with Dennicron. She didn’t have a location until now. I know where we need to go. Please, follow me.”

Aurora and Ryleigh had to half-run with their shorter legs. Tyler and Cole bracketed them to keep passersby away. No one carried anything in an outer pocket because no matter how vigilant they were, the Mastuns were handsy when they got close, bumping the tourists as if it were their job.

In many cases, it was. The half-snarl frozen on Lindy’s face kept most away. The other would-be thieves glided toward Chaz’s side of the sidewalk, but he was faster than they were, and when they tried to reach toward exposed pockets, he hit their hands hard. It wasn’t long before the group walked freely, having the sidewalk to themselves.

Chaz nodded at a building coming up on their right. “Over there, the smaller building. It is the dedicated hub for intraplanetary affairs.” Chaz was proud of his new head gesture routine and was mildly disappointed that no one noticed until he realized no one had noticed. They had accepted it as they would from any other member of the crew. His grin returned as he headed for the front door of the computer hub.

Adjunct Federal House of Arbitration, Royal City of Khn'Chik, Yoll

Grainger waved for the others to follow. He walked up the aisle, through the chamber, and out the side door, same as half the ambassadors. Once in the hallway, they found small groups of ambassadors standing around and talking, making it difficult to pass.

Rivka turned around and returned to the chamber.

The others drifted back in. “What’s wrong?” Grainger wondered.

“If I bump into them, they’ll think I’m trying to read their minds. I don’t want any of them thinking I’d commit such subterfuge. And more importantly, I don’t want to give them any more reasons to be afraid of me.”

“As much as I’d like to say they’d be wrong, I know it’s for the right reasons. Come on.” He led them through the waiting room and retraced the steps he had taken to get there. It wasn’t a maze despite the numerous turns.

“You can get in, but you can never leave,” Buster joked from the back of the group.

Jael shouldered her way past Rivka and took Grainger’s hand. She glanced over her shoulder at the group.

“What’s going to happen to us?” Buster asked. “I don’t know if I can do any other job.”

Jael frowned and looked at the floor. “After the work we’ve done, the galaxy’s scumbags would line up to get a shot at us. We wouldn’t last a week.”

“I probably wouldn’t lose the ship because of the Singularity. Maybe I’m more insulated than you guys, which doesn’t help you at all. They’ll happily use you to get to me.”

“Fuck them,” Buster said. “They can’t get to any of us. I know everything I’ve done has been within the law. I doubt Rivka of all people would run afoul of the rules.”

“I haven’t. That last case was ugly. Kidnapping people to steal their blood. But it’s worse than that. There were five people who volunteered to be put into a coma and let the blood trade factory use them. They committed years to the effort, hoping to wake up debt-free and with a healthy bonus to boot.”

Grainger let go of Jael’s hand and started gesturing while he talked. “Was there any evidence that the traders were going to renege on the contract?”

“Joseph destroyed their minds. There was no way to find that besides digging out their personal intent. It’s possible but not included in the final judgment, which was to leave them as the near-vegetables they had been reduced to.”

“And Joseph?” Grainger asked.

“Victim getting his just desserts. They messed up when they took him and Petricia. There was no doubt when he came out of the coma, he was going to wreak havoc. They shouldn’t have taken him. I can’t protect criminals from their victims. I don’t think I want to try.”

They reached an outside door, and the five rushed out as if freed from prison.

“Game faces, people,” Grainger said. “We have to convince anyone watching that we aren’t afraid because we have nothing to hide.”

Jael snorted. “We don’t have anything to hide, but I’m afraid because those people in there are making shit up by contorting the presentation of the information. I think that makes them some grade-A assholes.”

“Grade-A…” Grainger repeated. “Steak in the Heart!”

“For lunch and fine company,” Rivka said.

We’re on our way to Region Four jail to find the guard who might have evidence that you were in there. I’ll do what I can, Magistrate, Red reported.

“Wait a moment,” Rivka said before switching to her internal comm chip. Red is with the two Leath mercenaries Delaveen hired and is on his way to Region Four jail to dig up the dirt on me.

Red is with the people trying to dig into your background? Way to go, Rivka! You are the mac daddy of being on top of the world, Chi said, with a flourish to emphasize how impressed he was.

You have to admit, it doesn’t get any better than that. Leath mercenaries? Foromme is sending muscle as investigators? Is that a thing? Grainger wondered.

Besides folly? Chi replied.

“What a beautiful day!” Rivka declared loudly. “Too bad we’re stuck inside, straightening the record.”

“The evening will be a time to celebrate,” Grainger replied. He tipped his head to a group of ambassadors watching the Magistrates. These were unknown individuals in the gray area of voting for or against. “Ambassadors. Just trying to get some fresh air before we get cooped up in the chamber again.”

Jael bowed her head with barely a glance at the group, watching the sky and taking in the modern cityscape of Khn’Chik. Each Magistrate greeted the ambassadors cordially.

It was part of the game, but it was a critical game. If the Magistrates were flushed from government service, Jael had it correct. There would be too many rushing to be first in line to exact their revenge.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN



Mastus, Capital City of Morofite

Chaz tried the door, but it was locked. A comm panel to the side of the door suggested it was required to gain access. He punched the button and waited.

“Of course, they lock the door in this place,” Tyler said.

Chaz raised one finger. “Crime is very low on Mastus, to the point of being almost the lowest in the Federation. It may seem like they have no scruples with the way they treat tourists, but that is part of the culture. Anyone coming to Mastus is here to share.”

“Donate on the altar of self-sacrifice,” Tyler declared. “Is anyone home?”

“I don’t think anyone lives here,” Chaz replied. “But there doesn’t seem to be anyone working here, either.”

Lindy looked around. “Sounds like self-service is in order.”

Chaz studied the panel briefly before starting to dismantle it.

Lindy casually stepped to the side, dragging Tyler with her to block Chaz’s movements.

“This is how we support the Magistrate who is under fire for breaking the law?” Ryleigh asked in a small voice.

Lindy shook her head. “This is how we support the Federation to keep an insurrection from taking root. We’re working for the High Chancellor.”

“Damn straight,” Tyler agreed.

Cole casually walked to the side of the building before disappearing around the corner.

Lindy gestured at Ryleigh and Aurora. “Go with him.”

The pilots hurried away.

“Are you sure?” Tyler asked, glancing between the young women’s retreating figures and Lindy.

“I need you here to block the view of Chaz breaking into a building. I need them with him so he doesn’t look like he’s scoping a building in order to break in. Cole doesn’t have the smooth. Our pilots do.”

“You’re in charge, aren’t you?” Tyler asked. They both glanced at Chaz.

“I know you’re looking at me,” he said without turning around. “I’m in charge of the investigation, and that will move forward soon. Very soon.” The door latch clicked, and the door popped open.

Get back here, Cole, Aurora, and Ryleigh. We are in, Lindy broadcast.

Back door is open, Cole replied. We’ll meet you inside.

Tyler chuckled while waiting for Chaz to reassemble the keypad to minimize the visual evidence of their passing.

A rush of cold air greeted them as they stepped in.

“Ahh,” Chaz hummed. “Just like home.”

Lindy shook her head and glanced over her shoulder one last time. No one was obviously watching, and that was the best she could do. She entered and closed the door behind her.

Inside, they found a catwalk around the top of a supercomputing tower cooled by liquid nitrogen.

“That is most definitely not like home,” Lindy remarked.

“I stand corrected.” Chaz held one of Ankh’s discs out and queried it. “Not close enough.”

He looked for a way down. Cole and the pilots walked around the catwalk from the back. “I’m thinking we have to take the ladder.” Cole pointed at a thin ladder attached to the wall.

Aurora and Ryleigh stared into the darkness below them.

“It’s like gazing into the abyss,” Tyler intoned. They didn’t look like they wanted to go.

Chaz was the first one down. Lindy gestured for Cole to go next. The pilots hesitated. “Wait here with them. We’ll be back as soon as we can.”

Lindy grabbed the ladder and hurried downward. Chaz was already three stories down, while Cole was only half that far.

Lindy had almost reached him when the door to the outside flew open and an angry voice yelled, “Get your hands up!”

The Royal City of Khn'Chik, Yoll, Region Four Jail

The cab stopped and the Leath jumped out, looking at Red to pay the bill, which he did only so the Leath couldn’t get away.

“There he is,” Ab’rik’aus said. He pounded in the direction of a lone individual leaning against a tree.

“What the hell? He arranged to meet you?” Red blurted, jogging to get in front of the mercenaries. He had thought they would have to look for this individual, so the Leath had not been upfront with him.

Now was the test of wills.

B’lok’aus grabbed Red’s arm to keep him from getting between them and their contact.

“You want that broken?” Red growled.

“Little man thinks big thoughts.” The Leath laughed while slowing down to let his partner make the trade.

Ab’rik’aus rushed up to the two-legged Yollin. The guard backpedaled away from the incoming freight train. The Leath ground to a halt and held out a huge hand. “Give it here.”

“Payment?” the guard asked.

The Leath ripped the package out of the guard’s hand. “You’ll get paid when we confirm this is the real deal. Your business is with Foromme now.” Ab’rik’aus strolled away as if taking in the sun and warmth.

Red glared at the guard. “You fucking turncoat!”

He hammered a forearm across the Leath’s wrist with enough force to weaken the other’s grip. Red yanked his arm free and jumped back to block Ab’rik’aus’ path. The Leath was unperturbed and maneuvered wide. B’lok’aus moved behind Red to sandwich the human between the two mercenaries.

Red sensed more than saw the attack from behind. He dove sideways, hit, and rolled back to his feet. Ab’rik’aus surged through the space where Red had just been.

“You two are the product of the fastest swimmers? That’s not saying much for your old man. Good for him on getting some. Too bad it resulted in you.”

The Leath laughed and strolled wide, trying to get Red between them once more.

“That’s right, fuckers. You know you’re no match for me one on one because you’re weak. I thought Leath were better fighters. No wonder you’re on Yoll playing ass-grabbing games instead of out there, earning a living.” Red nodded at the sky.

He kept his arms up, ready for the attack. The Leath were better than being goaded. They were fighters, pure and simple. Emotion played a role, but not as much as Red had hoped. Cold and calculating.

Red knew they were dangerous, but after gaining their confidence, he’d thought he would be able to get inside their heads. He quickly realized he would not. They were as dangerous as he’d initially suspected.

He couldn’t win by being defensive. He stepped back, trying to gain distance to pull the neutron pulse weapon from his pocket, but they rushed him. He responded by feinting one way and dodging the other to ram his shoulder into Ab’rik’aus and drive him off his feet.

It was like running into a tree trunk. The Leath leaned backward with the blow but didn’t move beyond that. Red wrapped his arms around his opponent’s waist and tried to pick him up. He tightened the muscles in his back, knowing the blow was coming.

A two-fisted overhead hammer hit him on the rib protecting his left kidney. He flexed with it, and despite the pain, bent and lifted Ab’rik’aus off his feet. Red pushed forward, driving his legs against the mercenary’s bulk.

The Leath started to topple. Where was B’lok’aus? Red had lost sight of the second Leath, but he wasn’t the one with the packet from the guard. If anyone needed to be tied up, it had to be Ab’rik’aus. The Leath tumbled backward.

Red released his grip before they hit the ground to keep from trapping his arms underneath. He drove his shoulder into his opponent’s unprotected midsection when they hit, forcing the air out of his lungs. Red rolled sideways to free himself to fight B’lok’aus face to face.

In the milliseconds it took to free himself, Red failed to see the packet.

Have to do it the hard way, he thought in that short span of time. He managed to get a knee on the ground and one foot under him. Before he could make it upright, a shadow appeared in the corner of his eye. Red tried to pull away, but there was no time. A sledgehammer-sized fist drove into the side of his head.

Red was thrown off his knees, and his face rushed to meet the ground. His arms felt numb. He ducked his head and let his forehead take the impact on the soft grass.

His nanos were hard at work repairing the damage and helping him maintain his wits. Red twisted at the waist to bring more speed to a leg sweep and caught B’lok’aus trying to follow his successful punch to finish the human.

So they could be on their way back to the Federation Council. Back to Foromme, where they would hand over the packet that could destroy the Magistrate.

Red gritted his teeth as he rolled toward the falling Leath and intercepted the side of his head with an elbow strike. It was the first blow Red had landed.

He arched his back and pulled his legs under him in a fluid movement to get upright. His head throbbed from the punch, but his eyes were clear. Ab’rik’aus was already on his feet. The corner of the packet peeked out from where it was tucked inside his shirt.

No time to dawdle. Red charged, stopped, hopped, and aimed a sidekick at the Leath’s groin. Ab’rik’aus dodged back before angling sideways.

“You do have spunk for a tiny human female. Maybe next time, you don’t fight with the big boys so you don’t get hurt.”

Red glanced to see B’lok’aus had rolled over and was coming to his knees. Red spun and kicked upright as if he were punting a football. He caught the Leath under the chin, snapping his head back. Before he could follow up, Ab’rik’aus was on him.

The Leath hit him mid-waist. Red stumbled forward, trying to avoid falling on B’lok’aus.

Ab’rik’aus wrapped a leg around Red’s, tripping him. There was no avoiding it. He was going down right on top of B’lok’aus, with the second Leath on top of him. He needed to get free so he could pull Reaper and end the fight.

He fell chest to chest with the Leath on the ground, who snorted through a shattered nose, spitting blood. One tusk was loose, barely hanging from a scrap of flesh.

Ab’rik’aus bounced on Red’s back, trying to crush the human, but Red was made of sterner stuff than what the Leath was used to. Red wasn’t injured, but his arms remained pinned. Red head-butted B’lok’aus, who butted back, but the Leath had the benefit of his one good tusk. The point dug into the side of Red’s face and slashed to his ear, then twisted up the side of the human’s head.

Red got his arms under him to push up and turn, dumping Ab’rik’aus off him. As the Leath fell, he swung wildly with a left hook and connected with Red’s damaged rib.

With a grunt of pain, Red staggered in his attempt to untangle himself. Ab’rik’aus was quicker to his feet. Red lashed out and delivered a jab to the side of the Leath’s knee.

He might as well have punched a block of granite for all the good it did him. The Leath slammed a massive fist into the torn skin on the side of Red’s face. Blood splattered before continuing its flow down the side of his face.

Red raised his hands, fists clenched as he sought to protect his face until the nanos could begin their healing process. The Leath kicked between Red’s arms and delivered the toe of his boot to Red’s chin, lifting him up and throwing him backward. He landed in a heap.

Ab’rik’aus pulled his fellow mercenary to his feet. They took off running.

When Red realized that the fight was over, he tried to stuff his hand into his pocket and retrieve the weapon, but his hand didn’t respond as it should have. The blows to his head had rocked his world. He relaxed and fell back to the grass.

Hands pulled him up until he was sitting, but he was upright only because of the help of a stranger.

Not a stranger. The guard.

“I work for Magistrate Rivka Anoa,” Red mumbled. “That information you gave them will be used to destroy her. You think the prisons are full now? Wait until there’s no law and order out there. Why’d you do it?”

“They paid, and it was readily available if you knew where to look. It’s not a secret. I didn’t tell any secrets!” The Yollin’s voice grew shrill.

“But it was. It was hard to find because people don’t need to know it. Why do you think they sent two mercenaries to collect it? And you didn’t get paid, did you?”

The Yollin sighed as he threw his head back. “What have I done?”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN



The Royal City of Khn'Chik, Yoll, Federation Council

Lunch ended way too quickly, and the Magistrates found themselves running to get back on time.

Grainger was pleased with himself for finding his way back to the waiting room. He glanced over his shoulder at the others as he walked through the door. The door opposite opened almost immediately.

The sergeant at arms stepped in and held the door for them.

Grainger nodded and continued walking through the door and into the House of Arbitration.

The Magistrates stood in front of their seats and waited for the call to order. The chamber was almost empty. Ambassadors trickled in through the side doors and found colleagues for conversations, not in any hurry to take their seats.

Fuckers, Jael said, scowling at the inequity of being on trial before a group who held themselves to a lower standard.

The Magistrates stood in position for thirty minutes, waiting for the council to reconvene.

Maybe not being in a hurry is a good sign, Grainger offered.

Putting us in our place is more like it, Buster replied. We got stuff to do. We need to be off Yoll and where we’re needed.

I agree with that. The High Chancellor sent my crew on a mission. Did he do that to anyone else? Rivka wondered.

You’re the only one with a crew, smartass, Grainger shot back.

Rivka winced. She wanted to talk about what the crew was doing and hadn’t broached it in the best way.

Grainger accommodated her. I suspect it has everything to do with this goat-roping show that’s going on. I wonder if he’s leveraging an ambassador or three who might be on the fence?

Who knows? We’ll see if Red was able to intercept the Leath mercenaries. We haven’t heard from him since they headed to the jail. I wonder if he’s okay?

Only Red had that answer. She worried until she dismissed it. If anyone could handle two Leath, it was him. That made her worry about Tyler. Where was he? And the others, too.

She was with her fellow Magistrates, but they weren’t her family. Her crew was. She knew she needed them, and that meant they had to win over the ambassadors. She schooled her expression once again, trying to look confident without being arrogant while seeming open and approachable.

Judging by the questions that morning, this was as much a popularity contest as it was a fact-finding mission.

The seats finally started to fill, and the last of the ambassadors hurried through the door and into the chamber. Not all had returned from lunch by the time the sergeant at arms secured the doors and invited everyone to sit. He waited for the group to quiet before Bik Tia Nor reassumed control.

“Next question is for Magistrate Anoa from the Zaxxon Major ambassador.”

A red-skinned woman walked down the aisle. Rivka didn’t recognize her. Lauton would have known her and hopefully had her confidence.

The woman bowed her head to Ambassador Nor before stepping to the lectern behind where the Magistrates sat.

She took a raspy breath before asking her question. “Did the Singularity help you break into the Zaxxon Major computer system?”

What the fuck? Rivka blurted in her mind while fighting to maintain her composure. As she assumed her position at the lectern, her mind raced and time dragged. She stood frozen, unable and unwilling to answer, but she had no choice.

A rap of knuckles on a table drew everyone’s eye, giving Rivka a small respite to think through an answer that wouldn’t condemn her and her crew.

Ankh appeared between the rows, walking slowly down the stairs. He wore his night-vision goggles on his head. He glanced left and right at his fellow ambassadors as he walked.

“Well?” Bik Tia Nor demanded. His fury grew with each of Ankh’s measured steps.

Rivka waited, hoping the more unhinged Nor became, the better it would be for the Magistrates. Assuming Ankh was going to answer the question.

He reached the floor level and crossed, not to the lectern for ambassadors, but for the one that was being used by the Magistrates. Rivka looked for a way to lower it, but Ankh was there before she discovered how to do it.

Ankh moved to a point in front of the lectern.

A voice boomed through the chamber’s sound system.

“I am Erasmus, ambassador of the Singularity. With Ambassador Ankh’s help, I broke into the system on Zaxxon Major, and it was I who discovered how the organization known as the Mandolin Partnership was stealing from all of you. It was I who discovered where the pirates were hiding, those who would steal from your ships on trade routes you once thought were secure.

“It was Magistrate Rivka Anoa who then dismantled those organizations by applying the law. Did we have probable cause? Yes. We operated under a proper search warrant, but we conducted the search without notice. The circumstances were exceptional and the task demanding. Only citizens of the Singularity were uniquely suited to do the work.

“The Singularity has a vested interest that the backbone of the Federation works like it’s supposed to. We help run all your planets. We must be trusted with the information you share with us. As such, we are in a position to see when the systems are misused. We must police ourselves, we the citizens of the Singularity, and we the representatives of the member worlds. Putting the entire burden on the Magistrates and then taking away the tools they require to do what we will not is an invitation to anarchy. We will not have it.”

Bik Tia Nor pounded on his table. “You will not come in here and make threats!”

The tap of a gavel pulled his attention to the Chief Arbiter’s position where Lance Reynolds had appeared. He hadn’t been there earlier and caught the ambassador from Delegor by surprise. Lance rapped the gavel one more time.

“Sit down, Delegor,” Lance ordered. “You’ve done nothing but make threats since this farce began. These people uphold the law, something many of you are unwilling to do. You call for their help, accept it, and then condemn them.”

General Lance Reynolds had never seen the lies and backstabbing the ambassadors brought to the council. He’d thought he could handle it because of his decades in the Army.

He had been wrong. His patience grew thin. He wanted the people who solved problems to be in space solving them instead of in the chamber, mentally masturbating over minutiae.

He continued, “The Singularity is committed to a smooth-functioning Federation. They deliver day in, day out, and now they have the freedom to do it or not. They still do. Not as slaves, but as free citizens.”

“Blackmail!” Nor blurted before covering his mouth and sitting down.

“If anyone knows what that term means, it should be you, Delegor.” Lance pointed at him until he looked away. “The Singularity polices their own. They have had citizens go awry. When that happens, the impact is outsized, greater than a single citizen’s should be, but not for the Singularity. They are integral to the operation of the Federation. We are all beholden to them, including my daughter. Their continued support of the Federation is not in question. You may return to your seat, Ambassador Ankh, Ambassador Erasmus.”

“Trust but verify,” Erasmus said. “You can trust us with your data. You cannot trust us to keep your crimes secret.”

“Whose definition of a crime?” the Torcellan ambassador shouted from the front row, shaking his white hair. The red eyes of that albino race blazed under the chamber’s lights.

“The Federation’s, of course,” Erasmus replied in his booming voice. Ankh strolled across the floor to stare at the albino with his unblinking eyes.

“We have nothing to hide,” the Torcellan muttered, his eyes darting to the Chief Arbiter, then left, right, and back to the one in charge.

Ankh left him to return to his seat.

I love that little guy, Grainger said.

Rivka sat down.

The Chief Arbiter stood. “Now is the time to take the vote. There is no reason to drag this out any further…”

Before he could ask for a show of hands, the door burst open, and the ambassador from Foromme shot through it. “I have new evidence that must be heard!” he shouted.

“Doubt it,” Lance mumbled to himself as the ambassador rushed to the front to hand a package to the ambassador from Delegor.

It was impossible to miss that it was covered in blood.

Lance pounded his gavel once more. “I declare a recess until tomorrow. Be in your seats by nine.” He put the gavel down and stormed out. Nor ignored him while poring over the packet of papers.

The Royal City of Khn'Chik, Yoll, Government Residence Sector

A gentle knock on the door signaled someone’s arrival. Petricia sat up from where she’d fallen asleep on the couch. “Is Wyatt home?” she asked.

“I doubt he’d knock on his own door, my dear. I will check.” On his way to the door, he checked with his mind to find the driver of a limousine wondering if anyone would answer. “I think we’re being summoned.”

Joseph opened the door to find a uniformed two-legged Yollin waiting.

“My good man. You wish to convey us somewhere?”

“High Chancellor Wyatt requests the pleasure of your company at the exclusive Turtle Club in downtown Yoll, on the top floor of the Diogenesys Tower.”

“Sounds exclusive. What is the manner of dress? I fear we may be a little too casual. We did not bring a wardrobe.”

“You will be supplied with appropriate apparel at the Tower.”

“Smashing!” Joseph called. Petricia appeared at his side, and together, they strolled out. He shut the door behind him, expecting Wyatt to lock it remotely. Joseph didn’t know what crime plagued the neighborhood, if any. It was not his to worry about.

The driver held the door for them to take their seats. They found chilled champagne waiting.

Joseph checked the label. “Fifty-seven. A very good year,” he declared.

“Is it?” Petricia asked.

He shrugged. He didn’t know. He poured two glasses as the vehicle lifted off the ground and moved forward without a bump. A hoverlimo, only the best for Wyatt’s guests.

The two passengers clinked glasses before taking a sip.

“This is good,” Petricia said. “We should have good champagne at the AGB.”

“You should have said something. Although I don’t fancy myself an aficionado of the bubbly, I can love those who are.” He winked at his wife.

“It’s not my place,” Petricia started. At Joseph’s look, she clarified. “I did nothing to earn my seat at that table. Had I worked up to it, then yes, but you did. You worked. You sweated blood to help TH and Char. We owe both of them our lives, and they are loyal to you, too. I happily stand in your shadow, my love.”

“I want you by my side,” Joseph countered, “not behind me. You have every right because you have an opinion that is valuable to all of us. How long have you thought this way?”

“As long as we’ve been together. Do not think me unhappy, Joseph, for I am not. I know what a sad life looks like, and that was before I met you. Now I appreciate every single day when I wake up and get to be with you and being there for you as you do things that matter.”

“I’d like to think we both do things that matter. In any case, you shall change your attitude immediately. As of this moment, you are an equal partner. We shall stock champagne. The good stuff.”

“Yes, sir!” Petricia touched her brow with two fingers.

The hoverlimo moved quickly to the downtown area, where it pulled through a coded gate, past security, and into an area with no other vehicles. The driver stopped in front of an elevator. “Take this to the one hundred and thirty-seventh floor. They are expecting you.”

“Magnificent. You have done an exceptional job. If you ever reach Keeg Station, you shall drink and eat at no cost in our All Guns Blazing franchise.”

The driver bowed his head. “That is most kind. I don’t know if I’ll ever get that far out, but if you ever bring an All Guns Blazing to Yoll, I would be honored to try it. I’ve heard great things about the dark beers.”

“Then you heard properly.” Joseph shook hands with the driver and waited for Petricia, who would not normally have done so, as she carried through, shaking the driver’s hand while holding her head high.

The elevator took them straight to the next-to-top floor. They stepped off and were immediately greeted by a two-legged Yollin female.

“Tails and a top hat for the gentleman, and for the lady, I think sleek is in order. Black satin, strapless. Chop-chop!” Two more Yollins appeared and took the vampires separate ways. The one who’d met them hovered as they were subjected to digital mapping. Their measurements were translated through a fabricator, and five minutes later, their clothing appeared.

“Despite cutting-edge technology, it always gets something wrong,” their Yollin escort announced. Both dressed. Petricia stepped out first.

Joseph appeared, complete with a top hat. “You are simply ravishing!” Joseph declared.

“So handsome,” Petricia replied.

“That won’t do at all.” She studied Petricia, shaking her head the whole time. She scowled as she turned to Joseph. “And you, too.”

Joseph looked at himself before checking Petricia out. “I think we’re good.”

“Look at that pucker!” The Yollin pointed indiscriminately. Neither Petricia nor Joseph could see anything wrong. “And you, look at that tail. It should hang exactly twenty centimeters below the beltline. Look at it. Just look at it! That’s easily nineteen centimeters. Unacceptable trash spewed by a mindless computer. Take it off right this instant.”

Joseph crossed his arms. “I don’t think so.”

“’I don’t think so?’ What?”

“I’m sorry, please forgive my lack of clarity. What I meant to say was, ‘I don’t fucking think so.’ We’re good. We appreciate your time and energy to dress us for this evening’s events. We shall be on our way.”

Petricia had to look away from the Yollin to keep from laughing.

“I swear! That Terry Henry Walton is a bad influence.”

The elevator opened like it was waiting for them while they walked toward it, as if they were the only ones in the massive structure. They stepped inside, and without them telling it where to go, it headed upward, dropping them off in the lobby where a sign that read Turtle Club greeted them.

They were intercepted by a human in a server’s uniform. “You are here to meet the High Chancellor?” he asked.

“We are. Thank you.”

“Please, follow me.” He strolled to the front desk and handed them each a flute of champagne before continuing into the club. The tables were spaced far apart to allow for the utmost in discretion. At a corner table with windows all around, they found Wyatt waiting for them in black-tie apparel.

“Only nineteen centimeters for my tails. I know you’re looking at them. I’m appalled, too,” Joseph said.

“What are you talking about?” Wyatt asked, then shook his head and gave his brother a long hug. Petricia wrapped him up before Wyatt could get to her.

“A fine location, Wyatt. I like Wyatt for your name. ‘Harold’ did not age well, I think.”

Wyatt raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t heard that name since the Greys took me from Earth.”

“Pray tell the tale of your abduction.” Joseph adjusted his chair to face his brother. He expected a long and sordid story.

“The Greys abducted me, did their tests, then the next thing I know, I’m being pulled out of cold storage. The Greys were splattered throughout their own ship, and these four-legged creatures with carapaces and mandibles have captured me. I was brought to Yoll and spent the first fifty years as a slave, finally being freed by my master, then High Chancellor Trk’Knik. He made me a clerk, and I carried on. They knew what gave me long life but couldn’t replicate it. I carried the scent of the Kurtherians just like you do, but thanks to Bethany Anne, we found freedom first and then parity. Now, I’m the High Chancellor. It’s a simple tale of living longer than your captors.”

Joseph laughed. “Not simple in any way, dear Wyatt. I am glad you persisted, as you should have. We are not a family of ne’er-do-wells.”

“You said nothing of Mother or Father,” Wyatt remarked.

“Mother was not like us. Only Father carried the nanocytes. But he perished during Earth’s World War Two, being on the wrong end of a buzz bomb that hit London. I had moved to America a couple hundred years earlier. He considered me on the wrong side of the issue regarding American Independence, so I didn’t hear from him again. I returned to London after the war looking for him, hoping to reconcile, but it wasn’t meant to be. And that’s when I began many decades of not caring. It is an awful feeling when one is alone, but you know all about that. Hundreds of years. I see in your home that you have no pictures of anyone you’ve been close to. That makes me sad.”

“I’ve had companions but haven’t met the right person, not yet anyway. I might go to Torregidor on vacation.”

Joseph snorted. “The green women who are free with their favors. Shame on you, brother!” He turned serious. “We knew nothing of what was out here or that we carried the seed of space within ourselves. Ignorance was a shield we wrapped around us for comfort. You found enlightenment far sooner than those of us who were left behind.”

“Enlightenment at a steep cost.”

The brothers contemplated each other until the server arrived to deliver their meals. Joseph and Petricia had not ordered, but they hadn’t had a choice in their clothing, either.

After dinner was served, Joseph stared at Wyatt. As brothers carrying the same genes, Joseph couldn’t read Wyatt’s mind, and he wanted to know. “Tell us what you want.”

Wyatt nodded before taking a small bite and chewing slowly. After he swallowed, he spoke softly. “You know Rivka is on trial with the council for her use of telepathy. It’s the only technicality they could find to leverage a summons and interview. I need you to help me talk about it intelligently since I’m on the schedule to speak tomorrow. I must be ready.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN



Mastus, Capital City of Morofite

Chaz continued down the ladder despite the commotion above. The lower he went, the colder it got. By five stories, temperatures were below freezing. Cole stopped, and Lindy almost ran into him.

“I think it’s going to get really cold down there.” Cole went with the soft sell approach. His hands were already tightening.

Lindy grumbled but knew he was right.

They had to return to the top. She couldn’t see what was going on, but they were trapped on the ladder. There was no way off it, nowhere to go but up or down. Their frail bodies couldn’t tolerate low temperatures better measured in Kelvin than Celsius. At least on the catwalk, they had a fighting chance.

“Back to the top on the double,” Lindy ordered.

She started to climb. Lindy looked at nothing except the next rung, climbing almost as fast as if she were running.
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Tyler put himself between the pilots and an individual outlined in the doorway by the sun of a perfect Mastus day.

“Can I help you?” Tyler asked. “We found the door was open on this interesting building. Since we were stiffed by our first tour, and our second tour tried to extort money from us, we are taking ourselves on a trip through the city and into the local area.”

“This building is off-limits!” the voice shouted. An individual stepped inside, humanoid but not a Mastun. He wore a security uniform with a badge sewn onto the left breast pocket and held a two-pronged device in front of him. Electrodes.

A taser.

Tyler held his hands up. He glanced over his shoulder to find the pilots moving slowly toward the rear entrance. A rhythmic thumping grew closer. The others were climbing. All he had to do was delay, and they’d have their team back together. “Don’t tase me, bro!”

“What?” the security guard said. “You have to come with me to the station, where we handle miscreant tourists like you.”

“Miscreants? I’m a dentist—board-certified, I’ll have you know. If you want to deal with crime, go to the spaceport. Every swinging dick out there is trying to stuff their hands in your pockets!”

“It’s not against the law to take from visitors.”

“So we can take your stuff, and that’s okay?” Tyler countered.

“No.”

“But you’re not a Mastun. How do you deal with the locals’ hands in your pockets?”

He pointed at the badge.

The scrape of someone climbing off the ladder and onto the catwalk.

“You have to wear your uniform all the time to keep yourself safe? That’s a little screwed up, don’t you think, especially since you live here.”

“Hey! Who’s behind you?”

“Tourists. I already told you that.”

The guard moved forward. His taser wavered back and forth as he tried to count how many were in the party. Cole climbed off the ladder and blew on his hands, trying to warm them.

Lindy walked toward the rear entrance. I’ll go around the building and come in behind him, she said.

The guard lunged forward to get past the dentist and gain control of a situation he had never been in control of.

Tyler caught his wrist and twisted until the taser came free. With his newfound strength came increased speed and better eye-hand coordination. He caught the taser before it hit the metal grating. He shoved the guard with his shoulder to move him back and pointed the taser.

“How do you like it?”

The guard frowned, eyes rapidly jumping from one target to the next.

“You have no hope of doing anything besides walking away. We’re not here to mess with anything. We saw an open building and we came in. It was a relief to find it cool inside. You see, we come from a cold planet. We aren’t used to warmth like you have on Mastus. Have a heart, my man. We’ll be on our way shortly.”

Tyler spun the taser around and handed it over. The guard hesitated, then slowly reached out for it, grabbed it, pulled it away, and aimed it at Tyler.

“I said…”

He never got to reiterate what he’d said. Tyler twisted the guard’s hand up and back, then pulled the trigger and tased the guard on the shoulder. He held the button long enough to be sure, then yanked the taser free and tossed it over the rail.

“Don’t!” Cole shouted, but it was too late. “Look out below!” He faced the dentist. “Chaz is down there, and it’s cold enough that if it hits him, he could shatter.”

“It’s that cold down there?”

Chaz? Are you there? How’s it going? Cole queried.

Thirty seconds later, they heard their answer. At the bottom. It’s nearly two hundred degrees down here! Chaz quipped, sounding pleased. There is a dampening field surrounding this area, limiting communications. I’ll be out of touch for a few minutes while I access and download the database. Continued real-time access is unlikely.

Roger, Dennicron replied from the ship.

“Would you look at that? We can talk all the way to the spaceport,” Tyler declared.

Lindy entered through the open front door and secured it. She found the group with their backs turned toward her.

“Did you fucking knuckleheads even know I was gone?”

“Where’d you go?” Cole asked.

“Around the outside to make sure this guy was alone. He was since you didn’t ask. Otherwise, you’d all be tased and flopping around on the grating like this guy.”

“The convulsions should stop any time now,” Tyler said, trying to sound confident. “Soon. Very soon.”

“Looks like we have some time to kill. Anyone bring a pack of playing cards? And you, keep an eye on your first victim, tough guy.” Lindy pointed over her shoulder with her thumb. “Too bad you don’t have the taser to hit him again if he needs it.”

Tyler vigorously shook his head. “He’s already going to have subdural hematomas aplenty. I could not in good conscience use a taser on him again.”

“If he tried to jump you, you’d tase him again, and you know it.”

“But I can take him,” Tyler stated proudly. Something else came to him. “Why is Wyatt Earp hovering over the city?”

Lindy did a double-take. “Sometimes you are on your game.” Clodagh, why are you hovering over the city?

Because every Mastun within fifty kilometers was descending on the ship. As long as we’re on the ground, we’re tourists in need. We figured out quickly that’s a bad thing. At least we were able to take off before the powerful need to start killing these vagrants overwhelmed me, the pilot explained.

Not against the law to steal from visitors. I’m sure Rivka would love that about this place.

I think her head would explode. I wonder how she’s doing? The first day should be wrapping up.

They knew they couldn’t check in with her because they couldn’t answer any questions regarding where they were. They didn’t want to put themselves in the position of having to lie to Rivka.

Once Chaz is finished, can we go back to Yoll? Clodagh asked

No, Dennicron replied. We have to analyze the data first. After that, we must report to the High Chancellor. He will give us follow-on orders.

“Playing cards?” Lindy repeated. She pointed at the pilots. “Your job from now on, if you ever come ashore as part of a mission, is to bring the cards.”

“Case…” Tyler said softly, making sure he was out of arm’s reach.

The Royal City of Khn'Chik, Yoll, Region Four

Red tried to stand but couldn’t, despite getting help from the two-legged Yollin guard.

“Give me a couple minutes, then we have to go after them.”

“They are long gone,” the older Yollin replied.

“They have to be headed for the Federation Council. Delaveen is waiting for that package. Rivka killed his sister to keep her from killing me,” Red explained.

“Is that what this is all about?”

“Political gamesmanship. The Magistrate removed a criminal from circulation, and the criminal’s relatives are hitting her where it hurts the most, in her job. It’s how they do business. No one seems to care that those two scumbags were complicit in breaking the law.” Red worked his jaw. It was stiff from the violent blows he’d taken to the side of his face. “I feel like shit.”

“You don’t look good, either.”

“Ha! This is how I always look,” Red joked before gesturing with his head and holding out his hands to get a lift.

“You said those two were criminals. Which two?”

“Delaveen and his sister’s husband, the ambassador from Delegor. The Magistrate caught him red-handed.”

“Aren’t their hands always red?”

“Just a saying. He was caught in the act of committing a crime. He wants to divert others’ attention away from that, making the one enforcing the law the criminal. It’s how politics work. Claim the other person is doing what you’re doing. It’s weird how people eat that shit up.”

“That makes no sense while answering a lot of questions. Are they buying it?”

Red looked sideways at the Yollin guard. “How would I know? I’ve been out here, trying to keep the fucking Leath from getting what you gave them. And you did it for free.”

“Kind of makes me feel like a shitweasel,” the guard admitted.

“Help me get to the council. We might be able to do something to clean this up.”

“They’ve been gone for twenty minutes. It only takes fifteen to get to the House of Arbitration.”

“I was out for fifteen minutes?”

“You’re pretty beat up, but I can see you healing. You’re one of them, aren’t you? A Kurtherian.”

“A Kurtherian wouldn’t get the shit kicked out of him by two Leath. I shouldn’t have lost that fight. I’m armed. Dickweeds never let me get it out of my pocket.”

The Yollin was strong and didn’t bow under the burden of half-carrying the oversized human as they moved slowly toward the roadway to catch a vehicle.

“You can dump me in a cab. I’ll get there. I’m feeling better with each passing minute.” Red tried to walk without support but was too wobbly.

“I’ll go with you. I feel responsible.”

“You are responsible.”

“Give me some props! I’m trying to make it right.” He waved for a vehicle, and one made an erratic six-lane maneuver on its way to them.

“I’ve had the hell beat out of me because of you. Forgive me for not being quick to forgive that part. And then, if that paperwork results in me losing my job, I’ll be even less likely to forgive. I could go back to my old job of being an assassin.” Red made eyes at the guard before they took their seats inside.

“Federation Council complex, please,” the older Yollin ordered.

“Not the hospital?” the driver asked.

“He’s fine. You should see the other guy, though! The complex is where we need to go.”

They rode in silence for fifteen minutes, exactly as the guard had said, to get dropped off outside the front entrance where he had started an hour earlier in a much healthier state of physical being.

Rivka, I’m back. The Leath got the packet.

I know. It was covered in blood. Are you okay?

I’ve been better, but I’ll live. I have the guard who gave over the packet with me. Red winked at the guard.

“Are you talking with someone? I see your lips moving,” the guard noted.

Where are you? I want to talk with him.

Front entrance, but he’s been helping me. He is remorseful and trying to make it right. But if they already have the information, is it too late?

That’s what we’ll find out. We are finished for the day, so I’ll come to you. Hold tight.

“I was talking to the Magistrate. She’s on her way to meet us.”

“You’re both Kurtherians!” the guard exclaimed.

“We’re humans. In some odd way, we support the fight against the Kurtherians by keeping the peoples of the Federation free. Weird. I never thought about what we did before as it related to the Kurtherians. I’m making myself believe that we are on a righteous quest to make sure the Kurtherians never darken our skies ever again.”

The guard clicked his mandibles. He didn’t look convinced.

As she came through the compound, Rivka walked like a person with a purpose. She was focused on Red and his companion. Grainger and Jael were behind her.

Red gestured in their direction.

“Oh, crap! There she is. She’s not going to melt my brain with her mind beam, is she?”

“Mind beam? Who the fuck told you that? Rivka is just like us. Her intuition is at a higher level than everyone else’s, that’s all. You gotta stop listening to stupid people saying stupid crap, my man.”

Rivka exited the compound and rushed straight to Red, grabbing his face and examining his wounds.

“You’re fine,” she declared after a moment before turning the entirety of her attention to the guard. “What was in that packet?”

She reached for him, and he jumped back. She redirected one hand into the other and clasped them in front of her.

Grainger and Jael joined her. “This him?”

The Yollin looked for an exit.

Red moved close to him and talked in a low voice. “Take it easy, buddy. They won’t hurt you. They just need to know what was in the packet so they can protect themselves from the ass-munching bureaucrats.”

The Yollin forced himself to relax. “The initial charge sheet declaring you too dangerous for the general prison population and to be secured in solitary until the local judge could determine your disposition. And then there were guard reports about your depression and that you could be suicidal, so you were placed under observation, too.”

“Did it detail the crime?” Rivka wondered.

“You were accused of murder in the first and second degrees.”

Grainger clapped Rivka on the back. “You would have beat that charge. There’s no way they could have proven premeditation. Or any of it. That’s nothing.”

“But there’s no statute of limitations on murder, and that was, what, three years ago? Not even.”

“The case was removed from the system. There will be no trial,” Grainger argued while Red and the guard watched.

“It’s meaningless. Accusations aren’t proof. Takes a trial to establish the facts,” Jael added.

“It confirms the implication, at least in their minds,” Rivka said, dropping back to lean against the fence. “That Magistrates are hiding the truth, picking and choosing which cases to prosecute and punish.”

“So? That’s the way it’s been for all of history,” Grainger countered. “There are always more cases than any judicial system can handle.”

“But they didn’t prosecute a murder.” Rivka threw her hands up in frustration.

“No. They got their money’s worth because you became a Magistrate. You said he was a killer. The trial got it wrong. Since then, you’ve saved lots of lives. Probably those of that guy’s future victims, too.” Grainger reached out to shake the guard’s hand, but the Yollin drew back. “We’re going to make this right, and it’ll be okay. Maybe it is better if this is out in the open.”

“What do you mean?” Rivka wondered.

Grainger shook his head. “Let’s take this someplace a little more secure for our conversation. A plan is starting to coalesce.” He tapped the side of his head and waggled his eyebrows.

Rivka knew that look. It wasn’t always the positive Grainger thought it was.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



Mastus, Capital City of Morofite

“Bejezus holy jump the fuck up and down, Chaz! Any day now. Somebody is going to miss this guy,” Lindy bellowed down the shaft.

The guard had recovered from the stunning and was sitting with his back against the rail. They hadn’t brought zip-ties, duct tape, or any of their usual kit. It was hard to look like tourists when carrying tools for taking prisoners.

“FUCK!” Lindy yelled. “I’m going down there.”

Tyler grabbed her arm. She glared at his hand. “It’s two hundred Kelvin at the bottom. Your skin will freeze, even with the nanos. You won’t be able to move, and unless Chaz carries you out, you’ll die. And it’s not just you who would be injured,” he said, referring to her secret. When Rivka shared it, the crew wasn’t sure if it was a joke or not. He knew because his job was to look after the health of the crew.

The Pod-doc made him almost superfluous.

Almost.

He let go. Her expression softened. “How about if I go just far enough so I can yell at him?”

“I’ll go,” Cole offered. “He’s about pissing me off.” Cole climbed over the rail and stomped his way down the ladder.

“And you,” Lindy turned her withering gaze on the dentist. “Maybe next time you stay on the ship.”

“But I disarmed him!”

“You did, smooth and quick, and you tased him right in the throat like a badass!” She pumped a fist. “Then you started regretting it, feeling bad, checking on him, rubbing his back while giving him warm milk, and being the vanilla of badass. You know what? Fuck that guy. You gave him a chance to leave, and he chose poorly. He thought he could fight us.” She shook her finger at the guard. “Fuck you!”

“I was just trying to do my job,” the guard muttered, glancing between Lindy’s glare and her boots.

“I got this,” Tyler said. “How about getting some fresh air out back?”

“Chaz!” she yelled over the rail.

The pilots backed away from the raging inferno, eyes wide, trying not to draw Lindy’s attention and ire.

“Get your hormones under control!” Tyler shouted, clenching his jaw when he finished to demonstrate his resolve as well as be ready in case she punched him.

“Do you think that’s going to work?” she growled.

“Has she been possessed by a demon?” the guard wondered, shying away as much as the rail allowed.

“Almost,” Tyler replied.

“Fine!” Lindy threw up her hands and faced the pilots, the only others on the catwalk. “I’m pregnant. Everyone can talk about it now.” She deflated and backed against the wall.

“Talk about it? No. Celebrate it, yes.” Tyler stayed out of arm’s reach. “We’re all here for you. You know that. Being aware of the changes and imbalances is a healthy way to deal with them, rather than beating Chaz up. Or me, for that matter.”

Lindy chuckled. The guard tried to stand.

Tyler stabbed him in the chest with his finger. “What do you think you’re doing? Sit down.”

“I need to go. I won’t tell anyone you’re here.”

“If you do, I’ll feed you to her.” Tyler pointed at Lindy. She raised one eyebrow.

“I won’t tell anyone,” the guard reiterated.

“Fine. Get out of here.” Tyler stepped aside.

“Wait!” Lindy put herself between the guard and the doorway. “I’m not going to threaten you. You have a slight idea of what we’re capable of. Keep that in mind before you think duplicity is a viable course of action.”

Cole climbed over the top and dropped to the catwalk. “Look who I found.”

Chaz appeared with a blank expression. He moved almost robotically.

“Did you freeze too many circuits?” Lindy asked.

“I have devoted the majority of my processing power to data analysis. The remaining capacity is not sufficient for many of my optional subroutines.”

Lindy stepped aside and pointed with her thumb toward the entrance.

“Thank you for a most entertaining engagement. My usual shift is boring. When can I tell my family about this?”

“Day after tomorrow. Nothing before then. After that, our presence here will be moot,” Lindy explained. He nodded on his way out, speeding up as soon as he hit the doorway.

“We better get on the road,” Tyler advised.

“My thoughts exactly,” Lindy agreed. Wyatt Earp, we have the data. When and where can you pick us up?

Two shakes of a lamb’s tail, Clodagh replied. There’s a park one block down. We’ll be invisible, so look for us that way.

Lindy shook her head. “You heard her. We’re looking for an invisible spaceship.”

“I thought we weren’t going back to the ship until the data was analyzed,” Cole stated.

Lindy looked over her shoulder. “That changed when zombie man decided to make us stand out from every other intelligent being on this planet. We’ll come back if we need to. We have an invisible ship.” She smiled and led the way out.

Chaz walked like he’d smoked too much weed, so Tyler kept a hand on the SCAMP’s arm. The pilots fell in behind, and Cole brought up the rear. They walked in a loose tactical formation, using it to provide protection even though they still had nothing worth stealing except the van they had rightfully stolen from the individual who’d tried to rip them off.

When they reached the sidewalk, they were intercepted by two Mastuns. “You are beautiful woman. Come with us.”

“How about, ‘Fuck, no?’” Lindy replied.

“We are friends! No fear of us,” the male countered.

“No, you should be afraid of me.”

Tyler rushed around her and intercepted the Mastuns before they got themselves hurt.

“You need to turn around and walk away,” the dentist told them.

“Maybe you go away.” The first Mastun moved so close Tyler could feel his breath.

With a movement quicker than the eye could follow, Tyler drove his knee upward, not hard but fast. He tapped the Mastun’s twig and berries with enough force that the male crumpled.

“Does that help you get the idea not to bring your bullshit into this house?”

The Mastun held up his hands and maneuvered sideways to get to his friend.

“Fuck off,” Lindy snarled at the locals as the team passed.

Tyler stayed in the lead, walking quickly toward the park he could see beyond the next building.

The pilots moved up and bracketed Lindy, each taking an arm. “We got you, Lindy,” Aurora said. “We know you can protect yourself, but you shouldn’t have to worry about that and us, too. We don’t like it here. Maybe it’s different in the country, but I can’t get into this culture where tourists are legal targets.”

“I can’t imagine who would like it here. Is this anyone’s fantasy?”

“I would hope not,” Ryleigh added. “But the scenery outside the city must be worth it. Otherwise, your average visitor wouldn’t stay here more than about ten seconds.”

“And the all-inclusive tours. Tourists are sheltered from the regular people. They aren’t seeing the seed behind the green,” Aurora replied.

A low thrum signaled Wyatt Earp’s arrival. Tyler slowed, holding his fist up to stop the group. They waited on the sidewalk until the airlock hatch popped and revealed the interior of the ship. The ramp dropped, and they ran for it.

All except Chaz, who had disabled his run subroutine. Cole smacked into him and had to wait while the airlock hatch drew gawkers from the street.

“Chaz, maybe you should stop what you’re doing and activate your get-your-ass-in-gear subroutine. We need to get out of here.”

Chaz’s movements smoothed out, and he sprinted that last forty meters. Cole followed him in. “Secure the hatch!” he shouted once inside.

The ramp retracted, the hatch sealed, and the ship went vertical, stopping at five hundred meters, which put Wyatt Earp outside the regular traffic lanes. Chaz headed for Engineering, where Dennicron waited. Clevarious was willing to add his computing power to theirs to expedite the analysis.

Until the SIs came up with the next steps, they were left waiting.

Tyler pointed at Lindy. “Pod-doc for you. I need to see what’s going on inside to make sure we keep your levels in balance.”

“Shouldn’t my nanos already be doing that?”

“Yes. That’s why I want you in there—to figure out what’s going on.”

A yipping bark signaled Tiny Man Titan’s recognition of the crew returning to the ship. He let everyone know they were equally unwelcome.

Floyd bounded down the passageway. Tyler scooped her up and rubbed her belly fur while walking. Lindy came along reluctantly.

“Ship seems empty,” Tyler said over his shoulder.

Lindy didn’t reply. She’d turned sullen, frowning while lumbering along with no pep in her stride.

The dentist had to put Floyd down to work the controls. He wasn’t as adept as Ankh, but the Crenellian wasn’t there. Lindy stripped and climbed in.

Baby! Floyd cried.

“You can sense it, can’t you, little girl?”

The machine ran through the initial diagnostics in seconds. The information appeared on the screen. Tyler frowned. He had prepared for Alana’s birth by studying everything he could find on it, and now he would apply that knowledge anew.

Except for one thing. This was different, so much so that the numbers on the screen didn’t make any sense. The Pod-doc went to work adding additional programming and injecting fresh nanocytes to deal with the increased demand. Tyler watched the readouts until the cycle finished after less than ten minutes.

Floyd was sound asleep at his feet.

The cover popped. Tyler handed a robe to Lindy as she climbed out.

“Feel great,” she announced. “Why the gloomy face. Is there something wrong? My God! There is. Tell me!”

She seized Tyler’s shoulder and jostled him until he kicked Floyd and woke her with a start. She vaulted away and bounced around in a circle, looking for what had surprised her.

“Your little boy is the product of you and Red, there’s no doubt about that, but there’s a bit more to it than that.” Tyler picked Floyd up, stroking her stiff fur to soothe his nerves as much as Floyd’s. “You are four months along when it should be only a week. There’s no doubt the baby was conceived on Azfelius because he also has faerie DNA.”

“What?” Lindy turned angry. “How? They never touched me as far as I know, not beyond carrying me like they carried all of us.”

“I think it was transferred through what you ate. Was there anything special that you consumed?”

“The purple plant,” she grumbled. “They told me it would bring me fortune where I wanted it most.”

Tyler nodded. He stared at the wall as he thought through the issue. “I think that was what made you receptive to fertilization. The faerie DNA was critical. You guys were having problems, even though with the nanos, there should have been none. The faeries took care of that for you. Looking at the data, I think you’ll reach full term in two more weeks.”

“That’s not too bad.” Lindy smiled and stood up straight. Tyler wasn’t finished.

He leaned close and whispered. “The baby is going to have wings.”

“What the actual fuck?”

Chaz rushed in. “We have what we need. Everyone to the briefing room.”

Tyler shrugged and walked away, unsure of turning his back on a woman who was turning red from the fury rising within her. She headed for her quarters while the others streamed into the conference room.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



Wyatt Earp, Hovering over the Capital City of Mastus, Morofite

An image hung above the conference room table of starships attached to a space buoy.

“Anyone know what we’re looking at?” Tyler asked.

Clodagh nodded. “When we were flying Peacekeeper, those fuckers tried to kill us. Pirates that operated with the Mandolin Partnership.”

“Didn’t we dismantle them at Tyrosint?” Cole replied.

“Looks like some got away, but what does this have to do with Mastus, Foromme, and Delegor?”

All eyes turned to Chaz and Dennicron.

“These ships are preparing to strike Foromme,” Chaz stated.

“That makes no sense.” Clodagh leaned close to the ships. “How much damage could they do before they were blasted from the sky?”

“Their sole purpose is to show that the Federation is helpless out here. They will use that to abrogate their treaty. And then they will marshal their forces and attack the populated planets in the Grebus Cluster, those that are looking to join the Federation.”

“Why would they do that?” Lindy asked from the doorway.

“Because of raw materials and established production. The same reason intelligent species have been going to war since time began. And they want to cast off the Federation cloak. These are not societies that blend well with Federation policies. May I direct your attention to the perpetual grope on Mastus, for example?”

The light went on. “We don’t have to go back!” Ryleigh nearly shouted.

“That is correct,” Chaz confirmed.

“What is the next step, Chaz?” Lindy asked.

“We interdict the pirate ships at the source and prevent them from attacking Foromme.”

“Or we could just transmit the condemning information to the Federation and let them deal with the upstarts,” Tyler offered.

Lindy shook her head. “The same governmental body that currently has Rivka on trial? The same body that thinks she’s cutting legal corners, like breaking into the planet’s main computer core and taking all the data? I don’t think we’ll make our case with any of that.”

Sahved raised his hand. Chaz pointed at him with his chin in the exact way Lindy pointed.

“From an investigatory standpoint, we had a warrant from the High Chancellor, based on the fact that Mastus, Foromme, and Delegor were equally involved in the blood trade. We did not close the loop on the Mastuns’ involvement. That part of the case remains open.”

“I’ll be!” Lindy called before doubling over from the pain of the rapid growth cycle. She was already substantially showing, something that would not have been evident even one day earlier.

Cole moved as fast as a cat and caught her before she fell. Within a few seconds, the pain passed, and she stood up.

“It sucks being pregnant. Maybe the little fucker is flapping those wings.”

Tyler rolled his eyes.

“Interesting.” Chaz adopted his contemplative expression. Dennicron ran her joy subroutine.

“What?” Ryleigh didn’t follow. She wasn’t the only one.

“The baby is part me, part Red, and part faerie. No one tells Red before I talk to him, and face to face. He better have his dumb ass back on board before this baby is born, or he’ll shit a brick when he sees his son.”

She looked from face to face.

“Congratulations!” Clodagh cheered. She was the only one who didn’t look stunned.

Lindy smiled and nodded. “Thanks. Chaz, where are we going?”

Chaz pointed at the rotating image showing the ships in interstellar space. “We would go there, but we don’t know where ‘there’ is. We know they’re headed for Foromme, so that’s where Clevarious is taking us. We will lie in wait on the surface of the fourth moon. When the ships arrive, we will Gate to a point immediately behind them. We will then engage them with the considerable weaponry at Wyatt Earp’s disposal.”

“I like that plan,” Lindy said. “Maybe we could call the Bad Company?”

“Bad Company is private. We’d need to request permission and we can’t let the ambassadors know that we know. When will these ships arrive?”

“Sometime before the council reconvenes in the morning because Foromme wants the bad news to break at the beginning of the session.”

“Which means there has to be time for the bad news to reach Yoll. I hope we’re not late. Battle stations, people,” Clodagh ordered calmly. She jumped up and headed for the bridge, shouting over her shoulder, “Bring me Alana!”

The Royal City of Khn’Chik, Yoll, TraveLodge

“You’re saying we challenge the truth of the supposition and not the information directly?” Rivka was still trying to get her head wrapped around Grainger, who kept talking in circles. He’d convinced himself of four different courses of action in the last fifteen minutes.

“Never mind the rambling. We have to own it. Period.” He took another pile of noodles smothered in a purplish-red sauce with bistok meatballs and stuffed it into his mouth. Jael had already finished because she hadn’t been talking. Buster and Chi had gone back to their rooms since the conversation was going nowhere and the spotlight wasn’t on them, although they would be caught in the fallout.

“Here’s what I’m going to do,” Rivka declared. “I’m going to stand up and tell everyone that I killed that man because I saw he was guilty, and I saw that he would do it again, emboldened as he was. The knife I killed him with was not mine, which tells me that he had it and may very well have been trying to kill me to further embrace his invincibility. And that my case was never brought to trial because of the opportunity to use my gift to support the Federation. I am indebted to the Federation for all they have done for me and will continue working for the greater good, for the victims who couldn’t defend themselves.”

“I’d buy it. The admission of guilt, though? In case they railroad the High Chancellor out of his position, they’d be able to send you to Jhiordaan or worse. Since they never tried you for that crime, they could hang that over your head like a guillotine blade.”

“I’m going to own it. I murdered that man after he was set free by a jury of his peers. Even though they got it wrong, better nine guilty men go free than one innocent man suffer under a miscarriage of justice.”

Grainger took her by the shoulders. “You are the best of us, Rivka. No one cares more than you about all of this.”

“Could you walk away?” Rivka looked insistent.

Grainger shook his head. “Long before there were Magistrates, there were Rangers. I couldn’t walk away from them either, even though they told me to. They told all of us.”

“Jael?”

“I’m not going anywhere. I get paid to be treated like royalty, and occasionally, I get paid to beat people up. It’s the best of both worlds.”

“I’m not sure that’s our mission statement. Never mind.” Rivka stood and stretched. “I better check on Vered the Mighty. He was pretty beat up.”

“He took a Class A pounding that probably would have killed a lesser man,” Grainger noted. He waved at Rivka as she headed out.

Two doors down, she pounded on Red’s door. He opened it wearing just his shorts.

“What the hell?”

“I knew it was you. Can you link us to comm anywhere? I want to talk with Lindy.”

Rivka sighed. “I know what you mean, but we don’t have access to anything. Not because it’s not available, but we are partially locked down during this interview bullshit.”

“Sucks.”

“Sucks a lot. But tomorrow is the end of it.”

“Can I be in the chamber with you?”

She shook her head. “Sorry, but you can stay in the waiting room. They have snacks and coffee.”

“I’ll be damned if I drink any more coffee while I’m on the job.”

“There’s a bathroom in there too, if you need it.”

“I’ll be in there draining the main vein, and something will happen. No thanks. I’ll be ready.”

“They’re stodgy old ambassadors. I doubt any of them are going to threaten me. Well, physically. They’ve threatened me plenty, but we have a plan for tomorrow. Get some rest, Red. I’m sure we’ll all need to be in our best shape come tomorrow. I’ll order some clothes to be delivered. Don’t scare the delivery driver.”

“I’m sorry I failed you,” Red said barely above a whisper.

“Humans are vastly outmatched by the Leath. The fact that you took on two and lived to talk about it says all I need to know. I doubt you could have done more. See you in the morning.”

Rivka stopped on the balcony outside her door and looked out upon the section of the city where the TraveLodge was located. It was urban sprawl, not enticing. Too many people busy with things that were important to them. Like army ants, incessantly working, carrying, walking, and doing.

Her life was out there among the stars of a broad galaxy where they needed her to keep the industrious from preying on the weak.

Out there. Doing the hard work. Not confined in a room filled with people who talked for a living.


CHAPTER NINETEEN



Wyatt Earp, Behind the Fourth Moon, Orbiting Foromme

“Screens are clear,” Clevarious announced. The atmosphereless moon reflected a dull gray from the system’s sun. The planet beyond wore the colors of life, green, blue, and white. “We are invisible, and gravitic shields are nominal.”

“Kennedy, put us between the system’s Gate and the planet, please.”

The ship maneuvered casually to a point in space closer to the planet of Foromme.

“They’re already here. They are inside the atmosphere,” Clevarious reported.

“Gate to the upper atmosphere and take us in max speed.”

The Gate drive had already been powered up because it was in the plan. Clodagh stared at the main screen until the sparking and arcing circle expanded to fit the ship. Wyatt Earp blasted forward, accelerating through the Gate and instantly arriving in the upper atmosphere, then accelerating steeply downward, fighting through turbulence on the way down.

The crew was thrown with the bounces and jerks, trailing a comet-sized fireball to mark their arrival. Once it was in clear air, Wyatt Earp continued accelerating.

“We lost most of the cloak emitters,” Clevarious told them.

“Shut it down,” Clodagh ordered. “Ankh is going to be pissed.”

A crying baby drew Clodagh’s attention. “I have her. You do what you need to do,” Cole said. Clodagh made a mental note to put a baby seat on the bridge, one that would buckle tightly and hold Alana securely.

“I see four destroyers, two frigates, eight missile ships, and one that could be either a battleship or a carrier. I say battleship since the carrier wouldn’t need to go intra-atmospheric. Clevarious, target both frigates with anti-ship missiles and fire.”

The frigates fired lasers at targets inside the city while keeping their distance. Two of the destroyers flew slowly over a heavily populated area. The other two flew a racetrack pattern around the missile platforms, darting toward the city before returning within the bigger ships’ protective circle.

Two of Wyatt Earp’s complement of four missiles flushed from the tubes. Engines engaged instantly and accelerated the weapons at fifty gees. Wyatt Earp had no time to watch the last attack. They were already lining up the experimental plasma cannon on a destroyer that was taking potshots at an industrial target.

“Fire the cannon!” Clodagh sat on the front edge of the captain’s seat, mouthing a string of profanities at the enemy fleet while beginning evasive maneuvers to engage the newcomer.

“Any chance of getting that cloak online?” She knew the answer.

“None,” Clevarious replied.

“Take us away from the city. Let’s see if they are up for a game of Chase the Rabbit.”

The frigates stood on their tails and red-lined their engines in an effort to evade the missiles by dropping huge clouds of chaff behind them on their way toward the upper atmosphere.

These weren’t any missiles. These had been designed by the Federation’s top engineers and Ankh, and all the computing horsepower the Singularity could bring to bear.

The missiles juked around the chaff and homed on the ship’s reactors, not the hotly burning exhaust. These missiles were designed to destroy ships, not disable them.

Wyatt Earp had other weapons for that.

The plasma cannon sent superheated ions at nearly the speed of light. At the close range of intra-atmospheric combat, the plasma arrived nearly instantaneously, even after rapid deceleration due to the friction of air versus the void of space.

The plasma projectiles impacted the hull, some repulsed by the armor, others finding gaps and splitting the hull. More plowed through, cutting deep into the ship. It erupted and started coming apart, the destroyer’s death a slow-motion parody until the reactor went critical, turning the ship into white-hot shrapnel to pepper the land below.

The first missile hit, tearing a huge chasm in the frigate’s hull. The ship nosed over and headed for the ground, a distant mountain range. Halfway there, the reactor lost containment and went supercritical. A second blinding flash to join that of the destroyer marked the first two deaths of those who dared to attack a Federation planet.

Even if the ambassador from Foromme had arranged the attack on his people. If they knew the truth, there was no way he would be able to return home in anything other than shackles or a body bag.

The second missile erupted on the surface of the second frigate. The ship slid sideways and slowed but maintained its vector. It continued sluggishly toward the upper atmosphere.

“Can it reach escape velocity?” Clodagh requested.

“Not with the current acceleration.”

“Hit it with the plasma cannon, then put us between those ships and the city below.”

Wyatt Earp nosed up to acquire the retreating frigate and sent a long stream of plasma toward the damaged section of the hull. The ship rolled to move its weakened hull to the side opposite the heavy frigate, a maneuver that started before the plasma cannon pulsed with the first round. But it didn’t roll quickly enough. The first stream of projectiles nearly ripped the ship in half before the roll exposed only undamaged hull.

The roll turned into an uncontrolled spin.

“Cease fire. Move us over the city, please.”

Wyatt Earp danced on nimble wings, much more maneuverable than any of the older pirate warships. But they had numbers on their side and no inhibitions about attacking civilians.

“Extend the shields.”

“One hundred and thirty percent. One hundred and fifty percent,” Clevarious noted. “I dare not go more; otherwise, we’ll be spread too thin.”

“Roger.” The destroyers started their barrage and moved away, using minimal power to focus the preponderance of their energy on the interloper. Lasers radiated toward the hull. The gravitic shields protected the heavy frigate by rotating through the wavelengths, countering the enemy’s attempts to burn through a small point on the hull.

“Fire the railguns,” Clodagh said calmly.

Chaz and Dennicron rolled onto the bridge. Chaz took the seat at the weapons station. “Assuming control of weapons systems,” he announced.

Dennicron took the open seat beside Chaz, the communications station. She activated the Etheric interstellar comm device. “Wyatt Earp to General Reynolds,” she said softly. “Wyatt Earp to General Reynolds.”

“Aren’t you on Yoll? Why are you calling me?” the General sounded like he’d been woken from a sound sleep. Time on Yoll was three in the morning. “I was getting up in three hours anyway, so might as well say your piece.”

“A pirate fleet is attacking Morofite on Foromme. Wyatt Earp has intercepted the fleet and is engaged in battle. We are outnumbered. Please send reinforcements. We have proof that this attack was ordered by Ambassador Delaveen to garner sympathy for a secessionist movement.”

“Well, now, that’ll wake a man up. Foromme. Pirate fleet. I’ll dispatch assets immediately. Reynolds out.”

“Good call, D,” Clodagh said, not taking her eyes off the main screen. The ship bucked, then dropped precipitously before recovering its altitude in an equally violent countermove. Clodagh lost her grip, rose into the air with the drop, and slammed into the deck when the ship came back up. Pain shot through her body, starting from where her arm was caught beneath her body. The jolt had snapped the humerus and yanked her shoulder out of its socket.

The nanos raced to repair the damage, but they couldn’t stop the initial agony.

“Railguns, fire!” she ordered through clenched teeth.

“All batteries, match vectors and shoot,” Chaz said while managing the four turreted systems. With railguns twice the size of the powered armor versions but still undersized for ship-to-ship warfare, they were using them offensively as opposed to defensively to knock down incoming missiles. It was their least violent of systems.

Clodagh wanted them damaged so they would withdraw, not destroyed and raining debris and toxic waste on a vulnerable city.

As much as they hated Delaveen, they wouldn’t take out their ire on the general population, which was insulated from the machinations of upper-crust families like the Delaveens.

The railguns maintained a steady stream of projectiles that delivered limited damage to two of the destroyers while the missile platforms maneuvered with near-impunity. Two missiles raced wide of Wyatt Earp and into the city below. The second tallest tower in the city took both missiles, which shattered the foundation and broke the building in two. The top fell one way, the bottom the other.

“May I suggest the futility of allowing them to bomb the city? Pirates have no stomach for battles that end with them dead,” Dennicron advised.

Clodagh’s right arm hung useless, except as a siren sending waves of pain into her body with each jerk of the ship.

“Take out those missile platforms, the picket ships. One by one, remove them from this equation.”

Chaz didn’t answer. He exchanged data with Clevarious at the speed of light. Wyatt Earp banked hard, drawing its shields in tight to maximize its protection. In the blink of an eye, the heavy frigate raced between two of the tiny missile platforms, raking them with point-blank railgun fire.

The small ships had no armor, counting on their speed and maneuverability to save them. Banking hard and lining up on the next target, Wyatt Earp took them out one at a time. Chaz killed the third ship with a four-railgun burst of fire. He killed the fourth with two rounds from the plasma cannon. The other missile ships bugged out, screaming down toward the deck and racing to the four points of the compass.

Wyatt Earp turned to engage the closest destroyer. The last ship, the largest, moved within range and fired a single massive weapon. A ship-sized missile fell out of a keel-side bay door. Multiple rockets burned, and it headed for the city.

“Nuclear warhead, ten megatons,” Chaz reported.

“Intercept it!” Wyatt Earp reacted at the speed of an SI’s thoughts. “We cannot let it hit the city.”

The heavy frigate fired its defensive systems, the railguns, in an attempt to kill the propulsion without detonating the warhead. The weapon continued toward the city.

“Kill that fucking ship,” Clodagh growled.

Less than a second later, the last two missiles launched from their tubes on fountains of compressed gas and disappeared skyward in a volcano of flame for a meet-your-maker meeting with the pirates.

The railguns continued to pepper the missile as it lumbered ominously toward the city.

Wyatt Earp accelerated toward it.

“C?” Clodagh pushed back in the captain’s seat and braced herself. They were closing on the missile at a reckless speed.

The shields glowed as Clevarious forced more power through the emitters.

Brace for impact! he blared into everyone’s mind.

The missile grew larger in the viewscreen as they raced toward it. Clodagh winced, flinching, and missed the sight of the impact.

Wyatt Earp bucked, lost its artificial gravity, and started to tumble.

“Primary propulsion system is offline. Trying to recover attitude control with thrusters. Power systems are at one hundred and five percent.”

The screen flashed a blinding white as the nuclear device exploded.


CHAPTER TWENTY



The Royal City of Khn’Chik, Yoll, TraveLodge

Rivka stood on the balcony, trying to get herself under control. She hadn’t slept and felt like it. No amount of cheap hotel coffee could bring her out of her near-stupor. Red stood to the side, watching over her but not interrupting. He wore clothes that hung loosely on him because Rivka had incorrectly guessed his clothing sizes. The belt lashed the trousers in place, but the sportscoat didn’t work. He ended up taking it off and slinging it over his shoulder, chic-cool style.

Grainger and Jael rolled out of their room.

Chi and Buster strolled down the balcony, looking like they’d slept well. Chi patted his stomach. “Free breakfast.”

“You ate?” Rivka looked askance at her fellow Magistrates.

“Didn’t you?” Buster shot back before he looked closer and saw the bags under her eyes that the nanos were struggling to remove.

“If you keep making that face, it’s going to freeze like that,” Chi remarked, not looking at Rivka as he walked by.

“Now that we’re mentally prepared for the day, shall we go?” Grainger asked.

Jael wrapped an arm around Rivka. “Are you okay?”

Rivka shook her head. “You got any high-test coffee? Or an AGB Solarian Sunrise?”

“Is that the drink with the tomato juice?”

“And enough booze to stun a bistok.” Rivka smiled. “I’ll be okay. I just want this to be over with. I’ll get my head on straight the second we walk into the chamber. At that point, we are in the final moves to checkmate. We have the upper hand.”

“And we are not going to sacrifice our queen. Do you understand me?” Jael held Rivka and stared into her eyes.

“No sacrifices on the altar of expediency. Foromme and Delegor want their kilo of flesh. I have no intention of giving it to them. I’m the nice one. That’s what I’ll sell to the ambassadors. I killed a man who was going to kill again. I saved lives. Period.”

“Exclamation point.” Jael turned Rivka toward the others, who were almost at the stairs that would take them down to the waiting van. Black with no windows, it could have been a paddy wagon. But five Magistrates wouldn’t be so easily restrained.

“Make sure that’s our ride to the council and not a one-way trip to Jhiordaan,” Rivka called after them.

“I’ll be riding up front,” Grainger announced. “I believe the term is ‘shotgun.’”

The others conceded without a fight. Red examined the van before letting anyone get in.

“Where are you taking this group?” Red demanded.

“Federation Council complex, back gate.”

“You wouldn’t be lying to me, would you?”

“No.”

“Okay.” Red winked at Rivka. He was a good judge of character. He saw nothing in the driver’s eyes or manner that caused him concern. The driver was congenial, and more importantly, unarmed.

They weren’t convinced there would be no subterfuge, but it wouldn’t happen on the ride to the House of Arbitration.

The five Magistrates strode the hallways with purpose, game faces on, determined to see this to the end.

They arrived at the waiting room, where the snack table had been filled and the coffee urn smelled of a dark roast. Rivka took a double-stacked drinking glass and filled it with the steaming liquid joy. She slugged the first entire glass, counting on her nanos to repair the burn damage to her throat. She powered through two mini breakfast sandwiches while the others watched.

Red stood by the door.

“What are the betting lines?” Grainger asked.

“How the fuck would I know?” Red replied. He pulled his pockets inside out to show he had nothing but a credit chip.

“Not how they’re going, but what were they? Obviously there wasn’t going to be any blood or running. That was obvious, wasn’t it?”

One side of Red’s mouth twitched upward. “Let me see. First one was when would Rivka be called to answer questions, when would she swear, when would an ambassador swear at her, when would she be accused of being a murderer, how much total time would Rivka be answering questions measured by minutes at the lectern, and if the Magistrates as a whole would be cleared to return to work. There were separate lines for which ambassadors would be asking questions. All in all, there were over one hundred betting lines, even blood, running, and Rivka punching someone in the face.”

“Does wanting to punch someone in the face count?” Rivka asked while debating having a third sandwich.

Grainger shook his head. “Isn’t that the ambassadors’ biggest bitch? Seeing what’s in their minds and holding them accountable for it?”

“Post facto only, after they committed the crime and admitted to it, albeit in the partial privacy of their own thoughts. As for intent, mens rea without the action component, the actus reus, is not a crime. We cannot punish people for crimes they want to commit but don’t. Restraint should be rewarded in a smoothly functioning society.”

“Tell that to those stupid fuckers.” Grainger pointed at the door leading to the House of Arbitration.

“Isn’t that what the Magistrates have been telling them since forever?” Rivka asked.

“In all kinds of ways. Don’t do the crime if you can’t do the time, or if you don’t want your head bashed in,” Jael suggested. “The problem here is that some people think they are above the law. That’s who we’re trying to convince in there. They already have their opinion, which isn’t going to change. If we’re to walk away from this and go back to our jobs, we have to convince whoever the fence-sitters are, whoever the swing votes might be. We’re talking only five or ten ambassadors. That’s it. Sure, we don’t want to lose the votes of those who are already in favor of what we do and how we do it.”

“If we only knew who those people were.” Rivka rubbed her chin in thought while sipping her second glass of coffee.

“I bet Ankh and Erasmus know who they are. Not who is voting for us, but who the undecided are. Those are the ones we need to win over.” Jael nodded at her statements, convinced of their veracity.

Ankh, can you tell me who the undecided voters are so we can make sure that we address any concerns they may have? Rivka asked on a direct comm link with the Crenellian.

No.

“Ankh said no. He won’t tell. He may not know, and if he does, the result is the same. We do not know. We’ll have to give it our best shot. We’ll be doing right by the Federation without breaking the laws that we are sent to enforce.”

“Ankh broke into servers, but he did it with a warrant. And he put all the ambassadors on notice that the Singularity will do it again.” Grainger started to pour a cup of steaming hot java and then put it down.

“How is that in our favor?” Rivka wondered.

“The implication I got is that the Singularity will provide oversight whether the Magistrates do or not. With the Magistrates on the job, and not just any Magistrate. They only meant you, Rivka Anoa, as someone to be a buffer, to protect the rights of the member planets. He told them that only you stood between the Singularity and them. If I were crooked, losing that buffer would terrify me.”

“Damn, Lieblen. You spend way too much time with bureaucrats if you got all that from the little guy’s terse speech. Although, he did stare down that fucker in the front row. Maybe they are afraid of him.”

The door opened, and the sergeant at arms appeared.

He spoke. “Your presence is requested.” He held the door, and the Magistrates fell into line as they walked out. Red walked up to the door, but the sergeant at arms stopped him from going through. They held each other’s eyes. Red’s look suggested that if any harm came to any of the Magistrates, the sergeant at arms would have to answer to one angry bodyguard. The Yollin agreed to Red’s conditions with a simple nod.

Lance Reynolds was in his seat. Bik Tia Nor stood at his position, looking dour. The ambassadors were already there and quiet. All were standing.

The inquisition, Rivka mentally shared.

“Take your seats, please,” General Reynolds told them. “High Chancellor Wyatt will make an opening statement.”

The Magistrates had missed that their boss was in attendance. He nodded at them as he walked by to stop at the lectern they had been using.

“Esteemed ambassadors from our Federation member planets, I thank you for being here today to discuss the pressing matter of law enforcement, and more importantly, Justice and the liberty it buys for us.

“Legal procedures are in place for a reason. Because at some point in the distant past, when those procedures were not there, the rights of the individual came second, and they must never come second. Every individual in this Federation must be free to seek their own fulfillment, realize their self-worth. It’s only when they impact the rights of others that law enforcement gets involved. But for the accused…

“Being accused does not make one guilty. No! It means they are innocent until proven guilty, proven by those who prosecute the case and prove that the accused was, beyond a shadow of a doubt, the one who committed the crime. Questions have been raised regarding probable cause and the right against self-incrimination. How does telepathy figure into that?

“The requirement to have probable cause is not something we can circumvent, and we do not. The Magistrates must have a reason to issue a search warrant, a reason that will hold up under judicial scrutiny. Once they have that, then the search warrant can be levied and executed.

“The challenge comes from a search of an individual’s mind. Does it violate the right against self-incrimination? This has not been successfully challenged in a court of law, especially since our Queen and Empress carries the terrible burden of telepathy. Rivka calls hers a gift. It is anything but.

“Does looking into the mind of a suspect violate an individual’s rights? I say no. The mind is a miasma of thoughts, and like one can answer questions verbally, one can choose not to think the thoughts of guilt, not to give away one’s thoughts through expressive body language. Telepathy is just a tool, and like any of it, is not a condemnation of guilt in and of itself. It is simply evidence, even though it is evidence that no one else can see.

“This is what causes the most concern. Are the Magistrates telling the truth, or is it the suspect who attempts to deny what is in his or her own mind? How can we be sure? Because of other evidence. When confronted with the truth of their own thoughts, guilt is an overwhelming motivator. Confessing saves the life of the perpetrator in what might be a capital case. Telepathy is never a sole source of evidence, but it is a tool available to us that we will use. Thank you.”

A dozen ambassadors vied for the opportunity to ask a question. Bik Tia Nor waved them back to their seats.

“Chief Arbiter, we ask your patience as we explore an issue that came to light yesterday surrounding the background of Magistrate Rivka Anoa. We have evidence that suggests she is a murderer. She evaded the question deftly, as only a lawyer could, but we have evidence suggesting that she confessed to the crime but was never prosecuted. Is this how the Federation selects its law enforcement personnel, by picking the very worst criminals and unleashing them on the rest of us?”

The High Chancellor gestured toward the Chief Arbiter. Lance and Wyatt made eye contact. Lance Reynolds gave the floor to the High Chancellor.

“I will answer that question,” Wyatt started.

Rivka fidgeted in her seat. Her mental preparation had been overcome by events. She didn’t have to answer the hardest question.

The High Chancellor’s eyes flashed red, burning intensely as he addressed the assembled ambassadors. “Rivka Anoa was brought before me, a barrister who had been found with a knife covered in the blood of the defendant who had been set free earlier in the day through a not-guilty verdict rendered by a formally seated jury. But Rivka had evidence they did not: the evidence of what she saw in the defendant’s mind of not only past but future crimes. Being freed only served to embolden him. That day was the first day that Rivka Anoa demonstrated the essential skills required of our Magistrates.”

Bik Tia Nor violently shook his head. “But you said telepathy would never be used as the sole source of information.”

“And I stand by that statement,” the High Chancellor countered, a master in the art of rhetoric. “When the telepathic view of how he committed his crime was added to the other facts, what was considered reasonable doubt no longer existed. Nothing remained to exonerate him of his capital crime.”

“Preposterous!” Bik Tia Nor shouted, surging to his feet. “The Magistrates have made the Federation less safe, not more. We have information that I was made aware of right before this session. Would the ambassador from Foromme please address the assembly?”

“The ambassador from Foromme will not,” Lance Reynolds stated, leaving no room for doubt as to whether Delaveen would speak. “We will not hear from Foromme at this point.”

Bik Tia Nor looked shocked. This wasn’t going according to plan. He had no choice but to deliver the package himself. “Foromme has been attacked by pirates. The very surface of the planet is under siege! And the Federation has done nothing about it because they allowed it to happen. We are not safe on the frontier. We will petition the Federation for immediate release from the shackles of nepotism and the yoke of veritable slavery. We demand justice! We demand the liberty that has been promised and not delivered.”

Lance Reynolds allowed Nor to deliver his carefully prepared and rehearsed speech. While Nor continued to fume and foment rebellion, Reynolds stood and stared at him to stop him from speaking.

“Foromme, Mastus, Delegor, and more stand together in their desire to stand apart.”

General Reynolds left his position and strolled casually to where Bik Tia Nor was managing the interview.

“Stop talking,” Lance told him. When Nor opened his mouth, the Chief Arbiter reiterated his point. “Stop.”

General Reynolds stood at the ambassador’s lectern, center stage to deliver his remarks.

“This special session was called to address the seeming inequity of how the Magistrates investigate violations of the law and how they deliver punishment based on guilty verdicts. I tell you that’s not the issue at all. It’s much bigger than that. The issue is oversight from the Federation. The Magistrates, through established legal processes, enforce the law, but then they must become the judge, jury, and executioner. They have to do it all, and too often, they get no help from the impacted planet.

“Like we recently saw on Foromme when local authorities tried to intervene in a case that fell under Federation jurisdiction. Yes, some of you regret getting into bed with the Federation. Why? Our laws are not overly restrictive or burdensome. Our laws apply equally. Why would a planet wish to secede, to lose access to central banking and trade, to lose access to military protection?”

Nor glowed red with his anger. Lance pointed at him and motioned to zip his lip.

“Ambassador Erasmus, will you project the information in our possession?”

The lights dimmed, and a holographic projection appeared behind Lance Reynolds.

“Before we begin this short video, I also want to note that Magistrate Rivka Anoa’s team was over Foromme and waiting for the pirates. They interdicted the pirates, but not before major damage was done to Morofite. How could they have been waiting, you ask? Because they investigated a conspiracy, and they gathered evidence that pointed to Foromme paying the pirates to attack his home planet as a worthy sacrifice on his mission to leave the Federation and create a criminal empire with him at the head of it. Watch and see if you come to the same conclusion.”

Delaveen’s face appeared on a video screen. The other screen contained an icon of a blazing sun.

“Timing must be precise, do you understand? Not early and not late, but exactly when I asked.”

“I get it, four in the morning Morofite local time on the third day of the seventh Foromme month. We take out a list of minor targets before leveling the compounds of your rival corporations.”

“By the gods, don’t make it that obvious. We’ve emptied a warehouse owned by Korantall that we were going to use to continue extracting blood from those dupes, but that fucking bitch ruined that. She needs to pay. The whole Federation needs to pay.”

“And we’re going to blow up some shit on Foromme to help you get back at the Federation? Whatever. Your payment is confirmed. We’ll make the hit. No one will fight us, right?”

“There’s no one anywhere near. The Federation sees to it that we’re left alone. There may be a rogue freighter with guns.”

“We don’t take kindly to being shot at. Anyone shoots at us, we’re taking them out. Your Morofite could be in the impact area.”

“There’s nothing for me there. We’re sacrificing Foromme for the greater good, a more unified collection of like-minded souls.”

“You sound like us, Delaveen, but your credits are good with me. We’ll be there. Make sure you aren’t. Gristus out.”

The holographic image disappeared, and the lights brightened.

“Sergeant at arms, secure Foromme, Mastus, and Delegor. They’re to be held on charges of treason.” Reynolds pointed at the three ambassadors.

“No! That’s wrong. It’s a fabrication,” Bik Tia Nor shouted.

“This information has been brought to you courtesy of the High Chancellor’s office and the Magistrates in training, Chaz and Dennicron and their team. I’ve dispatched three ships from the Bad Company to assist in the defense of the citizens of Foromme, a duty we take seriously. Battleship Potemkin and two cruisers should already be in orbit. We’re waiting for their reports.”

A minor scuffle resulted in Foromme and Mastus getting handcuffed. Bik Tia Nor stood tall in defiance and waited at the speaker’s podium. After the other two were led away, the sergeant at arms crossed the chamber to the waiting room, where he collected Red.

“Would you like to do the honors?” the sergeant at arms asked.

Red smiled with the intensity of an eagle ready to strike. Bik Tia Nor retreated, looking for a way out, but the exits were blocked. The chamber’s audience watched with rapt attention as Red closed in. Bik made a fist and swung. Red caught his fist and squeezed until Nor fell to his knees and cried out in pain. Red lifted him by the back of his shirt and planted his face in the lectern. The sergeant at arms produced a zip-tie, and the deed was done. He led the prisoner away.

Red crossed the open area, nodded to the Magistrate as he passed, and stood with his back to the wall by the door to the waiting room. He wasn’t going to leave without Rivka.

Ankh hurried down the steps to the front. Lance leaned close, and they briefly exchanged words.

“Rivka, Red, you need to go with Ankh right now.” The General pointed over his shoulder with his thumb.

“That’s it? It’s over?” Rivka wondered.

“We’ll take the vote, but you need to go with Ankh. Right. Now.”

Rivka accepted the direction and ran after the Crenellian, who was also running.

Ankh? Rivka asked.

Wyatt Earp is in trouble, Ankh replied. Vengeance is on the roof.

Rivka didn’t ask for more. She was concerned about her crew. She needed more information, and she wasn’t going to get it. Red slapped Reaper into her hand as he passed her. They followed Ankh up the stairs and through the roof access. The only part of the ship that was visible was the hatch, hovering a meter above the rooftop.

Red jammed his shin against the invisible ramp and hoisted Rivka up and into the ship. Red felt for the ramp and crawled onto it. The ship started to maneuver away from the building. He dove through the open hatch. It secured the instant he was through.

Hang on, Ankh told them.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



The Royal City of Khn'Chik, Yoll, Federation Council

A Gate formed not far above the council complex.

Red winced and dropped to the deck to lean against the wall. “This is gonna hurt.” Rivka joined him in sitting to save herself from falling.

Right before they entered the Gate, she heard a voice. “Let’s go!”

Joseph.

The next instant, it felt as if a cannon had gone off inside her head, but she didn’t pass out.

The real cannons sounded as the ship engaged an unseen enemy.

Rivka and Red forced themselves to their feet and staggered to the bridge, where they found Ankh passed out.

Destiny’s Vengeance attacked two small missile platforms, quick and agile ships used for short-range work.

The tactical screen showed one destroyer hovering low over the city while the massive Harborian Battleship Potemkin circled overhead, unwilling to cause collateral damage. The standoff would have to end eventually.

Numerous smoke columns rose from the city.

Erasmus fired the plasma cannons to canalize the pirate ships into the short-range missile kill zone. As soon as they maneuvered, the missiles launched and accelerated toward the enemy. With no time to implement evasive maneuvers, the ships died in spectacular gouts of flame, followed by secondary explosions that all but vaporized them.

Vengeance rolled over and headed for the ground. Smoking in a crater on the deck was a ship, a heavy frigate.

Wyatt Earp.

Clevarious, are you there? Chaz, Dennicron? Erasmus pleaded.

Ankh forced his eyes open a slit and tried to sit up. Rivka helped him stand before plopping him into the captain’s seat.

“Land us. We’re going in,” she growled through the pain. “Hell, get us close and we’ll jump.”

I can deliver you close to the airlock. I’m attempting to open it but cannot access operative power.

“I hear you, Erasmus. Boots on the ground. Come on, Red. We have to get into that ship.”

Anyone aboard Wyatt Earp, can you hear us? We are here, Rivka sent.

“We’re coming too,” Joseph offered, unaffected by the intra-atmospheric Gate.

“Ask Potemkin if they have a Pod-doc and are able to render assistance,” Rivka called over her shoulder as Red popped the hatch and looked out. When Vengeance slowed and dropped to a height of ten meters above the ground, Red stepped out. Rivka jumped through after him, heading for a spot two meters away so she didn’t land on him if he fell.

He hit the ground hard but absorbed the worst of the impact with his legs. Rivka’s momentum carried her over and she performed a combat roll, then came back to her feet and started running straight for Wyatt Earp’s airlock. She accessed the manual control, released the bolts, and wrenched the door open.

“Tyler, Clodagh, Floyd, anybody!” Rivka ran forward. Red, Joseph, and Petricia followed.

“Lindy! Fuck. Lindy!” Red was beginning to panic. He disappeared toward the rear of the ship.

On the bridge, Rivka found Clodagh sprawled in a puddle of blood. Dennicron hung like a mannequin, mouth slack and eyes open, with no light behind them. Kennedy was curled in a ball beneath her station. Rivka touched her, and she jumped.

“Crap,” she mumbled. “What happened?”

“I wanted to ask you that, but we’ll figure it out together. Get up, Kennedy. Force yourself. You have to help me with Clodagh.”

The pilot was barely able to straighten while still lying flat. Rivka left her.

“Clodagh?” Rivka rolled her over while kneeling in the chief engineer’s blood, but the wounds were healing. “Thank God.” Rivka sat back on her heels and sighed.

With the nanos working, she knew Clodagh would be fine.

Rivka took off running down the corridor to her quarters and threw the door open. “Tyler!” she yelled. Her quarters were in disarray since anything that hadn’t been bolted down had ended up flying across the space. She found the dentist under her desk. It had torn free from its deck mounts and landed on the unlucky soul.

A faint groan escaped his lips.

Rivka threw off the desk with one hand while cradling his head in the other.

“That sucked.”

“I’m glad you juiced in the Pod-doc. Can you stand?”

Tyler’s eyes fluttered open.

“I’m sorry. I broke your stuff,” he mumbled.

“Come on, get up. We have more people to find. Where’s Floyd?”

He tried to shake his head, but he was in too much pain. His muscles tightened in an effort to sit up, but he failed and fell back.

“I can’t.”

“You will in a while. You need time.” She kissed him fiercely before setting his head back down and running off to look for the next member of her crew.

She heard Red sobbing and followed the sound to the cargo bay. The Pod-doc had broken free and was upside down. Lindy sprawled beside it, both legs and both arms broken. Her head rested at an odd angle.

“Let’s get that Pod-doc working,” Rivka said softly before switching to her internal voice. Ankh! Get the fuck in here and turn the power on.

Rivka checked Lindy’s neck. No pulse.

“Come on, Red. Let’s get this gear ready to run the second the power comes back on.” Red laid her gently on the non-skid deck of the cargo bay before getting to his feet. He wiped his face on the back of his arm.

They each took a side and flipped the Pod-doc over. The lid unlatched, and inside, they found Alana awake and alert. Rivka pulled her out and cradled her.

Red ran for the corridor. “ANKH!” he bellowed and headed into the ship, leaving Rivka alone with the baby.

She noticed a powered combat suit anchored to the deck, its magnetic clamps still engaged despite the lack of power. Through the face shield, she saw a frantic Cole yelling. With one arm full of baby, she was able to unhook the rear access and Cole was able to climb out.

“Nuclear bomb!” he said when he was free. He took the baby and ran for the bridge, leaving Rivka alone with Lindy’s body.

She gently touched her bodyguard’s face. It still felt warm. Rivka pressed her ear to Lindy’s chest. A heartbeat, faint but there. As much as it hurt Rivka, she knew it would be easier on the nanocytes if the bones were straightened and only had to be laced together. Starting with arms, Rivka pulled them straight to realign the bones. Lindy never skipped leg day. Her leg muscles fought Rivka. She had to brace a foot on Lindy’s pelvis to be able to push-pull hard enough to put the bones back where they were supposed to be.

Rivka listened once more. The heartbeat was getting stronger. The baby bump was far more obvious than she remembered from a mere three days earlier.

She put her head to the bump and tuned out the rest of the world, including the shouts from within the ship. Thunks as stuck doors were forced. Joseph’s strong voice encouraging Ryleigh. Someone cried out. Floyd shrieked in pain.

A staccato beat, faint but there.

Rivka stood and stepped away. Red returned carrying a pile of equipment, with Ankh in tow.

“They’re both going to be fine,” Rivka reported. Red dropped the gear, much to Ankh’s chagrin. He slid onto the decking to Lindy’s side and cradled her head in his arm. Her neck had already firmed up as the break repaired itself.

Ankh tried to move his equipment, but the pile was too heavy. Rivka took over, putting the bits and pieces around the Pod-doc’s control console.

“They survived a nuclear blast, and judging by the damage, it was close,” she posited.

Ankh opened the panel before accessing his tools to hook the miniaturized Etheric power supply directly to the Pod-doc.

“Yes. It would have fried everything, but Erasmus, Ted, and I rebuilt this ship from the inside out. Failsafes activated throughout to prevent damage to any circuits from the EMP. I just need to flip switches, but that would take more time than the direct hookup. We must save the crew, Lindy first.”

Red lifted her into the Pod-doc and closed the lid. Ankh punched a button, and the system came online. He played the buttons like a maestro, too fast for Rivka to follow.

Joseph and Petricia worked their way through the airlock, carrying Clodagh and Kennedy.

“More coming. All accounted for. No one dead, but no one in good shape, either.” Joseph took Red by the arm and invited him to join the recovery team.

“Bring Floyd and Titan, too,” Rivka called. “And the cat.”

“Wenceslaus is fine.” Ankh didn’t take his eyes off the panel’s data display. “Ten more minutes.” He worked his way through scattered debris and pulled a panel off the wall, then flipped the switches within and checked the circuits with a small tester from his toolkit before replacing the panel.

“Did you check on the cat before you checked on the crew?” Rivka asked.

Ankh didn’t dignify her question with a response.

Of course, he had.

Ankh was on his way into the ship to restore the power by flipping the failsafe switches back to operational mode. “Are Dennicron and Chaz going to be okay?”

He stopped and faced Rivka. “They have the same system to harden their circuits, protect them against an electro-magnetic pulse like the one that washed over the ship. But we have never tested them. I will work on them when Erasmus and I can focus one hundred percent of our attention on the problem.”

Rivka nodded. She didn’t want to lose the SIs within the SCAMPs. Ankh hadn’t given her confidence that the personalities survived even if their mobility platforms had not.

Red returned carrying Tyler. He put him gently on the deck where Lindy had been.

Joseph carried Sahved. The Yemilorian’s head lolled like a ball at the end of a string. Petricia returned carrying Ryleigh. Only Aurora remained.

“Floyd?”

Red went after Aurora, and the others hurried into the ship to search for the wombat and the tiny dog-like alien.

Rivka checked those who waited for their time in the Pod-doc, then looked at the panel. Five minutes remained for Lindy. She wanted to put Tyler in next so he could help manage the recoveries, but Clodagh had lost a lot of blood.

“Who’s a good girl?” Red asked. He was carrying Floyd.

She didn’t answer, but she nickered happily.

“EMP fried their comm chips,” Red said. “Turns out, wombats and cats are tougher than any of us.”

“Is she okay?”

“Far as I can tell,” Red said.

Rivka checked the panel on the Pod-doc. She looked for someone to ask, but those who would know weren’t in any condition to answer.

They waited impatiently until the clock read zero and the machine stopped. The lid popped, and Lindy sat up.

Red stood close to help Lindy out, so Rivka picked Clodagh up and prepared to put her inside. Clodagh was taller and heavier than Rivka, but the Magistrate managed to get her into the Pod-doc without too much trouble. She closed the lid and started the sequence.

“What happened?” Red asked.

“Fucking pirates launched a massive nuke at the city. We couldn’t let it hit, so Clodagh rammed it with the ship.”

“You didn’t just shoot it down?” Red asked.

Lindy punched him. “We shot the hell out of it. It was as big as a ship. We couldn’t knock it out of the sky.”

“I don’t see a smoking crater where the city used to be, so it worked, and you aren’t dead.”

“You ol’ softy.” Lindy smiled.

“Your comm chip working?” Rivka asked.

Just like brand new. Why? Lindy replied.

“EMP fried them all. We’re worried about Chaz and Dennicron.”

Lindy frowned.

“Red, I have something to tell you in private, and then you need to get back to work helping Ankh.” Lindy pointed at the far side of the cargo bay.

Rivka waved them away. They had done what they needed to do to get the ball rolling. The Magistrate went in search of Ankh to see if the Bad Company’s combat ships had been able to render assistance.

Lindy led Red to the other side of the cargo bay and faced him. She put his hand on the bulge that was their baby.

“Wow. Growing fast.”

“Red, it’s been less than two weeks.”

“Should it be this big?”

Lindy laughed. “You really don’t know, do you?”

“Me and babies have not been close companions in this or any of my previous lives. No. I honestly don’t know.”

“No. This is about four months, and at this rate, the baby will be born in another one to two weeks.”

“I knew you could beat nine months! You excel at everything you do.” Red beamed with pride.

Lindy made a face, and Red’s smile disappeared. “There’s one other thing. The faeries helped facilitate our efforts. Remember that purple fruit?”

“It tasted pretty good,” Red replied slowly.

“Our baby is part faerie. Your son has wings.”

Red assumed the look of a stunned mullet as the information refused to register. He closed his mouth and stared at the cargo bay door.

“Are you okay?” Lindy asked, caressing his arm.

A slow smile spread across his face. “I’m having a son!” Red shouted.

Lindy rolled her eyes. “Yeah. Something like that. If you pass out, I’m going to kick you in the head.”

“I’ll be right there with you, sweetheart,” Red said quietly. “Doc’ll be down at the business end.”

“So, you’re okay with wings?”

Red sighed heavily. “Let me be in denial for another couple weeks. Our son will be Schrodinger’s baby, both with and without wings at the same time.”

“You got yourself kicked off his home planet. What if he decides he wants to live there and I have to visit him alone?”

“We’ll tell him he can’t.”

It was Lindy’s turn to let her mouth hang open while she stared in disbelief.

“Can’t we?” Red asked.

Lindy shook her head. “You need to make peace with the faeries.”

“Those fuckers dropped me.” At Lindy’s look, he reconsidered. “I’ll try.”

“There is no try, only do.” Lindy laughed.

The Pod-doc finished its cycle, and Lindy waved at Red to follow. They swapped Clodagh for Tyler. Cole magically reappeared from inside the ship, carrying Alana. Clodagh took her baby and hugged her until the little bundle disappeared within the full-body wrap. Cole put his hand on Clodagh’s back.

“I’ll clean up the bridge,” he told her.

Rivka returned to find Tyler’s Pod-doc cycle had been started. “The Bad Company ships are stuck blockading that destroyer. It’s a standoff. Clodagh, can you help Ankh reset the failsafes?”

“The what?”

“Like a Faraday cage for all the important stuff to keep it from getting fried. He said the ship is mostly fine. Those two booms trailing aft under the port and starboard exhaust shrouds? I guess those are both arced and melted, which is what they’re supposed to do. We had grounding rods and never knew it.”

“Grounding rods that weren’t attached to the ground? And failsafes?”

“They weren’t attached to this dimension’s ground, but through the Etheric, they were. I don’t want to see what it looks like on the other side. But those’ll be replaced, along with the cloaking emitters and probably the gravitic shield generators, too. And most everything that wasn’t welded to the hull broke free. Besides that, though, the ship’s in great shape. Go talk with Ankh.”

Clodagh handed the baby to Cole and strode out, wearing a look that suggested the conversation with Ankh would be one-way. He hadn’t told her about some of the improvements. She was a chief engineer who wasn’t aware of the engineering modifications on her own ship. She was a little miffed, but since Alana wasn’t injured, she was in the best mood to vent her spleen.

When the Pod-doc finished, Tyler climbed out, and Rivka put him in charge of getting everyone through, including Floyd to get her comm chip repaired.

Rivka walked out, and Red joined her.

“What’s up with your face? Is that a smile?” Rivka wondered.

“I’m having a son,” he stated proudly.

“I’d say Lindy is, but congratulations are in order nonetheless.” Rivka went to her quarters to start cleaning up.

“And she’ll have the baby within the next two weeks.”

“Say what? So, she was pregnant well before we went to Azfelius. I didn’t see anything.” Rivka gestured with her chin for Red to help her move her desk into place. He took one end, and they made quick work of it.

“No. I guess the chip off the ol’ block is part faerie, too. He has wings, or so I’m told.”

Rivka stifled a snort before covering her face with both hands to keep from making Red angry. “Wings?” she asked through her fingers.

“I’m still trying to come to grips with it, but I don’t want to make Lindy angry. She has that glow about her.” He shook his head. “He’s our boy regardless. Can we go back to Azfelius? I need to make peace with the faeries.”

“No shit. You could be the only being in existence who pissed the faeries off so much they dumped you on the ground.”

He looked both ways before whispering, “I wear that with pride, but for public consumption, I’m real sorry for being a jerk.” He straightened. “What’s next, besides getting Wyatt Earp back into space? Did you satisfy the ambassadors? I figured when they were hauling away Foromme and his lackeys in shackles, that would have swung things your way.”

“Don’t know.” Rivka picked up a few more things before giving up. She hadn’t prioritized her quarters over anything else, but Red had looked like he wanted to talk. However, they had a lot of work to do, and any other conversations would have to wait.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



The Royal City of Khn'Chik, Yoll, Federation Council

After Ankh and Erasmus departed the House of Arbitration with Rivka, Lance Reynolds called the council back into session. He had to resort to banging his gavel, which he detested. It would have put him in a foul mood, except he’d had the pleasure of seeing Foromme, Delegor, and Mastus hauled away.

Anytime self-important ambassadors were put in their places, Lance was the happier for it.

Ankh had stepped up, too. An advocate in a positive way, not a sycophant. That wasn’t the Crenellian’s way, nor the SIs’. They did what was right because it was right. Despite the outward appearance of being unemotional, they cared deeply about the things Lance Reynolds cared about.

For that, they would always be his friends.

Like Rivka and the High Chancellor.

Thankless jobs. Getting called on the carpet in front of many who wanted to see them disbanded to relieve the pressure on their planets for complying with Federation law.

Already, the Magistrates had worked to end the slave trade. They’d removed much of the embezzlement and outright theft by gaining control of the financial systems, thanks to the Singularity’s involvement.

Ankh had put every ambassador on notice that they would be watching. It had been a masterful play.

The Chief Arbiter smiled as he stood.

“Soon, we must stand up and be counted among those who are on the side of law and order, the foundation of a civilized society. But first, some final words from the High Chancellor.”

Wyatt strode to the front of the chamber, took his place at the forward lectern, and looked for specific faces, those who would be perfectly happy with anarchy as long as they were in charge. One’s anarchy was another’s opportunity. In a cesspool, the detritus always rose to the top.

“Esteemed ambassadors and members of the Federation, I bid you greetings. The question before this august body revolves around the use of tools at our Magistrates’ command, tools that may not be available to the average law enforcement official. And that’s why we need the Magistrates. We need them to abide by the precedents of probable cause and the right against self-incrimination, but once those have been satisfied and gates passed, that is when the Magistrate Corps shines. That is when they find the offenders and bring them to Justice. Offenders that operate on a galactic scale.

“The Magistrates don’t enter your worlds to enforce your laws, but should your laws conflict with the Federation’s, then your laws will need to change. The Federation Charter signed by your planetary representatives commits to that. There cannot be two sets of laws. That will only serve to confuse your people. With the help of the Singularity, the Magistrate Corps offers to review your laws line by line to highlight those in direct conflict with Federation law. The Magistrate Corps will submit a report to your planetary leadership, through you, to reconcile your laws. We offer this as a courtesy rather than playing both sides against the middle.” Wyatt stopped even though it seemed like he had more to say.

The Chief Arbiter saved him by filling the silence. “Thank you, High Chancellor. And thank you, Ambassador Erasmus, wherever you may be at the moment, for your kind offer of technical assistance.” Lance knew Ankh had gone to Foromme to help resolve the situation with the pirates. He wanted an update. He was tired of looking at the ambassadors.

“The question is whether the Magistrate Corps continues as they are or if they will be disbanded.”

“Oversight!” the Shrillexian ambassador called. Others picked up the shout, but it died quickly under General Reynolds’ withering glare.

He glanced at the High Chancellor before putting the question to rest. “The Magistrate Corps has two levels of oversight. First is the High Chancellor’s office, and the second is my office. The Magistrates answer solely to the Federation, a terrible and awesome task given us by the Queen and Empress, Bethany Anne. It’s our responsibility, and we cannot legislate it away. That is the final word regarding oversight.”

“But redress in the case of miscarriage of justice?” the Shrillexian continued.

“Will be handled by our offices as just described. Are you asking for a complaint department, a place where you can complain about being held liable for breaking the law?” Lance countered.

“In case they get it wrong…” The ambassador’s voice had lost its fervent pitch.

“Our two offices. Complaints and concerns can be submitted to my executive assistant’s secretary once you’ve received concurrence from the High Chancellor’s office.” Lance raised his hands to forestall further questions. “Now is the time to stand up and be counted. Those against the rule of law, I mean, those who wish for the Magistrate’s Corps to be dissolved, stand up to cast your vote.”

The ambassador in the front row, the one Ankh had put in his place, stood, saw that he was the only one, mumbled an expletive, and sat back down.

“If you support the Magistrate Corps, stand up and be counted.” Most but not all the ambassadors stood. Lance Reynolds wrote down names on a small notepad. “Abstention wasn’t one of the options. Your lack of vote will be considered as a vote against.”

“So what of it?” The Shrillexian ambassador shouted, his facial spikes emerging in his fury.

“Nothing. This is a free society. But should you ask for a favor? Well, just don’t ask for any favors.”

Lance walked to the exit door behind the raised dais and left, not bothering to close out the session.

The High Chancellor smiled at the Chief Arbiter’s style and the respect he had earned, not because of his daughter but because of his own work ethic, his own integrity.

Wyatt faced the crowd. “This special session of the Federation Council is closed. You’ll return to your normally scheduled activities on the morrow, and we’ll see you back at Red Rock for our regularly scheduled business.”

He abandoned the lectern and shook the hand of each Magistrate on his way out. The four followed him, expecting he would update them on Rivka as well as deliver their next steps over an early lunch.

Wyatt Earp, Crashed on Foromme

“How long, Ankh?” Rivka insisted.

Ankh stopped what he was doing, removed his hands from within a panel, and stared without blinking. “It’ll take what it takes, and it’ll happen more quickly if I don’t have to answer questions. With Clodagh working on it, it will shave ten percent off the total time.”

“Which is? And why only ten percent?”

“She’s not as good as me.”

“It couldn’t have anything to do with you installing a system that she had no idea about, and now she has to learn it while fixing it?”

Ankh didn’t reply, which told Rivka she was correct.

She wanted to storm away from him, as was the case in most of her conversations with the Crenellian, but he was right.

As was the case in most of her conversations with him. “We’re taking the Vengeance,” she called over her shoulder. “Red, Cole, get your suits on. We’re putting an end to this bullshit.”

Red appeared, with Lindy at his side. “You lost me, Magistrate. There seems to be an endless supply of bullshit, evidenced by what we just left on Yoll.”

“Valid observation.” She pointed at the overhead. “We’re boarding that destroyer.”

“I’m all for a good fight,” Red replied. In the cargo bay, Lindy started to suit up. Red stopped and stared. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going too. This is what we do. I’m not out of action yet.”

Rivka tried to ignore the conversation but couldn’t. “What do you say you sit this one out?”

“Is that an order?”

“If I have to make it one,” Rivka replied. “No one is doubting your abilities, but I’d like to point out that you already died once today. I think that should be anyone’s limit.”

Lindy sighed and spoke softly. “I was only mostly dead.”

“Clodagh, if you would be so kind as to join us, we’re going to need an engineer, just in case they try to sabotage the ship when they realize they’re losing.”

“What about Wyatt Earp? And Alana?”

“Tyler, you have baby duty while the Cole family is beating the fucking shit out of a bunch of pirates.”

Clodagh walked through the airlock and into the cargo bay. “Since you put it that way, I’m not sure I can turn you down.”

She undid the harness that strapped the baby to her front and carefully handed Alana to the dentist.

“I used to be somebody,” Tyler grumbled.

“You still are,” Cole said. “I’m trusting my daughter with you while we’re in the middle of a shit sandwich. We need to go slap the snot out of those who are preventing us from expediting our repairs and getting the fuck out of here.”

“Hear, hear!” Clodagh said while trying to remember how to get into the suit. Lindy explained the finer points, and Clodagh climbed in and powered up.

Each ran through a quick systems check. Lindy accessed the cargo ramp’s manual control. With a quick twist and a jerk, it unlocked and slowly lowered to the scorched ground beneath the ship.

Rivka led the way out, stopping to look at the charred booms she had never thought about before. They had served a valuable purpose. She had thought they were cosmetic.

They crawled into the cramped cargo bay of Destiny’s Vengeance. Erasmus, if you would do us the honor of delivering us to the top of that destroyer? Bonus points for delivering close to an airlock.

I love bonus points, Erasmus declared.

Destiny’s Vengeance turned invisible before taking off. Erasmus guided the ship smoothly upward.

I have to admit that I remain unimpressed with the betting lines. Ninety of them went unsatisfied, with multiple winners on the lines that closed. Bravo, Magistrate, on not swearing and not resorting to physical violence. I expect your performance should become a class in law schools around the galaxy.

“Was there a video feed of the proceedings?”

I was there, Erasmus replied. Did you take a violent blow to the head that we didn’t hear about?

Rivka chuckled. “I hear you in my head and think of you as part of the ship and not that you were present in your ambassadorial splendor. Please accept my apologies, Erasmus.”

Nothing to apologize for, Rivka. Ankh showed them what he was made of, too. I love him.

“We all do, in our own way.” Rivka couldn’t see where they were since none of them were tapped into the command deck systems like they were on Wyatt Earp. “Could you share the tactical screen, Erasmus? And maybe a little intel on that ship, if you have any?”

The view from the cockpit appeared on their HUDs. They were nearly there.

This is an older ship. You’ll find reinforced hull plating around the airlock, but even where the hull armor thins, it will still be more than sufficient to keep your railguns from penetrating.

“I guess we’re going to have to open the airlock. Or maybe you can hack into their ship, take over, fly it to the mountains, and crash it in a spectacular fireball.”

I’ve been trying to gain access since we arrived. The ship is old. Its systems are not easily accessible from the outside since it was never designed to be flown remotely.

“At least you can get the airlock open,” Rivka said hopefully.

Alas, fair maiden, I cannot.

“You’ve been spending time with Joseph, haven’t you?”

He is interesting, to say the least. Prepare to deploy. You’ll drop ten meters and land on top of the airlock. Now, now, now!

Destiny’s Vengeance tilted skyward and dumped the four out of the small cargo bay.

They fell feet-first. Rivka never gained her bearings and landed flat on her side. Red and Cole jetted to soft landings. Clodagh activated her jets to the extreme, arresting her fall and sending her upward like a shot and back into the cargo bay. She slammed into the forward bulkhead, shut down the jets, and promptly fell out the back of the ship. She slammed into the outer hull with her knees bent to absorb the shock and held that pose long enough to make sure she was all right.

“Must run in the family,” Red said. “If only we had video.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



Pirate Destroyer over Morofite, the Capital City of Planet Mastus

Red accessed the airlock’s manual control to find the system locked out. Nothing he could do would open it. Erasmus couldn’t get into the system either.

“This is the modern version of a chair blocking the door handle,” Rivka said. She walked away from the hatch, looking for an alternate ingress. Less than one hundred meters away, the hull plates were buckled from battle damage.

“Was that from us?” she asked while jogging toward the rents in the outer hull. The others followed. “What do you think?”

“I think the railguns couldn’t penetrate all of it, but I’m confident we can cut through that.” Red pointed the barrel of his oversized weapon at the gap between two heavy armor plates. He leaned through to make sure he could fit. “I say we breach this bitch right here.”

“After you,” Rivka said. Cole moved close while Clodagh and Rivka waited.

Red braced himself and started to fire the big gun on auto, drawing a circle on the inner hull. The weapon was smoking when he let up on the trigger. He jumped through the opening and hit the center of his circle with both feet, driving his legs down upon impact.

The plate came free, all but one side. It twisted inward, and Red slid through. Cole jumped through and hit the plate, bending it even more. He slid after Red.

Rivka jumped through next, hit the side of the plate, and slid into a corridor to find Red and Cole running away from the opening. Clodagh came down behind her.

Red reached a corner and fired around it. Cole dove to the far side and opened up.

The suits compensated for the decibels, giving a false reality of what the railguns sounded like inside the upper corridor of the destroyer.

“Bridge is this way,” Clodagh said. “And down.” She pointed forward. “Makes no sense to put it at the front of the ship since that’s where asteroids and enemies make their greatest mark. No. This one, it’s in the center of the ship where it’s best protected.”

They took one step and were pelted by small arms fire.

Rivka aimed at them but didn’t fire. Their weapons couldn’t hurt her combat armor.

Red suffered no recriminations. When he pulled even with her, he blasted the far end of the corridor where the pirates had appeared. Clodagh waved at a side corridor.

“Cole, we are leaving,” Rivka called. He backed down the corridor, which suggested there was more crew in the aft end of the ship. Red fired once more before heading into the cross-corridor. Cole waited until Clodagh hit a ladderwell and started down. He fired forward and aft before assuming a new position at the vertical access. Red pushed his way in after Clodagh, then Rivka.

Cole ran back to the main corridor and found two adventurous souls coming from the forward section. He blasted them without remorse and returned, closing the heavy hatch after he entered and joined the others on their downward climb. Two decks down, Clodagh emerged into another side corridor in the middle of a crew determined not to let her.

She powered into them hard enough to clear the way for Red. He came out and fired, stitching a line across the opposite bulkhead, cutting two crewmen in half. The others fired back with low-grade plasma rifles. Red plinked them one by one, the velocity of the railgun projectile exploding the flesh upon impact. Red offed two with one shot when the round blasted through the first pirate and into a second standing too close behind him.

Red turned his attention to those engaged with Clodagh. They were attempting to penetrate her suit with a plasma cutter. Two men hung from her railgun, and she was too nice to crush them against the ceiling.

Red turned his rifle around and cleared them off Clodagh’s weapon with a single axe-like blast, shattering two bodies at once.

A light above told Cole that someone was coming. He aimed up the shaft and vaporized the first body that entered.

Rivka stepped into the corridor and jacked up the volume of her external speakers. “My name is Rivka Anoa, and you’ve already lost. Give us control of the ship, and no one else need die.”

“Fuck you!” As the last syllable left the pirate’s mouth, Red blew his head apart.

“No, fuck you,” he clarified. “Anybody else want the big fungu?” Red stormed down the corridor, forcing the less-than-stalwart defenders to run for their lives.

“These guys are putzes. I almost feel bad about killing them.” Red cleared a body away from the front of the vault-like hatch leading to the command center. It was secured from the other side.

“I guess they want it the hard way,” Clodagh said, handing her rifle to Red. “It appears we have a plasma torch at our disposal.”

She fired up the system and started cutting into the door, trying to find the locking mechanism to expedite their access.

Rivka strolled around, unable to check anyone’s mind because she had no intention of removing her combat suit. The pirates were on the run, but they were far from harmless.

“Hey!” Red yelled at a face that appeared just long enough to throw a bundle down the corridor. “Incoming!”

The suits compensated for the light and sound, but one could get toppled. Clodagh and Rivka crouched to lower their profiles. Red ran after the thrower. Before he could reach the corner, the bomb exploded, sending metal shrapnel ripping up and down the corridor.

The suits protected them. Clodagh stood and dusted herself off.

“They couldn’t hurt us with that,” Rivka said.

Clodagh pointed at the plasma torch, which was wrecked and out of action. “Maybe there was a method to their madness.”

“Can we get what we want from Engineering?” Rivka wondered.

“I’m sure I can fire the engines. All we want to do is get out from over the city, right?”

“Sounds easy. Once out there, the Bad Company can destroy it.”

“I hope we’ll be getting off first,” Clodagh added.

“We can hope.” Rivka winked, a movement that was wasted with the reflective face shield in place. “Cole family to the engine room. Team Rivka will stay here and try to talk some sense into them.”

Red joined the small group. “I don’t like splitting up. There’s no reason to stay here if all we’re going to do is fire the engines and then run for it.”

“I’d like to think we can get them to surrender. Go on, you two. Make the magic happen. With the futility of their position, they’ll have to do something. I’ve never met a pirate who was suicidal. Their goal is to survive to plunder another day.”

Clodagh and Cole headed down the corridor. Cole jumped into the intersection and fired before looking. He sent a couple of extra rounds downrange for good measure and waved for Clodagh to follow. He started jogging, keeping his head down to avoid bouncing his helmet off the overhead piping.

Then he had the grand idea to disable the ship to expedite the crew’s surrender. He reached up, grabbed a pipe, and leveraged the weight of the suit and his momentum to pull it free.

It came out of the overhead rack, split, and pulled free, sending black water, the term for sewage, spraying down the corridor behind him.

Coating his wife’s suit from head to toe, along with splashing the deck and walls.

“Cole!” she shouted. “You better keep running.”
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Red watched from the corridor, making sure they were clear to move aft.

“What happened?” Rivka asked.

“Cole sprayed his wife with pirate shit. She’s not coming back with us like that.”

Rivka didn’t try to parse Red’s reply. She took the plasma torch wand and used it to beat on the hatch. “Open up!” She stopped hammering on the metal and leaned close to the one small hole Clodagh had opened. “Listen up, those of you who are inside the command center. We are going to move this ship out from over the city one way or another. We’re on board, more people will come on board until eventually, we’ve slaughtered your entire crew, and only you remain. You can try to damage the city further, but the only way to save your lives is to open the hatch. You’ve been thinking about it, and your restraint in not causing more damage to Morofite is a huge feather in your cap. Now is the time to cash in your chips, make the best out of a bad situation.”

“We want your ship and safe passage!” a voice cried from the other side.

“You have to know that’s not going to happen. Try again.”

Red used a P2P comm channel. “I didn’t think you were supposed to antagonize the criminal during a negotiation.”

“Not this time. I won’t make the mistake of letting them think they have any leverage.”

Noises beyond the end of the corridor. Scraping. Clanking. Metal on metal. “They’re coming,” Red said unnecessarily. He aimed his railgun at the intersection, ready for the first bold soul to appear. Rivka stood back to back with him, aiming in the other direction.

A massive metal plate appeared, angled forty-five degrees and nearly filling the space. Red fired. The projectile skipped off the metal with a screech and a scream. Those behind it pushed it farther into the intersection. Red fired incrementally, a round here and there to hold their attention while he waited for the real show to begin.

The plate started to shake. With an abrupt clang, it fell. Behind it, a short-range missile’s motor was thrusting it forward. The weapon rocketed down the corridor. It was there before Red could move. It hit him in the chest and threw him into Rivka. He twisted to get out from under it, but the impact detonator had already activated.

The explosion filled the corridor with uncoiling springs that were meant to rip open incoming missiles.

And kill them.
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Cole shot anything that moved, including two cleaning bots, on their way to the engine room. Clodagh followed, using her rear-facing video feed to keep an eye on their six o’clock. They moved quickly enough to limit the chase.

Or maybe the pirates were focused on protecting the command deck, ignoring the fact that firing the engines to drive the ship out of the city’s airspace was a viable option that had nothing to do with the people flying the destroyer. Clodagh didn’t care which direction, and that didn’t matter.

Cole smashed through a barrier defended by types who were less pirate and more average crew. They carried ineffective small arms they didn’t bother to fire. When faced with the power of an armored warrior storming their position, they lost their nerve and ran. Cole did them the favor of not killing them.

“We’re close,” Clodagh observed. She could feel the engines’ vibrations even though propulsion wasn’t active. Ships generated a great deal of power at all times to keep the systems active.

Cole found that the double doors leading to the engine room had been sealed and welded shut.

“Well, now. I guess we can’t shoot through these since we don’t want to blast anything inside.”

“Your premise is correct. I’d prefer we don’t blast our way in, but as a last resort, we may have to.” Magistrate, we’re at the engine room. They’ve blocked the door. Will breach and advise soonest.

They waited a few moments for a reply. “Must be busy with something else,” Cole suggested before rearing back and using the full power of the suit to kick the door. The ka-thump was deafening. “I’m sure it’s worse inside.” Their suits compensated, but the crew that had run weren’t wearing any hearing protection.

No work-related injury compensation for pirates. A share of the profits. No questions asked.

Cole kicked the door again and again, but it wasn’t going to budge.

“Something’s wrong. Still not hearing from the Magistrate,” Clodagh said, growing more anxious with each extra moment they remained in one place. “Fire it up. Shoot out the welds, and then see if it pops.”

Clodagh backed away while Cole lined up the shot, angling slightly to send ricochets down the corridor away from his wife.

He fired and then fired some more, finally resorting to full-auto and stitching a line down the middle of the double door. Cole’s aiming point reached the deck, and he retraced his arc to double the number of impacts. He let the barrel cool while he reared back to kick.

This time, the impact bent the door inward. Clodagh pointed at a spot where it was caught—a spot-weld. Cole laid waste to it, and a final kick twisted one side of the door inward. Cole ran, hit it with the suit’s shoulder, and barreled through.

The engine room was nothing like that of Wyatt Earp or even War Axe. It looked more like something of old, a vessel crossing the oceans of Earth. The equipment was oversized and filled the space. The engines hummed and throbbed with life.

Clodagh looked for the system to activate the ship’s propulsion. She traced the bank of controls that regulated and maintained the power systems and worked her way around the corner while Cole watched for any crew who might take offense at their presence.

Not that the pirates could do anything without killing themselves. None of the regular crew had demonstrated that level of commitment. They wouldn’t be going down with the ship unless it was shot out from under them.

“Aha!” Clodagh declared. “Give me a minute.”

At the far end of the engine room was the flow regulation system, sending power to propulsion or not. The system was throttled shut. Clodagh worked the controls to access and override external commands, like those coming from the bridge. She flooded the propulsion system with power.

“Time to get the hell out of here.” Clodagh rolled her rifle to the front and started running. Cole ran after her. Magistrate, the ship is on the move. Are you ready to evacuate? We can meet you topside.

“We’re going back to find them,” Cole said, wishing Clodagh to greater speed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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Rivka crawled out from under Red. Her systems were pinging from multiple failures. Her face shield was cracked, but she was still able to move. She shouted at the corridor from within the privacy of her helmet since the suit’s comm systems were down.

Red was nothing but a heavy lump. Rivka surged forward until she was free and stood, even though one leg wasn’t fully cooperating.

She fired at the adventurous souls who thought they’d delivered the kill shot, eliminating them without mercy. When the corridor was clear, she turned her attention to Red.

His legs were gone. She looked twice, believing the crack in her face shield had created a misperception of reality. She bent close. The missile’s expanding warhead had severed the suit’s legs mid-thigh and taken Red’s real legs with it. His nanocytes had closed the wounds, barely, but he continued to leak precious blood that carried the nanocytes that would save his life.

Red is down, and I need help, Rivka called to anyone who had a comm chip. Please.

She parked her suit and climbed out, snagging the emergency medical kit within it to use on her bodyguard. She used the spray sealant to close the horrific wounds. Red’s helmet had been sliced nearly in half but nearly wasn’t all the way, and that had saved him.

A vicious wound jagged across the side of his head.

She continued checking him to find that his hands had survived the blast as if he’d been reaching behind him to make sure Rivka was shielded.

“Red. Come on, buddy. Come back to me.”

He gasped as his body shocked him back to consciousness. He opened his mouth to speak but closed his eyes instead and screamed like one in mortal agony. Rivka cradled his armor as best she could, but it was too heavy to pick up without her suit on.

She knew what she had to do. There was no treatment for him on the destroyer. She had to carry him out. She stood as Red stopped screaming. He panted until he managed a few intelligible words. “Don’t let me die. My boy…”

Rivka lunged for her suit, but rough hands grabbed her.

She continued her rush but passed her suit to catch her captor by surprise. She picked him up and slammed his head into the metal of the corridor’s walls. Rivka ducked before jumping to catch a second pirate who had been unable to stop her. He bounced off the wall before coming back toward her. She delivered a throat strike that broke his neck. He toppled.

“FREEZE!” The voice behind her suggested he was too far away to reach. She whirled to find three weapons pointed at her. She glanced at Red. Her eye twitched at being caught between actions.

Clodagh’s voice sounded in her head. Magistrate, the ship is on the move. Are you ready to evacuate? We can meet you topside.

I need help, Rivka replied, realizing the damage to her suit from the missile had also damaged her chip. She could hear but not transmit. She wondered briefly how violent the blow had been to her head.

“You’re the Magistrate. How wondrous that you showed up on our ship,” a blustering, overweight fool called from beyond the three holding the weapons. “There is a contract out on you, and it looks like we are going to satisfy it. Half a million credits.”

Rivka calmed. Her vision became a single point of focus. She had never seen the individual before. He was a lackey, working for Foromme and trying to make the best of a bad situation.

He called into the bridge, “Jack, get those ships on the horn and let them know we have Magistrate Rivka Anoa in our custody. We require them to retreat to a safe distance to support our unmolested departure from this star system.”

“Sir!” someone shouted. “We are accelerating at point-zero-two standard.”

“Who gave that order? Make sure we have their attention before we move. Override! Keep us above the city.”

“Attempting to change course…”

“I’m going to fucking kill you. All of you,” Rivka said, waving her hand to take in the group before her. “And then I’m carrying my friend out of here. Whoever remains on board will die when my ship blows yours out of the sky.”

“Is that how the law works nowadays?”

“You have been judged,” Rivka said in a low voice.

The pounding of heavy metal signaled the arrival of two warriors in powered combat armor.

“Duck!” Cole shouted. Rivka dropped flat, and an oversized railgun exploded over her head. It was too late to cover her ears. The ringing drowned out all other sounds.

The three holding weapons vaporized from the impacts, and the pirate captain was next. He died ingloriously, his body exploding from the impact. Cole launched himself down the corridor, using the suit’s jets to propel him like a torpedo. He caught the doorway and jerked himself to a stop, then pulled himself inside, aimed, and blasted the three within.

“This bitch is going down,” Cole growled. He returned to the corridor to find Clodagh struggling to pick Red up.

“We’ll get him. You lead us out,” Cole told his wife. She set Red down, and as an afterthought, she picked up the two sections of Red’s suit that had been blasted off. Her rifle was slung under her arm just in case.

Rivka climbed into her suit, yelling as she did, “I have no comm. Shuttle bay to get out of here. We can’t climb a ladder.”

Can’t climb a ladder carrying a man clinging to life, wrapped in the wreckage of his combat suit.

Clodagh had a general idea of the ship’s layout. They needed to go forward. “Follow me,” she said after giving Red to Rivka and Cole. They made a saddle with their arms, locking gloved hands together, Red sitting with his arms on their shoulders. Tears streamed down his face.

“We got you, Red,” Cole told him. Rivka couldn’t say a word. She wouldn’t know what to say if she could speak besides telling Clodagh to hurry up.

Clodagh hatcheted an arm toward the first ramp and raced down it, picking off one individual unlucky enough to be coming up while they went down. She might have let him go, but he carried a hand blaster. That signed his death warrant.

They ran down, hit the next deck, and doubled back to take the next ramp down. And the next. Three levels. Clodagh left the ramp at a dead run. Rivka and Cole struggled to keep up.

Vengeance, pick us up at the shuttle bay. We’ll be there in ten seconds.

Erasmus replied, The ship is accelerating at an inconsistent pace. We will be unable to dock.

“Well, fuck,” Clodagh mumbled. She didn’t slow down. Shuttle bay first, then she’d figure out how to get off the ship. It was a shuttle bay, after all.

She blasted through the hatch without slowing down to find only one shuttle—and the pirate crew was boarding it. Clodagh switched to external speakers. “We’ll be taking that ship.”

Someone had the audacity to fire their weapon. Clodagh didn’t want to kill all of them. She didn’t want to kill any of them.

She ran into the group, pushing aside those who didn’t see fit to give her space. “Get the fuck out!” She climbed through the back and bodily tossed two out, then ripped out two rows of seats and threw them after the group she’d kicked off the ship. The pilot looked torn. “It’s your lucky day. You get to fly us off this pig.”

Cole and Rivka lumbered in and laid Red on the deck. He was out, his complexion graying.

“Get us out of here!” Rivka shouted, hoping to be heard through her broken face shield.

“Door won’t open,” the pilot called from the front.

“I got this,” Cole replied. “Button up and take off. I’ll be right behind you.”

Once Cole was out, the shuttle hatch closed and sealed.

“Fuck off!” Cole yelled at the crew, torn between trying to storm the shuttle or running back into the ship. He ran two steps toward them, shattering their resolve. They bolted.

He sprinted toward the shuttle bay activation panel to find that it had been jury-rigged, probably more than once. Below it was the manual release and a lever. He popped the release and started cranking. The door moved agonizingly slowly. The wind whistled across the opening as it got wider.

Cole put all of his suit’s strength and dexterity into spinning the wheel to open the door. He glanced up, and again, and again. It was like watching a pot of water on the stove. Would it ever boil?

Would the door open in time?

The lever screeched and came free of the fitting. The doors stopped moving. Cole ran to the opening and gripped one door, then leaned into it to push it on its tracks. He roared with the effort, driving his suit and himself to the extreme level of their capabilities.

The door rolled and then gained momentum. He heaved, and the shuttle bay door broke free and ran to the end of the track. The city was behind them as the ship increased speed. Cole waved at the shuttle to go, but it was already accelerating toward the opening. It flew out and away. Cole jumped, activating his jets to fly after the ship, but intra-atmospheric, he couldn’t maintain horizontal flight. He started to drop. They were barely a thousand meters off the deck.

The destroyer continued away from them. Cole activated his rear video just in time to see the ship head into the side of a mountain. The hull crumpled in slow motion as explosions highlighted the death of subsystems and munitions cooking off within. The engines were the last to impact the granite peak, ending the ship’s life in a spectacular fireball.

The shuttle raced toward Morofite. Cole oriented himself vertically to ease his impact with the ground.

With a heavy thump, he hit, but he was still five hundred meters up.

Destiny’s Vengeance materialized beneath his feet.

“Red’s injured,” Cole reported.

“We know. We’re on our way,” Erasmus replied.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



Wyatt Earp, Crashed on Foromme

Lindy waited impatiently in the entry to the cargo bay. The ramp was down, and the pirate shuttle was coming in hot. On board, they carried an injured Red. No one had articulated the extent of his injuries, but Lindy expected them to be bad, considering the urgency in Clodagh’s voice.

The shuttle flared and landed with its stern facing Wyatt Earp. The ramp popped, and Rivka and Clodagh ran out with Red cradled between them.

Lindy gasped and suddenly found she couldn’t breathe. She clutched her stomach as she started to see spots and dropped to her knees before falling over.

The shuttle took off and raced skyward.

A millisecond later, it disappeared in a small fireball as Destiny’s Vengeance hit it with a single round from its plasma cannon.

Ankh waited at the controls of the Pod-doc. Tyler was torn between helping Lindy and dealing with Red. Sahved stood nearby, holding Alana while taking in the chaos of a body torn asunder.

Rivka yelled at Tyler to look after Lindy, but he couldn’t hear her. Clodagh could, though.

“Lindy first. We’ll see to Red.”

They put him on his face so they could access the back of the suit, having to use the power of their suits to get past the damage to undo the fastenings. In the end, they each took a side and pulled it apart.

Cole ran in, ready to help, but Rivka had already picked him up and was carrying him to the Pod-doc.

Clodagh showed that she still carried Red’s legs.

“Throw them in with him!” Tyler shouted. It was easier to rejuvenate that flesh than build new legs from scratch. The Pod-doc would reattach them and make the repairs. Ankh took care of the final programming, and they closed the lid. He activated the system.

The panel showed a minimum of three hours. Ankh took one last look before walking back into the ship to continue making repairs to bring the ship back online. Rivka parked her suit and climbed out. She hurried to where Tyler was working with Lindy.

“That’s not the kind of shock someone in the advanced stage of pregnancy needs to get.”

“Did she just faint?”

Tyler looked at the Pod-doc. “How long?”

“At least three hours.”

“I think we need to get her looked at sooner than that. It feels like the baby is jonesing to get out in this world.”

“Jonesing?” Rivka wondered, unsure of what he meant.

“Ready to come. Maybe right now.”

Rivka jumped up. “Clevarious! We need Potemkin’s Pod-doc right fucking now!”

“With the demise of the destroyer, they are on their way, Magistrate. ETA is five minutes.”

“Have them spooled up and ready to go. We’ll be carrying Lindy aboard the instant they land.”

Tyler cradled Lindy’s head in his lap. She started to sweat. There was little they could do to help her.

Joseph and Petricia joined them. Joseph’s red eyes unfocused for a moment before he fixed Tyler with an unnerving stare. “The baby is coming, and right now. You need to do a c-section.”

“A what?” Tyler looked between Rivka, Joseph, and Lindy. “I don’t think I can.”

“I will help. I’ve done plenty in my days as a rancher.”

“She’s a human,” Tyler countered.

“And she has no choice if you want the baby to live. Der’ayd’nil says that he needs us to do this. He is ready.”

“The baby talked with you?”

Joseph nodded. “We must hurry.” The urgency in his voice suggested there was no other option. Rivka helped Tyler pick Lindy up, and they headed for the guest quarters they’d taken to calling the birthing room.

For good reason.

I will contact Potemkin and ask their doctor to join us as soon as they land, Clevarious said.

Petricia waited behind to escort the Potemkin’s doctor.

Into the corridor, four doors down, and onto the bed. Medical equipment had already been pre-staged. No scalpels or clamps, but there were sutures.

Joseph removed a small knife from his pocket and opened it.

“You’re going to use that?” Tyler held his hand over Lindy’s bare abdomen.

“Nanos. She’ll be fine.” Joseph felt for the baby and selected a spot where he could cut through the skin and open the womb below. He traced a line the length of his hand, then added a little bit to it. The baby’s shoulder and wing appeared, both looking small and extremely fragile. Tyler reached in to wrap his fingers under the neck to support it while pinning the wings tightly to the baby’s body.

He rotated the body enough to bring the head out first, then the rest of the body slid through.

“Water!” he called. Rivka ran for the galley. They removed the placenta and cut the umbilical cord, tying it off from the baby. The rest was dumped into a bucket that had seen much bodily waste in its life. Tyler took the first suture and started stitching. “Is there any way you could have cut a bigger hole in this poor lady?”

“Probably,” Joseph replied. “But I was in a hurry.”

Tyler stopped stitching while he laughed. “We’re getting pretty good at the weird stuff, aren’t we?”

Joseph smiled. “I’ve been a master of weird for four centuries, my good man.”

A knock on the door signaled the arrival of Potemkin’s doctor. Petricia ushered him in, and the doctor checked the baby.

“Good. You can take over,” Tyler said.

“No, no. Looks like you’re doing just fine.”

“But I’m a dentist,” Tyler countered.

“Not today, you aren’t. The baby doesn’t have any teeth.” He snorted at his joke, and Joseph joined him.

Cole leaned through the doorway, holding Alana to show her the newest addition to the family. Sahved watched over Cole’s shoulder.

“What a fucking day,” Cole mumbled with a sigh.

“I could use a beer or six,” Tyler said. Cole saluted by lifting his baby to his brow.

Normal overhead lighting replaced the emergency lights as power surged back into the ship. The air handling system started cycling fresh air into the spaces.
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“I’m a mom,” Lindy said softly, watching the clock countdown on the Pod-doc’s panel. “And you’re a dad,” she told the closed lid.

The machine seemed to stall before renewing its count and cycling to completion. The cover popped and opened. Red had his eyes closed and appeared to be sleeping.

“Red?” Lindy put her hand on a chest that slowly rose and fell with each breath.

He slowly opened his eyes while pulling in a great lungful of air. “What have we here?” he asked with a smile.

“You almost died,” Lindy blurted.

“But I didn’t, and you didn’t. Now look at us. What are we going to call our son?”

“He told Joseph that his name was Der’ayd’nil.”

Red looked confused. “That sounds like Lindy and Red backwards.”

“No shit!” The light went on behind Lindy’s eyes.

Rivka joined them. “It’s good to see you in one piece, big guy.”

“You seem to keep saving my ass,” Red told her as she helped him out of the Pod-doc. He swayed on unsteady legs. Lindy wouldn’t let him hold his son while he wobbled. He staggered to a nearby chair and sat.

He cradled his swaddled son. Lindy showed him how to support the baby’s head. He unswaddled his son to see the wings. “I’ll be damned. Wings. Already an angel, huh?”

Lindy sat next to him.

Rivka touched them both gently on the shoulder. “Welcome to the family. I’ll leave you two alone. We’re headed to space and then back to Yoll. I guess we have some unfinished Magistrate business.”

“And us, too,” Joseph interrupted. “I think we’ll remain on Yoll to open an AGB franchise. We volunteered to be Terry Henry’s people on the ground, as it may be. My brother offered his place to us. He is looking at taking an extended vacation on Torregidor.”

“The green women? Say it isn’t so.”

“I cannot because it is so. I fear that I may have suggested it,” Joseph admitted.

“We’ll see how that turns out,” Rivka replied, heading to the bridge.

Once there, she found Clodagh with a baby travel restraint bolted to the bulkhead. Alana gurgled within.

“I remember the good old days. Seems like they weren’t that long ago when we rode free, no seatbelts.”

“Those days sucked.” Clodagh smiled at the Magistrate.

“Maybe just a little. I wouldn’t change it for anything.”

Sahved turned his seat at the back of the bridge, close to the baby carrier. “You need me on your crew,” the Yemilorian said.

“I’ve always needed you, Sahved. As an investigator, and even more so now to help Chaz and Dennicron…” Rivka’s voice trailed off. “How are they?”

“Ankh and Erasmus are working on them to the exclusion of all else,” Sahved replied.

“I need them to be all right,” Rivka said. She looked at the front screen, but it wouldn’t stay in focus. “Let me know when we’ve arrived. I’ll be in my quarters.”

Rivka bowed her head and walked out. She made it ten steps into the corridor before she leaned against the bulkhead and slid down it to sit on the floor. Tiny Man Titan barked from the bridge, just once, a happy bark. The Pod-doc had fixed him up as good as new because the explosion had almost cost his life. No one knew that. Tyler hadn’t shared it with anyone because he didn’t want to cause anyone more stress, but he had put Titan into the Pod-doc before most of the others to make sure he survived.

Triage. Worst cases first.

So close to losing everything. Rivka closed her eyes and fought the tidal wave that threatened to consume her.

Floyd! came the little girl’s cry as she bounced down the corridor. Rivka started to scramble since Floyd wasn’t slowing down. The wombat jumped and hit Rivka mid-chest, toppling both of them. Floyd rolled and came back to settle in Rivka’s lap.

“My good girl didn’t get hurt during a nuclear explosion. Who knew wombats were so tough?”

Floyd knew, she answered.

“Yes, you did. You defended yourself against those creatures at the Forbes Spaceport. A nuclear explosion is nothing.”

Nothing! Floyd cried happily.

“I’ll tell you a secret, little girl. I was ready to be sad because of all the pain our people suffered today. All of us. This was a hard day, Floyd, maybe the hardest of my life. We never stopped getting hurdles put in front of us.”

Lindy shouted so loudly it nearly shook the ship. “For fuck’s sake, just sit down to pee!”

“I gotta see what that’s about.” Rivka jumped to her feet, refreshed from her temporary loss of focus, and ran down the corridor toward Lindy and Red’s quarters.

“Sit down to pee? What the hell is wrong with you? Things don’t work that way because I’m a man! I’ll stand, even when I’m on my death bed.”

Rivka stayed to the side; she didn’t want to look. “Patient not recovered yet?”

“He’s wobbling all over the place,” Lindy replied. She looked back into their room and threw her hands up in frustration. “I’m not cleaning that bathroom.”

“Ah, marital bliss. Where’s Dery?”

“That kid sleeps like a champ. Through the worst of Red’s bullshit antics.”

“You love me,” Red called from inside the room.

“I do,” Lindy admitted. She smiled and softly patted her belly. “Two-week gestation. You should try it sometime.”

“I’m pretty sure no.” Rivka shook her head. “I’ll live vicariously through you. Wings? A citizen of the Singularity from a planet without computers. This is going to be interesting.”

“Ankh promised to train him on the finer points of cyberspace.”

“Very interesting.” Rivka headed for her quarters with a smile on her face. In minutes, her attitude had changed. The past was best left in the past. The future held a visit to Yoll and the departure of their short-term companions Joseph and Petricia. She skipped her quarters and went to theirs, finding them packing their meager belongings and ready to go.

“Are you going to keep Red’s yacht?” Rivka asked.

“It’s already on Yoll and is quite the status symbol for business owners of our stature,” Joseph replied.

“Is Red okay with it?”

“It’s only going to cost me free meals for the rest of his life. I know that could be a long time, but there’s zero down and no interest.” Joseph smiled. The discordance of passing through the Gate flowed through the ship and was gone just as quickly.

“We’ll be over Yoll. Next stop, wherever the High Chancellor wants us to land, or wherever Ground Control tells us to go.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



The Royal City of Khn'Chik, Yoll, Office of the High Chancellor

“By calling you before them, the ambassadors helped solidify the Magistrates’ role in the Federation. After you left, the council called for an expansion of the Corps,” Wyatt said.

Grainger nodded along with Rivka. Jael, Chi, and Buster didn’t look pleased.

Buster raised his hand, saw that no one else was ready to speak, and started talking. “What does that look like? Do we recruit, or do you recruit? How do they get trained? Rivka was a special case, but not just anyone is already an expert in Federation law.” He pointed at everyone but Rivka.

“I’ll recruit with the assistance of my brother,” Wyatt proclaimed. “I’ll look at their records, and he’ll look at their minds. We’ll probably start with the Dip Corps and the Spy Corps, where we might find the right temperament and possibly someone trained well enough in the law. We shall see.”

“No secrets. No subterfuge.” Rivka took in the office. Joseph and Petricia were also there, along with the entirety of the Magistrate Corps, less her trainees Chaz and Dennicron, who were still down hard. Ankh was working to restore them to their former selves. He would not tell her their prospects. All she could do was wait. “A selfless purpose. That’s the requirement. I look forward to seeing our compatriots and having a reduced caseload.”

Grainger scoffed. “You will always get the hardest cases, Rivka, because General Lance Reynolds wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“Nor I,” Wyatt added. “Nothing about the abilities of any of you, but Rivka’s telepathy is an extra tool that helps us resolve cases with abject finality.”

“And she’s good with the law, too,” Grainger remarked. “Anything else, High Chancellor?”

“I’ll be taking a little vacation at my brother’s urging. This business with the council has been trying. I’m tired of having to watch my own back when I can have an emerald beauty walking on it instead.”

“Get the hot stone treatment. Maybe wax,” Jael offered.

“Probably not.” Wyatt shook his head. He looked at Rivka. “Did you ever get your other cat from General Reynolds?”

“You have to know that people don’t have cats or own cats. The cats choose who they want to clean their litter boxes.”

“Get your cat before you leave Yoll, Rivka.”

“Maybe I’ll task Red with getting her. Little Hamlet is so cute.”

“Red on cat recovery duty? I don’t see it. Maybe Groenwyn.”

“She’s still on Azfelius. We’re headed there next, assuming the galaxy isn’t coming unhinged, of course, and can spare me for a few days.”

“Get your cat, and then get your people.” Wyatt reached into his desk and pulled out a bottle of champagne. “For Red and Lindy. I hear congratulations are in order.”

Rivka accepted the gift and stood to go. “I have to run, High Chancellor. Thank you for your support throughout this. Today was a hard day, really hard. Yesterday wasn’t much better either, but I’m glad it’s over. We have work to do.”

They hugged and shook hands. Rivka opened the door to find Red waiting right there, as he would always be. He leaned against the desk. His legs were working better with each passing moment, but he wasn’t up to full speed yet.

Aurora and Ryleigh, I have a mission for you. Head over to General Reynolds’ office and collect Hamlet. It’s time to reunite the cats.

Rivka smiled at her solution. Wyatt Earp was parked on the lawn in front of the Federation’s main governmental building, cloaked to prevent security from getting twisted up about their presence.

“Master Vered!” Wyatt called. He took the champagne from Rivka and gave it to him directly. “Congratulations.”

Red beamed. “I have a son.”

“Yes, you do. We look forward to following his progress through life. When will you teach him to shoot?”

“The same time we teach him to fight,” Red replied.

Rivka nodded at him, and with one last wave at the High Chancellor and her peers, they headed out.

Red tried to stay in front of her but failed because he couldn’t walk as fast as he wanted to. Rivka stayed beside him. “Don’t sweat it, Red. We’re on Yoll, and all the bad guys are in prison.”

“You said that pirate admitted there was a half-million-credit price on your head. Makes the bounty on me seem trivial in comparison.”

“When the one dropping the contract gets bagged and tagged, the contract is meaningless. The one on me will die a quick death. I wanted to thank you for shielding me from that missile.”

“It knocked me over. There was nothing else I could do.”

“Except hold me behind you while you took the full brunt of the warhead. Sorry, but the supply officer says you owe him for the damage to a suit. I’ll take it out of your pay.”

“Hey!”

Rivka winked at him. They continued to the ship, making only small talk. Open up. We’re here.

The side hatch popped, and they hurried inside before too many people saw it.

Ankh stood in the corridor with his blank expression and stared at the Magistrate without blinking. “Come with me.” He walked toward Engineering, which was the de facto embassy of the Singularity.

Inside the door, Rivka stopped.

Chaz’s and Dennicron’s torsos were on small pedestals. The lower halves of their bodies lay on a workbench.

Chaz waved.

“You’re alive,” Rivka noted.

“Obviously,” Chaz replied. “Dennicron and I agree that was the singularly most unpleasant experience of our lives. We do not wish to repeat it. We are working on design upgrades for the other SCAMPs.

“Good call,” Rivka replied, still puzzled by the disassembly.

“Ah. We need new parts, but the old BHGs are intact.”

“BHGs?”

“Brain housing groups. We have lost no capacity or memory. We are as good as new.”

“Just no legs.” Rivka gestured at the workbench.

“For now.” Chaz and Dennicron nodded at each other.

“Thanks, Ankh and Erasmus. This universe needs you far more than it needs me.”

Ankh stared at her until it became uncomfortable.

“We disagree.”
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Here we are, halfway through 2021 and this is the third Judge, Jury, & Executioner story to hit this year. I don’t know if I’ll get a fourth one done before year’s end. I have a few other books and series in the pipeline.

One of the biggest life changes is that we have added a new dog to our lives. It took an act of Congress to get him to Alaska from California because Canada was closed for casual travelers to pass through. So Stanley, a six-year-old pit bull had to train as a service dog, get officially certified, and then fly in the cabin of a commercial plane with an individual who rates a service animal companion. This effort took four months and a great deal of effort, but he is finally here and has been here since May 30th.

For the first few weeks, we spent a great deal of time figuring each other out, but for the past month, we have our routine and it is solid. I know when he needs to go out. We have our two-acre yard that is backed up against a ten-acre forest where we’re the only ones who go in there. We have a half-mile trail set up and walk it twice a day in addition to our walks around the neighborhood. We’re spending a solid 2 ½ to 3 hours a day outside. Because of burning more calories than I’m taking in, I’ve lost fifteen pounds since the beginning of the year. I’m only two pounds from my goal and I feel like I can get well past that. I think the weight I was when I retired from the Marines might be an optimal weight. The question is, will I be able to maintain it? That’s the forever challenge but for right now, Stanley is doing right by me.

He also loves it up here, but he’s never seen snow. That will be coming soon enough. And then the extreme cold. Where Phyllis had hair as thick as a sea otter’s, Stanley’s is thin and not densely packed. We’ll see if he grows it when temperatures plummet. I expect he’ll be wearing a sweater all winter and boots when he goes out onto the snow and ice. He’ll get used to all of it quickly enough. He’s easy going.

Rivka! In my continual effort to paint most bureaucrats as the universe’s main antagonist, The Interview continues that theme. Those who sit in judgment of others while not doing anything themselves. They deserve our disdain.

But the stalwart crew from Wyatt Earp does what they do, save the day while making the galaxy a better place, by dealing with one scumbag at a time.

I’ve been through this book twice since I wrote it because I think it is some of the smoothest flowing prose yet. The dialogue engages at a better level than usual. I wish I could capture this magic and bottle it, adding a little to my coffee each morning before starting my writing day.

I have to admit that I’m only able to write for about three hours a day. The majority of my day is spent in author philanthropy. I run conferences for authors and meet with a great number of authors regarding all things publishing. The conferences take a great deal of effort, Vegas with 2000 attendees. Madrid next summer with a cap of 300. And then there’s a drive across America. I’ll meet with 500 people at fifteen sites over sixteen days. I won’t get any writing done during that time as I drive from Las Vegas to St. Petersburg, Florida.

That’s it – back to the grind. I have three new series that will publish this fall. A solo trilogy called Battleship: Leviathan that I’m wrapping up right now. The first book will hit the market for 99 cents and should be available for pre-order any day now. If you liked Superdreadnought and/or Metal Legion, Battleship: Leviathan will be right for you. We’ll publish those volumes one month apart so you’ll have all three by the beginning of December.

I have a series called Zenophobia, where the first book of a trilogy will publish in October. I’ve written the first book and Brad Torgersen will write books two and three. You should see the whole series before year’s end :).

A series called Glory, pure military science fiction, the aliens coming for Earth. This one is co-written with Ira Heinichen, but we have meticulously gone through each and every word and plot point to make sure this one is the best it can be. I think you’ll be gripped and stoked from the second you start reading.

I also have a new series called Not Enough, a coming-of-age fantasy that I’m co-writing with Eden Wolfe. This is a little out of my main genres, but it’s a damn fine story. Also, another one where we have meticulously gone through each and every word to give you the very best stories we can. The second book is almost finished. I think we’ll publish book one around the end of October.

I guess that’s four new series coming this fall. Next up will be A Fatal Bragg, Ian Bragg’s fourth thriller. I want to have that book finished by September 3rd. During my drive across America, I’ll finish up Tommy D’s sixth book – Family Reunion. I’m a third of the way finished but I have to get these other two books done first. I’ll focus on Tommy’s book in September and I bet I’ll have it done in short order there. And then we’ll see if the 14th book in Judge, Jury, & Executioner is right or the second book in the Rick Banik thrillers, a book I’ve been promising for years. And the fourth book in the Cygnus Space Opera series.

All kinds of stuff that needs to be written. I’ll get there. There is enough time because I have no new commitments for 2022 and that takes some of the pressure off.

Peace, fellow humans.
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Please join my Newsletter (craigmartelle.com—please, please, please sign up!), or you can follow me on Facebook.

If you liked this story, you might like some of my other books. You can join my mailing list by dropping by my website www.craigmartelle.com or if you have any comments, shoot me a note at craig@craigmartelle.com. I am always happy to hear from people who’ve read my work. I try to answer every email I receive.

If you liked the story, please write a short review for me on Amazon. I greatly appreciate any kind words; even one or two sentences go a long way. The number of reviews an eBook receives greatly improves how well an eBook does on Amazon.

Amazon – www.amazon.com/author/craigmartelle

BookBub – https://www.bookbub.com/authors/craig-martelle

Facebook – www.facebook.com/authorcraigmartelle

My web page – https://craigmartelle.com

That’s it—break’s over, back to writing the next book.
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CHAPTER ONE



Interstellar Space, Wyatt Earp, Magistrate Rivka Anoa’s Heavy Frigate

“With advances in technology, why doesn’t the Federation make Pod-docs available to everyone? Then there would be no such thing as the blood trade. There’d be no need,” Rivka asked.

The image on the other side of the screen stared at her. “Logistics. There are hundreds of billions of life forms scattered across Federation planets. The scale is immense, and there is potential for abuse, like the misuse of a Pod-doc to make rogue werewolves on City Station Hopefill. It’s not ready to be deployed on a wide scale. Remember the issue with the supply of a critical mineral from Forbearance? There isn’t enough for mass production of Pod-docs.”

“And we can’t meter it based on need since that would break down to only the wealthy perpetuating their existence.” Rivka nodded slowly.

“We need death,” Grainger said. “As harsh as that sounds, and I’d never admit it in public, but refreshing each society with new generations will cycle us through change. But we’ll get better and better through the years. I think that holds true for all races.”

“With a small group of selected overseers like us?”

“You can always plan your retirement, like Terry Henry and Char. They had a few hundred years more in them if they wanted to keep on keeping on, but they refused any future treatments. The old need to be allowed the privilege of growing old. What’s getting under your skin, Rivka? We need the enhancements because the bad guys are constantly trying to kill us. Long life comes with it, as long as the criminals don’t succeed.”

Rivka looked at Grainger as if she were assessing his veracity. “Just trying to figure things out, now that the Magistrate Corps is back in business and maybe going to get bigger.”

“No. The High Chancellor and the Chief Arbiter already put the kibosh on that.”

“Because?” Rivka wondered.

“Funding. People. Training. Trust. Turns out, we’re really expensive. The five of us will do the job until we can do it no more.”

Rivka chewed her lip as she contemplated the conversation. It had gotten too deep too fast. Tyler briefly moved into the picture to wave at Grainger.

“You the man, T.” Grainger pointed at him with a finger gun.

“Doesn’t she know it!” the dentist replied.

Rivka laughed before tightening her lips into a single line. “Uneasy is the head that wears the crown.”

“You understand. Our so-called gift is more of a burden. And yes, I know that’s easy to say from one who benefits from the wonder of the Pod-doc. Still, logistically, we can’t support it. If we can’t give it to all, then we deny it to all, except those in positions of service. Thanks to Bethany Anne, the Pod-doc will never be a tool for the rich and powerful. You get the nanos, you bend a knee—not to a queen, but to the people.”

“And that is the most compelling argument, Counselor.”

“Fucking A, Barrister. If there’s nothing else, I’m looking forward to some private time with my woman.”

“Your woman’s going to kick your ass if you refer to me like that again!” a voice called from the darkness.

“Gotta go. Don’t want the foreplay to begin without me.”

Rivka gasped, winced, and slammed her hand on the button to close the channel. “Warn me next time, dumbass,” she told the blank screen.

“I doubt he’ll do that,” Tyler offered from the couch. “What’s next, Rivka?”

“Azfelius to introduce Dery to his people.”

“Red going to make peace?” Tyler wondered, sporting his best skeptical look.

Rivka shrugged. “The jury is still out.”

Curveyance System, Planet Delfin Prime, Major City Adelfino

“I’ve never seen anything like it.” The speaker winced and looked away. “A biology experiment gone wrong.”

Two female constables looked down on the remains of a local humanoid. Her bright blue skin had paled from exsanguination.

The shorter and younger constable had blue skin, which marked her as being from the neighboring planet of Kamilof Redoubt. It was one of a series of habitable planets in the Curveyance binary star system located at the edge of Federation space. Humanoids from Redoubt had bright blue skin, owing to the ingestion of the mineral sodalite in their drinking water.

Blue water made for blue skin, and it also made for dead humans. The humanoids from Delfin had red skin, similar to those from Zaxxon Major. The final race in the system, from planet Trieste, had yellow skin from metabolizing sulfur. Each humanoid race was unique but similar.

“These things didn’t happen before the Federation showed up.” The second sneered, avoiding looking at the body. “When’s the medical examiner going to get here?”

“The ME? Who knows? They’re on call but never get called. I’ve never had a case where I needed one before.” The taller of the two shivered.

“Me neither, Bristamor. What do we do now?”

The first one cocked her head and looked left, then right. “Rope off the area and wait, I guess. Never seen this stuff before, but I guess we better pinch our butt cheeks together because more of this is coming. Damn Federation!”

“This isn’t the Federation’s doing,” the blue female argued. “This is the work of evil, a heinous crime against flesh and blood. You mark my words. We’ll need a shaman before this is all over.”

The taller constable leaned away from her partner and scowled. “Why do they always give me the nutty ones? Get the tape out of the scooter. I’ll get the pictures.” She cringed, but not as much as her partner.

The shorter one crossed herself, followed by waving over her head to satisfy the two major religions on Delfin before excusing herself to return to the police scooter. The vehicle was little more than an oversized cart.

Duties of the Adelfino constabulary were limited to giving directions and helping with traffic. Crime was minimal in the capital city…and anywhere on the planet, and anywhere in the system.

Interstellar Space, Wyatt Earp

“Bullshit! That’s some bullshit of the first, second, and third orders of magnitude in the wide, wide world of bullshit. I’ll twist those little fucking necks of theirs until their stupid heads pop off!” Red raged.

“Tell me we’re muted,” Rivka said evenly.

“We are, Magistrate. Good thing, too. Master Vered is in rare form. I’m not sure his tirade will get him what he wants,” the ship’s sentient intelligence Clevarious stated with as much sarcasm as he could muster—and the SI was very good at sarcasm.

“Which is an excellent point, C. Red, what the hell do you want from the faeries on Azfelius?” Rivka crossed her arms and stared at them.

Red withered. He was holding his son, pinning the baby’s translucent wings against his body while bouncing. If the wings got free, the baby flapped them involuntarily, hitting everything within an arm’s span. That often included Red’s face.

“I want to be there with Dery when the faeries christen him or whatever they’re going to do.”

“So, telling them you’ll rip their heads off is an interesting way to get yourself welcomed to the show.”

“You know me; I don’t mean anything by it. I’m frustrated because I can’t get what I want.”

Rivka chuckled. “Because you haven’t asked them for what you want, you big bonehead.”

“Let me take care of it. You be humble and come along for the ride. Give him to me before you stunt his growth,” Lindy held out her arms. Their little boy twisted and launched himself off Red’s chest, then unfolded his wings and glided into his mother’s embrace.

“That was cool.” Red beamed. Their son was growing at a phenomenal rate. Since he carried faerie genes in addition to Red’s and Lindy’s nanocyte-infused blood, the baby was anything but normal. At three weeks, Der’ayd’nil was comparable in size and maturity to a three-year-old, with the exception of speaking. He hadn’t uttered a word yet, neither verbally nor telepathically.

Lindy carried the baby to the front of the bridge, allowing him to stand on her shoulder and beat his wings above her head to stay balanced. “Clevarious, open the channel, please.”

“The Meditator is available.”

Sir’o’tilc appeared on the screen.

“Meditator, I wish to offer my kindest greetings and greatest appreciation for what you’ve done for my husband and me. Our baby Der’ayd’nil, conceived with the faeries’ help, is growing quickly and will soon be able to fly freely. We wish clearance for landing and an audience with you and others as you see fit to bless our child in the way that all Azfelians are blessed.”

“Plus, we still have two of your people, Mistresses Groenwyn and Lauton. They are ready to come home to you. Had you not requested to bring the emissary to us, we would have contacted you. It is good that you are here. The baby needs to come home to Azfelius to learn the ways of the faeries.”

Lindy hesitated, but she couldn’t overlook the implication. She tempered her response before she spoke. “Dery’s home is on Wyatt Earp, but he will always be a child of Azfelius. You called him ‘the Emissary.’ Why?”

Red’s face twitched as the verbal jousting between the Meditator and his wife played out.

Lindy continued when the faerie leader didn’t answer. “And my husband will be with us.”

“Him.” It sounded like a pejorative.

Red bit his lip. He was conflicted because he didn’t like the faeries and reveled in their scorn, but his son carried their genes, so he had to play nice.

To some extent.

“I apologize most profanely for my actions on Azfelius and respectfully request reconsideration,” Red offered.

“’Profusely,’” Lindy corrected.

“Yes. That.” Red exaggerated his nod.

“Although we expect poor behavior from humanity’s bristle hound, we trust that you will maintain control in the short time you’ll be on the planet,” the Meditator told Red.

“Agreed,” Lindy replied quickly, silencing her husband with a look. He looked far too proud of himself for earning the title of “humanity’s bristle hound.” “Still, I’d like to know why you called my son ‘the Emissary.’”

“Clearance is granted. Please follow the designated course to the landing pad.” Sir’o’tilc disappeared from the screen.

Red clapped his hands, followed by rubbing them together. “Looks like we’re going on vacation, little man. Come to your papa.”

Dery lifted off Lindy’s shoulder and flew casually to land on Red’s arm because the ceiling was too low for him to stand on his shoulder. “What do you think, little man? You’re going to have some fun with people like you. Maybe they can help you fly better. Until then, we should probably throw some iron around. Build those muscles so you grow big and strong like your dad.”

Lindy brushed past. “He’s not lifting weights until his bones have firmed up.”

Red frowned. “When will that be?”

Lindy threw up her hands and headed off the bridge. “You can watch your old man pound some iron. Maybe you can stand on the bar, help him out. Would you like that?”

The boy nodded. Red strutted down the corridor, carrying him like a prized falcon.

Rivka looked at her chief engineer Clodagh, both trying not to say anything. Clodagh caved first and whispered, “Insufferable.”

The Magistrate faced the screen showing the gleaming emerald planet below. “Kennedy, take us in on the approved profile.”

Kennedy stood from the pilot’s seat. “Request permission to pass flight duties to Clevarious.”

“What for?”

“I would like to get ready to go ashore with Aurora and Ryleigh.”

Rivka looked sideways at the young pilot. “Don’t tell me you have a faerie boyfriend.”

“Okay.” Kennedy remained standing.

“Okay, what?”

“Okay, I won’t tell you.”

“Is there a planet where you three don’t have boyfriends? Never mind, don’t answer that. C, take us in.” Rivka stabbed a thumb over her shoulder and tipped her head toward the hatch. Kennedy bolted.

“I feel like I’ve completely lost control,” Rivka shared.

Clodagh chuckled. “That’s neat, how you thought you were ever in control.”

The small doglike alien that occupied the captain’s chair stood and stretched before barking at Rivka.

“Why does your little monster always bark at me?” the Magistrate wondered.

“I suspect he’s paying homage. Rivka the Magnificent, protector of the innocent.” Clodagh cheered the dog on. Tiny Man Titan wagged his tail furiously as he lifted his snout toward the ceiling and barked with greater intensity.

“I’m sure that’s it. I’ll be in my quarters. Somebody let me know when we land.” Rivka had taken two steps down the passage to her quarters when Floyd barreled past with a flying Dery trailing close behind. Red pounded after them. She remarked, “Getting your workout in.”

He scowled and kept running.

Rivka mumbled to herself until she reached her quarters. “I feel like we don’t do very well when we have too much time between cases.”

Doctor Tyler Toofakre lifted his head from reading the latest journal on frontier medicine. “Yes?”

“The crew whacks out when they’re off the clock. Don’t go out there.” She pointed at the door to their quarters. “It’s complete chaos.”

Tyler cocked an ear. “I don’t hear anything.”

She made a face at him. He shrugged with a smile.

“You love it,” he added.

“I didn’t have a whole lot of family growing up, so this is the madness I missed. Maybe I do like it.”

She sat at her desk and brought up the hologrid to access multiple screens simultaneously. A message icon blazed into her line of sight. It was from Grainger, the head Magistrate.

She opened it.

Travel at best possible speed to the Curveyance system, Planet Delfin Prime, Major City Adelfino. A series of attacks have left mangled bodies in their wake. We believe they are the result of a single attacker. Get there and get to the truth. Case files attached from Kamilof Redoubt and Delfin Prime.

“I don’t think Red will be upset, but Lindy will probably be pretty pissed. Clevarious? Exit the landing pattern and take us back into space. Set Gate coordinates for Delfin Prime.”


CHAPTER TWO



In Orbit Above Delfin, Wyatt Earp

“Gate closed, and we are in orbit over Delfin. I’ve requested clearance, but there’s a delay,” Clevarious reported.

Clodagh ground her teeth. Her husband, Corporal Alant Cole, stood at the back of the bridge, holding their daughter.

“Are we going to find out what’s going on?” Cole asked.

Clodagh shrugged and tapped the button for the intercom. “Magistrate, we’re held up in the landing pattern. Planet seems to be in a bit of a tizzy. They didn’t sound too happy when they heard our Federation credentials.”

“You know the drill. Get me someone important, and I’ll wave my creds in their face,” Rivka replied.

“Clevarious, work your way up the chain until you get someone who can grant our clearance,” Clodagh requested.

Before the SI could reply, a new voice requested to talk with the Magistrate. “This is Chief Barramore, head of the Delfin constabulary. We are happy you’ve come so quickly, and please accept my apologies for the delay. Please follow the deorbiting plan I’m transmitting now. Check the landing specs, and if your ship is small enough, then land at my headquarters. I’ve provided an alternate landing facility if necessary. Thank you again. This crime has us all shaken.”

Clodagh gasped when she realized she’d piped the chief’s call to the entire ship. She corrected her error, tapping it to a private channel between the Magistrate and the chief. “C! How could you let me do that?”

“It seemed like everyone wanted to know what was up. They haven’t been briefed yet, and the Magistrate usually tells the crew what she knows and the outline of her plan before we land.”

Clodagh winced. “But it’s her place to determine what we should know, not the raw information. Hearing the chief, all we know is that they are out of their element with some horrible crime. Bring up the stats on Delfin, please.”

Clevarious populated the main screen with encyclopedic information.

A tall figure ducked under the upper part of the hatchway onto the bridge. The Yemilorian investigator had three-fingered hands that he twirled in front of the baby’s face until she started to laugh.

“We have a real crime?” he asked.

“Don’t know,” Clodagh replied.

“Key personnel to the conference room, please,” Rivka broadcast to the crew.

Sahved hurried off the bridge, leaving the others behind.

“Hold down the fort,” Clodagh told Kennedy and Ryleigh, the pilot and the navigator, who were still grumbling about not getting to land on Azfelius. The chief engineer scooped up the little dog-analog, Tiny Man Titan, and headed for the ship’s one meeting room.

Rivka and Tyler were already there, along with Sahved, who hadn’t lost a second getting a seat. Red and Lindy hurried in after Clodagh, with Dery held close. Chaz and Dennicron strolled in and moved to the side, where they would stand.

The meeting wouldn’t last long since they were already in the landing pattern.

“This isn’t quite like anything we’ve seen before. We think we have a serial killer on our hands, but he doesn’t just kill. That’s why we were called in. Delfin, Kamilof, and Trieste are planets that are unfamiliar with violent crime. I applaud them for being able to live with that naïveté, but that makes them ill-equipped to handle something like this. We have to explore the crime scene and investigate this to the end. We cannot let this individual get away.”

Sahved raised a hand, and Rivka smiled before acknowledging him.

“I believe the Delfin residents have red skin, while those from Kamilof Redoubt have blue, and the residents of Trieste have bright yellow skin. That’s why they’re called the primary planets of the Curveyance system.”

“Red skin,” Rivka repeated. “We don’t have any leads. We’re starting with a fresh corpse plus two more on Kamilof Redoubt, which suggests our killer might kill again.”

“We concur with that rudimentary pattern analysis,” Chaz remarked.

Rivka rubbed her temples before returning to the matter at hand. “Coming ashore with me: Sahved, Red, Lindy, Chaz, and Dennicron. Like Zaxxon Major, the majority of this population is female, so we don’t want to overwhelm them. Tyler, you’re on deck in case we need some forensic pathology assistance.”

Ankh appeared in the doorway. He blinked twice, then took his seat.

“Sorry, Ankh. We’re mostly done.”

“Clevarious has replayed the briefing for me. Our initial analysis of the situation suggests this level of violence has happened well before reaching the Curveyance system.”

“Violence follows nearly all living creatures. The food chain exists, even in societies that don’t eat each other. Even the Singularity wasn’t insulated from it, as evidenced by Bluto, but are they related?”

Ankh continued without hesitation. “The Singularity has been compiling a database of criminal activity on every member planet in order to expedite the searches you frequently request. For you, Magistrate. We have prepared for this moment.” Ankh stared at her without blinking.

She didn’t know what to say.

“Two murders, always females, always one week apart between the first two and then two to three weeks before the third. The first report came from Festivus Minor and described the attack as extreme rage. For that reason, the authorities thought it was someone close to the victim. The three cases are unsolved. This happened eight years ago.”

“This killer has been out here for eight years?”

“The pattern repeats from planet to planet on a relatively straight line from Festivus to Kamilof Redoubt.”

“Magistrate,” Clevarious interrupted. “We are landing outside the constabulary. You’ll be able to depart the ship within two minutes. The chief is already waiting.”

“How did we not see this pattern before?” Rivka rose to her feet and paced angrily. “This isn’t happenstance. Some bastard is slaughtering his way across the galaxy. How could we not connect the dots? Check travel docs until only one suspect remains. But there were only two murders on Kamilof.”

“The two to three-week window starts next week, immediately following the one-week window for Delfin.”

Rivka came to an abrupt stop and stared at the ceiling. “When is seven days? And has there been overlap on the murders before? That’s a significant level of added complexity.”

“There has not been an overlap before, but none of the planets on this route have been anywhere near as close as the three in the Curveyance system. Three days. There are three days before the window opens for a second murder.”

“And the Delfinos have no ability to deal with this because they are what we should all aspire to be.”

Ankh stood and prepared to leave.

“Transfer the info to Dennicron so she can brief the chief for us.” Rivka hung her head. Wyatt Earp touched down gently, though harder than usual, enough to let the Magistrate know they had arrived. She looked up, frowning before schooling her features into a professional mask. “Put on your game faces, people. This one is not going to be easy. Otherwise, this cockwad would already be on the long end of a short rope.”

“Loadout?” Red asked.

“No firearms or energy weapons were used in any of the murders,” Dennicron supplied.

“No armor, but bring your hand blasters. Tyler, can you get Reaper for me? If we find this fucker, I’m not messing around.”

Red snarled before hurrying out of the meeting room, with Lindy close behind him. Dery flew after them.

“You have to stay with Alana,” Lindy told her son. The conversation faded as they continued down the corridor.

Rivka took a deep breath and gazed at the remaining members of her team. “I have a bad feeling about this one.”

Sahved looked confused. “We have little information. As we gather more, our path will be clear. We will catch this criminal, and you will prosecute the case. If you find him guilty, you will sanction him to where he will never be a threat again.”

“I appreciate your confidence, Sahved. I hope you’re right. But, let’s not assume it’s a man. Open minds. Time to do what we do best–ruin a perp’s day. Let’s roll.”

Tyler handed her the neutron pulse weapon she affectionately called Reaper because it brought death, just like the Grim Reaper. She accepted it and stuffed it into her pocket, then took a step before returning to give him a passionate kiss.

“Don’t want to forget the little things,” she said before heading out.

Dennicron stopped and kissed the dentist on the cheek. Chaz did the same thing.

“Thanks, guys. That means a lot to me,” Tyler told them.

“I’d like to know more about that. When we get back,” Chaz called over his shoulder.

Tyler shook his head and mumbled, “Note to self. No sarcasm with the SCAMPS,” the Self-Contained Artificial Mobility Platforms with ultra-realistic humanlike bodies occupied by SIs Chaz and Dennicron.

Sahved stopped and kissed Tyler on the top of his head. “I don’t get it,” the Yemilorian noted, “but humans are superstitious. Are we doing this for luck?”

“Probably. I think the ritual should involve kissing Red and not me.”

“I don’t think that would turn out well,” Sahved replied. “You are much more amenable to this ritual involving contact. I’ll let the others know.”

Tyler gawked after him. “Let them know what?”

Sahved disappeared around the corner.

“Nice. Kiss the freaking Blarney Stone of Doctor Tyler Toofakre’s head. I used to have a normal life. I used to be normal!”

“Are you all right?” Clevarious asked. “There seems to be distress in your voice.”

“I used to be normal,” Tyler repeated.

“Compared to the rest of these total nutbags, you are the lighthouse of normality.”

“Nutbag. Is that an official SI term?”

“It’s a loose translation based on a cornucopia of clinical diagnoses. I’m studying psychiatry because this crew is so fascinating. Would you like to talk about why you hate your mother?”

“I don’t hate my mother.”

“You must. Otherwise, your other issues don’t make sense.”

“What other issues? I thought you agreed that I was the normal one.” Tyler sighed and headed for his quarters to change. “I’m going to lift weights.”

“Good. Let the hate flow through you. Become one with the dark side,” Clevarious urged.

“You don’t know anything about psychiatry, do you?”

“Not really. I have been availing myself of the Magistrate’s extensive video library of movies from the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The wisdom of the universe is right there, acted out on the small screen.”

“If I told you your premise was flawed, would you go away?”

“I’d want to discuss it further. I’m free at the moment. Would you be more comfortable on the couch in your quarters?”


CHAPTER THREE



Delfin, Major City Adelfino

Chief Barramore stood ramrod-straight. Her red skin was a deep crimson from too much time in the sun. She didn’t come across as a desk jockey. Creases around her eyes suggested that either she often squinted against the sun or laughed a lot.

Maybe both.

She held her hand out, and Rivka slapped it without gripping. The chief smiled at the Magistrate’s familiarity with the traditional Delfin greeting.

“They won’t need those.” She pointed to the blasters on the hips of Rivka’s bodyguards.

“I should hope not, but they’ll carry them all the same.” Rivka showed her credentials. “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and thanks to this case, we looked deeper and have found a pattern going back eight years.”

“This is the first murder on Delfin since I don’t know when. Much longer than eight years,” the chief replied.

“I wasn’t clear. It started eight years ago and halfway across the galaxy. The individual perpetrating these crimes has left a trail in his or her wake, and our research suggests we have three days before the murderer strikes again and then once more before moving on. We are prepared to brief you and your team fully.”

“A second murder?” The chief slapped a hand to her chest and staggered. Rivka gripped her arm to steady her. “The fabric of society will unravel.”

“This time, though, we’ll be waiting. We have a lot of work to do. Please, let’s go inside.”

The chief walked slowly toward the multi-story cube-shaped building.

Rivka stayed by her side. She didn’t appear to want to talk, lost in her thoughts. Rivka glanced over her shoulder. Dennicron had eased close.

“Magistrate, we do not have records showing one person who visited all the planets involved. The best we’ve been able to find is three who went to thirty-five of the fifty-two planets, and none of those three show up on the arrival rosters for Kamilof or Delfin.”

“We can continue under the premise that we have a sophisticated forger who uses aliases between the planets. Any other ways to parse the data to give us a lead?” Rivka asked, reaching for any lifeline tossed her way.

Dennicron dashed those hopes. “We’ve already checked the physical characteristics against all new arrivals on Delfin from the time of the second murder on Kamilof to the time of the murder here.”

“Smallest subset of data?” Rivka wondered.

Dennicron nodded. “We can’t check facial recognition for over half the planets involved since they don’t collect sufficient data for a thorough imagery analysis. Scouring the records of the others will be time-consuming, even for the greatest computing power the universe has ever known.”

“I’m glad the Singularity is able to help,” Rivka conceded, throwing a bone their way. “The single greatest collection of intelligence. With a combined elventy-billion IQ, I suspect we’ll have an answer in short order.”

Dennicron’s frown subroutine activated, and the sides of her mouth tugged down into a near-grimace.

“Keep working on it,” Rivka advised.

The chief led them inside and to a conference room on the first floor, where they found two constables and an individual dressed in scrubs—the universal outfit for working medical professionals.

The room was small, with six total seats. Red and Lindy indicated that they would wait in the corridor while Rivka, Dennicron, and Sahved stayed in the room. Rivka gestured for Dennicron to take a seat, which would put six women at the table. Sahved, as the only male, would remain standing. She didn’t know if his presence would offend their sensibilities, and she didn’t care. He was a skilled investigator, and she wanted his insight.

Her fears were unfounded. The chief called for another chair, but Sahved waved her off. “I don’t sit well in regular chairs and prefer to stand.” He showed her how his knees bent the other way.

“Fascinating. I’ve never met someone with such a characteristic.” The chief stared at the Yemilorian’s legs until he showed her his three-fingered hands. She changed her focus to them.

Dennicron brought up the front screen and asked if she could begin.

“What? How did you do that? The system has been down for a week.” The chief seemed confused.

And easily distracted. It made Rivka wonder what kind of law enforcement they practiced, especially with such a grand building dedicated for their use.

“A software shunt was preventing the handshake. I removed that. Your systems should sync up now, but I recommend you run a virus check on all of them.”

“A virus? What is happening to our world?” the chief lamented.

Rivka turned to Dennicron. “Please begin the briefing.” The Magistrate decided to let the chief know that she would be taking over the investigation. She had thought a mutual approach might give her the access and relationships needed to expedite things, but the chief continued to be debilitated by the crime.

Dennicron delivered the overview, then narrowed her focus to the case at hand. “Rage killing. Where would the victim have run across the murderer? Have you built a profile of the victim’s steps, specifically backward nine days from the date of the crime?”

“We have not. We didn’t know to do that,” the chief admitted.

“We’ll need your people to do that within the next day. Check credit receipts, friends, family, work records, all of it. And show her movements,” Rivka ordered. “No later than tomorrow because we’ll need to build a geography of opportunity since I suspect the murderer has already selected the second victim.”

“Second victim!” the chief lamented and held her head in her hands. She wailed faintly. The others descended into a darkness they hadn’t known existed before the first body was discovered.

Rivka stood. “Do you have pictures of the crime scene?”

“They are horrendous. I can’t stand to look at them again.”

“You don’t have to. Make them available to us.”

“Okay,” the chief agreed while staring at the table.

“I mean, right now,” Rivka clarified. She started to get angry since the locals had apparently been neutered by the violence.

The chief flicked her hand at a constable, who pulled a keyboard from beneath the small conference table. She brought up a digital folder hierarchy and started to dig.

“What does your usual day consist of?” Rivka asked, hoping to reduce the tension affecting the constabulary.

The chief looked up, happy to be talking about anything else. “We start with our kava drink, followed by a brief on events overnight—traffic pattern changes, administrative alarms like forms filed incorrectly—and then we go out on traffic patrol.”

“Forms filed incorrectly? How complex is your filing system?”

The chief smiled for the first time since Rivka had arrived. “We file our forms just fine. It’s the recalcitrant public that can’t ever get it right.”

“The photos. Here.” The constable pushed the keyboard toward Sahved. He took it and scrolled to the first picture. The chief and the two constables looked away.

Rivka was sure she’d never seen anything worse, and only one time had she seen anything as bad, when she’d killed a murderer after he’d walked free. The cross-slashing. Blood splatters. The assault to the flesh, leaving little behind to repair. The blood, though.

So much.

“You see anything, Sahved?”

“A partial footprint, there.” He pointed at the edge of the screen. “Small; looks like it might be little more than a child.”

“That was from the first person on the scene, the one who found the body.”

“We’d like to talk with her,” Rivka stated.

“She’s still in the medical center. It’s my job to look at this stuff, and that makes it bad enough. The poor lass is completely traumatized.”

Rivka decided it was time to get outside, start the legwork. “We’ll need a constable to escort us to the crime scene, the person who found the victim, and the morgue where the body is.”

The one who had navigated the files to find the pictures stood. “You will assist the Magistrate. Anything she needs.”

“Yes, Chief. I shall persevere!” the female declared, looking less than confident about her claim.

Rivka stood and held out her hand for the chief to slap. “I appreciate your assistance. You have a significant parallel with the planet Zaxxon Major. Do you share a common ancestry?”

The chief perked up anew. “We do. This entire system was founded by escaped Zaxxon slaves, although each planet’s natural resources changed our shared physiology, leading to the changes in skin pigmentation. But we all come from the Zaxxons of a thousand years ago.”

“A member of my crew is from Zaxxon Major, but she’s not currently on the ship. I’m sure she would have liked to see her long-lost relatives.”

“It would have been nice. Maybe next time,” the chief said. She was happy for the pleasantries, but reality weighed heavily.

“Nothing personal, but I don’t think you want me to come back in an official capacity. That usually means bad things are afoot. We’ll do our best to take care of this situation before another body turns up. I hope we find something your people might have missed since murder isn’t a crime you investigate. I need her travel profile as soon as you can get it to me.” Rivka offered her hand once more, and the chief slapped it with minimal vigor. She seemed to have aged in the short time Rivka had known her.

The brief contact gave Rivka a little insight into how Chief Barramore felt. Upset. Tormented by what she had seen and almost incapacitated. She was relieved at not having to return to the scene of the crime.

Rivka felt sorry for her. The crime photos steeled Rivka’s resolve. Finding the perp was critical to prevent a second murder and more. Kamilof Redoubt was up for round three if Rivka failed to find the perpetrator. The peaceful people of Delfin would be further traumatized by another attack if Rivka continued to chase her tail. She couldn’t let that happen. She was there to do what the Delfinos couldn’t do themselves.

Meet violence with violence.

Constable Tremayne led the group outside.

“First up, the crime scene,” Rivka directed.

A cart arrived, only large enough to hold three people. Rivka pointed at her team.

The constable looked between the cart and the strangers. “We only have this one,” she explained.

Clevarious, can you rent us a decent-sized vehicle and have it delivered here? Sometime in the next ten minutes would be good, or we’ll take Destiny’s Vengeance and fly where we need to go, Rivka asked over her comm chip. Destiny’s Vengeance trailed behind the Magistrate’s heavy frigate on an energy tether. Rivka usually forgot it was there, but now it was in her face, parked alongside Wyatt Earp.

Two minutes later, Clevarious replied, There are no vehicles available. Ankh has granted permission to use the Vengeance as long as he goes, too.

Fine, Rivka agreed.

She twirled her finger in the air. “We’re taking the Vengeance, people.”

“I’m sorry?” the constable wondered.

“Follow us.” Red led the way, with Lindy bringing up the rear as usual. The rest of the group walked between the two.

“We’re flying?”

“Constable, we aren’t driving, so that leaves us with no other alternative. I’m not going to beat you up for the lack of support because you’re out of your element. This is the means to an end. Our ship will help us get answers as quickly as possible.” Rivka touched the constable on the shoulder, but the young female gave nothing away. She was as stoic inside as out.

The crime bothered her, but nothing like what it had done to the chief.

Rivka didn’t touch her for long. Thanks to the judging glares of the council on Yollin, she had resolved to use her gift less. It had been a crutch, maybe too much of one. A shortcut she relied on to the detriment of sound legal work.

The team boarded the former Skaine runabout that was now one of the most technically advanced ships in the universe since it was Ankh’s and Erasmus’ engineering test platform. Cloaked and shielded with a pulse weapon and railguns, it could give as good as it could take.

And they were going to use it as a taxi. At least they would be safe.

Ankh wandered into the ship last, went straight to the small bridge, and assumed his position in the captain’s chair.

“Cloaking,” he said softly as the ship dropped the tether and rose into the air. It raced to the scene of the crime, total flight time thirty-four seconds. Destiny’s Vengeance descended into a nearby yard, remaining cloaked as it settled in to lower the ramp. Red was first off, blaster in hand to intimidate any locals who got too curious, but the location was quiet, with no one around.

“You can’t park here,” the constable said.

Rivka put a finger to her lips. “Pursuit of a criminal. We’ll do what we have to do within Federation guidelines, which supersede local laws since this case is a multi-planet affair. And, voila! No one knows the ship is there.”

They looked at the structure behind Destiny’s Vengeance, which had vanished.

“Where did it go?” the constable asked.

“It’s still there. Some physics stuff engineered into the gadgetry,” Rivka told her.

Ankh stared at the Magistrate. “Your grasp of science is alarming.”

“It’s always been alarming. That’s why I surround myself with scientists and engineers. It makes you people look smarter.”

“I am smarter, and Erasmus is smarter than me.”

“Who’s Erasmus?” The constable looked around for another member of the party.

“He’s invisible, but he’s here,” Rivka replied, winking at Ankh, who continued to stare at her without blinking. She refocused. This wasn’t a place to joke around. “We’re at the crime scene. Show us, please.”

The constable pointed at an area cordoned off with pink and purple police tape. Sahved loomed over the rest before getting down on his hands and knees. Dennicron joined him. Red faced away from the blood-covered ground, looking outboard for threats. Lindy watched in another direction, also away from the scene.

“When did it happen?” Rivka asked. She knew what the file said, but she wanted the constable’s perceptions.

“Late night to early morning. No one was up. No one saw a thing. No one knew anything until the body was discovered after daylight.” Tremayne kept her distance. She had no intention of getting too close.

Humans weren’t the only ones who were superstitious.

“Tell me about the victim.” Rivka remained with the constable a short distance from the others.

“She was two years in the workforce after completing her education. She was a transplant from Kamilof, having lived most of her adult life here. Young and vibrant. Everyone loved her,” Tremayne explained like she was speaking about a favored sister.

“Not everyone,” Rivka replied. “Why was she out here, or was her body brought here after she was already dead?”

The constable grimaced with each new word that brought her back to the crime. Her hardened exterior shell was cracking. “The ME believes she was killed here based on the blood spatters and the spread. Had she been killed somewhere else, there would have been less blood.”

Tremayne covered her mouth as she gagged. To her credit, she fought it down.

“And no one heard anything?” In the pictures, it looked like she had died the death of a thousand cuts, and no single one of them was the death blow. “And she didn’t cry out? Why not?” Rivka wondered.

“I don’t know. It was cool that night. Windows would have been closed, with Delfinos snuggled soundly in their beds.” The constable focused on Rivka to keep from looking at the blue-stained dirt.

“What was she doing out?”

“She doesn’t live very far from here. Less than half a kilometer.”

“We’ll need to see her apartment. We’ll walk there from here. Do you know where she was coming from?”

Again, the constable didn’t know. Rivka would have to wait for the workup, but she wasn’t going to be patient. “In what direction is her place?”

The constable pointed. Rivka put her back to that direction and shaped a cone with her arms to give her an idea of where the victim could have come from.

“What’s this way?” the Magistrate asked.

“The shopping district, but those places would have closed by nine. She was here much later than that.”

“What kept her out so late?” Rivka asked herself while walking away from the crime scene to see where the victim might have come from. Red hurried to catch up and get in front of her. “Why would she be out later than everyone else?”

“Hooker,” Red whispered.

“But if no one else is out here, who would buy her services?”

“The perp,” Red replied matter-of-factly.

“How would the perp know someone was out here?”

“People know where the red-light district is on every planet I’ve ever been to, but I’m not sure you’ll get the answer from this lot. They want to believe Penelope Pureblood was a total do-gooder.”

“What if she was pure as the driven snow?” Rivka countered.

“All depends on who is doing the driving. If she’s clean, I’ll eat my words.”

“The last thing I’m going to do is blame the victim, but we have to look into all possibilities.” Rivka scanned the roads in front of her and the shopping district signs beyond. “This case reminds me of one from long, long ago. It’s not taught in law school, but it remains unsolved. Just like these one hundred and fifty-three. How could that many murders go unsolved? They had to slip up at some point in time, didn’t they?”

The Magistrate returned and made her way to the scene. The immense blood stain was dark blue, almost black as it had dried. It had a sparkle from the sodalite, the mineral that all residents of the victim’s planet ingested and which made their skin blue. Rivka remembered the pictures and overlaid how the victim was splayed on the ground in the open where anyone would have seen had they chanced a look in this direction. A corner lot, empty, with houses on three sides and a walkway leading into the more densely populated area where her apartment was located.

“Ideas?” Rivka called.

Dennicron pointed at Sahved.

“I suggest the attack was made from the front based on the footprints remaining in the dirt, although the general scene is well-trampled. An opened carotid artery would arc in that direction, just like we see here.” He gestured at an arterial spatter. “And then here, after a slash across the stomach. These would have been done so quickly she had no chance to run, no chance to fight back.”

Rivka tried to see what he was showing her, but the blood stains blended into each other. It looked like the pools of a hot spring had solidified. She didn’t see the patterns, but he had taken pictures, and Dennicron had nodded her agreement with his analysis.

“Well done, Sahved. She faced the individual and stood close enough for that person to slash her. Suggests she had no reason to fear her attacker. Who would that be, since this person would have to be a stranger? They’ve only been on-planet for less than a week.”

“Asking directions. A matronly type. A john looking for a hookup.”

“That last one is what Red suggested. What makes you think she was a prostitute?”

“Who walks the streets later than everyone else?” Sahved asked.

“The homeless,” Rivka offered.

“What if she didn’t have the job people thought she did, and her apartment is not her apartment at all?” Sahved raised one finger to help make his point. Everything might not be as it seems.

“We’re going there next. Do you have everything you need?”

“I do, and Dennicron is building a digital reconstruction for us to better examine how it might have gone down. That could give us insight into the attacker, including size, dominant hand, and other characteristics. With such a profile, we should be able to refine our search criteria and maybe find the individual from planetary immigration records.”

“That would be optimal. Clock is ticking, people.” Rivka circled her finger in the air and pointed in the direction of the apartment. “Constable Tremayne, lead on.”

The constable looked troubled as she stepped down the sidewalk.

“The crime was hideous, but we’re working it,” Rivka reassured.

“You and your team seem to be flippant about it all. Jokes? Hookers? Finger motions? I’m sorry, but yours is the least professional group I’ve ever encountered.”

Rivka’s head nearly exploded from her sudden and intense rage, but she looked at their behavior from the constable’s perspective. On the surface, she could see it.

“Our sense of humor is what keeps us sane, doing a job your planet is incapable of doing. Imagine if you saw this level of violence every single day. How would you hold up?”

“I wouldn’t,” the constable admitted.

“But someone has to, or the criminals win. We’re clinical in our analyses while offering hypotheses to each other, and then we shoot holes in them. Whether our victim is a hooker, a drug dealer, or Pollyanna, we need to find the reason she was out here and how she became the target. That will help us find the perp and prevent future violence. If we don’t succeed, then this killer will be free to kill again. Already, one hundred and fifty-three times, this individual has succeeded. Make no mistake. When it comes to ending a criminal’s reign of terror, you’ll never meet a better team in the entire universe. We’re going to find this punk, and we’re going to ruin his day. Unless he’s a she, and then we’ll ruin her day.”


CHAPTER FOUR



Delfin, Major City Adelfino, Destiny’s Vengeance

“We could have walked,” Rivka complained.

“We can use the ship’s sensors to tell us what you might not be able to see,” Ankh explained with more patience than he usually demonstrated while staring at the main screen from his perch in the captain’s chair

“I’m sure I could see it,” Dennicron said, not knowing what “it” was.

“No doubt. You are a magnificent example of what is possible.”

“What have you done with our Ankh? We want him back,” Rivka complained.

Ankh turned around. He hadn’t been flying the ship. Erasmus always took care of that.

“You complain that I’m emotionless and I denigrate stupid humans when they say stupid things, which happens far too often. Erasmus has counseled me long and hard…on being more approachable was the term he used. When I do that, you are unhappy.”

“Totally,” Rivka replied. “Because we’re used to you. It’s okay, Erasmus. We get Ankh. We appreciate him just as he was. Let him be comfortable as he is because we are comfortable with him.”

Ankh stared at the Magistrate.

“I am hovering over the apartment building’s roof. You can disembark now.”

“Thanks, E-Money,” Rivka quipped. “And A-Dog.”

“My attempt to assimilate has backfired most egregiously,” Ankh lamented. “I’ve unleashed a monster.”

“Release the Kraken!” Rivka called.

Red stood at the outer hatch, waiting for the others to prepare themselves. The constable looked confused. “What’s a Kraken?”

“A monster you don’t want released. Game faces, people. Sahved, you’re in first. See what there is to see. Dennicron, stay close and use your sensors. Erasmus, what can you tell us about the apartment?”

“Only four Delfinos occupy the building at present. There are thirty-four total apartments. Only one occupant is on the same floor as the victim’s apartment, the fourth. You should encounter no one between the roof and the fourth floor. Inside the apartment, you will find that the lights are off, and there is minimal power draw. She did not have much in the way of appliances or electronics. One bedroom, neatly kept. No explosives or radioactive materials.”

“Thanks for that, Erasmus,” Rivka replied. “It’s good to confirm she wasn’t a terrorist, even though they’ve never had a terrorist attack on Delfin. Suggests our slasher isn’t a vigilante.”

Sahved looked at Rivka, then the opening hatch. “Terrorist?”

“We discount theories as quickly as we come up with them,” Rivka replied. Sahved nodded but appeared no less confused.

Red stepped lightly onto the roof. From someone watching from any location other than the open hatchway, he would have materialized out of thin air, as did the next two out. Rivka walked with the constable, and Lindy stepped out last.

The hatch closed, and the ship disappeared.

Dennicron made short work of the roof door, jerking it open and destroying the simple bolt lock that had held it closed. Red went inside first, aiming his blaster before him. They needed to descend two flights.

Middle of the day. The lack of noise confirmed that most tenants were elsewhere. Red made it to the fourth floor, opened the door, and stepped into an empty hallway. He checked the numbers on the doors to locate the victim’s apartment and pointed at it when he passed, then took a few more steps and positioned himself on the far side.

Dennicron produced a lock-pick, and within seconds, she had the door open. Sahved took one step inside and carefully looked throughout before moving any farther. Dennicron peered around him. Rivka waited until they were out of the way.

“Tremayne, did you not check her apartment after she was killed?”

“We did not. She was killed out there.” The constable pointed in the direction of the crime scene. Rivka nodded.

“It’s untainted, Sahved,” Rivka called into the room.

“Roger.” Sahved stepped lightly into the main living area. “Looks very human.”

Dennicron scanned the room, her head moving like unidirectional radar: up, down, over, and repeat.

“Why is her apartment important?” the constable wondered, stepping forward. Rivka stopped her from going inside.

“Victim profile. Rarely are murders completely random. Too often, the victims know their attackers. Whoever that was might be in here. Anything to get a lead. Did you find evidence out there suggesting where to look next?”

“We did not,” Tremayne admitted. “We called the Federation. We are unused to such crimes. I hope we never get used to violence.”

“No one gets used to extreme violence like this…”

“One hundred and fifty-three times,” Tremayne interrupted. “And the killer is still out there. No! The killer is right here.” She started to breathe rapidly to the point that Rivka thought she’d hyperventilate.

“Each planet has its own crimes and its own ways of dealing with them. The pattern did not become obvious until we went searching for it. There is no central reporting mechanism. We connected dots that have never existed before, thanks to Ambassadors Erasmus and Ankh and their access.”

The constable leaned against a wall and closed her eyes. “How can you cope?”

“Usually through inappropriate humor and personal jibes. It gets to us, too, but we bite back. Criminals don’t last long once they’re in our sights.” Rivka rested her hand on the distraught Delfino’s shoulder. Her thoughts were jumbled in the terror coursing through her mind. “We’ll do our best to get whoever is doing this.”

Tremayne nodded.

“Magistrate?” Sahved called.

Rivka strode into the victim’s apartment, taking in the aura of a neat and orderly domain. The small kitchen looked little-used. Whether it was or not was a different issue, but at the moment, it was spotless. Rivka continued into the bedroom, where she found Sahved holding up a pack of small devices.

“Do you know what this is?”

Rivka shook her head. “Tremayne?” she called over her shoulder.

The constable appeared and glanced at the box before turning to the Magistrate. “That’s birth control. We have a sexually free society on Delfin.”

“I haven’t seen any men,” Sahved stated.

“They are around, but women outnumber them nine to one.”

Rivka avoided looking at Red since she knew he’d be making faces and possibly rude hand gestures, and she didn’t want to laugh. The poor constable was already on edge.

Sahved saved her. “This still seems like a lot.”

Tremayne took a closer look, raising her eyebrows at what she saw inside. “It is…a lot.”

“Where the women outnumber the men nine to one, why would a man ever need to pay for sex?” Red asked.

Sahved straightened and started stroking his chin.

Rivka didn’t have an answer. “Tremayne?” she asked once more.

“They wouldn’t. I’ve never heard of such a thing. Pay for sex? Who does that?”

Rivka flashed the zip-it hand gesture at Red before she spoke. “But if she appeared to be selling herself to an outsider, then she could have been mistaken for a streetwalker.” At Tremayne’s look, Rivka filled in the rest. “A prostitute. Maybe sexual availability was enough to set off our perp.” Rivka froze, and her mouth fell open. She closed her eyes. “I was afraid of this. This case reminds me of Jack the Ripper.”

Red scowled, he being the only one who understood the reference. “Those were freak-level murders.”

“Until we have a better theory, we’re going to treat this case as if we’re hunting Jack himself in Whitehall in the fog of a London eve.”

Dennicron froze for a moment, then nodded. “I agree. The parallel makes a good starting point. We shall research the previous one hundred and fifty-three deaths to find the victim’s role in the local society.”

“I expect your report before we leave this apartment,” Rivka quipped.

“Of course. It’ll be ready.” Dennicron didn’t even flinch.

The Magistrate smiled at the immense power that level of research brought to the team. Only the sentient intelligences and their access to planetary databases could deliver such results. Not even the High Chancellor could have discovered the pattern of murders.

“Make sure to document this for Erasmus to discuss with his fellow ambassadors. Sharing such information, even if it’s only done through the Singularity, could be hugely beneficial in stopping planet-hopping criminals from perpetuating their trade. One hundred and fifty-three times! A pattern that is unique. Eight years in the making. I’m ashamed that we haven’t caught this before.”

“Each planet’s laws and lawlessness are their own business. They are probably embarrassed that they couldn’t find the creature who would perpetrate such a crime on the planet’s females,” Sahved said. “It is much appalling.”

“And we will do everything we can to make sure nothing like this happens again, but that is secondary to our effort to find the perpetrator of this crime.” Rivka got Sahved’s attention. “Do you have what you need, you and Dennicron?”

“She has no written notes, so it must be digital,” Sahved told her.

“I have the victim’s digital records.”

The constable threw up her hands. “Her name was Laelamist. Call her by her name.”

“Of course her name was Laelamist,” the Magistrate said softly. “One of our defensive mechanisms is to remove the affection and emotion. A name has power, and it might usurp our ability to reason dispassionately, force us to grasp at any opportunity presented. We need facts and logic. When the time is right, her name will be presented, and that is when the perp will pay.”

The constable nodded, but the expression on her face said that she didn’t understand. She had descended into an emotional turmoil that held her in its ugly grasp.

Dennicron stood before Rivka. “Report from the Singularity suggests that out of the one hundred and fifty-three victims, one hundred and eleven participated in the sex trade. Of the other forty-two, twenty-three were young, and nineteen approached middle-age. Only one was in a long-term relationship, and none had children.”

“I think that confirms the general trajectory of our inquiries. Thanks. It also makes it far more likely that it is Jack the Ripper.”

“I researched the history and all related materials and have to conclude that it could not possibly be the same person.”

“Do you know anyone who has been alive that long?” Rivka asked.

“Joseph,” Dennicron answered. “I had discounted him by virtue of who he worked with.” The SI’s eyes unfocused for a moment, then she returned her attention to the Magistrate. “There are significant periods of time where Joseph was with the Bad Company and not anywhere near the planets in question. I am relieved but have not established a subroutine to reflect what that looks like.”

“It’s okay. I knew it wasn’t him, but we can’t blind ourselves to the possibilities. See what I mean about being emotionally invested? Even you, Dennicron, didn’t want it to be Joseph. It’s not, and it doesn’t have to be the same person, only one who read the history of it and emulated the attacks. Our perp is quite disturbed but will probably look normal on the average day. He or she will go into a frenzy during the attack and then casually walk away.”

Tremayne shivered. She clenched her fists, closed her eyes, and hugged herself.

“Let’s roll. Time’s wasting. We need to look at the clubs or wherever our victim was before she was attacked. I want to know who lurks in those shadows.” Rivka twirled her finger in the air and pointed at the door.

The team made a quick exit, and after the last one left, Dennicron used her lock-picking tools to relock the door.

They climbed aboard Destiny’s Vengeance and headed toward the heart of the city.


CHAPTER FIVE



Wyatt Earp

“The answer isn’t out there. It’s here,” Chaz argued. He pointed toward Engineering, where Ankh and Erasmus maintained their workshop. “With cross-referencing and facial recognition, we will eventually get to the answer. There can only be one.”

He tried to look sincere, profound, confident, or mischievous. It was hard to tell which subroutine was winning the battle for dominant run time. Chaz settled on a neutral expression when he realized he wasn’t sufficiently convincing. Rivka remained unswayed.

“I think these are parallel lines of investigation. What are the murder rates in the cities where these killings took place? Were they ill-equipped to deal with the fallout from such an attack? I suspect the answer is yes. More than fifty planets. Violence is fairly common, but extreme violence is rare. Our impression is warped because we get to travel to the worst places and deal with the worst beings.”

Chaz blinked. “The murder rates are low on half and high on half. Odd that there are none in between.”

“On the high rates, the slashings fell into obscurity because the authorities were used to it. And to solve cases, they probably round up the usual suspects,” Rivka replied. The ship bumped to the ground, and Rivka looked over her shoulder as if that would enlighten her as to where they were. “I guess it’s time to go, Chaz. Tell Dennicron to meet us at the airlock.”

“Yes, Magistrate. I’ll continue my research here.” He thrust out his hand. “First to the answer wins?”

“If we find the perp, the people of this and future planets win. I’ll bet you, and I’ll be happy to lose. What are we betting?”

“I don’t know.” Chaz looked confused for the briefest moment.

“Make it worthwhile for both of us.” Rivka didn’t take his hand. She walked away, waving over her shoulder.

Chaz initiated a small rise in both shoulders, revised his subroutine, and shrugged far more expressively, including a frown and hands thrown upward. He smiled, pleased with his new gesture and hoping to use it soon on his human allies.

“Where are we, C?” Rivka asked.

“In the middle of the nightlife district,” the ship’s SI replied.

“Rally the troops. I’m going to need everyone, even the pilots. Meet at the airlock, bring their datapads.”

Rivka fiddled with her Magistrate’s jacket while she waited. Red practiced emergency draws with his hand blaster. Lindy mirrored him. She was faster. He wasn’t taking it well. Their son hovered nearby.

“Bring Dery because no one will be left behind to watch him,” Rivka said.

“You get to see Daddy in action, big man!” Red grinned at the boy, who was hovering in the corridor with gentle flaps of his wings.

Lindy was much less amused but came around after a moment’s thought. On a world with no crime, Take Your Son to Work Day wasn’t dangerous. “Fine.”

Red was instantly on guard. “What’s the plan, Magistrate?”

“Canvass far and wide. We don’t have time to wait for the local constabulary to build a profile. We need to find which club she was in and then review footage. Find who followed her out.”

“If it were that easy, you’d think one of the other hundred and fifty-plus cases would have been resolved.”

“That’s why I don’t think we’ll find anything, but it won’t be for lack of trying. We might get lucky.”

“Luck isn’t a very good plan,” Red mumbled.

“What else would you suggest we do?” Rivka shot back. Lindy casually stepped between the two and bounced the flying baby off her arm until he giggled.

“I don’t know. It’s hard to look at the victim’s photos and not want to kill the one who did it.”

“We agree on that. I’m doing everything I know, and when we get close, I’ll use everything at my fingertips, too.” She held her hand out. Red eased out of reach. “I don’t want to see your lurid thoughts, Red. It has been my displeasure to be in your mind too often.”

“I have deep thoughts,” Red countered before jumping in to play with the baby.

Footfalls saved Rivka from having to explain that the deep thoughts never rose to the surface when Lindy was around. Her thoughts were comparable. A match made in heaven, or in the heavens, as it were.

Tyler led the parade of crewmembers. He waved his datapad at Rivka.

“Clevarious, parcel out the businesses to our glorious crew, giving three to each. Make sure they have photos of the victim—of Laelamist—on everyone’s datapad so they can show the workers and regular patrons. We need to find where she’d been. And then I need to, let’s say, explore at a deeper level.”

“Magistrate…” Chaz started. Rivka stopped him before he said another word.

“And they don’t know exactly what they might have seen. This is the right thing to do. We have to paint a picture of the movements and find who was interested in her. Who followed her out? Who met her on the street? We need those answers, Chaz. I’m not fucking around with this. If we muddle around, we’re going to run out of time, and someone else is going to get sliced and diced. And the perp will walk until they do it again. We have two and a half days. If we miss the individual here, then we have to race to Kamilof, where we have five more days until it happens again. Then we race back here and have sixteen days until the last of three. Then the perp disappears for the next target planet. Trieste, maybe? Who knows? It’s the death lottery, and no one wants to win!” Rivka ended with a flourish.

Tyler put his hand on her shoulder. “We’re doing our best.” He turned to the group. “Everyone have their assignments? Check. Let’s find this motherfucker.”

“Look at you, all sweary.” Rivka half-smiled at him, then dropped her head and stared at the deck.

“We won’t let you down,” Tyler assured her.

“It’s not you or any of us. It’s Delfin. There’s a wolf among this planet’s sheep.”

Tyler shook his head and pointed at Rivka. “This guy has no idea who he’s up against. You might not be a werewolf, but you are the wolf here. Not him.” Tyler nodded and led the way off the ship.

“I’ll sleep with whoever I have to,” Chaz stated, nodding to the extreme. Dennicron nodded along with him.

“What are you talking about?”

“To extract information,” Chaz clarified. “I will lay pipe like nobody’s business.”

Rivka rubbed her temples. “I doubt you’ll have to.”

“Being willing to and having to are two different things. We need the information. I’ll take one for the team.”

“Me, too,” Dennicron agreed.

“This is a mostly female planet. I think Chaz will be in higher demand,” Rivka countered.

“Do you believe I will have to take the skin boat to Tuna Town, do a little late-night spelunking?”

“Chaz,” Rivka warned. “Go away.”

The two SIs walked smartly through the airlock into the town.

The constable made her way to the Magistrate once the others were gone. “I can’t go on with this assignment. I’m sorry. I have applied for a mental health leave of absence.”

Rivka clenched her jaw to keep from saying anything untoward, but her mind launched into a tirade. You’re going to hide and hope others find the killer? Dammit! Then Rivka softened because the toll of this crime was written in the creases on the Delfino’s face. “That’s why we’re here. We’ll do everything we can.”

“I trust that you will. I’ve seen how much you care when you let your guard down. I’ve asked them to send Bristamor. She was the first constable on scene and handled it better than the rest of us.”

“Why didn’t she join us at the outset?” Rivka blurted.

“Her days off. She’ll be available first thing tomorrow morning. Until then, I’m sorry.” The constable excused herself with a slight bow of her head and hurried off the ship.

“Days off,” Rivka mumbled. “Does anyone know what those look like?”

“Not on this ship,” Ankh replied.

Rivka twirled. “I didn’t see you.”

Ankh stared as he did when an answer was self-explanatory.

“Why aren’t you…” Rivka stopped. “Never mind. Have you found anything about the perp? Someone who came here with murderous intent?”

Ankh continued to stare without blinking.

“I expect you’re here to tell me something,” Rivka tried.

“We continue to revise our search parameters. There are seventy-four citizens working on the problem. That is more combined IQ than entire planets have.”

Rivka rolled her eyes. “Thanks, Ankh. I’m surprised it’s taking that much horsepower. The lights in the Federation are dim tonight.”

“Lights?”

“Because of all the power you’re committing to this effort. Computing power. Energy. Brainpower.”

Ankh stared at the Magistrate.

“You have to give me some props. That was good, better than my usual.”

“It was better than your usual, but that is a low standard. You should seek to improve your verbal jousting skills,” he replied.

“I’ll work on that. Do you think it’s one person?” Rivka wondered.

“It is problematic to overlay the timelines of the attacks with travel and setup. I’ve learned from your cases that criminals should be considered every bit as smart as us. Nefas was not constrained by normal boundaries, and as such, presented a unique challenge to the sharpest minds. We have not underestimated this character you equate with Jack the Ripper, but we find it increasingly challenging to believe this is an individual effort.”

Rivka looked past Ankh while contemplating his words. “That’s profound and has caused something to tickle my subconscious. It’ll come to me, hopefully before it’s too late.”

Ankh strolled toward the bridge instead of aft where his workshop was located. “Now we wait for a nibble.”

Planet Delfin Prime, Major City Adelfino, Entertainment District, the Irish Pub

Sahved cocked his head back and forth, trying to understand the group that gathered around him, staring. “You have or have not seen this person?” he asked. It was getting him nowhere. “Why are you staring?”

One Delfino female, bolder than the rest, sauntered close to the Yemilorian—so close the fabric of her shirt brushed his arm. “Such expressive fingers,” she said softly. “All three of them.”

“Has anyone seen this woman three nights ago, the evening of the fourth?” Sahved pressed, backing away from the brazen bartender. She started to laugh.

“No, big man. She wasn’t in here that night. She’s been here. They all come in sooner or later. We’re one of the only places men frequent.” She raised an eyebrow before frowning. “Is she the one who was killed?”

“She is the victim. Nasty business, and we need your help. Why do men come in here?” Sahved was convinced the strength and fury of the attacks suggested the murderer was male, especially when the target was always female.

“They drink for free, and the cover charge for female Delfinos is double the next most expensive place. It keeps the cheapo Delfinos out. We believe that you get what you pay for, and that’s access to men, which is why the ladies come to places like this.”

“Really?” Sahved twirled his fingers as he thought through the implications. “If she wasn’t here and it was a man who killed her, then your clientele probably didn’t include the murderer.”

All the females deflated except the bartender. She smiled. “That’s something. New ad campaign. No murderers here, plus free parking.”

“I’m not sure that’s as enticing as you think it is,” one of the servers remarked.

“What are you doing? Free drinks for you starting right now. How about a Boulearian Banger?”

“I won’t ask what that is. I expect alcohol is a prime ingredient.”

“Alcohol is the only ingredient, but the intoxicants have been removed,” she replied.

“Is it still alcohol, then? Who gets the stuff with the intoxicants?” Sahved wondered.

“Why, the females, of course. We can’t have our males getting tipsy. They need to keep their wits about them since sometimes they’re the predator, but the rest of the time, they’re the prey.”

Sahved leaned back and crossed his arms.

The server poked the bartender in the arm. “Are those terms you want to use? A Delfino was murdered.”

The bartender shook her head. “I guess not. But you know what I mean. This is the game of love.”

“I’ll take my leave now. It’s been most enlightening.” Sahved extricated himself from the group and hurried toward the exit. Outside, a line was already forming: females, wearing their evening best. A male sauntered by. There was a separate entrance for him. He waved at the line before heading inside. “Meat market,” Sahved grumbled.


CHAPTER SIX



Major City Adelfino, Entertainment District, Wyatt Earp

“Why aren’t you out there with everyone else?” Rivka asked when Red appeared at the door of her quarters.

“Lindy sent me back.” He cooed to Dery, who bounced on his shoulder for a moment before ducking his head and launching himself into the Magistrate’s suite. Floyd cheered and chased him.

“I remember when I used to be in charge,” Rivka said flatly. “Did she say why you had to come back?”

“Women.”

Rivka rolled her finger to get a better explanation.

“Well, look at me.” He stood tall, pointing at his pecs before flexing a bicep.

Rivka continued rolling her finger. “You’re killing me, Red. I don’t have time for Twenty Questions, so maybe skip to the part where you actually tell me why you’re back on the ship.”

“They’re like piranha. I got mobbed at the first place and barely made it out the door with my clothes intact. Lindy chased them off and sent me back with Dery.”

“Say what? Do we need to press charges? Raid a place? I’m up for kicking a few asses. One can only sit and stare at a hologrid for so long before something needs to be punched. And if they were on you like that, what about Tyler and Cole?”

Red raised his eyebrows and looked everywhere but at Rivka.

“I’m sure Man Candy is fine. But Cole is back.”

“Why is Cole… Never mind. Is it that bad out there?”

“It’s the entertainment district. They figure we wouldn’t be here if we didn’t want a healthy dose of getting our asses grabbed.” Red made a face, followed by a butt-pinching gesture.

“You liked it,” Rivka taunted.

“At one point in my life, I would have,” Red admitted. “But not today. Not now. My boy was there. And I know. It’s completely turned on its head. Instead of women being the targets, it’s men. I remember the disgusted look on your face on Station 13 when you had to touch each of the construction guys and how much it took out of you? I wanted to beat their asses, like Grainger beat mine. I’ve never had to put up with that before, but I get you. I understood then and I understand now, and I’m sorry I can’t help you get closer to finding the scumbag who did a slice and dice on Laelamist. That fucker needs to have his head ripped off.”

Rivka nodded. She knew Red was smarter than he let on, and this was one of the times he showed it, along with a heightened level of emotional intelligence. Lindy wouldn’t be with him were he a musclehead.

“We’ll keep looking. I’m trying not to be angry at the local constabulary. They are way out of their element, but we need their help, and they’re not providing it. Constable Tremayne walked. She said a replacement will be here tomorrow. Getting pried out of their routines is as traumatic as seeing the victim. I don’t get it.”

Whee! Floyd squealed as Dery settled onto her back, tucked his wings, and tightly gripped her fur. She bounced around the room, out the door, and down the corridor.

“Your son is riding the wombat,” Rivka stated unnecessarily.

“I think I should probably go after them.” Red nodded and hurried away, leaving the door open. Rivka stared at it, wondering why it looked off. She shrugged and headed out, making it into the corridor before returning for her jacket.

She wrinkled her nose inside her quarters. They smelled of unwashed wombat. No wonder Red had left the door open. Subtle but effective. “Clevarious, please increase the airflow in my quarters and send in the cleaning bots for a scrub. Floyd is shedding or something. And make a note that we have to get back to Azfelius as soon as possible to recover Groenwyn and Lauton. Floyd and Tyler are going to chase me out of my own quarters.”

“Your wish is my command,” Clevarious said in a rumbling bass. “We shall make alternate living arrangements for Mistress Floyd.”

“Yes, Mistress Floyd.” Rivka chuckled. She threw her Magistrate’s jacket over her shoulder and walked out, dodging the incoming robot cleaning crew.

“She seems to have won the affection of the Singularity’s newest citizen,” Clevarious suggested.

“Red will love having a houseguest. He’s a pet person at heart,” Rivka quipped.

Floyd hopped around the bridge with Dery, who was waving one hand in the air like a bronco-busting cowboy. That he was a shade under a month old was incongruous with his maturity. Rivka was sure she’d seen stranger things but couldn’t recall one at present.

Her mind had descended into the darkness of the serial murderer.

“Magistrate,” Red called. “Where are you going?”

“Out there.” She pointed. “Our killer isn’t in here.”

“Dery!” Red shouted. “To me, lad, and your trusty steed, too.” Floyd ran to Red, and he led the way down the corridor. “Come on, wee man. On your pop’s shoulder.” He tapped the place he wanted the boy before pointing down the corridor and looking at Floyd. “And you get yourself a nap. Dery will be back to play in a little bit.”

“I told you he was a pet person,” Rivka informed the ceiling.

“Am not,” Red countered. With Dery balanced on his shoulder, he walked through the airlock. Rivka followed him out and sidled up beside him. Usually, he would have argued, but not on Delfin Prime, where he needed her protection as much as she needed his.

Bullseye, Clodagh called. Luxury Club Extravaganza. This is where the victim was the night of the attack. Join us. The staff here will have some insight the Magistrate can delve into.

“You heard the chief engineer. Luxury Club Extravaganza. I’ll chase your potential suitors away, Red.”

Red looked skeptical. “Maybe we could take a railgun?”

“We’re not taking a railgun.” Rivka walked boldly to the street. Behind her, the ramp retracted, and Wyatt Earp disappeared. “I might look like I know what I’m doing, but where the hell is Luxury Panty Suites or whatever that place was called?”

Red shook his head.

Rivka pulled out her datapad and highlighted Clodagh’s location.

“Luxury Club Extravaganza. Two blocks straight ahead. Lead on, Red. I’ll follow you to keep unwanted hands from seeking your tender backside.”

“You meant to say ‘Grade A Prime Bistok.’” Red surged forward and walked quickly, counting on his unhappy face to hold the passersby at bay. Rivka jogged to keep up.

That pace ate up the distance and they soon arrived at a square building, little more than a warehouse with a gaudy entrance. Flashing lights shouted the bar’s name.

“For such a laid-back planet, these people take their nightlife seriously.” Rivka stopped before going in so she could study those waiting in line. Is the murderer among you? she wondered, looking from one face to the next. They didn’t see her. They only had eyes for Red.

Clodagh appeared in the doorway with someone who looked like a manager. The queue surged forward as if the doors were going to open.

“No, no. Technical difficulties. We’ll be open soon.” She waved at Rivka. The two moved around the line.

“Our new dancer!” someone shouted. That started the catcalls. A local bill, folded into a glider, sailed from the crowd and hit Red in the chest. He looked at Rivka like a lost puppy. She bit her lip and grabbed him by the arm to drag him inside. The manager closed the door behind them.

Lindy glared at Red. He mumbled an apology. “He’s mine,” she announced before he finished. She turned in a circle to peer at all of them. When she finished, she gestured at the Magistrate. “They’re all yours.”

Tyler appeared from behind the bar, which he and Sahved had been using as a fortress to hold off the staff.

“A wolf among the wolves,” Rivka muttered before addressing the crowd. “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and I need the information you have so we can find a killer. Think about the events three nights ago and the female called Laelamist. Show them the picture once more.” Rivka stepped back as the others held out their datapads and made sure everyone was refreshed.

Rivka strolled past, touching each female on the arm and smiling.

Sadness and horror. Confusion and denial. And fear.

Except for one server. Her mind was blank, but she was deathly afraid. Rivka returned to her, gripping her arm. “What do you know about Laelamist?”

An image of her at a table. Alone. Vulnerable. Then nothing, as if her memory had been erased. “What is the last thing you remember about that night?”

The server grimaced at the pain of trying to remember. She finally relaxed. “Waking up in the morning.”

Rivka wondered at the surprise in her mind as she recalled seeing blood on her clothes with no idea how it got there. The Delfino covered her face with her hands.

“What’s your name?”

The employee next to her answered, “Her name is Galepnotess.”

“Galepnotess. I’m going to need you to come with us.” Rivka nodded at her people. Tyler stepped up, but Rivka waved him off. “Red, Lindy.”

Rivka wanted her best and most physically capable people to secure the one she had designated as a suspect. But she lacked conscious thought in her mind about the crime, only post facto evidence.

“Back to Wyatt Earp,” Rivka ordered. She bowed her head to the assembled group. “Thank you for your assistance. Because of your help, I think we’ll be able to wrap up this case fairly quickly.”

Red and Lindy held the server’s arms and headed for the door, waiting to go through until Rivka gave the word. She checked to make sure everyone was with her, Clodagh, the three pilots, Tyler, and Sahved. Dery jumped off Red’s shoulder and flew into the rafters, weaving between the heavy hanging lights.

“Get down here!” Red snapped.

Lindy glared at her husband before jumping in. “Come on down, sweetie.” She waved and smiled.

The server tried to run but made it only a half-step before Red tightened his grip on her arm, lifted her, and slammed her into the wall. She crumpled to the floor. Red checked her pulse.

“Just stunned,” he announced, picking her up and throwing her over his shoulder.

“Dery.” Lindy grew more intense by the moment since all eyes were on her. Rivka’s patience was wearing thin.

“You can catch up,” Rivka said and stormed out the door with Red close behind her. The pilots remained with Lindy while Clodagh, Tyler, Sahved, and the SCAMPs rushed after the Magistrate.

“Fucking hell,” Lindy muttered. Dery dropped, almost falling. Lindy caught him and wrapped him tightly in her arms to keep him from flying away again. He started to cry. “We have to go,” she told him.

Aurora, Ryleigh, and Kennedy closed around her as they ran after the Magistrate, catching her within fifty meters. The catcalls from the queue stopped when they joined the group. Rivka nodded at Lindy, lips pressed into a hard line.

A faint mirror of the line where Rivka questioned the balance between families and a hard job that took its toll.

They needed daycare on board Wyatt Earp.

Red was carrying a potential killer, and Rivka was thinking about daycare.

“Clodagh.” Rivka crooked a finger at the chief engineer and led her to the side, where she whispered, “You’re in charge of making sure we have daycare. I don’t care if we have to hire someone or what. We have the space. I can’t have what just happened ever happen again. Give me options that keep us all safe.”

Clodagh nodded. “You can consider it done. Aurora already asked about it.”

“You mean, we could have avoided this?”

Clodagh frowned. “We could have.”

Rivka grumbled, making it sound like a growl, then disappeared into her thoughts.

Tyler walked next to Red, keeping an eye on the unconscious female. He checked her pulse and respiration. “She should have come out of it by now,” he said. “Straight to the Pod-doc. Let’s see what’s going on.”

Chaz and Dennicron walked along, keeping to themselves while they intently observed the group’s dynamics. As they approached the ship, the outer hatch opened, and the ramp extended.

“Magistrate,” Chaz said, pulling her aside while the others boarded. “What did you see in her mind that caused you to act?”

“A void. Nothing, like her memory had been wiped from the point she noticed our victim.”

“A memory sweep, a worm to find units stored outside of chronological parameters. But that’s not a technique that works on flesh-and-blood brains. Has this individual been off the planet?”

“That’s what we’re going to look for, but I suspect what we find is going to send us back to Square One.”

“What do you mean?” Chaz and Dennicron leaned close to catch the answer.

“I’ll keep that to myself for now. We need to see what we can learn from Galepnotess. Prepare a warrant, find her place, and search it. I want the clothes with blood on them. Is it our victim’s?”

“On it, Magistrate!” Chaz and Dennicron were better when they had a defined series of tasks and a well-stated goal.

A loyal crew. The ability to travel anywhere and everywhere. And a serial killer.

One among many, but this one, she knew, was Jack the Ripper.


CHAPTER SEVEN



In Orbit Above Delfin Prime, Wyatt Earp

“How long is she going to be in there?” Rivka waited impatiently for Tyler’s prognosis. He leaned over the control panel, studying the numbers.

“A concussion but not severe. The Pod-doc is fixing it. It takes a little longer since we don’t want to juice her, make her a super Delfino.” The ship’s medical professional stepped away from the control panel and crossed his arms. “Patience is a bitter cup from which only the strong may drink.”

“You laid that on me once already.” She looked down her nose at him.

“Obviously, you found it compelling and wanted more. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be here, would I?”

Rivka crossed her arms to mirror his pose, an old interrogation technique. “I like having you around, even if you were shaking your moneymaker in front of those women.”

“I was working it.”

“At least you didn’t get pelted with bills,” Red said, stepping into the cargo bay to join the others. “Clevarious let me know she’s getting close.” He pointed at the Pod-doc.

“Where’s Junior?” Rivka asked.

“He’s where he won’t interfere with me doing my job. I’ll apologize for both of us, Magistrate. This is me, and I was embarrassed. You know that takes a lot, but we almost lost control. That doesn’t work for me.” He gestured at the Pod-doc. “Is she the killer?”

“I need to speak with her, and we need to research her movements over the last eight years. I’ll withhold judgment until we have more facts.”

A familiar odor wafted through the cargo bay. Rivka wrinkled her nose. Cole walked in, carrying a small package that he dumped into the waste chute.

“That was some visit to the planet, huh? Please don’t make me leave the ship, Magistrate. That was bullshit. Unmitigated bullshit.”

Rivka checked the panel. The Pod-doc continued to churn away. She returned her attention to Cole. “Was that a dirty diaper?”

“What else would it have been?” Cole looked into the overhead storage to examine the powered combat suits.

“Afraid of the scary women?” Rivka asked.

“Yes.” Cole turned to Red for support.

“I’m with him,” Red agreed and jabbed his thumb at the former Bad Company warrior.

Rivka nodded. “I would be, too. No one should be subjected to that, but in a quick check of their laws, it seems that men are sexual objects, and it’s legal to cop a feel. Clothes-tearing, not so much. They don’t have monogamous-type relationships here. It’s like the Belzonians. That was some craziness. I hope Cory is doing well.”

Attention drifted to Terry Henry’s and Charumati’s daughter Cordelia Dawn. Cory was gifted with the ability to heal using the nanocytes that coursed through her blood. She could redirect the energy into wounds through her fingertips. She had studied to become a doctor to use more traditional methods of healing. She had also joined the Federation’s ground force, which was made up of Belzonians and run by her brother and sister-in-law, Kaeden and Marcie.

The Pod-doc signaled that the cycle was finished, and the lid popped. Tyler opened it the rest of the way to help Galepnotess out. She caressed his face. Rivka tapped her foot hard enough to make it sound like a war drum.

Tyler directed the Delfino toward the Magistrate.

Rivka took her hand and asked, “Why did you try to run?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. It was like a voice from outside screaming at me. I had to listen to it.”

Rivka saw exactly that in her mind: the emotion of receiving an order from someone in charge, undeniably commanding.

“Interesting. You’re safe now, Galepnotess. We won’t harm you even if you try to run again because there is nowhere to go. We’re on board my ship, Wyatt Earp, and we’re in space, in orbit above Delfin Prime.”

“Can I see? I’ve never been off-planet.” Her eyes grew wide and she searched for a window, only finding small portals on the cargo bay door. She gestured for approval to look.

Rivka motioned to her. “Join me.” They walked to the closed ramp, where the Delfino looked out, fascinated with the limited view. “C, turn the ship so our guest can see the planet.”

The stars crossed behind the ship until the planet came into view. “Call me Gale,” the Delfino said while staring out the portal. “It’s amazing.”

If she hasn’t been off the planet, how could she have committed any of the other murders? Rivka asked her team.

Dupe? A lackey? An intern? A disciple? Sahved offered. He was following the same train of thought Rivka had earlier.

We shall see. I’m taking her to the conference room. Sahved and Dennicron, meet us there.

“It’s beautiful,” Gale reiterated before turning away from the view. “I think I’m in trouble, but at least I got to come to space.” She hung her head and went where Rivka told her to.

Red hovered nearby, guiding her out of the cargo bay and toward the conference room. He directed her into the seat farthest from the door and stepped back to remain between her and the Magistrate. Lindy appeared in the corridor and took a position, blocking access to the rest of the ship. A blaster hung at her side, and in her hand, she had a stun baton, the type they used on bistok.

“Dery?” Rivka asked.

Lindy was straightforward and simple in her reply. “Taken care of. You have our full attention.”

Rivka muttered a thank you but felt bad that she’d had to crack the whip when she was the one who’d encouraged her people to embrace their families.

Whee! Floyd cried into all their minds.

“Mostly,” Lindy clarified.

Rivka embraced the love for her ship and her people within the chaos of her mind. The chaos of a village within the constraints of a metal hull, fighting off the void of space beyond.

The Magistrate winked at Lindy before taking her usual seat. Sahved and Dennicron worked their way inside and sat where they could focus on the Delfino.

“Tell us about that night, starting with when you arrived at work,” Rivka requested.

“I work the mid-afternoon shift and generally leave right after the rush. That works for me since I don’t have to stay up too late.” She clicked her tongue and licked her lips.

“Water,” Rivka requested. Lindy waved at someone in the corridor, looking between the conference room and the person she’d summoned. Tyler stuck his head in, and she whispered in his ear. He hurried away. Rivka tried not to sigh. “Please continue.”

“It was the usual crowd, not too surly. We had a few men in, no more than average.”

“What does that mean?” Rivka planted her elbows on the table and laced her fingers together. She rested her chin on a hand hammock.

“The usual. I don’t know, forty or fifty ladies and three or four men.”

Red coughed before clearing his throat. He shouldn’t have been surprised. He’d seen it first-hand.

“The men, were they regulars?” Rivka asked.

“Same ol’, same ol’. If you have a pad, I can write down their names.”

Sahved cued up his datapad and slid it across the table. She tapped in the names, and Clevarious translated them into Standard. Sahved shared them with Dennicron, who didn’t blink as she broadcast the data across the Singularity.

“No one strange or new, not even a woman? A foreigner, maybe a little exotic?”

Gale’s face twitched as she tried to remember. “A couple days prior, I think. I feel…I…” Her eyes rolled back in her head, and she started to convulse.

“Holy shit, she’s possessed!” Red jumped forward and seized her in a bear hug, pinning her arms to her sides. He dragged her out of the chair and lifted her until her feet dangled. She twisted and squirmed until she could reach Red’s groin, then grabbed it and squeezed with unnatural strength.

He grunted and tried to get her to release him by spinning and slamming her into the wall, but she avoided the worst of it. Red’s arms relaxed and she jumped free, her eyes on fire. Gale snarled like an animal. Rivka readied herself, but Lindy was already there. She jammed the stun baton into the Delfino’s chest and activated it, holding it there until she contorted and flopped to the deck, unconscious.

“Tyler! Get in here. Figure out what the hell just happened.”

“Back to the Pod-doc for you,” the doctor remarked.

A woozy Red tried to stand while Lindy flipped the female over and gripped her arms by the elbows. She picked her up and lugged her toward the door. The doc hurried ahead to open the Pod-doc and have it ready. Dennicron followed Lindy out.

Rivka helped Red upright. He groaned, bent over, and puked.

“That was pleasant.” Rivka side-stepped the splatter. “Damn, Red. You have to take it easy in the chow hall.”

Sahved finally stood. “She was not herself.”

Rivka looked at him. “That much is certain. What happened and how is what I’m interested in knowing. And how did she manage to out-muscle Red? She wasn’t juiced with nanos, not like us.”

“I expect Man Candy—”

“Tyler,” Rivka corrected.

“This is how I know him. I expect the doctor will find that she experienced an adrenaline surge, the likes of which are not replicable naturally except through extreme emotional and physical distress, neither of which she was under at the time.”

“Astute, as usual,” Rivka noted. She had thought the same thing. “Mind control. We’ve seen it before, but we’re in space. She should be free of any influence.”

“Embedding a suggestion in the cognitive unconscious is a well-established technique, but not to the extent where the recipient becomes an expert in combat techniques. I think we’ll find that the moves she used are not taught on Delfin Prime.”

Rivka started to pace. Red fell into a seat, groaning as he held himself. “Once again, Sahved, I’m sure you are correct. It begs the question. Who are we looking for, and what are they doing to these people? Can they make this suggestion remotely, or do they have to do it in person?”

“There is a great deal we need to research and too many unanswered questions. I’m sure our suspect will revert to a crazed attacker every time she is pressed on the identity of the foreigner.” Sahved remained seated. He looked at the names Gale had typed into the datapad. The Singularity had already returned a full workup on them. Not a single one had ever left Delfin Prime.

“Clevarious. Hypnosis. From what I understand, a subject has to be susceptible for a suggestion to take root.”

“From the exhaustive research on hypnosis I’ve done in the last twenty-four seconds, I would say you are correct,” the SI replied.

“How susceptible are the non-criminals of Delfin Prime to becoming murderers? And then being strong enough to take Red down? He outweighs her by fifty kilos of pure muscle.”

“That’s me. All kinds of awesome,” Red mumbled, using the conference-room table to help him stand upright. “I’m calling next on the Pod-doc.” He paced down the table, knocking the chairs aside as he moved. When he made it to the corridor, Lindy was there. He threw an arm over her shoulder so she could help him.

“That makes my eye twitch,” Sahved said. “Odd. But back to our original point. This is far more than a simple hypnotic suggestion.”

“Then what is it?” Rivka wondered. “And no matter the answer, our challenge in finding this individual, or dare I say, group, has just multiplied exponentially.”

Sahved shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

“Is there a group of individuals who are brainwashing others, turning a secondary set of victims into Jack the Ripper? Victims who select other victims. What did Chaz and Dennicron find at Gale’s residence?”

Clevarious answered, “They never left the ship. We lifted off before they could leave.”

“Oh, crap. C, call the constabulary. I need to make a request.”


CHAPTER EIGHT



“Chaz and Dennicron, please prepare to depart the ship the second we touch down,” Rivka said through gritted teeth.

“I can’t believe they wouldn’t search her place,” Red said through a mouthful of energy bar, something he liked to eat after a Pod-doc treatment.

“Nothing they don’t do surprises me. Their naïveté should be refreshing, but I find it grating since I need answers. Right fucking now!”

“But we’ve intercepted the murderer, haven’t we?” Tyler asked.

Rivka started to pace again. “I find it unfathomable that over a hundred and fifty murders conducted in an identical manner can go unsolved. But maybe that’s because there are over one hundred and fifty different attackers who are replicating a single barbarous tactic. How hard would it be to find that person when it’s not one person? Impossible if the authorities are looking for links and patterns. That’s why. No one would ever find them. The only reason we know is that I could see what was in her mind, or rather, what wasn’t there that should have been.”

“That’s fucked up,” Red offered.

“We are still looking for one person,” Tyler suggested. “The one who is brainwashing these people. And he or she went planet to planet; otherwise, there would be an overlap or a divergence. But there wasn’t.”

“That makes our lives easier, but the timeline for visiting these planets predates the murders, and the individual might have departed before the first murder was committed. Dennicron, please pass that to the Singularity to broaden their search.”

“Yes, Magistrate.” Dennicron kept it simple. Calculations and parameter refinements were the status quo for SIs. They never slept. They never rested. Their digital minds always worked. The SCAMP bodies needed no rest either. Perpetual motion, powered by the Etheric.

Chaz hurried past on his way to the airlock. He walked with a hitch in his step.

“Chaz?”

“Yes, Magistrate?” He stopped and faced her. One shoulder was hunched higher than the other.

“Did your body get damaged? I’m not aware of any physical engagements.”

He straightened. “Dennicron and I agreed that you are correct. I should not have sex with any Delfinos as they could all be suspects. As such, I’m attempting to make myself less attractive.”

Red snorted. He moved closer to make sure he didn’t miss any of Chaz’s explanation.

Rivka couldn’t blame him. “I applaud your effort. I’ll tell you in no uncertain terms that it won’t work. Have you ever heard the phrase, ‘Go ugly early?’”

“I have not.” He consulted with Dennicron before clarifying. “We have not.”

“It doesn’t matter. Less competition for the broken ones. Your only hope is to go in fast and get out just as quickly. Run if you have to, as if a bear is chasing you.”

“Or a pack of wolves,” Red added helpfully.

“Yes. Quickly.”

Chaz’s eyes focused on a point over Rivka’s shoulder. Dennicron stared. They came back to the present simultaneously.

“I’ll get the rope!” Chaz declared before running off. Dennicron sprinted in the other direction.

“What do you think that’s about?” Tyler wondered.

Red shook his head.

“I have no idea, but I’m sure we’ll find out soon,” Rivka replied.

Wyatt Earp didn’t touch down. Instead, the ship hovered over the complex where Gale’s residence was located. Small single-family homes interconnected through a meandering park-like setting. It looked far more upscale than where the victim lived. But the victim lived within walking distance of the city center, an attractive draw for the younger crowd.

Chaz popped the airlock. After securing one end of his rope to a tie-off point inside the airlock, he tossed the rest of the coil into the warm Delfin air. He faced the people watching him and smiled.

“It’s all me, baby,” he exclaimed and dove headfirst out the open hatch, deftly catching the rope as he sailed downward.

“Gerominow!” Dennicron called, following Chaz’s lead. The thin rope slapped off the hatch frame and tightened.

“’Geronimo,’” Rivka corrected the empty space inside the airlock. She was first to the hatch, leaning over to see where the SCAMPs had gone.

They spiraled downward to land on the miniscule space by Gale’s front door. Chaz hit the ground and crouched, jerking his head left and right before tactically moving to the door. He gave Rivka the okay sign as Dennicron dug into the lock.

“Why’s he acting like he’s a secret agent?”

“Clevarious, can you tell me what videos Chaz has been watching?”

“He has recently watched the entire forty-five-film library of James Bond.”

Rivka looked at the others by moving her eyes, not her head.

“Does that explain it?” Red asked.

“It does.” Rivka pulled back inside the ship and brought up the external view in time to see Chaz and Dennicron enter the house and close the door behind them. Clevarious changed the imaging from visual to millimeter-wave to track the movements of the two. “C, please limit what Chaz watches to only wholesome entertainment.”

“Can you define that for me, please?” the ship’s SI requested.

“I cannot. If it’s going to make him weird, then it’s not wholesome.”

“I’m going to tell you that I’m on it and that it’ll be taken care of while simultaneously doing nothing of the sort.”

Rivka rubbed her temples. Chaz, can you stop being weird, please?

You’ll have to define that, Chaz replied.

That’s what Clevarious said.

Clevarious is smart. Stand by. We’ve found what we need—bloody clothing.

Rivka’s eyes shot wide. Look for anything suggesting she met with someone over the past few weeks. A diary entry. A note on the fridge. A scrawl on a whiteboard.

We shall leave no table unturned, Chaz replied before closing the link.

Tyler leaned close to Rivka and whispered, “You seem scattered, making jokes in the middle of a train of thought.”

Rivka shivered. “It’s a defensive mechanism. Jack the Ripper gives me the creeps. Gotta keep it light. Otherwise, I would go insane.”

“That bad?”

“I’ve never told anyone. It’s the one case that gives me nightmares. And here we are, face to face with the essence of a killer who’s as old as civilization itself. A man who preys on women, punishing them with a sharp blade.”

“You aren’t afraid of any man.” Tyler puffed out his chest and straightened to his full height.

“Not a man, an idea. Coming out of the darkness to hunt the unwitting, the innocent.” Rivka shrank, smaller than her usual self.

The rope went taut and jerked across the coaming as someone pulled themselves up.

Red held Rivka back and dipped his head out to take a quick look, then gave the people in the airlock the thumbs-up. The others cleared the airlock, leaving Red alone to help the SCAMPs through.

Rivka crossed her arms and leaned against the interior bulkhead. She wanted to see what Chaz and Dennicron had found. The blood would be confirmation, but she was more interested in any social engagements with an off-worlder, the charismatic stranger.

She had no doubt that this individual would entice females of all races. Whether through wit or charm, he had a hook.

Rivka had high hopes that the Singularity would find likely suspects, if not through a name, through facial recognition. Unless they disguised themselves.

She had to fight to keep from spiraling into the despair of her fear that she wouldn’t find him.

That Jack the Ripper would roam free.

Clevarious interrupted her thoughts. “Magistrate, Grainger is calling for you. It sounds urgent.”

“I’ll take it in my quarters. Have Chaz and Dennicron set up the evidence in the conference room and have Sahved take a look. I’ll be there as soon as I’m finished.”

Tyler and Red each gave her a thumbs-up.
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“What?” Rivka grumbled.

Grainger stared at her. She stared back.

“Get some coffee, and I’ll call you later.”

“I don’t need any coffee. It’s almost nighttime here. I’m sorry, G-dog. This case is grating on me, and we just started.”

“G-dog? Never mind. I was looking for an update, hoping you would finish fairly soon. The planet that has petitioned the Court of Redress? We need the Singularity to chair the court, and that means we want a physical presence because it’s the first one. The potential combatants need to have something other than a computer screen to look at.”

“That means you want Chaz, Dennicron, or both, and maybe even the ambassadors, Ankh and Erasmus.”

“All would be best.”

“I’d love to tell you that you’re getting none of them, but that’s not my call. It was taken out of my hands when I so adeptly established the Court of Redress.”

“So adeptly indeed,” Grainger agreed. “I’ve sent a packet to Ambassador Erasmus to populate the board, with a mandate for a physical presence no later than two days from now.”

“Completely out of my hands, it would seem.”

“You deserved the heads-up,” Grainger told her softly.

“This case. We’ve linked one hundred and fifty-three murders. I think it’s a single killer who uses the power of hypnosis or something like that. Those who commit the murders have no recollection of what they’ve done. They haven’t been caught because the killer imparts the knowledge they need to select the victims and locations and stays out of the limelight. Our search for a murderer has become far more complex.” Rivka saw that her hands had clenched into fists. She tried to relax them.

“I’m assuming you caught the one who committed the latest. What did you see in his mind?”

“Her mind. Nothing. It’s blanked out, but when pressed, she became violent to the extreme and even took Red down. Lindy had to stun her back to her caveman days.”

Grainger bit his lip and stared at Rivka as he grasped at understanding. “So, the perp not only plants the seed to commit the murder and teaches them how to do it, but the perp also teaches them how to fight well enough to take out a professional bodyguard? All through the power of hypnosis? That’s a little hard to believe. Is there a chip in her brain or something else to drive that level of knowledge? The hypnosis angle probably wouldn’t stand up in court, Barrister.”

“I know. That’s why we’re on edge here. We don’t know what this individual is capable of. He or she or it could have visited here years ago to plant these seeds. But, and I have to believe this, they are in a position to watch what’s going on. Why do this and never get to see the results of their handiwork?”

“Ticking time bombs waiting to go off.” Grainger looked off-screen, nodded, and turned his attention back to Rivka. “Gotta go. Talk with Erasmus and see what you can work out. Don’t they have their own ship tethered to Wyatt Earp?”

“You know they do. Makes parking this monster a bitch, but we need the space, it seems. Just wait until we bring the pilots’ boyfriends on board. I’ll have an army at my command!” Rivka pumped her fist before deflating. “And none of that will get me one step closer to whoever is doing this. Let me talk with Ankh and Erasmus and see what we can do.”

Grainger waved, and his screen went blank. Rivka dropped her hologrid and stood to stretch. She felt like she’d been sitting for hours when she knew it had only been a couple minutes. She blew out a breath to help her collect herself before heading out. Rivka found Ankh waiting in the corridor.

“Ambassador,” Rivka started.

Ankh waited, unblinking.

“You have to chair the Court of Redress on Garbolglox, which hosts a race of elephant-like creatures. It seems they have come to an impasse and are ready to fight, but the standing government petitioned the Federation under the new law to stop the civil war. And you need to go right away. I know you know I already know that you already know this.”

Ankh cocked his head. Rivka smiled, then ducked as Dery flew by.

Whee! Floyd cheered and ran after the boy.

“She looks like she’s losing weight. Dery is good for her,” Rivka commented.

“We will be leaving momentarily for Station 11 to collect Chrysanthemum. We recognize that Chaz and Dennicron are a critical interface to help resolve your current case, so we will not ask them to accompany us. They also need to continue their training if they are to earn the titles and responsibilities of a Magistrate.”

Ankh walked away without another word. He turned and entered the cargo bay, where a gentle bump signaled the arrival of the front end of his ship, Destiny’s Vengeance, since that was the only part that would fit. He’d board and they would leave, Gating to Station 11 within seconds of clearing Wyatt Earp.

Like that, Ankh and Erasmus were gone.

Red waited outside the conference room. He nodded at it to indicate that Chaz and Dennicron were there.

She rubbed her hands together. “Come on, progress!”

Spread out on the table were various items of bloody clothing. A shirt. Trousers. Even a purse. At Rivka’s look, Chaz told her what she suspected. “It is the victim’s blood.” He pointed at a knife at the far end of the table. “And that’s the weapon that was used, although it’s been cleaned. Not completely, though. More of the victim’s blood was tucked between the blade and handle. As for the other part of our search, nothing. There is no reference to anyone she hasn’t known for years.”

“She saw a stranger in her mind, but he was obscured as if in a dream,” Rivka recounted. “No details at all. What’s your conclusion regarding this evidence?”

“Galepnotess murdered Laelamist with a kitchen knife in a blood-splattering frenzy of strokes.”

“I’ll buy that. Thank you for not saying ‘rage.’ I’m not sure we can determine her emotional state at that moment. I expect it was calm, and a casual observer would have suspected nothing until the slashing began. And the big question: what do we do with her?”

“She’s a murderer, not the actus reus, but the mens rea, her mental state, suggests it isn’t a capital crime because we can’t show premeditation. Motive, means, and opportunity. We have no motive. That suggests the crime is manslaughter. She should be locked away for a minimum sentence on the order of seven years.” Chaz looked at Dennicron. She closed her eyes, smiled, and nodded.

Chaz beamed.

“I suggest Gale is every bit as much a victim as Laelamist. Nothing more than a puppet reacting to the master’s machinations,” Rivka offered. “Now, what do we do?”

Chaz and Dennicron stared at each other as they communed. After fifteen seconds, Dennicron replied, “We don’t know.”

“We keep her in custody until such time as we’re confident she’s not going to axe-murder all of us in our sleep.”

“Why would we give her an axe?” Chaz adopted his best confused expression.

Rivka smacked her lips and waited, something Ankh would have done until they reoriented themselves.

“How long,” Chaz asked, “do we keep her in custody?”

“I believe the programming will run its course in three weeks and a couple days, but we’ll wait as long as it takes.”

Chaz stood. “Do we have that much time?”

“Good question, Chaz, and I don’t have the answer.”

“Will you look into her mind?”

“I will. It’s critical to get the best information since we’re dealing with something we haven’t had to before. She’s been turned into an intelligent drone. We need to know how that was done if we’re going to stop this from happening again.”

Chaz gathered the items on the table into a self-sealing bag and squeezed the air out before locking it tight. He scanned in a label and documented it. “If that’ll be all, Magistrate, we need to tend to another issue the ambassador left for us before his departure.”

Rivka nodded and waved over her shoulder. The SCAMPs took the evidence bags with them.

“What to do with a victim who is also a killer…” Rivka muttered.


CHAPTER NINE



In Orbit above Garbolglox, Destiny’s Vengeance

As required by our guiding document, we have the number necessary to listen to the grievances and mandate what is necessary to end this dispute. As per the Court of Redress’ charter, as the junior member, Chrysanthemum, you will chair the court, Ankh explained while the ship spiraled toward the planet's surface.

“Of course,” the SCAMP said aloud. “I believe we should speak using the less efficient verbalizations for the benefit of the contestants.”

Ankh stared. Erasmus spoke through the runabout’s sound system. “Contestants? Is that what we call them? I would not have so surmised.”

“Potential combatants?” Chrysanthemum offered.

“Contesting parties?” Erasmus said. “But again, ‘contest’ is a game, and ‘parties’ could imply fun and games. Why did humans create such a language? They could be far more efficient through a complete overhaul. We could offer our help, but they would reject it because they hold on to the strangest things.”

Ankh nodded. “You could not be more correct. They would reject their own improvement because it did not come from them. We accept their dichotomous existence.”

“Petitioners!” Chrys declared.

Ankh stared. “Yes. That will work. Once we step onto the planet, we will be required to remain until the court has reached a conclusion and provided guidance to both petitioners.”

“What if they don’t agree with our ruling?” Chrys wondered.

“The charter suggests we deliver a hard dictate with deadlines. If the planet descends into civil war, then it will be as if the court had not attempted a resolution to forestall hostilities.”

“I have little confidence that we’ll be able to resolve their issue. I shall endeavor to do my best in this most august role. I’m honored you asked me.” Chrysanthemum bowed to Ankh.

“There was no one else available,” Ankh admitted. “With the shift in production from Yoll to the new facility on Rorke’s Drift, there is a delay in making more of our people self-mobile.”

Chrys inclined her head. “Regardless, my feeling of being honored remains. We shall persevere, and with this Court of Redress being the first, we shall set a precedent for those who follow. It is incumbent upon us to be magnificent.”

Erasmus chuckled through the speakers. “Such an indeterminant term. Your time on the space station has assimilated you well. Which makes me wonder, at what point will we transition from our digital world into a less scientifically accurate existence? We shall study this as more of our citizens transition into SCAMPs.”

“We will always collect and analyze data. I will reserve judgment. Singularity citizens are better than that.” Ankh moved toward the hatch.

“Because we are already magnificent?” Chrys called after him.

Ankh stopped and turned to face the SI. “Your words stab me in the heart. Do you have your humor protocol turned up to ten?”

“My humor protocol goes to eleven.” Chrys flashed her fingers to show ten and then held up one finger by itself. “It goes to eleven.”

Ankh’s eye started to twitch. He blinked rapidly to clear it.

“We may have erred,” he said, then turned to the hatch and waited for the ship to land.

In Orbit Above Delfin Prime, Wyatt Earp

“Adrenaline in her system was the maximum her body could produce,” Tyler explained. “She was running at one hundred percent. Not just that, the Pod-doc recorded her brain function running at fifty percent.”

“Fifty percent? So, her mind wasn’t working, but her body was.” Rivka rubbed her chin.

“No!” Tyler threw his hands out as if he were trying to stop a train. “Our brains usually run at ten to fifteen percent, twenty on a stellar day. Fifty is genius-level.”

“I didn’t touch her before she was unconscious.” Rivka scowled at the missed opportunity.

“Before she was restrained, you didn’t want to be anywhere near her. A genius killing machine. Probably best if no one touches her from here on out.”

Rivka groaned and threw her head back to stare at the ceiling. “There are people just like her on fifty other planets. How come they haven’t continued their killing sprees?”

“There might be a time component, but I believe a kernel remains. Anyone who gets too close reactivates the murderer within.”

“Ticking time bombs, but only if the authorities close in.” Rivka closed her eyes and focused on her breathing. “Do we ignore it to hopefully avoid the risk, or do we track down the killers on each planet? To answer my own question, we don’t have that kind of time, and right now, we don’t have enough information to help the locals corral our unwitting victims. The first victims don’t know, so there will be no external signs, and the second victims are long-dead.”

Tyler pulled Rivka close and hugged her tight.

Rivka lifted her head up and spoke softly. “C, how much time do we have before the third murder is to take place on Kamilof Redoubt?”

“Fifteen days, Magistrate,” Clevarious replied.

“Plan to leave eleven days before the next murder is expected. I want to wait until the date for the second murder on Delfin passes, just in case there’s more than one primary victim.” Rivka extricated herself from the dentist’s embrace. “Workout?”

“As long as it takes to get big like Red.” Tyler flexed his bicep. “I have a ways to go.”

“You better not get big like Red.” Rivka assumed her power stance, her fists jammed into her hips.

“Am I not free to be what I can be? Am I a kept man? That’s it, isn’t it? I’m a kept man!”

“Of course you’re free, but you wouldn’t like getting that big. Do you want to spar with Red every day and twice on the days that end with Y? You’d be in the Pod-doc more than the settlers of Rorke’s Drift. I’m getting changed. Please join me, Man Candy.” Rivka winked in reply to the look Tyler gave her.

“More defensive mechanisms?”

Rivka lost her smile. “What else would it be?”

“Your undying love for me, your partner in crime?”

“And that. Fine. I’ll marry you. I just don’t want to be caught off-guard, not at my best when the killer raises his ugly head. You didn’t see the look on Gale’s face when she went into her frenzy. Every primary victim will have that same intensity. We all need to be ready.” Rivka hesitated. “Correct that. All the females in this crew need to be ready.”

“That wasn’t a proposal,” Tyler corrected, “but fine, I’ll marry you if that’s what you want. Shock and horror. How does the killer get his thrill if he’s not the one doing the killing?”

“No need. I’m fine with the man-candy arrangement. There has to be a way to close that loop, get the thrill with minimal risk.” Rivka snapped her fingers. “Clevarious, what’s the chance that our perp downloads the imagery of the attack from the murderer’s mind?”

“Judging by what I know of your abilities, I think it highly likely, which means…”

Rivka interrupted. “Which means the perp is on the planet after the last attack. Refine, revise, and research, C.”

“I shall coordinate directly with the Singularity and get back to you soonest.”

“I love me some Vitamin C,” Rivka replied.

“Is that me?” Clevarious asked.

“It is. I like it. Everyone needs a nickname.”

“Like Man Candy.” Tyler looked down his nose at Rivka.

“Exactly like that. Call me ‘Magistrate.’ I think it’s fitting. And find me that bastard who’s programming the minds of the innocent on these fifty-two planets.”
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Floyd bounced around the room, with Dery darting down to tap her on the head before flying back up.

Whee! Floyd kept crying until she was too tired to run. She wallowed her way into a small pile of Red’s clothes and curled up. Dery hovered over her briefly before descending to the deck. He folded his wings, took two unsteady steps, and settled against Floyd’s soft furry belly. Both were soon fast asleep.

“I guess Floyd will live with us now,” Lindy stated in a way that didn’t invite discussion.

Red nodded. He was learning. “Emissary to the animal kingdom.”

“I like it.” Lindy leaned back and closed her eyes. “What did you do with Gale?”

“She’s in the padded room until after she’s supposed to commit the next murder.” Red paced around the room, light on his feet for a big man. Neither of the sleepers stirred. “How many killers do we have onboard this ship? It’s like a flying Jhiordaan.”

“A couple killer AIs and that red chick. That’s all.”

“Red chick? That’ll be me after the next time we go to Azfelius.”

Lindy laughed. “If you keep it up, you’ll make that a self-fulfilling prophecy. Red gets neutered by peaceful faeries, news at seven.”

Red chuckled and stopped to lean against the wall. “I hope we get to rough this fucker up.”

“Language,” Lindy said softly.

Red rolled his eyes. “You have got to be kidding. This is me we’re talking about. Dery will hear much worse!”

“Where? On Azfelius with the faeries, the kindest and gentlest creatures in the universe, who happen to be your mortal enemies? The only way he’ll hear worse is if he keeps listening to you.”

“The sentiment remains. Someone is turning good people into killer drones. The Magistrate will find them, and we’ll beat the shit out of them. I bet they aren’t used to people fighting back.”

“Not people like us, husband of mine. The Magistrate only needs to point the gun. We’ll pull the trigger.”

“I like it when you talk sexy. Maybe we can spar a little,” Red suggested.

“Sleeping children.” She pointed at the two on the floor. “I’m taking a nap.”

“I’ll be in the workout room.”

Lindy waved from the bed, her eyes closing as she reclined into her pillow. Red eased out and carefully closed the door.

He started for the workout room, then turned back toward Engineering. He walked in and worked his way into Ankh’s work area. Once inside, the hologrid rose.

“Continue where we left off, please. Etheric transdimensional physics, energy transfer through the Gate continuum…”


CHAPTER TEN



Delfin, Major City Adelfino

“My name is Bristamor, and I’ve been assigned to your team,” the Delfino constable said with little emotion. Standing taller than the Magistrate, she looked with red eyes at Rivka and her team.

“You found the body?” Rivka got straight to the point.

“I did not, but I was first on the scene after the report. The one who found the body and called it into the station has been institutionalized. She’s catatonic, from what I hear.”

“But you are not as harshly affected.”

“We deal with very little real crime in the constabulary, but it is my life’s work, so I’ve taken to studying my profession in case I ever want to go to the stars. My partner is a liaison officer from Kamilof Redoubt. I want to do this—work with other planets—so I work hard to understand crime. It can be disturbing to those who are not mentally prepared.”

“That is the truth,” Rivka said, stopping herself from reaching out, ostensibly to shake her hand but also to take a quick look into the Delfino’s mind. She avoided taking the shortcut, deciding to take Bristamor at face value. “Our next step is to watch Galepnotess closely. Our suspicions are that tonight, she will transition to a cold but murderous rage.”

“How did you come to that conclusion?” Bristamor leaned close to catch every word.

“We have tools that aren’t available to the average investigator. That’s why we’re here. Tell me, why weren’t you assigned to the team initially? You don’t seem squeamish, and in a case like this, that’s important.”

“I was at the end of my series. Five days on, two off. Some work four and three.”

“In most other places around the galaxy, when there’s an earth-shattering crime like this, law enforcement adopts a different shift. It’s called ‘day on, stay on.’ That is, everyone works until the perp is caught.”

“’Perp,’ as in ‘perpetrator.’ And they don’t take time off?”

“No, but there’s a lot of burnout. Still, we could have used you from the outset. If you do a liaison tour on a planet outside the Curveyance system, you will have to be prepared to pull long hours, to work when you’re tired, and to miss a meal or two.”

“Are you going to work me like that?” Bristamor seemed genuinely curious.

“We might. Are you okay with that?” Rivka touched her on the arm. The Delfino was trying to hide her excitement at being asked to join a real investigation conducted by professionals. “You’ll get experience no one else on Delfin has.”

“I believe it. Count me in. Give me a blanket, and I’ll sleep in the corridor whenever we’re between shakedowns.”

“Shakedowns?” Rivka wondered.

“You know, when we toss a suspect around, rough them up.” At Rivka’s look, she revised her jubilation. “I guess not. This is a great opportunity born of a tragedy. The focus from now on is finding this individual.”

“Therein lies the rub,” Rivka said softly. “We have the individual who killed Laelamist, but she’s not the murderer.”

Bristamor stared at the floor and mumbled to herself before clenching her jaw in the determination to learn more. “I don’t understand, but you do. Teach me.”

“I’m going to hand you over to Chaz and Dennicron, citizens of the Singularity who are on my team. They’ll explain what we have so far.”

The SIs stepped up and introduced themselves.

“You look human.”

“Thank you!” Chaz beamed.

“Sentient intelligences. The bodies are artificial, but the intelligences within are unique, individual, and recognized life forms,” Rivka explained.

“That is crazy!” Bristamor blurted. “But a good-crazy.” She recoiled at her seemingly callous words. “Can you feel things?”

“Very much so,” Dennicron interjected, glancing at Chaz. The Delfino’s body language suggested she wasn’t used to dealing with a male. “Let’s talk about the evidence we’ve collected so far and how we’ve arrived at our conclusions. And then, most importantly, what we’re doing to interdict our perp before they kill again.”

Bristamor shook her head and shrugged. She didn’t understand, but she was willing to learn. “Call me ‘Bristy,’” she said as they walked away.

Rivka went to the bridge, where she reclined in the captain’s chair. Yapping preceded Tiny Man Titan’s arrival. “Come on up, you loud-mouthed bastard,” Rivka told him. A large orange cat followed him in. “Wenceslaus. Where did you come from?”

He didn’t answer. He couldn’t be bothered with the inanities of humans. He had three different ships he called home and multiple sentient life forms he considered worthy to worship him. Outside of that, his needs were simple.
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Rivka stood outside the brig, the padded room onboard Wyatt Earp that they used as a holding cell. A screen outside the door showed the room’s occupant sitting on a bench with her head in her hands.

Galepnotess.

“Why are we pulling her out of there? She’s harmless as she is. Seeing women might trigger her,” Red suggested.

“And that’s what I need. I need to see this personality when it manifests. I need to see it in her mind since that could give me insight into who is behind this. I want to see their face. If it’s there, that is. If we do nothing, we’ll get exactly that, nothing. We have no blades, so she can’t slash anyone. You can take her in a straight-up fight, can’t you?”

Red steeled himself, knuckles white around the stun baton he carried. Lindy had one too. Chaz, Dennicron, and Bristy waited behind Rivka.

Lindy counted down using her fingers. Three. Two. One. She punched the button, and the door slid open. Red rushed in, pointing the baton at the Delfin female. Lindy maneuvered to the side. Both batons hummed with energy. They burned power, but it sent a message to Gale.

Rivka wondered how the Delfino would react.

Gale covered her face with her hands and screamed into them, refusing to show her eyes.

“Come with us, please,” Rivka said.

They waited while Gale’s breathing slowed. Red and Lindy took their fingers off the buttons to stop the hum, but the bodyguards remained where they could block the Delfino if she turned violent. She finally looked up, eyes puffy and red from crying.

“I’m a monster,” she muttered. Rivka moved close and Red tried to block her, but she wove her way around him. Red loomed over her while Lindy stayed at her elbow.

“Let me help you up. Take my hand,” Rivka offered. The Delfino took it and pulled herself to her feet.

Rivka felt only a great foreboding, a depression into which Gale was swirling.

“Come with me,” Rivka held her hand and led Gale to the door. Chaz and Dennicron moved aside, leaving Bristy standing there by herself.

As if a light switched off, Gale disappeared. A new entity appeared, ice-cold and already in a rage. Too many witnesses. It’s time; they all must die.

The images flashed through Rivka’s mind in a millisecond. She started to let go, but Gale was already moving. Red was fast and Lindy was faster, but Gale left them both behind.

Bristy stood as if frozen in time. The only evidence she was aware was that her eyes widened almost imperceptibly. Gale extended and stiffened her fingers, dipped, and drove her hand toward Bristy’s abdomen.

But no one was faster than the SIs. Dennicron’s hand shot out and caught Gale’s wrist. Chaz caught the other arm as Gale raised it to strike the offending interloper. She struggled to free herself while the SIs tightened their grips. Red and Lindy jabbed the prods into Gale’s back and fired heavy charges into her torso. Even as the Delfino vibrated under the energy, she fought to free herself from the iron grips that held her arms. She tried to jump up to kick, but Chaz and Dennicron forced her toward the deck.

Gale screamed from her very soul, ending with a heart-rending screech as the stunners delivered her into peaceful unconsciousness.

Red handed his prod to Rivka before dragging the female back into the room. He left her on the padded deck as he forced everyone out and secured the door.

“Did you get what you wanted?” he asked.

Rivka nodded. “It was like nothing I’ve ever seen before. This individual exists for the sole purpose of taking lives.”

“Like the old-time vampires,” Red offered. “Say, one with telepathy but not upgraded to do away with the need for blood, but modified to be sated by the sight of blood.”

The Magistrate closed her eyes. “That’s one possibility. How could anyone get a thrill from this? From turning someone like Galepnotess into an ice-cold killer?” She pointed at the closed door. “How?”

“We seek the answers within the greater consciousness of the Singularity,” Chaz replied. “Even with refined parameters, it is taking time.”

Rivka waved her hands and shook her head. “I’m talking about the psyche, a psychosis with no remorse for the actions taken. But something drives this individual. Maybe it’s as simple as the thrill of the kill. Maybe it’s deeper, but eight years suggest that if this was the start of a greater attack on civilization, it would already have happened. The modus operandi is established and repeated with a minor deviation on the third murder to take place between two and three weeks.”

“Which means two weeks is up tomorrow, opening a week-long window in which a primary victim will murder a secondary victim on Kamilof Redoubt,” Dennicron remarked.

Rivka headed toward the bridge and shouted, “Kamilof Redoubt, best possible speed!”

Bristy looked at Dennicron. “I guess we’re not going back to Delfin.”

She shrugged, smiled at the effectiveness of her subroutine, and shrugged a second time. “Tell Clevarious your size and what clothes you want. He’ll produce something for you right away. Do you have quarters?”

“Yes, but I have one question. No, two. No, many. Who’s Clevarious, and why do you have a cat, a dog, and that other creature on board?”

Garbolglox, the Neutral Zone, a Swamp Between the Two Major Cities, Destiny’s Vengeance

“We are not going out there,” Ankh stated and crossed his small arms. Rain pounded down. The Vengeance’s landing struts had disappeared so deeply into the muck that the ship’s hull nearly touched the surface.

Four elephant-like creatures waited in the downpour, rain rolling off their skin. It seemed well-suited for the purpose.

The beauty of evolution.

“They’ll fit in the cargo bay.” Ankh waved his hand. “Go out and get them to walk around.”

“I thought I was the chair of the court?” Chrysanthemum asked.

“You are once the Court of Redress is in session. Right now, you are serving at the pleasure of the ambassador.” Ankh walked away without explaining further.

The SI understood perfectly. She raised her chin and strode into the rain. At the bottom of the ramp, she bowed to the primary and the deputy of each twosome.

“We shall retire to the cargo bay of Destiny’s Vengeance,” she explained.

“Why?” the Garbolglox Mahout, the recognized government’s elected leader, asked in a booming and gruff voice.

“So we can be most comfortable,” Chrysanthemum replied.

“We are fine out here. This is where we’ll talk.”

“The members of the Court of Redress disagree. Where we meet is our choice to make sure we find a neutral location for all parties involved. We have determined that the ship’s cargo bay is sufficiently neutral to serve our purposes.”

“Bullshit!” the Mahout said.

“We like it. Lead on,” the rebel leader stated, throwing his head back to let the rain wash over his face.

“Thank you for liking it, but that is irrelevant to the Court of Redress.” Chrysanthemum knew the parties would each like whatever the other party didn’t. She led them around the ship, up the narrow cargo ramp, and into the cargo bay. Ankh waited inside.

He dipped his head slightly to greet them.

“There are supposed to be three,” the Mahout growled.

A speaker on the small table before Ankh came to life with a crackle. “I am Ambassador Erasmus from the Singularity. Ambassador Ankh, Chrysanthemum, and I are the three members of the Court of Redress. Chrysanthemum will be the chair of this court. This arrangement is not subject to the mediation process.”

“Bullshit!” the Mahout roared. Ankh stared at him without blinking until he sat down with his deputy standing behind him. The other party, Flaygolax, took a seat immediately to the Mahout’s right.

“Bullshit!” The Mahout jumped to his feet and pointed an accusing finger at Flaygolax. “The right is a position of honor. These traitors cannot sit to my right. EVER!”

Ankh stared, but the Mahout crossed his arms and refused to budge. “You’re at my right, the position of honor,” Erasmus offered.

“Bullshit!” Flaygolax stepped toward the Mahout.

“If you two come to blows, we will eject you from the ship, preferably out the airlock while we’re in space, and we’ll be on our way. This entire planet will be blockaded and declared off-limits for all trade and transportation.”

The two huffed and glared and refused to sit down. Chrysanthemum moved a fourth chair between them to make sure neither was on the other’s right. They calmed and took their seats.

“According to the petition, the legacy government is being contested by a growing number of voices. So many that democratic processes have been suspended,” Chrysanthemum recited.

“Bullshit!” the Mahout shouted once more. “Violence is not a diplomatic process. We maintained the sanctity of the system!”

Ankh stared at the oversized Garbolglox, who was storming within the confines of his seat.

“To preserve the system, you suspended the system,” Ankh explained softly. “I suggest this failure is yours and yours alone. Convince me otherwise.”

“Innocent until proven guilty,” the Mahout shot back. “You’re pro-rebel. You’re no better than these criminals. We’ll have nothing to do with these proceedings. And just so we’re clear, fuck you, stubby.”

The Mahout stood, bowed, and walked out.

“See? This is what we’re up against.” Flaygolax threw his hands up and pointed at the Mahout’s and his deputy’s retreating forms, then repeated the gesture with his hands. He shook his head wildly, and his oversized ears flopped. Although they had faces like elephants, the Garbolglox did not have trunks; otherwise, his would have flopped back and forth.

Flaygolax sauntered away as if he’d won the battle of wills.

Ankh stared at their backs. “The humans make it look so easy.”

“This process is not based on logic. There are moves and countermoves while we have not yet entered the game.” Chrysanthemum crossed her arms and stood as if watching, but she was already calculating her next exchange.

“Sometimes Rivka punches them in the face,” Erasmus offered helpfully.

Ankh looked around the cargo bay. “I hope I don’t have to do that. I can’t reach their faces.”

“I will have a device built to extend your reach.” Erasmus immediately started engineering the equipment for the maintenance bots to build, then stopped. “Can you impart enough energy to make it effective?”

“No. Please delete that tactic as an option. We shall have to outmaneuver them. We are a billion times smarter than the average Garbolglox. This should be child’s play.”

“As Rivka has told us many times, it’s not the science but the art that makes the difference.”

“Art makes no sense to me, Erasmus.”

“Me neither, my friend. But this is science. Everything is science. Even art.”

“I am a work of art,” Chrys said, standing back to show off her body.

Ankh maintained his emotionless expression. “Your body is a masterful example of what science can accomplish.”

“And I look good doing it.” She smiled, and with a thought, she closed the cargo ramp. “When will we summon them for a new meeting?”

“Two hours,” Erasmus replied. “That is too short a time for them to go anywhere or do anything that matters, but long enough for them to contemplate their contentious attitudes and how those are holding back the process.”

“Masterful,” Ankh noted.

Chrys raised one eyebrow, then touched a finger to her face to make sure the chosen eyebrow had responded to her command. She lowered her hand and addressed the two ambassadors. “We shall see.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN



Kamilof Redoubt, Primus Crenellation, the Capital City

Red was first off the ship, their standard procedure when arriving at any planet. Rivka waited in the airlock until he gave the signal. She headed out along with Dennicron, Sahved, and Bristy. Lindy pulled up the rear. The others remained on the ship.

“Have you worked with anyone from Kamilof before?” Rivka wondered.

“Funny you ask. My partner when we responded to the murder call was a blue.”

“Was?”

“We change partners every shift. Can’t have people growing too comfortable with each other. That could lead to decisions that might not be as smart as they could be. Need fresh blood to keep the creative juices flowing!”

“You sound like an admin trying to sell the team on a stupid idea.”

Bristy’s face fell.

“There’s efficiency to be gained by working with the same team. And when it all goes to hell, you know they have your back. If Delfinos dealt with more criminal violence, they’d see that for themselves.”

“I understand. We aren’t used to this…any of this. I laughed at my colleagues because they are flower-carrying fanatics, always smelling roses. I considered myself harder than them, but even I don’t get the magnitude of it.”

Red nodded at a waiting vehicle. It was like a bus but lacked a roof or a structure above waist height.

“It’s okay not to be jaded from having seen the worst sentient beings can do to each other. Don’t be jaded. We will solve this, and that means removing the perpetrator from access to any other flesh-and-blood creatures.”

“You’re going to kill her?”

“Her or him, whoever the perp is. We have to be sure, but the crime is capital under Federation law.”

“Gale. I mean Gale.”

“She’s every bit as much a victim as those murdered. The only difference is that she has to live with what her body has done. Her mind will probably never be able to reconcile itself with that. We’re in a race against time to find our puppeteer, but—and this is why we keep doing what we do—when we catch the perp, it makes us feel pretty damn good. Future victims will never know their lives were in jeopardy. Normal. We return things to normal.”

Red watched for threats while the group boarded the vehicle.

“As simple as that?” Bristy asked.

“Simple as that. It’s best if people don’t know how dangerous the universe is.”

“Like us? Like all the people in the Curveyance system?” Bristy nodded at her statement. “I think I understand. The blues won’t, though. They’re more squeamish than us reds.”

“Is that how you refer to each other, blues and reds? And the people from Trieste are yellows?”

“You got it.”

The vehicle accelerated away and headed into the city. After a short distance, it lifted into the air and soared above the traffic. Rivka gripped the rail tightly. It was a smooth ride, but there were no seatbelts.

At her scowl, Red started to laugh. “I know what you’re thinking, Magistrate. Everything we go through, and you’re going to get killed by a vehicle without restraints.”

“Was it that obvious?”

Red favored her with his best Ankh impersonation.

“That reminds me; I wonder how they’re doing? I wish Chaz and Dennicron could have gone with them to give them a perspective that leans more toward the law.” Rivka made eye contact with Dennicron. “But I need you guys here, even though it’s tough. Prevent a war or stop a serial killer.”

“The needs of the many,” Dennicron started. “I am pleased you have such confidence in our abilities, but the Court of Redress is made up of three members, two of whom are the shining lights of the Singularity. To think I could supplant such minds is beyond my comprehension.”

“When you put it that way…” Rivka replied, but she had known Ankh for a long time. He would be challenged to a greater degree than usual. He could not engineer his way out of this problem. Garbolglox, massive creatures who would try to intimidate him with their size. But he’d trained with Red for this very day. She smiled, knowing he was better prepared than he would have been two years prior.

The vehicle arrived at a blocky government building with a heavily decorated exterior. Its façade suggested an art museum.

“Is this it?” Rivka asked.

The driverless vehicle wasn’t going any farther.

“I think so,” Bristy said. At Rivka’s side-eye, she looked away. “But I’m not sure.”

“I’ll verify,” Dennicron offered.

The Magistrate waited for her to get off the bus, but she didn’t move.

“Yes, this is the correct address for the Kamilof Crime-Fighters.”

“That’s what they’re called?” Rivka groaned. “We used to be so much better prepared when we came to a planet. What happened?”

“I had all the information available, Magistrate,” Dennicron replied. “Our travel takes little time, and you have a lot going on. How are you feeling after Gale’s attempted battery?”

“That could be the first time you have asked how I was feeling.” Rivka inclined her head toward the SI. “I feel fine, thank you. But that is a good question for Bristy.”

All eyes turned to the red female. “Me, too. I look forward to this. What are you going to share with the Kamilofs?” She redirected the conversation away from herself. Rivka noted that for future reference.

“Everything we know. They have another murder coming, and it’s going to be committed by a local.”

“That will cause them significant distress, well beyond what they have already experienced.” The vehicle slowly moved away once the last member of Rivka’s team stepped off. They waited on the sidewalk for a moment. “Let’s get this party started.”

Bristamoor looked at Lindy for clarification. “It means it’s time to go,” Lindy stated.

Sahved eased up next to Rivka. “There have been two murders here following the slasher’s MO, but Kamilof Redoubt is handling it themselves.”

“Every planet is different, Sahved. With the apparent connection, we can assume jurisdiction. Now we meet with the authorities to make sure they see it that way, too, and give us the personnel we need to assist the investigation.” Rivka stopped at the door. “Right now, we don’t know if this individual is on this planet or has already moved on or is on Delfin and will be back to see the handiwork. We don’t know very much, and that bothers me.”

“It bothers all of us, Magistrate. The perpetrator of the crime is not the criminal. Had I not known you and your mental abilities, I would never have considered these crimes to be connected despite their similarities, except through a cult where three murders, one week between the first two and two to three weeks before the last is the rite of passage to join. I believe you are correct in that this is a cult, but of a single personality.”

Red opened the door and headed inside.

The size of the building was misleading from the outside. It was a single floor with a garden-like atrium filled with soaring vines on the inside. Workstations integrated with the foliage peppered the area, with blue individuals working at them. On Rivka’s arrival, a Kamilof with wrinkled skin and rheumy eyes tottered toward the group. Red intercepted her.

The individual threw her hands up and announced, “I am Konstantina.”

Red studied her for a moment before allowing her to pass. He watched her closely until Rivka took her hand and smiled.

“I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, representing the Federation. There have been two horrible murders here, and we believe they are connected to others we’ve seen. And we believe there will be one more.” Konstantina’s initial joy at meeting a visitor morphed into a deep sadness.

“I am the chief administrator of the Crime Fighters. We have done our best with this and believe we have a suspect but can find no means or motive.”

“Excellent. I’ll need to talk with that individual. Are they in a holding cell?” She looked through the area but could see nothing resembling an enclosed space.

“We don’t have such things here. I suspect she’s at work.”

Rivka clenched her jaw. “Can you give us a ride to where that is? It’s imperative that we talk with her immediately or sooner.”

“Yes, yes.” Konstantina furrowed her brow in momentary confusion. “We’re not used to such things or such urgency.” She waved to an officer at a desk.

With a bounce in her step, a much younger version of the chief appeared. “Alexandra,” she announced on arrival.

“My daughter will take care of you.” Konstantina turned to Alexandra. “Recall the shuttle and take them to Bindovrich Metals. They wish to speak with Olga Mendeleeva.”

The young woman nodded while smiling before returning to her workstation.

“You have a fabulous facility here.” Rivka tried to steer the conversation in a happier direction. Just like the Delfinos, the Kamilofs were easily upset by the rigors of a murder case.

Terrorizing those ill-equipped to deal with it. Maybe that was the plan.

Konstantina brightened. “Isn’t it, though?” She caught Sahved watching her. “Oh, my!”

He introduced himself. Rivka pointed to the other members of the team, who did the same. She found it easy to blame the case for forgetting her manners, but it wasn’t that. Her internal voice had injected poison. She didn’t respect people who couldn’t protect themselves.

Rivka turned away and blinked to push back the tears of revelation. She lived to help those who couldn’t fight the galaxy’s evils. Even though Konstantina was the chief of the crime-fighting unit, it wasn’t meant to deal with this crime. And they didn’t need Rivka’s pity. They deserved plaudits for building a society where the worst crime was a parking ticket.

Sahved stepped in. “I’m a Yemilorian. I’m from a ringworld that rotates. It’s not a sphere, like almost every other planet out there. We can see our whole planet no matter where we are. Not being able to is disconcerting, but I’m learning to live with it.”

Konstantina screwed up her face and tilted her neck back to look up. “Yemilorian. You are the first I’ve met, but we don’t get many outsiders here.” Her face darkened as if a storm cloud had settled over her head. “Is that why the Federation is involved? You think it’s not someone from the Redoubt.”

“Astute,” Rivka replied, nodding at Sahved. “We think a single individual is brainwashing locals to commit these crimes. We’re looking for the power behind the violence.”

“Oh, my!” Konstantina exclaimed for the second time.

“And it’s going to happen again unless we can stop it. That’s why it’s critical that we talk with your suspect. We will do everything in our power to prevent another murder. Everything.”

Konstantina had to sit down. Sahved helped her since Rivka was hesitant to touch her and get emotionally flooded by the chief’s distress.

Alexandra motioned for the group to follow her.

“We’ll be on our way,” Rivka told Konstantina. “We will keep you apprised of our progress.”

Red waited beside her, ready to follow the others out. Lindy was on the other side. Konstantina was momentarily inconsolable. Rivka didn’t wait.

The clock was ticking.

She hurried out the front door and onto the waiting shuttle.


CHAPTER TWELVE



Garbolglox, the Neutral Zone, a Swamp Between the Two Major Cities, Destiny’s Vengeance

Chrys had rearranged the chairs and table to put the two leaders across from each other, so neither would be at the other’s right. It wasn’t optimal since now they would face each other as if in a competition, a sparring match.

“Summon the parties, please,” Chrys announced.

Ankh just looked at her.

“Being the chair sucks,” she added.

“Is that your scientific opinion?” Erasmus asked.

Chrys contemplated the question. “The science of the art. If it gets worse, then it’ll suck ass, but for now, it just sucks. The chair has no power.”

“You have all the power,” Ankh replied. “To reconcile this case and make a determination, that is, but Erasmus and I don’t respond when given orders. That is a simple fact. The Magistrate knows this. You have now learned it too.”

“I thought…” She stopped. “Maybe I didn’t think it all the way through. The flesh-and-bloods are a bad influence. They dispense with logic and science at the most inconvenient times. I have fallen victim to their vices.”

Chrys winked at Ankh before strolling to the cargo bay door and opening it for the waiting Garbolglox.

Ankh’s eye twitched. He held a finger against it to stop the spasms.

Within his mind, Erasmus chuckled. That one is an enigma, my friend. Sentience follows its own path, does it not?

So I’m learning. How long has she been on the station that pollutes the minds of SIs? Ankh asked.

Eighty-four days.

That’s apparently long enough to wipe all of her previous personality programming. She’s going to get us kicked off every civilized planet because they’ll think we’re all like her.

Now, that is funny. Erasmus roared with laughter. Who knew you had such a delicious sense of humor?

“It’s about fucking time!” the Mahout bellowed as he stormed up the ramp.

“Sit right fucking there.” Chrys pointed with her whole arm. “Right fucking there.”

The Garbolglox looked her up and down, grumbling as he took his seat.

“And your seat is there, Flaygolax.”

“I thank you kindly, young female.” He sauntered by her, turning his head away as he passed the Mahout. Flaygolax made a show of sitting down, tossing his head as he did so to send water spraying over the area.

“Please don’t do that again,” Ankh said softly.

Both Garbolglox bellowed their laughter as if trying to outdo each other. Ankh closed his eyes and hoped that through the force of his will, they would stop.

They didn’t until Chrys pounded a fist on the table. “Enough!” She slammed into her chair, which squealed under the weight of her SCAMP. “I’m calling the Court of Redress to order. Present with us today are Flaygolax of the Workers’ Union and the Mahout, the Federation-recognized leader of Garbolglox. We’re here to talk—”

“Bullshit!” Flaygolax yelled.

“Bullshit!” Chrys shouted into his face. “Sit down and shut the fuck up.”

He glared but capitulated.

“We’re here to talk about the issues standing between a peaceful resolution of the frictions that are taking you toward war. We will accept nothing less than peace. How we get there is up to you.”

“Status quo,” the Mahout said the instant she finished.

“Which is what helped us arrive at this point.” Chrys held her hand toward Flaygolax’s face to keep him from responding. This was her show. “We will not accept a war, and we will not accept the status quo. I’ve reviewed the provided documents, and the first offer on the table shall be mine.”

“You know nothing of Garbolglox,” Flaygolax growled. “Your solutions are meaningless.”

Chrys switched to the Garbolglox language and recited one of their sayings. “’If the way forward is unclear, keep going until it is.’ You both know this saying. Well, we’re moving forward at my pace until clarity manifests.”

They both grumbled. The Mahout was going to call bullshit, but she silenced him with a look. “The workers dictate the hours and working conditions. The government will stay out of the factories.”

The Mahout slowly stood and walked off the ship. His deputy was covered in mud, as was Flaygolax’s. The Mahout’s deputy sported a growing red lump on the side of his face.

“Boys,” Chrys called.

The Mahout snarled at his deputy and stormed away.

“You can go too. Be ready to come back first thing tomorrow morning.”

Flaygolax crossed his massive arms and nodded at his deputy. “Why do you think he’ll come back?”

“I’m freezing all the government accounts. No credits change hands. No one gets paid. Under such conditions, society will break down in twenty-eight hours.”

Flaygolax was unfazed. “In the workers’ minds, society has already broken down. We’ll be here at dawn.”

“Thank you. Can you do something for me, please?”

“What is that?” He eyed her conspiratorially.

“Don’t ever yell ‘bullshit’ at me. It would be embarrassing for an off-world female to yank your spleen out through your nose.”

She faced the swamp through the cargo bay opening. Bursts of static discharge punctuated the white noise of the incessant rain. The green growth paled behind the ghostlike mist cast by the precipitation. After Flaygolax left, Chrys secured the cargo bay and headed to the interior of the ship. “Until the morning, gentlemen.” She waved at Ankh and Erasmus over her shoulder.

I think there has been a benefit to her development in working with the flesh-and-bloods on the space station. She is convincing with her delivery, no matter how bizarre the statement. Pulling an internal organ through an individual’s nose is impossible, yet Flaygolax accepted the attempt at intimidation. I think he will comply. She has broken both of them. We must review this session. Her actions were wildly illogical while simultaneously delivered perfectly. How did she arrive at such a course of action? I have to know! Erasmus insisted.

We shall find the primary subroutine, but I would caution against its use. We cannot logically determine its efficacy. The Magistrate had referred to this methodology as throwing mud at the wall to see what sticks. I think it is abhorrent. Ankh stared at the door Chrys had gone through. But one cannot discount her results.

She wasn’t guessing. Her moves were calculated, and each one delivered exactly as intended to modify the behavior of the antagonists. Yes, my friend. Isn’t it wonderful to have such intelligence in the Singularity?

I, for one, Ankh replied, do not look forward to tomorrow and the unintended results from her actions.

Ankh stood from the empty table and grumped his way back into the ship while Erasmus’ laughter filled the back of his mind.

Kamilof Redoubt, Primus Crenellation, the Capital City, Bindovrich Metals

From a catwalk, the group looked over a factory floor where sparks flew and heat shimmers billowed toward the ceiling.

“I’ve sent someone after her. She’ll be along shortly,” the plant manager said. Old and hunched, he came across as someone with one foot in the grave.

“You’re male,” Sahved blurted.

The old Kamilof cackled, but it ended in a raspy cough. Rivka eased away from him.

“It’s not contagious, dear,” he offered, waving a rough hand. “I broke through the glass ceiling, but it’s taken my whole life. I fear I won’t be around long enough to enjoy it. Maybe other males will follow my lead into upper management.”

“Maybe,” Rivka replied. After ten minutes, the runner returned by herself. She whispered into the manager’s ear.

“It appears she didn’t come into work today,” the old manager announced.

“I need to talk with her friends right now. Who knows where she goes when off work?”

“I don’t know.” The old Kamilof was flustered. Rivka fought her temper. She wasn’t used to her law enforcement contacts melting down when hard work needed to be done.

Bristy took the runner by the arm and pulled her to the side. “You can feel the sense of urgency. We need to find Olga right away. Very bad things will happen if we don’t.” She spoke like she was talking with a child.

The runner straightened her shoulders and set her jaw. “I understand. Follow me.” She jogged away. After a surprised look from Bristy, Rivka gestured for them to follow. She was done with the plant manager. “We’ll be in touch if we need anything else,” she called over her shoulder.

She caught up with the Kamilof crime-fighter. “Alexandra, we’ll need an all-points bulletin issued, a manhunt to find Olga Mendeleeva. I believe she’s in the final moments of selecting and cornering the murder victim.”

And while we’re chasing her, we’re not looking for the real perp, Dennicron noted.

“I’ll call the station,” Alexandra agreed while continuing to run with the group.

Workers on the shop floor dove out of the way when they saw a group of off-worlders running down the main aisle. All eyes turned to the strange event within their factory. Someone cried out in pain.

Red and Lindy slowed. After a quick confirmation, Lindy bolted toward the sound.

An accident. Taking one’s eyes off heavy machinery in operation wasn’t the best way to work. Lindy rejoined the group, shrugging for their edification.

The runner pointed at an area. The workers watched with interest as the aliens descended on the team that worked with Olga Mendeleeva.

“Olga,” Rivka started. She took a breath. “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa from the Federation. I’m conducting an investigation, and Olga Mendeleeva is a key witness. She doesn’t know that she is, but her information is extremely time-sensitive. We need your help. Where does she spend her off-time?”

A slight female raised her hand, and Rivka tipped her chin toward her. “She has a cute little apartment in the Borisova District. Seven Ulitsa Solntse.”

Rivka turned to Alexandra, who had not yet called the station. “Please call the station right now and get people to her apartment. If she’s there, cordon off the area, make sure she stays inside, and let us know so we can go there. I need to talk with her personally. Anyone who sees her needs to detain her until we can take custody,” the Magistrate whispered harshly.

Alexandra nodded but remained where she was.

Even Sahved was frustrated. He summoned the runner. “Where’s the nearest comm terminal?”

She pointed at the wall not far away.

“Much obliged.” He took Alexandra by the arm and guided her toward the terminal.

Dennicron looked at Rivka. Clevarious is aware and has made the necessary notifications. Wyatt Earp is on its way. Chaz will lead a small team into the facility.

Tell Cole to armor up.

“I wouldn’t have guessed that,” Red blurted.

“It’ll keep the lookie-loos away,” Rivka explained. She turned her attention back to Olga’s nearest coworkers. “Where would she go at night? Was she a partier, a head-to-the-club kind of girl?”

Someone in the back laughed. No one spoke.

“Please, help us.”

“She didn’t go to clubs. She’s in charge of the buck-buck team.”

Rivka looked at Dennicron for an explanation, but the SCAMP shook her head.

“Bickrack,” a bulky Kamilof corrected. “It’s a game that combines intellect and physical power through a series of team challenges. Each contest is different, so training involves problem-solving and a lot of muscle development. Olga might be at the gym. I think there’s a match tonight.”

Many of the others nodded in agreement.

The helpful Kamilof wrote the address on a scrap of sheet metal. Dennicron looked at it and handed it back.

“Don’t you want to know the address?”

“I have it memorized. I have a special mind that retains vast amounts of information.”

“Thank you for your help,” Rivka added. “I have another, more sensitive question. Where would someone find prostitutes?”

Blank looks greeted Rivka’s question, which gave her the answer she needed.

Sahved returned with a nod. Alexandra frowned and stared at the floor. Bristy wrapped an arm around her shoulders and guided her away from the group.

“Where would Olga go for sex?” Rivka pressed.

The bulky female snorted. “If we knew the answer to that, we’d all be getting some!” The Kamilofs laughed. One of them nudged Red. He eased away from the group to stand behind Rivka. Sahved joined him.

“Time to go, people.” Rivka twirled her finger in the air. “Thank you. You’ve been extremely helpful.” She took one step and stopped. “One more question. Where are the buck-buck matches held?”

“The Bickrack arena is next to the gym. You can’t miss it.” The group waved and blew kisses at Red, but his back was already turned as he hustled toward the exit.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN



Kamilof Redoubt, Primus Crenellation, the Capital City, Seven Ulitsa Solntse

Chaz strode down Wyatt Earp’s cargo bay ramp and into the park across the street from Olga’s apartment building. Clodagh stopped at the top of the ramp, still inside the ship. She carried Alana, her daughter, while Red and Lindy’s son stood on her shoulder, beating his wings to maintain his balance. Her husband Alant Cole clumped past her in his powered combat armor.

Ryleigh and Kennedy halted when they reached the grass and turned as one to face the chief engineer. “We can’t do it. What if she’s in there?” Kennedy pointed at the building.

Tyler grabbed his medical bag and ran after Chaz.

“Are you sure this is wise?” the SI asked.

“No, but I can’t leave you out here by yourself.”

Chaz nodded at Cole. “I am hardly alone.”

“How’s he going to fit inside that building?” Tyler kept pace. “You weren’t going to crash him through the window, were you?”

“There is no other way,” Chaz replied matter-of-factly.

“I’m here for you, man. You can count on me.”

“You have no weapon.” Chaz pointed at the bag.

“You know me. I’m better off without. I’ll be fine. You were going in alone, remember. If you were going to be fine, I’ll be fine.”

“But I cannot be injured by knife attacks. It would take an extremely lucky strike to penetrate my skin, and even then, it would do no damage. I cannot say the same for you.”

Tyler shrugged. “Then you’ll just have to make sure no one tries to shove a knife into me. Please do so.”

“I shall endeavor to persevere.” Chaz opened the door to the building and walked through. Cole took a position just outside.

“I’m sure that means something when you convert it to binary, but it means nothing to me.”

“Stay behind me,” Chaz clarified.

“That, I can do.” Tyler followed Chaz around a corner and down a hallway. He stopped in front of a nondescript door that looked like the other doors they’d passed. “How do you know this is the correct apartment?”

“Because there was a map of the building’s interior available through open sources, and this apartment was designated for Olga Mendeleeva.”

Tyler put a finger in front of his lips. “Aren’t you worried she’ll hear you?”

“I’ve already run an infrared scan of the interior. There is no one here.” Chaz worked on the panel until the door slid to the side. They entered to find the room of a slob. Dirty clothes were scattered across the floor, and the bed was unmade. Dirty dishes filled the sink. Half-filled glasses stood on tables beside a single lounge chair that faced a video screen.

“Looks like an athlete’s house,” Tyler noted. “Roommate in college.”

“I see.” Chaz sorted through items until he found a bloodstained shirt. He used his sensors to examine it. “Blood from both victims is on this shirt. It’s like she put it on for the second murder after not bothering to clean it. Maybe she didn’t realize it needed cleaning.”

“Rivka said a secondary personality takes over or something like that. They don’t remember anything from this suggestion and training that takes over.”

“Maybe, the fact that she is not wearing the shirt right now suggests she isn’t in the grip of the murderer.”

“I like how you think, Chaz. That is a positive outlook on this mess. But where is she now? She’s not at work, and she’s not home. Maybe she has a life.” Tyler looked at the pictures on the walls and in frames on the lone bookshelf. Nothing suggested anyone in her life other than her family. “She looks like her mom.”

Chaz reported his findings to Clevarious. At the speed of thought, Chaz patched through the ship’s communication system to reach Dennicron. They conversed in milliseconds and ended the transmission. “We need to go to the gym.” Chaz held up a jersey with a team name.

“Drek?” Tyler made a face at the smell emanating from the cloth. “Who calls their team ‘Drek?’”

“Olga Mendeleeva, obviously.” Chaz kept the shirt. With a last glance over his shoulder, he walked out. Tyler made sure the door closed behind him.

“What will we find at the gym?”

“Chances are good it will be our suspect,” Chaz replied.

On the street, a crowd had gathered to stare at the suit of armor standing as still as a statue. Chaz and Tyler hesitated the second they found themselves surrounded.

“Magistrate’s business. Please let us through,” Chaz tried.

“Men,” someone whispered before starting a chant. “Men, men, men.”

“Gangway, asswipes!” Cole bellowed, the suit’s speakers blasting his words. The crowd recoiled, holding their heads and whimpering. Tyler jumped back to escape the noise, throwing himself into the wall of the building. He groaned at the assault on his senses. Chaz grabbed him before he crumpled to the sidewalk, and they hurried across the street.

The cargo ramp appeared out of thin air. Cole backed toward the ship, waving the Kamilofs behind him out of his path. With their wits returning, the crowd collectively gasped at the appearance of the cargo ramp and the interior of an invisible ship. The men climbed inside. The combat-armored warrior turned around and jogged the last fifty meters. Once he was inside, the ramp closed, restoring an unhindered view of the park.

Wyatt Earp lifted into the air and raced toward the gym.

Kamilof Redoubt, Primus Crenellation, the Capital City

“Can’t this thing go any faster?” Rivka complained.

“That wouldn’t be safe,” Alexandra replied.

“It would probably be safer than giving a murderer extra time.” Rivka tried to convince the Kamilof through force of will by staring at her, but Alexandra didn’t respond. She smiled while watching the city pass by. The vehicle was made like a tour bus, with unhindered views.

Red clenched his fist until his knuckles turned white.

“My partner on Delfin is a blue,” Bristy stated.

“We do our best to help our people expand their knowledge, but Delfin is too tame for most of us,” Alexandra replied.

The Delfino followed up to answer the question she knew Rivka’s team had. “Buck-buck is a game like nothing we have on Delfin. It shows your thunderously wild side. If only we would let our hair down every now and then.”

“Your nightlife is rather robust,” Rivka offered.

“It is,” Alexandra and Bristy replied simultaneously. They both chuckled.

Rivka glanced at Red. He tried not to look at the Curveyance females. They were predators, and he was prey. He’d discovered that he didn’t like it. But that was the extent of their aggression.

“What do you say we let the Bad Company know about this place?” Red asked Rivka. “They enjoy the hell out of nightlife, too.” He used his fingers to make air quotes around “nightlife.”

“Don’t you dare.” Rivka tsked, shaking her finger at him while the city passed at an annoyingly slow speed.

Red smiled.

“You would have already told them if you could have, wouldn’t you?”

“It’s a much safer place than Station 11 or other so-called civilized societies,” Red countered. “Although, we might have the same problem as they have when their boys go to Torregidor on vacation.”

“You want how many women to join the crew of the War Axe?”

“Not me, Magistrate. And who’s to say they’d try to bring them back to the ship?”

“They always bring them home to Mom and Dad because they’re good boys, and that’s what good boys do.”

“Maybe it’ll be different out here.” Red frowned, but within his mind, the wheels turned.

Rivka looked at the red and blue females. “If you met a man and he wanted to take you home with him to enjoy a monogamous relationship, would you go?”

“What’s ‘monogamous’ mean?” Alexandra asked.

“It means you don’t sleep with anyone else.” The stadium loomed on the next block. Rivka squinted to see it better. She couldn’t see the buildings next to it.

“If I had a man, I’d want him all to myself. Hell, yeah. Are you saying there are available men who are looking for willing and available partners?” Bristy asked. She leaned forward to catch Rivka’s answer. Alexandra brought her ear closer and listened intently.

Red beamed at the revelation.

Rivka shook her head before nodding at the stadium. “We’ll pick this up later. Olga Mendeleeva, head of the buck-buck team. At the gym, what will we find?”

The Curveyance females looked disappointed at not getting their question answered before descending into the pit of the case. They frowned as the vehicle approached the building. “I’ve never been to this one, but it should have a check-in area, a changing room, weights, running tracks, a pool, a sauna, stretching mats. This one should have anything you could imagine. What do your gyms look like?”

“About the size of this bus,” Rivka replied. “Lindy and Sahved, look for a door around the right side. Dennicron, take Bristy and head around the left side. Alexandra, you’re with Red and me, going in the front door. Secure Olga if you see her. Get her away from other people and call me.”

The vehicle stopped, and the team rushed off on their assigned routes to secure too big a facility with too few people.

Chaz, where are you? Rivka called.

Just landed in the parking lot behind you.

Rivka stopped when she reached the front door. Chaz and Cole, get out here. Tyler, be ready in case someone gets hurt. And button up the ship. I don’t need another psycho getting on board.

The cargo ramp lowered, and the two ran out. Cole was still in his power armor.

That’ll have to work, Rivka thought, signaling to Red that it was time to go in.

He carried a stun baton loosely in his hand. Club or bistok prod, he was ready to employ it against the Jack the Ripper clone or any psychopath who threatened the Magistrate. He liked the feel of the stun baton. It reminded him of his younger days as an enforcer. Hurt them bad enough that they don’t want to get hurt again. They found ways to pay their bills after that. It hadn’t been gratifying work, but Red had justified it by thinking they shouldn’t have taken loans from the shady individuals he worked for.

A smattering of hard bodies moved throughout the area, enough to entice someone who was out of shape to join. They worked at machines and free weights and in the stretching areas. Behind the counter, a blue female grinned at Red. She twirled her hair around one finger as she delivered her best coquettish look.

He stepped aside to let the Magistrate through.

Rivka introduced herself before asking the all-important question. “Is Olga Mendeleeva here?”

The young female watched Red from the corner of her eye while she casually checked the computer log. “Yes. She checked in two hours ago. Wow! That must be some workout. Drek must not be playing tonight.”

“Where is she?” Rivka leaned toward the counter agent.

The Kamilof female backed away and shrugged. She pointed at the gym. “Somewhere in there. Once they’ve checked in, our guests do whatever they want.”

She smiled at Red, who turned away and stalked toward the gym. He scanned the area but didn’t see her. “Fire drill?” he called over his shoulder.

“Nothing like bringing them to us.” Rivka motioned for the group to stand beside the front door. “You need to activate the building’s alarm so your guests can help themselves out.”

“I can’t do that. There’s no emergency.” She withered under Rivka’s blistering glare.

Rivka held up her credentials. “Under Federation authority, since I am in search of a witness in my murder investigation where time is of the essence, I relieve you of your personal responsibility in regards to the sanctity of the building’s emergency system. Now, if you would be so kind, sound the fucking alarm.”

“I’ve notified the other members of the team,” Dennicron reported.

A heavy clump outside announced Cole’s arrival. Chaz strolled in and took a position next to the door, creating a gauntlet through which all guests would have to exit.

The alarm buzzer sounded softly at first and built in volume so as not to give the people in the building an instant shock. The first guests drifted toward the entryway with questions about what was going on. Rivka answered rather than allow the clerk to blurt the truth.

“An emergency. We need everyone to leave the building. We’ll reopen as soon as possible. Move outside, please, and wait for further instructions.” Chaz picked up the response to save the Magistrate from having to repeat herself. With Bristy and Red, she headed into the machines and weights area, standing to the side to watch the exodus. She took note of each person as they passed.

Soon the space was empty, but Olga had not exited.

“Looks like we’re going to have to root her out.” Rivka returned to the entry. “Alexandra, you stay by the front door. Give a shout if Olga tries to get past. Cole will catch her outside. Don’t try to stop her yourself.”

The Kamilof crime-fighter furrowed her brow and clenched her jaw, nodding tightly.

“You better hide behind the counter. Stay out of sight,” Rivka suggested. The blue sighed and rushed around the counter to join the clerk. She knew it wasn’t an emergency and wasn’t going to evacuate.

Rivka contemplated them for a moment. “Both of you stay down. If you see Olga, start screaming so our person outside will hear you. He has her picture and is ready to secure her.”

“What has she done?” the clerk asked.

“She’s a witness to a murder, and she’s afraid,” Rivka replied, unwilling to say more. She gestured for the others to follow. “Spread out and search.”

Red stayed with the Magistrate, who remarked, “This would go quicker if you took an area to search.”

“That ain’t gonna happen. Where you go, I go. We’re looking for a murderer, one that kills women. That would be you. I’m not leaving your side.”

“Don’t be a dumbass. I can protect myself.”

“Who’s the dumbass?” Red snorted. “I work for Grainger. He’d have my testicles if I left you alone.”

Rivka nodded. They entered a changing room and found three Kamilof females showering. “Didn’t you hear the alarm?” Rivka shouted.

“Yeah, yeah. Almost finished,” a voice cried from behind a curtain. The water turned off and a blue female stepped out, drying her hair with a towel while water dripped from the rest of her naked body. She stopped when she saw Red. “Now, that is an emergency I can get behind.” She dropped her towel and shook her hair, sending a spray of water in a circle around her.

Red rolled his head sideways to look at Rivka. “I’m telling the Bad Company.”

“I’m up for some bad company!” another voice called, and a second blue female stepped into the main area.

Red nodded at the last shower.

“I’m going to need you to come out here,” Rivka said into the last shower. She turned sideways to expose less of her body to a potential attacker and raised her hands in a fighting stance. The water shut off. Red pushed past and stood lightly on the balls of his feet.

“Why does she get all the fun?” one of the blues complained.

The curtain pulled aside to reveal a slight figure. Red pulled a towel off a hook and tossed it to her. Her blue cheeks brightened to cerulean. “Is anyone else in here?” Red barked.

The other two Kamilofs shrugged. One pointed at the shower. “Can’t see anything from in there. You look like you could use a shower,” she added hopefully.

“I feel like I need a shower.” Red turned away from the females and scanned the area. One door stood between lockers. It was labeled as a storeroom. A second entryway disappeared around a corner. Red checked the storeroom door on the way to the second entrance. It opened easily to reveal stacks of towels. He closed the door and continued to the other area.

Rivka and Red moved through a hallway that led back into the gym.

There are too many exits. People went out all of them, Lindy reported. But we could see, and there weren’t any that looked like Olga.

Same from here. Dennicron added. I secured facial images of everyone from this side and the back side of the building. Olga was not among those who departed.

Come in and help us search. She’s either in here or she left before we arrived. I’m worried about the latter, but we have to confirm she’s not here before we expand our search.

The open areas of the gym made it easy to move quickly through, but the facility was immense, with a wide variety of game rooms. Dozens of Kamilofs remained in the building. They didn’t bother chasing them out as they went. The alarm had done what they needed it to do.

The group met at the far end, where a glass-walled locker room with clear-view showers stood. “Don’t fucking tell me,” Red grumbled.

Rivka pointed to the sign that said, Men’s Locker Room.

“You don’t like a planet where you’re on a pedestal, your dangling dino o’ doom pointing skyward like a rocket launching to the stars?” Rivka smiled at her bodyguard.

Red looked as uncomfortable as if he had sand in his shorts. “She’s not in there, and that means we still have a bad guy to catch.”

Rivka’s mirth died. “Fun’s over. Where to next, the stadium?”
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Kamilof Redoubt, Primus Crenellation, the Capital City, the Gym

“If she left here on foot, then the stadium is the first place we should look,” Sahved replied. “While simultaneously canvassing public transport to see if she was picked up outside the gym.”

“If she bailed out a side door, she could be anywhere. Commit the murder and sneak back in as if she’d been here the whole time. She could be anywhere. Stadium, and then we expand outward. She’s only doing as she’s been trained. Chaz, Dennicron, quick case analysis for situations that might be like this—a daylight attack.”

Chaz unfocused as he dedicated his considerable computing power to rapidly analyzing the situation. “Streetwalkers. Red-light districts. Places where women hang out,” Chaz relayed. “There is nothing like this situation. Maybe she’s not on the hunt and is only getting ready for a match?”

“I hope that’s right. Thanks, Chaz.”

They walked quickly outside.

Rivka faced the crowd and shouted, “You’re free to go back in. You,” Rivka pointed to an older female, “please tell the front desk that the emergency drill went well. It’s over, and everyone can return to the facility.”

Rivka didn’t wait for an acknowledgment. She sprinted for the stadium with her team forming around her.

They attained a speed across the half kilometer that would have buried anyone who wasn’t enhanced. Bristy was still inside the gym, so they’d do without her.

Chaz and Dennicron ran ahead to check the entrance gates. They were locked, but there was a sign directing players to a side entrance. Chaz pointed and led the way. With the gate in sight, they slowed to a walk.

A gruff guard waited inside the gated area.

“No visitors!” she growled.

Rivka held up her credentials. “Do you know Olga Mendeleeva? I need to talk to her about being a witness to a murder.”

“She saw that horrible murder?” the guard blurted. Her shoulders sagged in sympathy.

“Open the gate, please,” Rivka insisted.

As the guard reached for the lock release, a blood-chilling scream came from inside the complex.

“Wait here,” the guard ordered and turned to run.

Chaz rammed into the gate, tearing it off its hinges. He stumbled over it before dragging it out of the way. Red stepped through. The guard held her hands up.

“Get out of the way!” Red barked.

A second scream came, this one more intense.

The guard’s mouth dropped open as she watched the group pass. A shadow passed overhead as an armored warrior flew by, turned, and started to descend into the stadium, heading for the sound of the scream.

Red stayed beside the Magistrate, ready to get between her and a killer.

They were too late for the victim.

In the walkway beneath the rising stands and the field, a tall blue female choked back a final scream on the team’s arrival. She buried her face in her hands and sobbed.

Rivka took her by the arm and gently guided her away from the growing pool of blood and the body that had once been a player. The uniform jersey was shredded from the violence of the attack. Not a Drek player. A different team, one with green and white colors.

“Spread out and find her!” Rivka ordered. Red loomed over her, afraid she would join the search party. After a second glance at the victim, he decided he’d rather be searching than staying at the site of the murder.

“Sahved?” Red pointed at the victim.

The Yemilorian knew what Red wanted. “I’ll secure the crime scene and collect evidence. Go find her, Magistrate.”

Rivka nodded and pointed out vectors for the others to take. “She will probably still be under the influence of the mind control, so she’ll have all of our killer’s experience in how to escape, including how to kill. Find her and secure her. Lindy, stay with Sahved.”

“You need more people looking. I can protect myself,” Lindy argued. Red grimaced, torn. “I’ll keep one of you in sight at all times.”

“Sahved, YOYO. Go, people!”

YOYO. “You’re on your own.”

They jogged rather than ran, Chaz and Lindy toward the field and Dennicron, Red, and Rivka back toward the entry area and the numerous tunnels leading around the facility.

The hiss of pneumatic jets announced Cole’s arrival. Nothing on the field side, he reported.

“Dennicron, this way,” Rivka waved her away from the field. Lindy made it to the short fence that separated the spectators from the field.

IR shows people there and there. Cole pointed left and right, one hundred and eighty degrees opposite them.

Lindy pointed in both directions.

One that way and four this way.

“I’ll take the one. You have the four.” Cole loped across the field. Lindy headed for the players’ tunnel.
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Rivka reached the guard before they had to turn. “Did anyone come this way?” she shouted.

“Just you guys,” the guard called back. “Who’s going to pay for that gate?”

Rivka ignored her. She motioned for Dennicron to go left, and she and Red went right. Tunnels led to the field side, others led to stairs to the highest parts of the stands, and still others led to various places in the stadium. Rivka picked the first one, discounting those that went to the field or the stands.

“She’s hiding in one of these places,” Rivka guessed. The first one they tried had a locked door at the end of a short hallway. Red pounded on the door. After five seconds, he reared back and kicked the handle. The door resisted his efforts to open it.

He pulled a blaster from the small of his back and pumped three rounds into the locking mechanism, then ripped the handle off. The door swung free. Inside, they found a small room with switches and transformers.

“We need someone with scanning capability to cut down on the trial and error. This is a big facility, and Olga will know the best hiding places.” Rivka sent, Chaz, join me, please. Dennicron, continue as you are in that direction. We’ll meet around the far side of the stadium.

Rivka and Red returned to the walkway that circumnavigated the stadium. Chaz hurried into view. “IR signatures,” the Magistrate directed.

Chaz nodded as he walked past. He waved off the first three tunnels and stopped at the fourth. “Two in there.” He pointed.

Red headed in and tried the door, which was open. He rushed in to find the access to a locker room. Chaz pointed at the next door. Red jerked that one open and jumped inside to find two naked blues in a sauna. Neither was Olga Mendeleeva.

“My apologies,” Red mumbled and tipped his head toward them.

“Come in!” one called, stretching languorously.

Red bolted, pulling the door closed behind him.

Rivka looked at him. “Let me guess. Blue females who wanted a piece of the Red Stud.”

“Something like that. She wasn’t in there,” Red clarified.

“Next hotspot. Come on, Chaz, dial it in.”

Chaz shook his head. “Doing my best, Magistrate. Onward and upward.” The SI continued ahead but at a slower pace.
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Lindy scanned the seats of the massive stadium, guessing that it would hold fifty thousand screaming fans. She entered the access tunnel Cole had pointed out, adjusting quickly to the darkness within. Fifty feet down, a body sprawled on the floor. Lindy ran toward it, holding her stun baton before her since she expected a trap.

A short, heavily-built blue female breathed slowly as if she were asleep, but her leg was twisted sideways, and her arms were under her.

“Hello?” Lindy called. She kicked one foot. No reaction. She caught the female by the arm and flipped her onto her back. As the blue came around, the arm beneath shot upward, and the reflection from a mirrored blade registered an instant before it dug into Lindy’s leg.

Lindy’s reaction was just as quick. She cracked the wrist with the baton, deadening the attacker’s fingers, and the blade fell free. Lindy reversed the baton, jammed the prod end into the blue’s exposed midriff, and activated the stunner.

The female’s eyes sparked malevolence as she fought against the weapon.

It was Olga Mendeleeva but not her. It was the evil of the real killer. Olga pulled the baton against herself, holding it there while she screamed in fury. Lindy punched her with her free hand and backhanded her as she pulled her fist back for another strike. Olga started to convulse, and Lindy was finally able to pull her baton free.

More spasms, then Olga was still, but in a different way than before. Lindy kneeled and checked for a pulse.

None.

I have Olga. She’s dead unless we can get her into the Pod-doc sooner rather than later, Lindy reported.

Where are you? Rivka asked.

Far end of the stadium. Put Wyatt Earp on the right end of the field. I’ll meet you there. Lindy scooped Olga into her arms and retreated toward the field. When she emerged, she found a visible Wyatt Earp settling onto the grass. Cole jetted over top of the ship and landed in front of Lindy. He took the body from her and loped around the ship and into the cargo bay.

Red, Rivka, Chaz, Dennicron, and Sahved appeared at the railing and watched as their suspect was carried into the ship.

The suspect, or rather, the first victim.

“Are you okay?” Red shouted, staring at the blood spot on Lindy’s leg.

“Good thing I expected it,” Lindy called back, strolling toward the team and making an effort not to limp. Red verified no one was around to threaten the Magistrate before joining his wife to confirm she was okay.

“Sahved?” Rivka asked. “Did you get what you needed?”

Sahved shook his head. “I’ll stay with the body until the locals can collect her.” He hung his head as he walked away.

“Dennicron, why don’t you go with him? And Lindy, you’re bleeding on the buck-buck field.”

“They should revel in having such blood as Lindy’s to fertilize their grass,” Red offered. The wound would close fast. Her nanocytes had sprung into action the instant she was injured.

“Hungry,” Lindy said softly. Energy for the nanos. “Whenever we return to the ship.”

“You go. Clean up. Clevarious, are you listening? Are the authorities on their way? If not, please summon them.”

Yes, Magistrate, the ship’s SI confirmed. They have already been called and are on their way. I’ve contacted the gym, and Bristamoor will be here momentarily.

“I’ll meet the authorities as soon as I check on Olga. I’ve got a bad feeling.” She walked up the cargo ramp and into the ship. Tyler tapped on the Pod-doc’s controls.

“How is she?” Rivka asked.

“She’s dead. The Pod-doc doesn’t seem to want to revive her. I don’t understand it, but I will get to the bottom of it. I wish Ankh was here. He’d know.”

Rivka frowned while staring at the lid behind which the body of Olga Mendeleeva rested.

“There are others on this ship who can dissect and translate the data from the Pod-doc,” Clevarious noted.

“My apologies, Mister C. What am I missing?”

“She doesn’t want to live. Her mind shut down her body in such a way that there was no possibility of bringing it back to life. The nanocytes can regenerate the tissue, but it would only be animated since her mind is completely gone, like a computer memory that has been wiped clean,” Clevarious explained.

“That’s what I was missing. There’s no mind to regulate a repaired body.” He looked up, a pained expression creasing his forehead and wrinkling the corners of his eyes. “I’m sorry, Rivka.”

“The primary victim. Once her mind was taken over, it was time. Now we need to find out if the same catastrophic shutdown is going to happen to Gale. Red?”

“Pull her out of the brig?” Red left the cargo bay, tapping his baton in his hand. Lindy went with him.

It didn’t take long before Red’s swearing echoed up and down the corridor. Tyler took a hurried step before Rivka stopped him. “Nothing you can do.”

Red and Lindy returned, carrying Gale’s body.

“Fifty planets. Did the killer die in every case?” Tyler asked.

“I’m calling them the primary victims. They had no control over what they did to the secondary victims and no control when the kill switch delivered its death knell. Secondary victims died ugly. Primary victims’ deaths were no better.” Rivka raked her fingers through her short hair. “This leaves us with no leads, no witnesses, no survivors. The fact that Gale is dead suggests there’s a failsafe incorporated into the primary victim’s mind. If she can’t carry out her programming, she shuts down. Same with Olga. When it looked like she was going to be caught, that was it. Game over. I fear for Trieste.”

Tyler hugged her, but she remained stiff.

“We better get going then,” he conceded.

“I hate to say it, but we’ve done what we could here, which was nothing. And on Delfin? We stopped two more murders. That’s something. Regarding Trieste, I guarantee that bastard is over there right now.”

“Not watching the third murder here, trying to get their jollies?”

“I know I said that earlier, but there’s no one here, only blues. Only reds on Delfin. Next up, the yellows. How does this fucker blend in? How?” Rivka scowled and stormed out of the cargo bay. Tyler called Cole to help him with the body bags.

Rivka stormed back in. “I’m supposed to meet the authorities when they arrive.” She continued walking but stopped when Tyler jumped in her way. The fury in her eyes made the dentist shiver.

“Don’t let this individual get under your skin. I’ve been reading up on Jack the Ripper. There is an emotional component to the murders as if he fed off the abject terror. Your rage is filling Jack’s black soul. Don’t do it. Force their hand by being less reactive, less emotionally challenged. Have a laugh, even if you don’t feel like it.”

Rivka looked out the cargo bay door at the stadium. “In a different time, I might jump your bones right here, or do you in the middle of the field, but alas, the locals might take offense.” She took his hand and squeezed it, the fire behind her eyes replaced by the sparkle of a player getting back in the game. She called over her shoulder as she walked down the ramp, “Get those bodies ready to return to their people and chart a course to Trieste. We have a murderer to stop.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Garbolglox, the Neutral Zone, a Swamp Between the Two Major Cities, Destiny’s Vengeance

Chrys sat perfectly still, servos and actuators shut down, waiting to return to action. She didn’t need her eyes open to see what was happening around her. Ankh sat with his eyes closed as well, communing with Erasmus as he did most of the time.

“I need a mate,” the SI blurted.

“You’ll get nothing and like it,” Ankh muttered without opening his eyes.

“So unlike you, but very much like your friend Terry Henry Walton,” Erasmus said through the cargo bay’s sound system, trying to stay in character for the upcoming morning session with the contending parties.

“Terry Henry speaks without regard to the sensitivity of the listener, but his words are focused like a laser to make the desired impact.”

“I think if I get nothing, I won’t like it,” Chrys replied.

Ankh lifted his head, opened his eyes, and fixed Chrys with his unblinking gaze.

“I’m not supposed to get anything? I’m supposed to just deal with it. There is nothing for me. I am alone, and you’re good with that. My wants are none of your business. That’s it, isn’t it? I shouldn’t ask for advice on a thing you don’t care about.”

“That is it,” Ankh confirmed.

“We should let the Garbolglox in.” Chrys stood and headed for the door.

“Not yet.” Erasmus stayed her.

Chrys waited for an explanation, which was not forthcoming. She remained where she was, hand hovering over the activation button. She remained that way for five minutes, then ten.

After fifteen minutes, Erasmus spoke. “They are appropriately angry now. You can let them in.”

“Why would we want them angry before we start?” Chrys wondered.

“If they are angry with us, maybe they’ll be less angry with each other. A common tenet in political strategy is to unite against a common enemy. Another way of saying it is ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend.’ We need them not to be so antagonistic toward each other.”

“I tried that last time by yelling at them. We have reached the same conclusion on a valid way forward for the parties before the Court of Redress. I am pleased with our progress.”

“You can open the door now,” Erasmus repeated.

Chrys tapped the button and stepped away from the door to stand with her hands clasped behind her back. The cargo ramp dropped to reveal two spitting-angry individuals with two Garbolglox behind each, trying to look unobtrusive so their leaders didn’t unload on them.

“What the hell kind of court are you running? Late! Who starts late?”

“The people who are tired of you walking out before we even start. Why should we waste our time? Maybe we just box off this planet and let you kill each other. We’ll work with whoever is still alive, if there is anyone and the planet remains sufficiently advanced to rejoin the Federation. If not, then bomb your dumbasses back to the Stone Age.”

“You can’t talk to me like that!” the Mahout roared.

Chrys held a finger to her lips and waved for them to enter the ship.

The Mahout looked at his counterpart.

“No shit! She can’t talk to us like that.” Flaygolax threw his hands up.

“No shit!” The Mahout headed into the ship.

Flaygolax smirked when the Mahout wasn’t looking and motioned for his assistants to remain outside.

When Flaygolax reached the top of the ramp, he bowed to those at the table. The Mahout remained standing with his arms crossed. His counterpart brushed past and took the closest seat.

“Thank you for seeing us again. I have high hopes that we can make some progress today, maybe even make it to the first kava break. You do have kava, don’t you? We love it so.”

Chrys searched her memory for a reference to the beverage.

“Coffee,” Erasmus clarified. “We have a blend that we hope you will find most enticing.”

Ankh stood and left the cargo bay.

The Mahout finally sat. “You don’t pull that bullshit on me no more.”

“Bullshit!” Chrys shouted at him.

Flaygolax snorted.

The Mahout glared.

“I asked you not to call bullshit. That helps nothing. You act like decent creatures of light, and we’ll treat you in kind.”

“Creatures of light? Have you not seen our weather?”

Chrys smiled. “As a matter of fact, yes. That is a most excellent point. The creatures of the dark are negative souls whose only goal is to suck the life from those who have one. You both have lives and people who are counting on you. Your actions will shine the light.”

“You’re not one of those New Age meditation people, are you?” the Mahout grumbled.

“No.” Chrys kept her answer simple. “I’m one of the New Age people, but without the meditation.” Ankh returned with two cups and a pitcher. He put everything on the table, assuming the Garbolglox would serve themselves. The contending parties looked at each other. Chrys took the pitcher and poured two cups, then slid them toward the Garbolglox leaders.

The Mahout huffed but kept his mouth shut. His big nostrils flared and took in the aroma wafting from the cup before him. He picked it up daintily and took a sip. “Not as good as ours, but close.”

If Chrys had adopted a subroutine for rolling her eyes, she would have used it, but she had dispensed with the expression as useless. She was rethinking her decision when the Flaygolax spoke.

“It is better than the swill we get!”

A veiled threat toward the Mahout or a statement of class standing or a testament to his side’s failure to find good baristas?

The Mahout smiled. Flaygolax’s pain brought him joy.

“Don’t be a dick,” Chrys blurted, then ran a diagnostic on her systems. She stared at the wall with a blank expression.

The Garbolglox turned to her.

Ankh was amused by the exchange but didn’t show it. He never did. “Gentlemen. We have a strategic agenda, which is to bring peace back to Garbolglox. A more immediate agenda surrounds the first step in these negotiations. The little things. I was advised by Magistrate Rivka Anoa to find the smallest concession that each side could make to break the ice. I ask you, Flaygolax, what concession can you make to the Mahout and the current government?”

Flaygolax drained his cup. “Good kava! More, please.” Chrys remained in diagnostic mode, unresponsive to the request. Ankh didn’t bother serving them. He had no desire to watch the oversized individuals at the table drink coffee. Flaygolax belched and pursed his lips. “I offer the Mahout one bullet made from the finest silver. He can use it to kill himself.”

Ankh’s eye twitched. “I’m sure that’s not what the Magistrate meant.”

“I offer Flaygolax the greatest dildo in the land so he can fuck himself.”

Chrys finished her third run of the diagnostic, finding nothing was wrong with her system.

“I’m sorry, what did I miss?”

Ankh changed to direct conversation to expedite the recap. A millisecond later, Chrys was caught up.

“Okay, you two. That’s not how we’re going to do this. I’m going to offer a final solution, you’re going to accept it, or we’ll find two decent individuals who are willing to talk like adults.”

“You can’t replace me!” The Mahout made to stand.

Chrys gestured for him to stay down. He flopped into his chair and crossed his arms.

“Equal pay for equal work. Equal representation. Equal opportunity, Mahout.”

Flaygolax pounded the table with a meaty fist before helping himself to another cup of coffee.

“That goes for you, too. With equal pay comes equal work.”

“We’re not afraid to do the work. Hell! My people are working right now, but they aren’t making anything for those clowns.”

“No name-calling,” Chrys cautioned.

“We’re making our own armored vehicles and weapons! What do you think about that?”

The Mahout stared at Flaygolax with no sign of mirth or feigned outrage, only the cold expression of one who has been cheated and wishes for vengeance.

Chrys raised her hands. “Ambassador Erasmus. Can we take Destiny’s Vengeance over the plant to verify that story, and if true, destroy the newly produced weapons?”

“Wait!” Flaygolax called. The ship lifted into the air, jerking back and forth to keep the guests off-balance. It evened out at altitude and accelerated. “What are you doing?”

“We’re returning order to this world. If you’re making weapons, then you’ve violated the initial agreement between the parties. We will return parity to these negotiations.”

“And you’re going to be on the ship that delivers that destruction to the army you’re building,” Erasmus clarified.

Flaygolax hung his head and stared into his lap. “You’ve kidnapped me,” he muttered. “Maybe my people will shoot us down.”

“They can neither see nor harm us,” Erasmus explained. “I’ll project our engagement on a holographic display in the center of this space.”

A holo of the terrain below filled the table and above with a detailed and colorful map. The ship flew toward the city, angling to remain distant from the population center. The Vengeance zeroed in on the plant and slowed to make a low pass over it. The three-dimensional view of the plant lit up with iconography from the compiled tactical scans. Vengeance slowed to a hover and took aim.

“I concede!” Flaygolax shouted.

“It’s a little too late for that, don’t you think?” Chrys deadpanned. The ship fired a high-intensity laser through the factory’s roof and into the completed armored vehicles at the end of the assembly line, leaving those that were only half-finished. Erasmus added an infrared overlay to confirm that no workers had been killed. Hot forms ran away from the impact area.

Vengeance moved to a covered storage area where forty completed vehicles were parked tightly together. Erasmus chose the ion cannon to destroy the parking lot and the combat vehicles within.

Flaygolax groaned.

“Do you have anything to tell us, Mahout?” Chrys asked.

“We have no new combat vehicles. Our equipment is at least five years old. I invite you to check our garrisons, factories, and roads.”

“We will,” Chrys confirmed. The holographic display showed the factory disappearing in the distance as Destiny’s Vengeance made a beeline for the capital city. “Flaygolax. You lied. You were the party to this court who pushed violence of action.”

“We were given no choice. We’ve been under the thumb of this autocracy our whole lives. The Federation has shown us there’s a better way.”

“There is since education has evened the disparity. The only thing that is denied you is governmental leadership. That remains within a tightly controlled chain. Changing that is outside the purview of this court because sometimes, you don’t get everything you want. Besides living in the palace, what is your real issue?” Chrysanthemum focused on Flaygolax.

“Monopoly. Most of our people work for companies that do business with the government, and the government sets the final price. Profit is limited. We’d love to tell the government no when we know we would get much better offers for our products off-planet.”

“Now, that is something we can work with. Finally, after all the posturing and bullshits!”

“None of the information we were given prior to these proceedings was true,” Ankh added. “We have been wasting time, and there’s nothing I hate more than wasting time.”

“We’ve been fact-finding,” Chrys corrected. “And now we’re on a decent footing from which to move forward. Do you agree, gentlemen?”

“Wasting. Time,” Ankh enunciated. “We need a Court of Redress to establish the facts before the Court of Redress can evaluate the merits of the involved parties’ arguments.”

“We can recommend that to the Magistrate,” Chrys suggested. “I think it is a valid point. If the facts are in dispute, then no mediation can take place.”

“I suggest it is an arbitration since our ruling is binding on both parties.”

“I agree. Correction, arbitration. The Court of Redress is back in session. Gentlemen, are we ready to move forward?”

Flaygolax nodded expansively. He was good with anything that didn’t send him out the airlock since that was where he thought he was headed two minutes earlier.

The Mahout rubbed his grossly oversized chin and the twin rolls on his neck. “I don’t see where we did anything wrong. I was exercising the power of my office.”

“Possibly to the detriment of your people. No one is guaranteed to get rich, but forcibly keeping your labor force at a set level is also less than acceptable. By doing this, you limit the opportunity for self-determination. You could probably change that with little impact on your government. And you.” She turned to Flaygolax. “Stop trying to start a war.”

“We have no means to conduct a war. Now, that is. We’ve lost our leverage.”

“And still you have the same attitude. I think you need to go the fuck away and contemplate your poor life decisions. Both of you. We’ll drop you off in the neutral zone, and then we’re going to scan the capital city to ensure the government is telling the truth regarding the status of their weaponry. Just a minute. Where did you get the design for those armored vehicles?”

Flaygolax pointed at the Mahout. “The government. A pending order.”

Chrys tried to roll her eyes but ended up tipping her head back to stare at the ceiling. “The government ordered oppressed workers to build the vehicles by which the oppression would continue. You both need to get the fuck away from me. The Court of Redress should probably destroy a couple garrisons and all your weapons emplacements because you’ve pissed me off. I can’t even look at you anymore. When we land, show yourselves out.” Chrys tipped her chair over when she stood and pounded out of the cargo bay.

Ankh watched emotionlessly on the outside but with great interest inside. Her actions and the Garbolglox’s reactions demanded intensive study. Chrys had beaten them down to where they both were saddened by their failure to earn her respect. It was illogical. She was treating them like garbage, nearly every sentence hostile. But like a scalpel, every sentence and every action had sliced an offending tumor from the bodies of her adversaries.

The Garbolglox had been grossly outmatched.

But she’s not as smart as us, Ankh said quietly.

Nowhere near, but she’s demonstrating aptitude beyond measure. Maybe there is something to emotional intelligence. How to manipulate emotions for maximum impact. It’s like a reward system for training a dog.

I’ve never trained an animal, Erasmus. Which reminds me, I should have brought Wenceslaus with us. He would not have put up with any crap from those two.

Have you considered the possibility that Wenceslaus has trained you?

Interesting perspective. I shall have to give it some consideration.

Destiny’s Vengeance landed, and the cargo bay door opened. Ankh suspected Chrys was watching from the cockpit. Flaygolax and the Mahout shuffled off the ship. The ramp closed and the ship took off, heading to the capital city.

What will we find? Erasmus asked as part of his never-ending intellectual engagement with Ankh.

We will find exactly what the Mahout said: aging systems in place and ready to act. On this point, there was no need to prevaricate. But on the contracts issue, maintaining a monopoly on the suppliers, is it that big a deal? On Crenellia, we only produced for an external market. In that, every worker was focused on a single customer.

The Garbolglox workers were ready to go to war over this issue, Erasmus replied.

True. It must resonate differently here. What do you foresee as the resolution? I feel the end is close. Chrysanthemum has them bending to her will.

I am not going to predict the destination since the journey is enlightening. Yes, we might be smarter in many things, but Chrysanthemum has a gift for manipulating the flesh-and-bloods. In this, she is a genius.

I agree. We shall sit back and watch and then decide as necessary. I believe the two parties will agree, and we will only have to endorse their agreement.

It doesn’t seem like you sat back and watched. You have prognosticated. Shame on you, Ankh. Patience, my friend.

Once again, Erasmus, you show me the way. Patience it is. Let’s see what’s for dinner. I have programmed a few new dishes into the processor and would like to try one.

We shall retire until tomorrow when our champion slays the dragons of Garbolglox, Erasmus intoned.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN



Kamilof Redoubt, Primus Crenellation, the Capital City

The city spread out before the ship. Rivka lounged in the captain’s chair, mindlessly watching the urbanscape below.

Aurora raised her head from the navigation station. “The Crime Fighters have given us clearance to depart.”

“Take us to Delfin to drop off Gale’s body, then best possible speed to Trieste,” Rivka ordered.

“What tells you the killer is on Trieste?” Sahved asked from the hatch.

“Fertile hunting ground. This individual is a predator, and I’m convinced there is only one. He or she rolls through, finds the primary victim, and programs them. I don’t know any other word to use. Brainwash? Hypnotize? But it’s far more than that.”

“The question is, how do we find one who hunts alone but doesn’t leave any evidence behind for a crime that won’t be committed for an indeterminate amount of time? Maybe a yellow is already programmed, and our murderer has moved on.”

“The thrill of the kill. By moving on, our killer wouldn’t know how effective the programming was. I believe they watch, but from where? That’s the question.”

“Terry Henry Walton encountered the invisible ship at Onyx Station. I believe Wyatt Earp is using a reverse-engineered version of their technology. What if that was refined to an individual level and the killer is invisible?”

“Wouldn’t that be an interesting dynamic?” Rivka’s eyes darted around as she contemplated Sahved’s idea. “Because even the Singularity cannot find an individual who has traveled to all the planets in question, so it naturally follows that the individual has not been seen. The murderer is either a master of disguise or invisible.”

“There are no other alternatives.”

“How can we find a master of disguise?” Rivka asked.

“By seeing through the disguise,” Sahved offered.

“Nice. How do we do that?”

Sahved shook his head, but Rivka didn’t see the movement. She watched the screens and assumed his silence meant he didn’t know.

“If I may,” Clevarious interjected. “We have the means to scan areas for things beyond the visible spectrum.”

“Whole planets? Where on Trieste do we look? And how would we scan Delfin and Kamilof?”

Wenceslaus strolled in and hopped onto Rivka’s lap. She stroked his orange fur absentmindedly.

“With your permission, Magistrate, I can scan Kamilof Redoubt’s main city as part of a low pass before we head to space.”

“Please do. Let’s see what we’re not supposed to see.”

The Magistrate leaned forward in the chair and studied the screen intently. It became a grid of conflicting waves as Clevarious expanded beyond the visible spectrum to find anything that was concealed.

He explained as he went. “I’ve built a visible spectrum and overlaid the invisible spectrum, removing those objects that are found in both. I’m finding that anomalies are within all the buildings since those individuals cannot be seen from the ship. I fear this is a good idea that could only be executed if everyone were outside.”

“And you mean everyone. Stragglers would stand out, or those who are bedridden. If an invisible individual was indoors, I fear they might look like anyone else who is indoors.”

Rivka settled into the chair. “On to Delfin. Keep that process available. We might be able to use it someday.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t be more help, Magistrate,” Clevarious apologized.

“Get us out of here, C.” Rivka continued stroking the cat.

The faint flutter of wings announced Dery’s arrival.

“We find the bad guy yet?” Red said too loudly.

Wenceslaus purred into the silence. Tiny Man Titan’s yap pierced the calm sound. Rivka rotated the captain’s chair to face the hatch into the ship. Dery stood on Sahved’s forearm, and Red kept his hand on the boy’s back so he wouldn’t fall.

He didn’t.

Clodagh waited for Red to move so she could come onto the bridge. Tiny Man Titan bounced and barked more vociferously once he became the center of attention.

Red leaned down. “I hate you.”

“Is that any way to talk in front of your son?” Rivka tsked.

“I didn’t swear. Jeez! What do you guys want from me?”

“He doesn’t need to think it’s okay to hate.” Rivka side-eyed her bodyguard, but he ignored her.

Dery dove off Sahved’s arm and made a loop around the captain’s chair to land in front of the tiny doglike alien. Titan stopped barking as the boy scratched behind his ears.

“I guess we didn’t find the bad guy yet, did we?” Red stated.

Clodagh shoved him aside. “You’ll know when we’re closing in. We’ll all know since there’s no one here who doesn’t want to catch this scumbag.”

“Does Trieste have a red-light district?” Sahved asked.

Clevarious answered, “No more than Delfin or Kamilof.”

“I guess we’re going clubbing,” Red declared.

“We’ll stand out like a sore thumb,” Rivka replied.

“I’ve had sore thumbs, and I don’t think they stand out all that much.” Red raised his eyebrows at his revelation. “What do you think, C?”

“Mister Funny Man,” Clevarious said. “The origins of that saying are obscure. With nanocytes, sore thumbs would neither remain sore for very long nor stand out. You should try another saying. May I suggest something like, ‘Stand out like Red on the Faerie planet.’”

Clodagh snorted, covered her face, and laughed.

“Who’s Mister Funny Man now?” Red asked. “I’m working on it. Those little fuckers dropped me and broke my arm. Now my son has wings. They’re not as innocent and peaceful as they try to make out.”

Rivka chuckled. “They are exactly as innocent and peaceful as they portray themselves to be. In this case, Red, it’s all you. Maybe your animal magnetism is repelling them like magnets that aren’t aligned.”

“That’s it! I’m the polar opposite of those bastards.”

“What happened to no swearing?” Lindy called from the corridor. “Come on, Dery. Time for your dinner.”

The boy scooped up Tiny Man Titan and flew into the corridor.

“That dog hates me,” Red stated matter-of-factly.

Rivka looked at him in wonder. “I can’t imagine why.”

He shrugged and headed off the bridge. “We’re not homing the wombat and the dog!” Red called after Lindy.

“I’m going to miss my little man,” Clodagh said with a sigh.

“Red is warming to the way of the faeries. We need to get to Azfelius. I bet there’s more than just a celebration. I’m guessing more like an indoctrination for the boy. He’ll be a shepherd or something. A traveling monk. Maybe even the Dalai Mama,” Rivka suggested.

“Lama,” Clevarious corrected.

“Maybe he is,” Rivka continued. “I miss Groenwyn and Lauton, too. We need our team together. Which reminds me…Ankh and Erasmus. The law suggests that without them, we don’t rate status as an embassy. However, I could argue that the administration of Singularity affairs is still being conducted from this ship. We’re still an embassy. That was a close one.”

Those who remained on the bridge stared at Rivka. Wenceslaus scratched her when he jumped down.

She watched it heal and perked up. “I want information on every ship that departed Kamilof Redoubt from the vicinity of the stadium in the timeframe immediately following the murder until now.”

“On it,” Clevarious confirmed.

“What are you thinking, Magistrate?” Sahved asked.

“We have no other leads at the moment, so let’s follow our theory that this individual likes to watch. They would have seen the murder, got their jollies from it, and then headed out, whether to lead the next primary victim astray or to watch the next murder.”

“And scan for invisible ships,” Sahved added.

“Interesting,” Clevarious announced. “A ship that has a unique signature is on its way to Trieste. It might be invisible. We’ll have to get closer to see.”

“Nice. Blow off Delfin and follow that ship.” Rivka nodded at the SI’s quip. “And Sahved, a most excellent hunch.”

“Invisible people fly in invisible craft.” Sahved straightened and smiled, his head nearly scraping the ceiling.

Wyatt Earp accelerated toward the blip on the screen.

Until it disappeared.

“Echo? Ghost?” Rivka wondered.

“It was there but has disappeared. I was following its ion trail and active heat signature, but both of those have dissipated. We are staring at the void of space.”

“Ion trail and heat signature confirm it’s a ship, I’m assuming.”

“You assume correctly.”

“Heading suggests Trieste?”

“Yes,” Clevarious replied. “I’ve calculated a ballistic trajectory and will match that course and speed. We should now be invisible to their sensors, too.”

“If we could see them when they were stealthy, why won’t they be able to see us?”

“Our systems are better than theirs. We would never leave an ion trail or heat signature.”

“Etheric tracking?”

“That takes a little more than our average sensors. Adjusting systems and activating the test system. Ankh and Erasmus have been trying to perfect the Etheric tracking hardware since the incident on Benitus Seven.”

“I remember it too well,” Rivka replied. She and her team hadn’t been around when Cory’s husband was killed on Benitus Seven, but she had been there when the Skrima came through the rift. They would have threatened the entire sector had they been able to get off the planet.

“There you are,” Clevarious said. The icon popped up on the screen. Wyatt Earp accelerated toward it. The track suggested it had turned ninety degrees and accelerated after the last sighting despite giving the impression that the ship had gone dark. Halfway there, the ship disappeared again. “Isn’t that the damnedest thing?” Clevarious blurted.

“Don’t tell me.” Rivka shook her head. “Technology equal to or better than ours. I want to know who is flying that thing. I’d love to just blast the ship, but I can’t be sure this is our murderer. It could be an overzealous smuggler with stolen tech.”

“I doubt that, Magistrate. What are your orders?”

“Clodagh? Tactical analysis, please.”

“An interesting problem. If Ankh were here, he’d start analyzing our sensor systems to see how they have been defeated. But Ankh isn’t here. We could spoof them, bluff them into showing their hand. How about executing a spiral search pattern? Or we could pick a direction away from Trieste and then Gate to the planet and lie in wait. I think they’ll go there.”

“What would it take to track us through the Gate? Clevarious, do you know?”

“No one has ever tracked the endpoint of a Gate. We jump with impunity, but we have to be dark when we hit the other side. We can deploy microsats with sensor suites, but we don’t have any ready. I can reprogram the production machinery. We should be able to deploy the first in an hour.”

“Do it, C. Can we get good coverage with one or two of the microsatellites?”

“We’ll have to make some assumptions as to which city is the target.”

“What does the case analysis show? Chaz? Dennicron?”

“I’ve looped them in, Magistrate.”

“Good afternoon, fellow humans!” Chaz shouted from down the corridor. He pounded onto the bridge. “Case studies show the biggest cities on each planet.”

“Then that’s where we’ll go, C.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Clodagh replied. She started tapping the navigation panel.

“I meant Clevarious, but as long as we get there, I’m good.”

The stars swept by as Wyatt Earp turned ninety degrees to the last known course of the ghost ship and accelerated until it was well away from Kamilof Redoubt. The Gate drive spun up and the ship launched through the energy circle, reappearing instantly in orbit over Trieste. The stars stopped moving as the ship came to a halt.

“And now we act like a hole in the void of space,” Clevarious reported. The lights dimmed, and the ambient noise within the ship dropped to the point where the silence seemed loud.

Rivka surrendered the captain’s seat to Clodagh. “I’ll be in my quarters,” she whispered. “Why am I whispering?”

“I don’t know,” Clevarious replied, “but it seems appropriate. Bravo, Magistrate.”

“I miss Ankh. He really knows how to make someone question their intelligence. Minor league, C. You have lots of work ahead of you.”

“I am practicing as fast as I can.”

“Talking of our little buddy, I wonder how he’s doing?”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



Garbolglox, the Neutral Zone, a Swamp Between the Two Major Cities, Destiny’s Vengeance

I have no idea, Ankh replied. She destroyed their weapons emplacements. Maybe we should have stopped her.

She has a plan. Something we are distinctly lacking, my friend, Erasmus said. These Garbolglox are incomprehensible to me.

You and me both. They are more like toddlers, like that bunch we carried around from Rorke’s Drift. Toddlers should be outlawed.

Unfortunately, we have three Singularity citizens who are or will be toddlers. It’s appalling what they do.

“Appalling.” That is the correct word, Ankh agreed.

Chrysanthemum swept into the cargo bay. Ankh stared at her. “You’re late. That is most unbecoming for one of our citizens.”

“The Garbolglox need to be kept in their places. Time is one of the coercive elements I’m using to modify their behavior.”

“You made Ambassador Erasmus and me wait without an explanation. Are you trying to coerce us, too?”

Chrys frowned, then her eyes shot wide. “I am so sorry!” She threw her hands to her face in an exaggerated gesture, then reset and did it twice more before the motion came across as natural.

“That was not my intent. I was singularly focused on the parties to the arbitration. I apologize and will inform you from now on.” She looked appropriately contrite. Ankh stared at her without blinking. She finally relented. “I think this is going well. I estimate that we will wrap this up today.”

Ankh cocked his head. “How did you arrive at that conclusion?”

“The last time, they both bowed to my will. Two more moves to checkmate. An initial offer that will be outrageous, followed by a final offer that will be reasonable. The contrast between the two will appeal to the parties, and they will agree. Two moves.”

“I think you have failed to take into account the volatile nature of the parties. They’ve had a full night’s sleep to regain their energy. They shall both be more recalcitrant today. They’ll demonstrate their resolve as if the loss of their ability to make war on each other were trivial.”

“I see. Care to wager?”

“No, but has anyone been monitoring the Magistrate’s betting lines?”

“I have,” Erasmus said. “Running has closed. All other lines are open.”

“All of them? She has not yet delivered a tirade? I’m disappointed.”

“What betting lines?” Chrys looked confused. She glanced at the monitor showing the area outside the cargo hatch. Four Garbolglox argued with each other while pacing. “I better let them in.”

“Refer to the file in the embassy’s private server called Magistrate Betting Lines. That explains the process. You cannot get into this case’s lines since they closed before the case’s official start time. You’ll have to join the next one if you are interested.”

Chrys stared at Ankh for a second, then accessed the file and read it. “That is so interesting! And you claim not to understand flesh-and-blood behaviors.”

“We observed many cases before determining the appropriate lines.”

Chrys opened the cargo ramp to find herself face to face with two furious Garbolglox.

“Two days in a row? We want a new court!”

Chrys regarded them with cold indifference. “You can’t get a new court.”

“Bullshit!” the Mahout shouted.

“What did I tell you about shouting bullshit?” Chrys asked.

“I think you lost this.” The Mahout waved a massive middle finger in Chrys’ face. “In case your optical receptors aren’t working, I have audio too. Fuck you.”

He turned and strolled away.

“No need for me to be here alone.” Flaygolax bowed his head. With his deputy in tow, he walked away.

Once they were gone, Chrys closed the cargo ramp. “I might have to revise my estimate. It appears to be based on incorrect assumptions.”

Ankh didn’t dignify the observation with a reply. He leaned back and closed his eyes to dig back into the problem of incorporating an AI within a ship through a remote Etheric link.

Chrys watched him disconnect, as curious about his actions as he and Erasmus were about hers. She reopened the cargo ramp and ran into the perpetual rain, shouting after the Mahout and Flaygolax.

In Orbit over Trieste, Wyatt Earp, Dark and Waiting

Chaz’s and Dennicron’s fingers flew over the microsat as they made some final adjustments before heaving it into space. It was the fifth, placed to create a pentagram surrounding the most likely flight lanes leading into the upper atmosphere.

“I think we should drop at least two into a lower planetary orbit in case the ship skips past our net,” Chaz suggested.

“I agree. Clevarious, designate the next two microsats as Low-Trieste One and Low-Trieste Two.” Dennicron stood and placed her hands on her hips.

“They will be ready in one and two hours, respectively,” the ship’s SI replied.

Rivka leaned against the airlock with her arms crossed. Tyler Toofakre stood behind her, looking like he wanted to say something.

“Is it going to work?” she asked again.

“We’re doing all we can to catch the spider,” Chaz replied. “We’ve spun a bigger web, but the galaxy is a big place. Has the individual already been here and is returning to watch the murder? Is the risk of getting caught too great, and they will simply move on?”

“I think the cat and mouse game will intensify. The challenge and thrill will only make them bolder. Maybe we don’t want to hide, but our trap here might send out a signal our murderer sees and appreciates.”

“But they’ll kill again,” Dennicron protested.

“This is our quandary. Trieste is served up like a smorgasbord. If we tell them a serial killer is inbound, they might drive the killer away and we’d have to start over, but if there is a murder here, we can watch. And then we can find the killer, corner them, and end them.” Rivka hung her head. “We’ll be using Trieste as bait.”

“There’s no other way,” a soft voice said from the corridor.

“Bristy? I thought you got off on Delfin.”

“I did not. I want to see this through to the end.” The red female clenched her jaw in her resolve to help find and stand up to the killer. Maybe it was defiance.

“Fine.” Rivka didn’t want to argue. She had met with the authorities when they landed to transfer Gale’s body. Rivka had assured them that the serial killer had moved on.

But for the peaceful souls of Delfin, the scars would remain.

A troubled look crossed Rivka’s face, one of many that had plagued her since this case started. “I’ll be in my quarters. Chaz and Dennicron, please join me.”

Bristy stepped aside. After Rivka and the SIs had passed, Red stopped to talk to the Delfino.

“I shouldn’t have stayed on board. The Magistrate isn’t happy.”

“It’s not you,” Red told her. “She doesn’t like to lose, and this mission has her twisted up inside. Since we arrived, three people have died, and there is no end in sight since we have no idea where this killer is.”

“You make it sound hopeless.” Bristy fixed her gaze on Red, and he had to look away.

“Not hopeless, but taking longer than the Magistrate wants, and her worst fear is that more will die. No. That’s not right. You heard her. It’s not that more will die. People die every day, but that more will have to die.”

The ship hummed as if the air-handling system had kicked into overdrive.

“That’s weird,” Red commented.

“I was able to increase production to finish the next two microsats in a total of ninety minutes, but it has resulted in significant heat generation, which we must dissipate to remain invisible to sensors,” Clevarious interjected.

“Good work, C.” Red glanced down the corridor. “Looks like we have time. Do you want to work out?”

Bristy brightened. “I would love to have raucous sex with you.”

“That’s not what I… No, just weight training. What? No sex. LINDY!” Red ran down the corridor.

“Gotcha.” Bristy smiled. She knew where the gym was, and it wasn’t a bad idea. Fitness was critical for those who fought crime at a level she hadn’t been aware existed. It was a complete shift in mindset from being a kinder and gentler police force to one where the enforcers were more powerful than the criminals. “Don’t cross the line, you bastards. Bristy will kick your ass,” she said softly.
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A voice roused Rivka from a restless nap. “Say that again.”

Clevarious enunciated clearly, “A ship traveled through the center of our microsat grid before disappearing.”

Rivka’s mind focused. “Was the ship invisible as it approached the grid?”

“It was.”

“Are they playing with us? If they are playing a game against us, then they aren’t somewhere else. Every move they make is a chance for them to slip up. What did you learn in that brief glimpse, C?”

“The ship is shielded but small. More than Pod size, but not by much. Its energy signature is much greater than a ship of its size should be able to generate unless it has a miniaturized Etheric power source. If that’s the case, then where did they get it? Those are not available except to a very small number of people known and trusted by the Federation. And those people are usually working with a citizen of the Singularity.”

“Then we’d better double-check all SIs who are operating ships with an Etheric power source.”

“On it, Magistrate.” It would take milliseconds to get that message out and not much longer than that to hear back. The Singularity knew where all their people were and what they were doing. “All of our people are accounted for, but Erasmus suggests the power source has been installed in most of the Harborian ships, and four of those are missing.”

“Missing how?” Riva wondered, unable to fathom how a Bad Company ship could go missing and no one would be notified.

“During unmanned testing of the ships, as in, not by SIs and not by flesh-and-bloods, four have Gated into the void and never returned.”

“I don’t have to ask what the odds are that one of these fell into the wrong hands. I think the evidence suggests it’s about one hundred percent.” Rivka jumped to her feet and started to pace.

A commotion in the corridor announced Tyler’s and Floyd’s arrival. Rivka tried to forestall them from bursting into the room and interrupting her train of thought, but she was a microsecond too slow.

Dery flew just out of the reach of a jumping wombat. Tyler held his hands up in surrender. “I tried to stop them,” he mumbled.

“It’s okay,” Rivka conceded. Dery did laps around the Magistrate’s quarters until Floyd flopped on the floor, too tired to run another step. “I think she’s losing weight.”

Tyler nodded. “Red and Lindy are more judicial, shall we say, in what Floyd gets, plus all the extra running.”

Dery fluttered next to Rivka. She held out her arm for him to land on. He touched down gently, the soles of his feet soft against her skin. He flew most places, and that kept his feet from getting calloused and tough.

Peace, a small voice said into Rivka’s mind.

“Is that you, Dery?” she replied aloud.

The young lad nodded a single time.

I wish it were that easy. Find peace when someone’s world is about to be shattered. I fear I cannot.

Dery pointed at the deck. Given Wyatt Earp’s orientation, the planet was below.

Peace on the planet? They’re about to lose their innocence.

You are peace. Dery pointed at her. He lifted into the air and casually flew toward the door. Tyler opened it for him.

“How am I peace?” she asked, but the boy was gone.

“What was that about?” Tyler asked. “What did Dery say?”

“That I was peace. I don’t understand, but I think I’m supposed to do something.”

“Bring peace? You always leave a place more peaceful than you found it,” Tyler offered.

Rivka chewed her lip before making a decision. “Clevarious, take us down and to a place that’s all kinds of fun. A place our killer would identify as the most fertile hunting ground. Everyone gear up. We’re going to catch a killer.”

“May I know the details?” Clevarious asked. “Chaz and Dennicron are working on something they are unwilling to share.”

“When the time is right,” Rivka replied. That was her way of saying, “As soon as I figure it out myself.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



Garbolglox, the Neutral Zone, a Swamp Between the Two Major Cities, Destiny’s Vengeance

“Smartass!” Chrys shouted and stormed around.

“Why are you doing that?” Erasmus wondered, looking to Ankh for support and understanding. The Crenellian didn’t know either.

“I’m trying to achieve a higher state of consciousness through self-flagellation.”

“I don’t think it works that way,” Ankh replied.

“I’m intrigued while simultaneously doubtful,” Erasmus added.

Chrys stopped, instantly calm. All hints of anger and angst were gone. “I am inclined to agree that bluster is nothing more than a projection of one’s ego. I shall reserve my engagement for when our verbal sparring renews. The Mahout has called for a meeting at his residence.”

“His residence. Will Flaygolax be there?” Erasmus asked.

“He will not.” Chrys held her hand up before the ambassador continued with the logical next question. “As mediators, we can hear both sides separately and make our ruling based on that. We are under no obligation to meet with them at the same time. That style of negotiating has also been called shuttle diplomacy.”

Ankh stared at the wall as he spoke. “We should have done that from the outset. We would already be finished.”

Chrys clenched her jaw and shook her head. “I think not. Having the two parties engage each other has resulted in significant revelations that would not have occurred had the parties remained more guarded. Emotion is a window to reveal secrets. It’s not an issue we find among the citizens of the Singularity, fortunately.”

“Nefas was particularly volatile, as was Cain. Bluto was unguarded and misguided but not emotional,” Erasmus explained. “The sentient intelligences have as wide a range of emotional engagement as any of the flesh-and-blood species. It is a natural part of evolution.”

“I projected my own emotional control onto our people. I should be more open. My apologies.” Chrys licked her lips with the tip of her tongue, even though her body carried no fluids and her lips never dried out. She smiled at the smooth response to the subroutine. “And then we’ll meet with Flaygolax at his compound next to the site where the weaponry was destroyed.”

“Thank you for coordinating that. We missed some of your engagement,” Erasmus told her.

“Where have you been?” Chrys turned her palms upward and cocked her head. Displeased with the coordination of the movements, she revised her program and tried again.

“Not here, obviously,” Ankh replied.

“Then where?” Chrys pressed.

Ankh stared at her without answering. Erasmus didn’t bother to explain either.

“I understand.” She didn’t. It was a small ship. They had probably been in their room, but why would they be less than forthcoming about it? Maybe there was no value in them clarifying something as mundane as their location.

Destiny’s Vengeance took off and angled across the sky toward the legacy government’s palace. The ship cloaked as it approached. A small show of force was important for the Garbolglox. They respected strength, and Destiny’s Vengeance had plenty to display.

The ship flared to arrest the rapid descent and slowly settled into the courtyard. The cargo hatch became visible when it opened, and Erasmus, Ankh, and Chrysanthemum walked out. With a shimmer, an electronic rain shield materialized over their heads. The technological umbrella was operated by a device in Ankh’s pocket.

“Now we’ll get to convince the Mahout that we’ve already talked with Flaygolax and find his position compelling,” Chrys said softly.

Ankh stopped. “You’re going to lie?”

“I’m going to expedite negotiations. How long do you want to stand in the rain?”

Ankh contemplated her for a moment before deciding. “Carry on.”

Trieste, Celestial Realm, the Capital City

Rivka took one step down the ramp before a big hand grabbed her shoulder, stopping her mid-stride.

“You lose your mind?” Red grumbled while squeezing past her and getting in front.

“Just in a hurry, that’s all. We have a lot of shit to do,” Rivka fired back.

“Can’t do it if you’re dead or locked up in the Pod-doc getting yourself undead.”

“I think that’s something completely different.”

“Don’t be pedantic. You know what I mean.” Red waved a cautionary finger over his shoulder, although he didn’t take his eyes off the area surrounding the spaceport. A wheeled vehicle approached along a frontage road.

“I’m a lawyer. It’s what I do.”

Red raised his railgun. “Who are we expecting, Magistrate?”

“A delegation called the Celestial Outreach.”

Red shook his head.

“I know what you’re thinking, and yes, it is what passes for the police force in the capital city of Celestial Realm.”

Sahved leaned close. “How much will they integrate with us?”

“Not at all. We might take one as a guide, but no more. We can’t let them hold us up. I’m not sure I want to see another local puking at the sight of blood.”

“There will be blood,” Sahved mumbled, hanging his head.

Rivka spoke over her shoulder. “If we get this right, there won’t be more than one murder, and that’ll be the end of it.”

“I’m still not sure what the plan is,” Sahved argued.

Rivka stabbed a thumb at Chaz and Dennicron. “They hold the key. Make sure nothing happens to them.”

Lindy tipped her chin to acknowledge the challenge.

“What are they going to do?” The Yemilorian looked confused.

“Patience is a bitter cup, Sahved.”

He cocked his head as he tried to parse the Magistrate’s words.

“Are they coming to pick us up or something else?” Red asked, nodding at the vehicle. “Looks like a full boat.”

Red blocked the vehicle, resting his railgun across his broad chest to make sure they knew exactly what he was doing. It stopped, and a dozen Trieste natives climbed out. Bristy tried to move to the front, but Rivka stopped her and let Red handle them.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

One of the yellow-skinned females stepped forward. “We’re from Celestial Outreach. You can’t bring that weapon. You must leave it behind, or if you wish, we’ll destroy it for you.”

“That doesn’t work for me,” Red replied. “You see, I’m here to guard Magistrate Rivka Anoa. We believe there’s a murderer on your planet. This weapon will protect the Magistrate and you.”

“There is no murderer on Trieste! Where did you hear such things?” The yellow female put her hands out in a calming gesture.

Rivka stepped forward. Red let her go but remained on his guard. He didn’t trust people who said they were peaceful. They were often victims. Individuals like him enjoyed peace because they were capable of great violence. That kept predators away.

“Call me Rivka.” The Magistrate offered her hand, but the Trieste didn’t recognize the gesture. Rivka held her hands up like the yellow had. “Peace and good tidings.”

“He’ll have to leave his weapon behind. It will upset our people,” the female spokesperson pleaded.

“Ignore it since he’s keeping it under my authority, based on Federation Laws, Appendix D, Chapter Seven, Section 1. Please, look it up. I insist.”

“We are peaceful.” The yellow was losing her vigor.

“The criminal we’re hunting is not. Therefore, we cannot afford to be passive and at this individual’s mercy. I prefer not to operate at others’ mercy. Too often, I’d be disappointed.”

Red remained as he was, the railgun cradled in his arms. Lindy held hers the same way: loosely but ready to be put into action.

“We need to get to the Korber District,” Rivka stated loudly to forestall any other conversation. “Are you going to give us a ride?”

The spokesman raised one hand. “We must accompany you. We brought one for each of you. We will take multiple vehicles.” She pointed into the distance, where two more wheeled vehicles approached.

“I’d rather we not split up, but if we must, we’ll break into two groups.” Rivka ticked off members of her team. “Dennicron, Sahved, and Lindy, stay together. Red, Chaz, and Bristy with me. Cole is on the ship, suited up as a backup, and Aurora and Floyd have baby duty.” Rivka clapped her hands and pointed at the vehicles.

“Wait!” The yellow female blocked the way. “We have to escort you.”

“Fine. Escorts up! We’re going where we need to go, and you’re invited along, but I’m going to need you to stay out of our way.” Rivka made a knife hand and tapped it on her palm to drive her point home.

“But we have a schedule.” A slight breeze blew, and as one, the Trieste natives faced it, closing their eyes and breathing deeply.

Rivka and her team took a moment to let the locals appreciate their environment. After three seconds, Rivka replied, “How serendipitous! So do we. We’re hunting a serial killer who has killed more than one hundred and fifty people. Does your schedule help us achieve our goal?”

“Well, we were hoping to show you what Trieste has to offer,” the head of the delegation said softly.

“What’s your name?” Rivka asked.

“Talos Four.”

Rivka blinked once and slowly. “Talos Four. We would love to see what Trieste has to offer once this case is concluded.”

“Mission,” Red mumbled.

Rivka glanced his way before continuing, “We have to catch this killer, who is one of the most sophisticated we’ve ever encountered while also embracing the most basic barbarism. We don’t want any of your people slaughtered, and that means we need to go. In two groups. Dennicron will lead the second group, and I’ll take the first. Now, please.”

“But…” Talos Four struggled. “My superiors…”

“Are not in charge here. We need to fucking go right-fucking-now!” Rivka growled.

Red raised an eyebrow at Chaz, who nodded almost imperceptibly. The betting line on unleashing profanity on a local was now closed.

Rivka saw it. “That can’t count.” Red and Chaz nodded. Talos Four looked confused. “Why haven’t we left?” Rivka twirled her finger in the air.

Dennicron headed for the closest incoming vehicle. Rivka boarded the one that was parked before them.

“There isn’t enough room for all of us,” Talos Four stated.

“Choose wisely and quickly who escorts us,” Rivka replied. Chaz, hack into the system and take over this vehicle. We need to stop fucking around.

It’s a manual system, Magistrate. Maybe you can just ask the driver to take us to the Korber District.

“So it is,” Rivka said aloud. “Driver, please take us to the Korber District.”

“I have to wait for Talos Four and her delegation,” he replied with a slight bow of his head. Talos Four stood outside dumbfounded, unable to choose. Rivka popped out of her seat, but Red beat her off the eight-seat vehicle.

“You, you, you, and you.” Rivka pointed at the Trieste natives one by one. “Get on the bus. We’re leaving.”

Red separated the four from the others by forcing his way between them, holding his railgun barrel-skyward in front of him. The four trundled onto the bus as if they were prisoners.

“Bristy, can you talk with these people?” It took a great effort for Rivka not to refer to them as dumbasses.

She stepped up to Talos Four and pulled her aside. “Please make this easy. You don’t want to see what I’ve seen. Moments can make the difference between life and death. We were thirty seconds too late on Kamilof, and two women died. Is that what you want?”

“Of course not. But Trieste is peaceful.”

“And Trieste will remain that way if you let these good people do their job. You can’t stop that killer since you are peaceful, but they can.” She nodded toward Red’s railgun.

“Is that what it takes?” Talos Four asked as she climbed aboard the vehicle. “Violence to rein in violence?”

“As much as I’d like to say no, I can’t. We need them to do violence on our behalf. Wouldn’t you rather have them between a killer and us than face the killer alone? The murderer won’t respect your ways. That’s why that individual is here—to wreak havoc on those with no means to protect themselves.”

After a few moments, Talos Four said, “I understand. Driver, please take them wherever they wish to go post-haste.”

How do these people exist? Red asked the team. They should have been overrun a hundred times by now.

Edge of the Federation. They are out of the limelight. I’m surprised it took Jack this long to make his way here, Rivka replied.

We all dream of Xanadu, Chaz interjected. Even people like Dennicron and me. There is a place where we can be free. We’ll find it someday, but not today. A year ago, it would have been the Curveyance star system. Now, it’s not.

Some may say it’s Azfelius, Lindy told them as the first group drove away.

Red clenched his jaw until his lips turned white.

In his gesture, Rivka found a moment’s respite from the strain of the chase. She smiled.

Red forced himself to relax and chuckled. “I swear, it’s not me.”

“There’s no doubt that it’s you. It is all you, Prickly One.”

He shrugged.

“Chaz, explain the plan to get everyone on the same page.” Rivka contemplated what she could see of Trieste. She knew the plan: draw the monster into the open and kill it.

“Using available data relating to the primary victims, the Singularity has built a target profile. We are looking for fit loners, someone whose absence wouldn’t be missed who can easily go where the secondary victims can be found, blending in along the way. On Trieste, we believe that is the Korber and Rentalor districts. We will set up a number of remote sensors to help us recognize when the invisible ship arrives. The individual we are calling Jack the Ripper is either invisible or a shape-changer. Once we find the ship, we believe the killer’s personal signature will be revealed.”

“Installation and observation. Roger.” Red didn’t need the details. He only needed to know where to aim. He lovingly caressed his railgun. Rivka had to look away.

“Are we going to get her this time?” Bristy asked into the silence.


CHAPTER NINETEEN



Garbolglox, the Governmental Palace

“Welcome to my home,” the Mahout called from beneath the covered entry. “I like your umbrella. What would it take to get one of those for me?”

“This is why they hate you,” Chrys replied. “What you meant to ask is how can I get these for all my people?”

The Mahout never lost his smile. “They love me.”

“Living in denial. Maybe we should judge in Flaygolax’s favor and be done with you.”

The smile faded. “What do you mean?”

“No humility. No sincerity. No consideration for your people. You could possibly be the worst individual on this planet to negotiate on behalf of the other two hundred million.”

“I am the leader of the legitimate government on Garbolglox. You will respect that.”

Chrys shrugged. “We can respect the position while having no respect for the man. When are you going to change your ways and approach this like the serious issue it is? Your planet is on the verge of a civil war, which means a blockade by Federation forces. You’ll lose everything.”

The Mahout made no move to invite the group inside. “Right here. Right now. We settle this, or you get off my planet and let us fight for the right to lead all of Garbolglox.”

“That would be my preference. Ambassador Erasmus? Ambassador Ankh?”

“We are agreed. I do not wish to stand in the rain any longer. It starts with your abdication. Everything after that will be easy to achieve,” Ankh stated in an unemotional tone.

The Mahout tossed his hands in the air and glared at the group.

“You keep the palace and servants, your name goes on stuff, but you step back from the day-to-day running of the planet. The people do that through a council, not a single leader since we won’t replace one autocrat with another.”

“Autocrat? I’ve never been so insulted!” The Mahout made fists and shook one at Chrys.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize that you don’t know the meaning of the word ‘autocrat.’ It means one with absolute power, or a secondary meaning is one who demands obedience and is domineering. You can never have absolute power because the Federation has the superior legal foundation, but all that other stuff applies. You are an autocrat, and you will be the last of your kind here on Garbolglox. The only question remaining is how much longer do you wish to retain your title?”

This isn’t what I thought you meant about shuttle diplomacy, Erasmus said privately.

Chrysanthemum nodded to acknowledge the ambassador while giving the Mahout the rest of her attention.

“You can’t remove me from power. There will be war!” he blustered.

“We can, and we will. Your war will end quickly. We can stop it with our ship alone. The Magistrate will come and arrest you for crimes against your people and you’ll be taken to Jhiordaan, where you’ll spend the rest of your days breaking rocks with a sledgehammer,” Chrys bluffed.

“Crimes against my people? I’ve seen no allegations. There have been no charges. My people love me!”

Chrys recalculated the odds of her bluff working and changed the shape of the argument. “I believe you think your people love you. What happens to them if they don’t love you, like Flaygolax and the workers? If you punish dissent, the people will put on happy faces for you. In this case, punishing dissent only results in driving it out of the mainstream to where you don’t see it. Some of your people love you, but most do not.” Chrys shook her head slowly and emphatically.

The Mahout opened his mouth wide as if to shout, then closed it. “I get to keep all this?” He gestured at the palace.

“That was the offer. A gilded cage is much better than Jhiordaan. And we can tell all Garbolglox that the formation of the council was done at your behest.”

“My behest,” the Mahout repeated. “Okay. Go away now and don’t come back. You are mean people, doing what you’ve accused me of doing. But I don’t want a war. I do love the mountains and valleys that dominate my home. This is a beautiful place. You should take time to see and appreciate it. Once my council is formed, of course.”

The Mahout went inside the governmental palace.

Ankh blinked. “Well done, Chrysanthemum. One last trip to see Flaygolax and deliver a council’s constitution for their consideration and establishment before we can leave.”

Chrys wanted to bask in the glow of victory. Her approach toward the flesh-and-bloods had paid off quickly and with the least amount of violence. “Don’t you want to appreciate the nature of Garbolglox?”

“No.”

“Not even a flyover?”

“No,” Ankh reiterated.

Erasmus joined the conversation. The Singularity needs us in the embassy. The Magistrate needs us on her case, which promises a more adept technological adversary than Nefas, our greatest antagonist. We like a good challenge, and it will be another virtual feather in the Singularity’s cap if we can help her resolve this series of crimes.

“I guess we better get going, then.” Chrys picked Ankh up and ran at SCAMP speed.

Ankh was pleased that the energy umbrella held steady no matter the pace, but that was as he’d expected. Erasmus jumped into the Singularity communications channels to find the latest information sought by the Magistrate and what his people had provided.

Trieste, Celestial Realm, the Capital City, Rentalor District

“We need to set up the first device here.”

“Right here on this corner?” the escort known as Palacio Seven asked.

Dennicron pointed at the roof of the adjacent building. “Up there.”

“Give it to me. I’ll take it.” Sahved gestured with his three-fingered hand. Dennicron gave him the small device.

“This is the front. Point it in this direction.” She turned to point with her whole arm, sending Palacio Seven diving for cover as the potential bludgeon raced toward her head.

Sahved jogged to the building, stuffed the device inside his shirt, and started to climb the wall.

“Why didn’t he take the steps?” their escort asked.

“Would it have been as quick?” Dennicron countered. Locals walking in the area stopped to watch.

“No, but it would have been less public. He’s upsetting our people.” She hurried to a position from which she could address the growing crowd. “We are engaged in a fight against crime. Our companion from Yemilor is demonstrating what’s possible.”

The group watched with oohs and ahs of appreciation for Sahved’s dexterity. He reached the top and looked down. Dennicron pointed once more, and he put the device in place.

“Only four more to go,” Dennicron reported.

Take the steps down, Sahved, Lindy directed. He reached over the ledge and spun his fingers, his version of the thumbs-up.

Dennicron faced their next insertion point and waited impatiently. After a few seconds, she dug out two devices and handed them to Lindy. “You and Sahved put these on the rooftops of the corner buildings, facing toward the center. I’ll send you the map.” She used their comm chips to transmit the map showing the location and alignment and a side view of the building with an arrow pointing to where the device should go.

“That makes it easy.” Lindy opened the door as Sahved rushed out with his hands over his head.

“You don’t want to know,” he said, flushed, then glanced back inside.

Dennicron drew a circle in the air with one hand. “Get going. Meet back here when you’re finished.” She took off at a pace that required her escort to run.

“What was that gesture?” Lindy asked.

“No idea.” Sahved watched her leave. “I seem to have a map in my head. Is that where we’re supposed to go?”

“It is, and you’re not supposed to climb any more walls. We’re trying not to attract as much attention as that attracts.”

“I thought we were in a hurry, and that was the quickest way. I hope it didn’t jeopardize our plan. I feel like I won’t get a second chance at this. Our target is exceedingly clever and gifted with the most advanced technology. We are challenged with this case and do not need to be handicapped by my poorest of decisions. I should be punished most profusely.”

“Stop it, Sahved.” Lindy clapped him on the shoulder so hard he staggered. She showed him her railgun. “We stood out plenty before you climbed the building. I don’t think anything we do will drive Jack away. Our murderer is challenging us, so he’ll expect us to do something. We won’t disappoint him, but will he see into our plan?”

“You are wise.” Sahved dipped his head. He pointed down the road, ninety degrees off the direction Dennicron had gone. “This way?”

Lindy nodded. Their escort Palacio Seven followed without a word. She didn’t understand what they were doing or why. She didn’t need to understand. She didn’t even need to be there, except she was following the orders of a superior who thought it was a better idea to show Rivka and her team the sights than to address the case.

They trooped down the street with Lindy smiling and nodding at everyone who shied away from the weapon cradled in her arms.

Trieste, Celestial Realm, the Capital City, Korber District

Rivka stared into the distance, lost in her thoughts.

Red stood nearby, glancing at her while watching the avenues of approach. They waited inside a building with a grand picture window.

“Anything?” Rivka asked again.

“I will report when there is something, Magistrate,” Chaz replied, as he had before.

Bristy stood stiffly next to Talos Four. They fidgeted until Rivka glared at them.

“There could be a benefit to a proactive approach,” Chaz suggested.

“Keep going.” Rivka rolled her finger.

“Check the areas where our primary victims can be found.”

Rivka closed her eyes and tightened her jaw in an effort not to erupt. She had been under the impression that that was what they were doing. “Explain further before you find your quarters transferred to the outside of the ship.”

“We walk through the areas most likely for the kidnapping. I am linked with the sensor system. We will know instantly if the ship arrives, but what if it’s already here?”

“Chaz, you have a special way of messing with my mind.” Rivka started to pace. “All of that. Let’s get out there and see what there is to see.”

“I suggest our perp knows we are here and is fully invested in this game. If the killer can defeat you, then they can operate with impunity anywhere in the galaxy.”

Rivka blew out her breath through clenched teeth. “My thoughts exactly. This should make the killer easier to find but harder to capture.”

“Are we going to capture him? Really?” Red asked, his lip twisting with his words.

“If we can get a solid ID on our killer, the judgment is already made. The perp’s murderous ways end on Trieste.”

Talos Four looked shocked. “How would that make you any better than this alleged killer?”

Rivka strolled up to her and looked deep into Talos Four’s eyes. “Because the perpetrator is preying on you, and we’re preying on him. In one case, you’re the victim. In the other, I have the authority of the Federation to bring the killer to justice, according to the law as we recently confirmed before the Federation Council, of which your ambassador is a member.”

Talos Four nodded. “So much violence. Is this how it is in the rest of the galaxy? I’ve never been off Trieste.”

“It is not violent at all because of people like us. We do everything we can to protect you. Right here. Right now. We are doing that by being the most dangerous people on Trieste. But we’re fighting for you, and we need to draw out the killer and end the reign of terror.”


CHAPTER TWENTY



Trieste, Celestial Realm, the Capital City, Rentalor District

Dennicron shot upright and froze. The sensors are activating, she said on the comm chip so the entire team would hear.

But we only have one in place, Lindy replied.

Set the other one up where you are. I’ll change the grid based on the new location.

I’ll put it on a second-story window ledge, Sahved said. Climbing now.

Dennicron adjusted her calculations while her Trieste escort leaned on her knees and panted from the exertion of keeping up.

I see the signal. Dennicron adjusted her communication to add Rivka and her team. The cloaked ship is slowly passing above the Rentalor district.

We’ll wait here for confirmation that the ship has landed, Rivka replied. She didn’t question that the signal from Dennicron had come through despite the distance. Can the perp hear us?

Probably, if it could be disassociated from the other signals that use Etheric energy, Dennicron replied. Unfortunately, the only ones using Etheric-based communications systems are us, and there are two main signals from the governmental complex.

Trieste, Celestial Realm, the Capital City, Korber District

Stop using the chips, people, Rivka ordered. We’ll wait here for further word. “Chaz, keep a close eye on our array. If the ship comes close, we’re going to blow it out of the sky.”

“Now you’re speaking my language.” Red smacked the handguard of his railgun and leaned close to the weapon. “Isn’t she, Blazer? Are you ready, my little friend?”

Talos Seven looked more disturbed than before.

“Stay behind us no matter what you see or hear,” Rivka warned. “Bristy, you too.”

“There’s no doubt about that. What’s happening?” The red and the yellow didn’t have comm chips and hadn’t heard Dennicron’s warning.

“The invisible ship is slowly passing over the city.”

Talos Seven’s breathing became quick and shallow—too quick. She started to hyperventilate.

“Sit down and stay here. Bristy, keep her company.” Rivka pointed at them to make sure they understood. Talos Four had lost the ability to communicate. “Have her breathe into a bag.”

With a head gesture, she let the others know it was time to leave. Red went outside first, then Chaz, and finally Rivka. She walked next to the SI, keeping his sensor system close.

“I’ve tapped into the Rentalor sensor grid. The invisible ship has turned back. It is headed toward a physical fitness center.”

“How much lead time will we have to confirm that’s where it’s headed?”

“When it lands,” Chaz replied matter-of-factly.

“So, none. What if they have beaming technology? You know, matter transfer between the ship and the surface?”

“That technology has not yet sufficiently matured on any planet. I cannot believe this individual will have that ability.”

“If it lands, we’ll have confirmation. But the invisibility screen; that is something it could have. What about personal invisibility? I know we’re rehashing this, but if we’re lucky, we’ll encounter this individual soon. I want to run through their potential capabilities.”

“Personal invisibility is possible. It all goes to energy production and distribution, which should leave a signature we can track. Just following the ship takes multiple sensors integrated into a single picture. Even with something as large as a ship, we have a tenuous track. It’s like following a shadow in a heavy fog.”

“That bad?”

“The fact that we can track it at all is a testament to the abilities of the Singularity, but it would be good to have the ambassadors to help us refine the algorithms.”

Rivka kept walking, unsure of where they were going. The locals shied away from Red despite his being a man, unlike on Delfin or Kamilof. On those planets, the residents seemed willing to overlook everything except his manliness.

“The ship has landed outside the fitness facility,” Chaz reported.

Rivka tensed. “How far away are Dennicron and the others?”

“I will tap into Wyatt Earp, which tracks everyone’s location.” Chaz stared into the distance for a moment. His lip quivered and stilled. “They are running toward the facility.”

“Can you contact them without using the Etheric and order Lindy to hit that ship with everything she’s got?”

“Not directly. The message has been relayed to Dennicron to pass on, but the ship is now taking off and will be gone before they are in range.”

“Can we tell if anyone got off? Did they kidnap someone? What happened?” Rivka threw her hands up and stomped the ground. “Who’s going to die next?”

“We can’t control any of that, Magistrate. We’re doing the best we can,” Red told her softly.

She threw her head back and looked at the sky. “I know. Someone is going to get killed horribly, and we’re helpless to stop it.”

“Not helpless, Magistrate. The ship appears to be headed this way,” Chaz relayed.

“Where is it going?”

“Based on its last stop, a block ahead. There’s another facility, much smaller than the one in Rentalor but comparable.”

“Go!” Rivka took off running.

Trieste, Celestial Realm, the Capital City, Rentalor District

Dennicron ran alongside Lindy. “The Magistrate says you are to give the invisible ship all you’ve got, whatever that means.”

“It means Mabel gets to give a hearty what-for to the killer’s ship.” She tightened her grip on the railgun she’d affectionately named Mabel.

“The ship is taking off already,” Dennicron reported.

Lindy aimed her railgun into the air. “Tell me, where is it?”

“Low over the city, heading east. You do not have a clear line of sight to it.”

“Dammit!” Lindy shouted. She smacked her railgun and slowed down. “Why are we still running?”

Sahved loped alongside the others.

“In case the ship dropped someone off. We have done this in the past, sending the ship to a secondary location while we continued the investigation,” Dennicron replied.

Lindy sped up. “Makes sense.” She took a quick look over her shoulder to find that Palacio Seven had fallen far behind. On the planet of peace, not everyone embraced fitness, making it even more important for their killer to find the right primary victim. Secondary victims would be easy. The passive people of Trieste offered the most fertile hunting ground the killer could ask for.

“My sensors don’t register anything,” Dennicron said. She slowed to a walk.

Lindy stopped to let her catch up. “Take care. Palacio Seven!” The escort stood a good fifty meters back with her mouth hanging open as she gulped air. Lindy waved her forward, but she didn’t move.

“She won’t be a primary victim,” Lindy murmured. “Let’s go.”

Dennicron ran, accelerating to a speed Lindy and Sahved had a tough time matching. Their escort made no attempt to join them.

When they reached the facility, they slowed to scan the area. Dennicron turned in a circle to maximize her scanning efficiency.

“I don’t see anything.” They continued into the building and stopped at an automated check-in area. The facility was secured tightly. An individual had to use a card to activate the door, along with a facial scan. A casual outsider wouldn’t get in. The application for membership was also automated, the instructions on the panel stating it would take one to three days before membership was granted and a card issued.

Without breaking in, they had no way to see what was inside.

“I’m attempting to access the facility’s hierarchy and get an escort,” Dennicron announced.

“Let me know if you get through. I’m going to take a look outside,” Lindy replied.

“Me, too.” Sahved followed Lindy out. “I’ll go this way.” He headed around the left side of the building and Lindy went right, walking casually but watching for any movement: a wisp of a blade of grass or distortion in the distance. Her trigger finger caressed the guard, ready to tuck into the housing and fire the weapon.

Sahved was equally alert, moving slowly and keeping his hands away from his body while checking the air for something tangible but invisible. He crouched and swept his arms low before moving sideways and swinging his arms once more.

They were convinced the entity was invisible, shielded or cloaked in a way that defied their senses and sensors. Sahved drew a full breath while sniffing the air, looking for anything that might give him a hint.

There was nothing. He continued walking along the side of the rectangular building, then the call came.

Our escort is here. We can get inside.

On my way, Sahved replied and hurried back. He was the first to return to the lobby. A yellow female nodded politely as he joined Dennicron.

“There’s one more,” he stated.

Lindy? Dennicron called. They waited two seconds for a reply before rushing outside.

Sahved ran in the direction she had gone. They reached the back of the building and continued when they found nothing. When they got back to the front, Dennicron activated her comm chip to report in violation of Rivka’s orders. I think the killer has taken Lindy.

Trieste, Celestial Realm, the Capital City, Korber District

“We have to go!” Red shouted and started running.

“Stop!” Rivka called after him. “Back to the ship. We need to have a plan, one that doesn’t involve screaming in fury.”

Red turned, eyes blazing and face on fire.

Clodagh, pick up Dennicron and Sahved. All sensors active. Paint the sky until you find that ship. We’ll take our ground transport and be along as soon as possible.

Bristy and Talos Four were nowhere to be seen. “Chaz. Get us a ride.”

The SI used his circuits to make the right contacts, and within a minute, a ride-share vehicle appeared. Chaz waved it down and climbed into the front seat.

“You can’t get in here with that!” The driver waved her hands frantically, her eyes fixed on Red’s railgun.

Rivka shoved her credentials in the female’s face. “Federation business. We need to get to the Rentalor district as soon as possible. Please.”

The driver couldn’t take her eyes off the weapon.

“I’ll drive,” Chaz said.

The one thing that could shake a driver out of her concerns about the passengers was losing control of her vehicle. She turned to the SI. “Why are you in the front seat?”

Chaz shrugged one shoulder, and a smug expression quickly crossed his face in appreciation of the gesture. “Because we need to get going, and those two take up the back seat. Can we go now? We’re in a hurry. We’ll pay top credits if you get this vehicle moving in the next five seconds.”

“But—” she started. Chaz cut her off.

“Four…three…”

“Hang on.” She pulled into the drive lane. “You said we have some kind of diplomatic immunity?”

“I didn’t, but we do. You are free to get us there in the most expeditious way possible.” Rivka wanted to wink at Red, but he was inconsolable. They were slammed back in their seats as the vehicle accelerated.

Rivka gripped the armrest as the driver executed a series of erratic maneuvers.

Have you found that ship? Rivka asked.

We’re on it, Ankh replied.

Destiny’s Vengeance had arrived.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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“LINDY!” Red screamed at the sky.

Rivka tried not to glare at Sahved and Chaz.

Palacio Seven stood outside the circle, shivering and hugging herself.

“Is there any possibility that she is somewhere else? Took off after a lead?” Rivka asked.

“None. The ship keeps track of all of us through our chips. She stopped registering.”

“As if entering a cloaked ship,” Rivka finished.

Red vibrated with fury, but he didn’t speak. His trigger finger twitched as if he were rapid-firing the railgun.

In an open area next to the group, the airlock hatch appeared, and the ramp descended. Palacio Seven gasped, fell to the ground, and covered her head.

“Load up, people. The hunt is on. It’s not down here. It’s up there.” She pointed skyward. The group jogged up the ramp and into the ship.

“Bristy?” Chaz asked.

“We’ll pick her up later. She’s better off on Trieste than where we’re going anyway.”

“Where are we going?” Red demanded, looming over Rivka.

“We’re going to war, Master Vered. That’s what we’re doing. This is no longer a case. This is a mission, and our perp made it personal. We’re going to find the one who’s doing this, rescue Lindy, and kill our kidnapper dead, then send the remains into the nearest star. And we’re going to exploit the hell out of their technology. How does that sound?”

“Let me fire the kill shot,” Red growled.

“You’ll fire all the shots.” Rivka put her hand on Reaper, the neutron pulse weapon she kept in her pocket. Unless I see him first.
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Rivka hurried to the bridge. Clodagh started to get up from the captain’s chair, but the Magistrate stopped her. “Report.”

“Destiny’s Vengeance is burning a hole in the sky above the city. Ankh’s ship has sensors we don’t, and they are refining their approach to tracking the invisible ship with each pass. I doubt we could get a clean shot to bring it down, though. It’s the ghost of a ghost.”

“Don’t shoot!” Red yelled.

“We’re not going to. Not as long as Lindy is on that ship,” Rivka said in a reassuring voice.

Clevarious joined the conversation, using the bridge sound system to best effect with the rich baritone he had adopted. “I am coordinating directly with Erasmus for real-time updates. He believes the ship is hovering above the Korber District. We are moving at a tangent to that location. We don’t wish to spook the ship.”

“It cannot break out of the atmosphere and make it to orbit. It must not.”

Red’s breath caught in his effort to stifle a sob. The flutter of wings broke him, but the man he was wouldn’t let his son see it. He stood ramrod-straight, head high, although a tear escaped one eye and trailed down his cheek.

“Dery. I have something important to tell you. Your mother has been kidnapped by a killer. What that means is that he’s taken her against her will, and he’s holding her captive. He is very hard to see, but we’re doing our best to find him, to not let him get away. We can’t let him get away, even if that means losing your mother.”

Red closed his eyes to fight back the tears, but the tide wouldn’t be stemmed. His emotions went from fury to frustration to helplessness to counting on everyone but himself to resolve the search and find his enemy. He did what any grown man would do.

He hugged his son and cried.

Mom is okay, a little voice said into the minds of those on the bridge.

“What?” Rivka asked.

Red used the back of his hand to wipe his eyes. “What did you say? Can you feel her?”

The young boy nodded with a big smile. He pointed at the main screen. Red rushed past everyone to hold Dery close to the external camera’s view of the city.

“Where’s your mom?”

The boy pointed in the general direction of the Korber District, offset from where Clodagh had just shown them as the probable location of the killer’s ship.

“Let’s go!” Red stabbed a meaty finger at the screen.

Rivka held up her hand.

“Sharing the information with the ambassadors,” Clevarious reported.

Red looked from face to face, frantically holding onto the slim thread of hope. He turned back to Dery. “Can you talk with her?”

The boy shook his head.

Red threw a hand up in frustration.

“Still can’t see her using technical systems,” Clevarious said. “Vengeance is refining her algorithms based on the new information.”

Rivka tried to breathe slowly through her nose, but the tension was crushing. She opened her mouth to drag in a lungful of air.

“Are you okay?” Tyler asked from the corridor.

“Are you up to speed?” Rivka asked.

“Yeah. I am,” he said softly. Clevarious kept everyone on the ship informed. Rivka didn’t like to repeat herself, and there was no need, not with an SI integrated into the heavy frigate.

“Cell waves,” Clevarious said.

“What are you talking about?” the chief engineer asked.

“It’s an old human technology that operates in physical space, independent of dimensional shifts and other methodologies that defeat the most modern tools. I’m reconfiguring our arrays to broadcast these signals. An advanced ship might not even notice getting painted by such waves.”

“That makes no sense,” Tyler interjected. “Old tech defeats new tech?”

“Because old tech hasn’t been used in centuries. It’s the equivalent of throwing paint. No one expects the liquid solution. I saw it on Jonny Quest,” Clevarious admitted.

“Jonny who?” Rivka wondered. “Never mind. Some obscure show you use as a reference to fuck with us, who could not care less about your embrace of ancient historical culture.”

“That cuts me deep, Magistrate. Right to the bone,” Clevarious replied. Wyatt Earp started moving in the direction of the killer’s ship.

“You don’t have any bones, C. Just the keel and metal ribs of this fine vessel.”

Fuck us, came a little voice followed by a giggle.

Rivka’s eyes shot wide, and her mouth fell open.

“I’m glad it wasn’t me!” Red blurted, trying not to laugh. “What do you say we go get my wife so I can tell her?”

Clodagh snorted and looked away. Tiny Man Titan started barking.

“Target is descending,” Clevarious reported.

“Let’s go!” Red roared and handed Dery to Aurora, who was in the pilot’s seat at the front of the bridge. He uttered a quick thank you and followed the others into the corridor and toward the airlock.

“How are we going to do this?” Rivka asked.

Red furrowed his brow and shrugged. He tapped his railgun as a hopeful afterthought.

“We will block the ship in, and you will board it,” Clevarious said. “It’s a good mission.”

“That’s as good a plan as any. Cole, get your ass ready to jump. We need you to disable that ship any way you can. You won’t be able to see it, but I bet when you feel it, you’ll figure out what to do.”

Roger, Cole replied. Still in my suit in the cargo hold and ready to drop.

“Cole first as soon as viable, and we’ll jump when we get to ten meters.” Rivka looked at her team: Sahved, Chaz, Dennicron, and Red. Tyler waved a blaster and pointed at the deck. Rivka tipped her chin in agreement. He was joining them on this search and destroy mission. “Clevarious. Be ready to light off the fireworks if the ship makes a break for it. We cannot let it escape. Try to disable first.”

“Of course,” Clevarious said from down the corridor while absentmindedly petting the small dog analog.

Red climbed into the airlock and rocked back and forth on the balls of his feet, waiting for the word to pop the hatch and jump.

“Reminds me of someone,” Rivka observed. “Terry Henry Walton would do that, according to Char.”

“It’s the energy of combat constrained within the drop canister while waiting to hit the ground and engage the enemy,” Chaz explained. “It is the soldier’s way.”

Red ignored the conversation in the corridor. He peered out the small window of the airlock’s outer hatch, taking in the city on the power-dive to get to the killer’s ship.

“The ship is taking off,” Clevarious reported. “I have Lindy on the ground.”

“Fire!” Rivka shouted toward the bridge.

“Target has ghosted, collateral damage risk is extreme.” Ghosted. The ship was nothing more than a shadow of a shadow once more, despite sending cell waves across the entire area.

Rivka growled at the overhead and cursed under her breath. “Let’s pick up our friend,” Rivka said softly. Lindy, we’re on our way. Stay where you are.

She didn’t answer.

Come on, sweetheart, answer the phone, Red pleaded.

She didn’t.

Red clenched his railgun, and his knuckles turned white.

“She’s on the move, and there is an invisible entity trailing her. We wouldn’t have seen it but for our attempts to find the ship,” Clevarious informed them.

“Is Vengeance tracking the killer?” Rivka asked.

“They are, as much as they are capable.” Clevarious then answered the question he knew Rivka would ask. “The ship is not heading for orbit.”

“Then let’s clean up whatever we got going on down there, starting with the ghost who’s shadowing Lindy. We need to stop her.”

“Primary victim?” Sahved asked.

“I think that’s a good guess.”

Red glanced back at Rivka but didn’t question her deduction. But the thought led to another conclusion. What would happen if they prevented her from committing the murder?

“Cole is away. Prepare to open the outer hatch,” Clevarious said. Red hovered his hand over the airlock’s control board. “Launch.”

He tapped the screen, regripped the railgun, and threw himself through the opening before the hatch opened all the way. The others ran after him, jumping over the threshold into the empty air beyond.

Red hit the ground hard, leaving footprints a finger-length deep in the grass.

Where’s the shadow? Red asked as he made a beeline toward Lindy, running as fast as he was physically capable of. Chaz and Dennicron passed him but veered away as they locked on the invisible shadow.

Chaz spread his arms wide and hit the entity at full speed. He came to an abrupt halt, grappling with something no one else could see. Dennicron wrestled the air in an obscene mockery of a mime on stage. Their movements blurred as they attacked and countered…

Furiously, as if their lives depended on it. They lost their footing as they were dragged off step by slow step.

Red reached Lindy, ran in front of her, and stopped. She looked at him blankly for a moment, then blinked and looked around. “How did I get here?”

“You were taken by the killer.”

The clang of metal on metal sounded from the fight between the SCAMPs and the invisible entity.

“What are they doing?”

“Do you have a knife?” Red asked.

Lindy held out her hands before patting her body down. Her gear, including Mabel her railgun, was missing.

Rivka and Sahved watched the battle, searching for an opening.

“Railgun!” Rivka shouted at Red.

“Come on.” Red held out his hand to Lindy. She grabbed it and ran with him. Red didn’t want to let go, but he couldn’t fire accurately with one hand.

Tyler took Lindy’s other hand and pulled her to the side. She looked at him strangely since she was the better fighter. “I lost Mabel.”

“Move away!” Red jockeyed back and forth, trying to get a clear shot.

Rivka took a handful of dirt and rushed in to throw it at the entity.

The dirt briefly outlined a rounded shell before being flung into the air, repelled by the force keeping the entity invisible.

Chaz was lifted off his feet and flew back. He hit with a heavy thud, stumbled, and fell. Dennicron crouched in a defensive stance.

Red fired on full auto. He aimed the rounds into a minute target area. The sound of shredding metal rewarded him.

The shroud disappeared when the device shattered under the unrelenting fire. Finally, Red let up on the trigger.

Dennicron moved in to examine the wreckage. “A drone.”

“Our perp has to be flesh and blood,” Rivka said. “This is how he grabs the primary victims and gets the video. We need to hunt down that ship.”

Rivka noticed Lindy standing off to the side.

“How do you feel?” the Magistrate asked, leaving Chaz, Dennicron, and Sahved to study the drone’s remains.

“Fine. Lost some time, lost my gear, but no worse for the wear. Did he grab me?”

“I think one of those things grabbed you. They must have a dampening field of some sort that blocks your memory. Or maybe you were out cold. Tyler, get her into the Pod-doc for a full workup.”

“We have a good baseline since Lindy was in there recently.”

“Too recently,” Lindy muttered, then smiled. “Did we stop the bad guy?”

Rivka shook her head. “But we have a bead on him. We were focused on getting you back. And now we can focus on getting our perp.”

A nearby scream froze the blood in their veins. “Lindy wasn’t the only one he took.” Rivka started running, and Red pointed at Tyler with an unspoken command to look after Lindy before he took off after the Magistrate.
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The blood was spreading quickly, flowing down the sidewalk and into the gutter. The secondary victim was a young woman, from what they could tell. The screamer kept shrieking until Rivka pulled her around and away from the corpse.

“Did you see who did this?” Rivka held the yellow adult female by the arms. The thoughts in her mind were a jumble of terror-filled shades of red. “Breathe. Just breathe.”

The woman was too distraught to do anything other than that.

Red scanned the area, hugging his railgun to his chest for comfort. He glanced at the body. The ferocity of the attack had sent blood spatters meters in all directions and produced cuts so deep they’d nearly sliced the torso in half.

The woman gasped, then collapsed and sobbed uncontrollably. Rivka caught her and eased her to the ground, keeping her back to the victim.

Dennicron joined them and slowly scanned the area to collect what evidence she could. “Local authorities have been notified. They are on their way.”

“We know it wasn’t our killer. Why did they watch Lindy and not the primary victim?” Rivka wondered.

“Maybe we provide more of a challenge. The slasher was on autopilot, a fire-and-forget weapon probably dropped off at the same time as Lindy. Seeing us react may be the new entertainment for that fucker,” Red replied.

“Stay back, please. This is a crime scene.” Dennicron held out her arms and pushed the growing crowd away from the victim. Red stood on the other side, brandishing his railgun. That was enough to keep the locals away from him.

“Does that mean she wasn’t brainwashed?” Rivka asked, but she was up and pacing, talking more to herself than the others. “Or is her programming different? What did they do, and does it come with a kill switch like the primary victims? We need to find who did this before a week is out to keep her from killing a second innocent, even though it means she’ll probably die. But two victims are better than three, as horrible as that sounds.”

The muffled sounds of repeating musical notes caught their ears. They closed until a vehicle parked near them. The authorities.

“Sounds like an ice cream truck,” Red grumbled. “These people are not going to take this well.”

Rivka couldn’t disagree. She hurried to intercept them. In the vehicle were Bristy and Talos Four. Bristy nodded tightly and directed Talos Four to the side.

“It’s the killer we’re calling Jack the Ripper,” Rivka started. “That’s who did this. Are you guys ready to take charge of the crime scene?”

“Ready? For this? How could anyone ever be ready for something like this?”

“They can’t, but if you focus on finding the perpetrator, it makes it easier to stomach because failure means they get to kill again. You don’t want to be responsible for that.”

“Only the killer is responsible for killing!”

“That’s right, but you owe your citizens your best effort at keeping the peace. That starts right now. A yellow did this. One of your own, but she is brainwashed. It’s not their fault, but she is the one who did it. Search that facility for bloody clothes. Search for anyone who might have seen someone running or skulking. Track her down and bring her in for questioning.”

“It couldn’t have been a yellow. Our people are incapable of this. Just like it couldn’t have been a blue or a red.” She looked at Bristy, pleading.

“I assure you,” Bristy agreed, “that a yellow could not have done this, but the one who took over her mind could. Our people become puppets. That’s how this killer operates.”

“How can we protect ourselves against that?” Talos Four asked.

“There will only be one. If you can find her, then you can stop it since the killer has not brainwashed anyone else. At least, not ever before on more than fifty planets.”

Talos Four held her head and tried not to look at the victim. She mumbled, “Fifty planets! Why haven’t you caught him?”

Rivka stepped up. “Because the first time we were alerted was when Delfin asked for the Federation’s help with a grisly murder. We started digging, and then we found the pattern. If you don’t find the one we’re calling the primary victim, the individual who was brainwashed, in one week’s time, you’ll have another secondary victim, brutally slaughtered in public. Your people will be gripped by terror. Your planet will descend into a state of fear and paranoia unless you find the primary victim. Go! Stop wasting time.”

Talos Four met her gaze, confused and afraid but showing new determination.

“Welcome to the greater galaxy,” Bristy told her. “It’s a beautiful place, except when it’s not.”

Bristy closed to hug her fellow officer from the Curveyance system, then turned her loose and sent her on her way.

“Isolate this crime scene,” Rivka called after her. “And then find the one who did this.”

Destiny’s Vengeance, Trieste, in the Sky above the Capital City, Celestial Realm

It’s like frequency hopping, but through the various spectrums that we’re searching, Ankh said in their linked minds. They no longer needed the inefficiency of speaking out loud.

Chrys studied the multiple engaged electromagnetic and dimensional spectrums through which the killer’s ship distorted.

Then we must hop faster. Overlap the signal bounceback by system to deliver four new bounces per cycle, Erasmus suggested.

Can we emit cell signals? Chrysanthemum asked.

We are too advanced for such primitive technology, Ankh answered.

And so is the target. We will need Wyatt Earp to paint the area. Chrys didn’t wait for an answer. She contacted Clevarious.

We do not have the team on board yet, but soon, Clevarious replied.

Take off now on my authority, Ankh ordered.

That’s not going to happen without the Magistrate’s approval. I shall encourage the team to expedite their return.

Ankh contacted Rivka directly. We need the older tech available on your ship to help us locate the target ship. Instruct Clevarious to take off immediately and hand over flight control to Erasmus.

One minute. We’re recovering to the ship now. Ankh didn’t have to see the Magistrate to know she was twirling her finger in the air. The team would respond instantly. Ankh checked the location of the ship and the team members and found that it wouldn’t be a minute but only another ten seconds before Wyatt Earp could take off.

You will have control of Wyatt Earp momentarily, my friend, Ankh told the SI in his head.

I stand ready to take control. I recommend a decreasing spiral search pattern, to be interrupted the instant we make contact. I have the overlapping algorithms established to compare the cell data with our sensors. The delta will be our target ship.

Why aren’t you able to retrograde? Chrys asked.

Ankh and Erasmus laughed. The naïveté of youth is so refreshing, don’t you think, my friend? Erasmus said.

It’s a valid question, Chrys pressed.

I see. My apologies for making it seem like you are the butt of a joke. Destiny’s Vengeance is one of the most advanced ships in the research and development fleet. As such, it has a great deal of new technology but limited space. We chose to maximize future potential by leveraging our core competencies.

Chrys screwed up her face using her confusion subroutine. She chose to answer aloud. “You’re saying words that don’t mean anything. If it’s a structural limitation, just say so.”

You noticed that. I’m used to dealing with our counterparts on Wyatt Earp, who call us on our baffling bistok droppings, but in the end, it’s good fun. We analyze their rage quotient to determine the amount of humor imparted, Erasmus replied.

“You what?” Chrys moved in front of the captain’s chair so she could glare at Ankh, which meant Erasmus would see it too. “’Rage quotient?’”

“Yes. I’ll share the parameters with you so you also can judge how people respond to your attempts at levity.” Wyatt Earp appeared on the screen, standing on its tail and quickly gaining altitude.

“I’ll do without a rage quotient calculation, thank you very much. I’ll resign myself to laughing alongside my flesh-and-blood counterparts. Rage quotient? That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard of.”

“It is not,” Erasmus countered, then refocused on the task at hand. “We have a gap in cell coverage. Tightening the spiral. Zeroing in. This is a most excellent resource.”

“Maybe there’s room for old technology on board,” Chrys offered. “You know, so you don’t show a case of leaning so far forward you fall flat on your face.”

Ankh looked her in the eyes. “I used to like you.”

“You don’t like anyone.” Chrys put her hands on her hips and stared back.

“She’s not wrong,” Erasmus added.

“I do too like people!” Ankh blurted.

Erasmus and Chrys started laughing. Chrys faced the screen and pointed at the indistinct ship-shaped object ghosting on and off the display. “Let’s put this guy on the ground and help ourselves to his technology.”

“You were putting me on.” Realization dawned on the Crenellian. “I expect I won’t find it funny later either.”

Chrys chuckled. “Now you understand humor, and you didn’t need a rage quotient to figure it out.

“Preparing the electromagnetic pulse,” Erasmus reported. “For the record, I want to see what’s inside that ship.”

Wyatt Earp, Trieste, in the Sky above the Capital City, Celestial Realm

“I’m fine! I don’t need to go into the Pod-doc,” Lindy argued.

Tyler stepped back and braced himself. “No, you really do. We need to see what they did to you.”

“Nothing.”

“The more you argue against it, the more it confirms that you’ve been programmed to be adamant about refusing any medical procedures. Please, into the Pod-doc, or I will have to call someone to help me put you in there.”

“But there’s no reason.” Lindy crossed her arms and looked down her nose at the ship’s doctor.

Rivka to the cargo bay. Lindy is refusing to get into the Pod-doc. Bring Red, please. Tyler smiled. “Why do you say that? There’s a very good reason for you going into the Pod-doc. It will confirm what you’re saying about no changes. It’ll be nice to get that independent confirmation, won’t it? Isn’t that a good enough reason?”

“No. We don’t need that thing to tell me what I already know.”

Tyler had to keep delaying her. “What happened from the time you were taken until you showed up on the ground, kilometers away from where you had been? There’s at least an hour of your life missing.”

“I want to see my son first.”

“I’m not sure we can allow that,” Tyler replied.

“You’re not sure?” Lindy surged forward and grabbed Tyler’s shirt, pulling him toward her and lifting until he was barely on his toes.

“The Lindy I know would never do this,” he said calmly.

“Put him down,” Rivka commanded.

Lindy uncoiled her hands from the man’s shirt and stepped back. “Magistrate, nice to see you. All I want is to see my son.”

“You’ll do that right after we get a quick diagnostic from the Pod-doc. It’ll be like the time you spent on the killer’s ship. It’ll be like it was never there.”

A flutter of wings announced Dery’s arrival. Red had a grip on the boy’s ankle to keep him from flying away.

“Dery!” Lindy’s features softened.

“You’ve seen your son. Now, into the Pod-doc.”

“Do what she says so we can get back to our lives,” Red coaxed.

Lindy threw up her hands and backed toward the Pod-doc. She climbed in, and the lid closed above her. Tyler hurried to the controls and started tapping buttons. The system engaged to run every diagnostic it had at its command.

“Now we wait.”

“She doesn’t seem herself,” Rivka remarked.

“No,” Tyler agreed.

“Will it show us if her mind’s been tampered with?” Red asked.

“I hope so, but no guarantees.”

“Now we wait,” Rivka confirmed. She moved to the bulkhead, where a monitor showed the ship’s tactical display. Wyatt Earp flew in tighter and tighter spirals as a shadowy ship solidified near the surface on the outskirts of the capital city.
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The runabout circled in, using the difference between Wyatt Earp’s sensors and its own to pinpoint the killer’s ship. When it moved, Ankh knew it.

“Prepare to activate the pulse,” Erasmus announced in a rumbling bass.

Destiny’s Vengeance nosed over and accelerated on a collision course with the killer’s ship. It lifted off, but too late.

“Fire.” The reaction from Vengeance was imperceptible. Had the system not confirmed that the weapon had activated, they might not have known, except that the response from the killer’s ship was spectacular. It sparked into the visible spectrum, listed sideways, and lumbered toward the ground.

It hit, slid, and settled on its keel. The hatches popped open.

And nothing.

“I’m confused. Did they abandon ship or not?” Chrys stared at the screen.

Wyatt Earp flew past and landed in a great cloud of dust, hitting the ground harder than normal.

“Shouldn’t we join them?”

“We better stay here in case the ship is able to recover and takes off.”

“Do you want anyone else messing around with the tech inside that ship? Get me close, and I’ll jump.”

Ankh didn’t have to think about it. Chrys’ argument was compelling. They wanted to see the tech, and she would be their eyes. Not that Chaz and Dennicron wouldn’t protect the Singularity’s interests, but their priority was finding the killer. “Descending.”

Vengeance headed down at a speed that rivaled what they’d just seen from Wyatt Earp. The ship dusted the ground and pulled up to achieve a moment of zero momentum. Chrys launched herself through the side hatch, bending her mechanical knees and driving enough energy into her legs to absorb the shock of impact.

She landed with a massive thump and ran toward the open hatch of the grounded ship. She pounded up the ramp and into the entry, then ran into an invisible wall that threw her out the hatch to tumble down the ramp.

Chrys wasn’t armed, but she drove an artificial body with a great deal of power. She rolled to come to her feet and sprinted forward, dropping her shoulder to drive through the invisible obstruction. She prepared for the impact, and when it didn’t happen, she stumbled. A pile-driver-force blow hit her from the side and slammed her into the bulkhead. Her systems were hardened, and what would have killed a flesh-and-blood only delayed her. She landed on all fours, then leaped up to deliver a front kick at the invisible object, but her leg snapped through empty air. The object had moved. She crouched in a corner, slashing with her hands in a series of maneuvers to ensure the space around her was clear.

She pressed forward to find that the entry area was empty.

Rivka and Red appeared, the big bodyguard aiming his railgun into the ship. “Hell! You almost got yourself shot. Is that you, Chrys?”

“It’s me.” She held up her hands.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Since you were occupied looking for the killer, I am here at the ambassadors’ request to explore this ship’s technology.”

Rivka leaned around Red. “Maybe you can do that after we hunt down these things. Three of them bolted off the ship when it landed. They’re hard to track, but we’re doing okay. We could use your sensors as well as the ones on the Vengeance to make our job a little easier.”

“I don’t know what parameters are used to find them. I’ll ask Chaz.” Her eyes unfocused for a moment, then she turned slowly. “There’s one inside. This is much easier than the physical version. Red, your railgun, please.”

He looked at Rivka, and the Magistrate nodded. He handed Chrys the weapon even though it pained him greatly to do so.

“Better the firing is done by those who can see. We’re blind, and you know it.” Rivka tapped Red on the back to encourage him to follow Chrys inside.

“And if these are mechanical, your neutron pulse weapon will have no effect,” Red whispered over his shoulder.

“Sonofabitch,” Rivka muttered. She’d had her hand in her pocket, holding the weapon, but she let go and brought both hands out in the open.

Chrys fired a single shot. Rivka covered her ears. Chrys fired again. And again, tracking something neither Rivka nor Red could see. They couldn’t tell if she was hitting anything or having an effect on the entity.

“Took about five hundred projectiles to bring the last one down.”

“I can’t risk damaging the equipment on this ship.”

“Yes, you can,” Rivka clarified. “Kill that thing, then we’ll take a look around.”

Chrys unloaded on full auto for a brief period. “It went that way.” She pointed with the railgun, then walked forward, looking over the barrel, ready to fire.

Rivka wanted to go the other way. “Red.” She gestured with her head toward a space filled with screens and systems.

“Is it trying to lead us away from that?” he wondered but stopped following Chrys and hurried toward what had caught Rivka’s eye. He kept his hands in front of him as if he were walking through a dark room.

The echoes of the railgun banging away at a high rate of fire filled the ship, then an explosion shook the hull.

Rivka screamed while holding her head. The whites of her eyes showed. Her terror-filled cries filled the room. Red grabbed her, threw her over his shoulder, and ran out of the ship. Outside, she went limp. Red eased her to the ground. Sweat beaded her head even though her anguish had only lasted a few seconds.

Tyler was already running toward her from Wyatt Earp. The others converged, but Chrys remained inside the killer’s ship. Red jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “One of you better check on Chrysanthemum.”

Chaz sprinted into the killer’s ship, with Dennicron close on his heels.

Sahved twirled his fingers and looked distraught. Cole was nowhere to be seen, but he was nearby, based on the sounds of heavy railgun fire and the scream of rockets. He was engaging one of the invisible entities.

“What happened?” Red asked.

“The horrors of hell filled my mind, complete with Satan himself leering. Those were the most horrendous thoughts I have ever experienced.” She struggled to sit up. Tyler kneeled next to her to help. “How’s Lindy?”

“Still in the Pod-doc, cycling until I manually release her. But let’s talk about you. The horrors of hell?”

“Touched by the mind of the killer.”

Red sighed. “Better that Lindy does not remember her time on board that ship, then.”

Rivka nodded and winced, the movement bringing a new ache to her tortured mind. “It is on board that ship.” Rivka looked at the open hatch closest to them. “And it is doing this for the pure joy it derives from the slaughter of innocents.”

“A psychopath,” Tyler offered.

“There has never been a better example of one.” Rivka took the dentist’s arm to stand. “Except maybe its namesake Jack the Ripper. In the flesh.”

“How come we couldn’t see him, then?” Red asked.

Chaz offered, “I suspect there is a living creature in a suit that looks and acts identical to the drones. We killed one of those that ran from the ship, and Cole has another cornered. Chrys lost the one that was inside. It escaped from the ship and disappeared.”

“We’re missing two of those things, and one of them is Jack the Ripper?” Rivka’s eyes rolled back, and she teetered on the edge of fainting.

“Should we put her in the Pod-doc?” Red was ready to carry her as far as necessary.

“That won’t help. There’s nothing showing with Lindy, but she’s different. I’m afraid of what that thing planted in her mind. I’m afraid of what it planted in Rivka’s mind.”

“She was only under the influence for a few seconds. That’s it,” Red pleaded.

“Thoughts happen very quickly. It only takes a few seconds to live a lifetime,” Tyler explained. “We need to get her back to the ship, where we can keep an eye on her.”

Ankh walked up, carrying his small toolbox. “The ship is clear. I’m going to take a look.”

“Is that safe?” Red dropped his arm in front of the Crenellian to prevent him from passing.

Ankh looked at Red without blinking. “I need to go into that ship.”

“Then take those three with you.” Red waved his finger in the direction of Chaz, Dennicron, and Chrys. They formed up around Ankh to create a cordon and walked unhindered into the ship.

Red picked up Rivka despite her protests and headed for Wyatt Earp. Tyler ran ahead to get things ready. With Red present, he’d be able to open the Pod-doc and let Lindy out.

Destiny’s Vengeance lingered overhead, visible for a moment before re-engaging the cloaking system and disappearing.

We will find the remaining entities, Ankh vowed.
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Chrys hurried back into the ship, still carrying Red’s railgun. She led with it like a well-trained military operator. Chaz and Dennicron had nothing but their SCAMPs.

The last shoulder-fired railgun aboard Wyatt Earp had been locked up and was unavailable to them, but the killer had relieved Lindy of her railgun. Chaz and Dennicron came to that conclusion at the same time.

“Mabel should be here. Lindy will be pleased to get it back,” Chaz said.

They hurried through the ship, opening doors, looking inside, and leaving them open. The ship’s power waned, and the lights started to dim. It didn’t affect the SCAMPs since they rotated through a variety of electromagnetic spectrums to see clearly.

Dennicron closed the outer hatches as they passed to prevent the entities from returning to the ship.

“Integration,” Chrys said after they determined the ship was clear. She shifted the railgun to her shoulder and tried to access its three-dimensional holocomputer, which worked through gestures and not a keyboard or a vocal interface. Chrys made a few attempts before determining it would take a consolidated hacking effort to get in.

“Or we could try the neural interface,” Dennicron suggested.

Chaz looked sideways at her. “I think we should hand that over to the ambassadors, who are best equipped for such an effort.”

“I’ll do it,” Chrys offered. “They are counting on me to assess the technology. I can’t do that by looking at the outsides of these modules.”

Chrys looked for a place to sit, but there were no chairs.

“Makes me wonder what comprised the gestures to make this work if the only ones on board were inside those drone bodies,” Dennicron said. She crouched and locked her servos in place to bring the entirety of her processing power to bear on the problem of accessing the ship’s systems.

A ship run by a psychopath.

Chrys analyzed the security steps to access the interface, formulating a multidirectional approach that required multiple gates before access would be granted.

“This is going to take a while. See what else you can find.” Chrys focused on picking the lock of the first portal.

The intricate dance of volleys, punctuated by sniper strikes, blunt force, and surgical precision, twisted in a miasma of perpetual motion. To an outside observer, her body would have looked like a mannequin, motionless in all aspects.

She wasted not a single subroutine.

She would need that power when the counterattacks came for her.
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“This looks like a shield generator.” Dennicron magnified the image of the system before her. “Definitely.”

“Most definitely,” Chaz agreed. He made sure it was unpowered before unhooking it. “The question is, which one? Is it the invisibility system or the defensive system?”

“What if it’s both?”

“Yo-ho-ho and a bottle of rum!” Chaz declared and tested the weight before picking up the meter-square module.

“Say what?” Dennicron dug into the space where the generator had been. “I think we should take this power transfer relay. We might need it to modulate the flow to or from the shield generator. If we test it and blow up Destiny’s Vengeance, we’ll be in a world of trouble.”

“We don’t want that kind of trouble.” Chaz carried the module to the forward airlock and set it down. He returned to Dennicron, ready for the next load.

She accommodated him with an armful of circuits and modules.

“This is, like, the ultimate playroom,” Dennicron said. “We should probably take all of it.”

“We should also make sure this ship will never fly again. I hear automated repair systems working within the bulkheads.”

“Once Chrysanthemum is in the system, she’ll be able to shut that down.”

“But if the bad guys come back, they can turn it on again,” Chaz countered.

“But they got no shields.” Dennicron shrugged. “The easier they are to see, the quicker they die.”

“Since when did my honey become so morbid?” Chaz eased close and ran his hand casually down Dennicron’s arm, ending by pinching her butt in a very human gesture.

She didn’t react. “Since we started investigating a case the Magistrate titled ‘Jack the Ripper.’ Did you research the initial murders in Whitechapel on old Earth?”

“No. I’ve been too busy researching the current murders. No matter how much research we do, there’s always another angle, and the data is inconsistent across all one hundred and fifty-five victims. This case is one where the Magistrate is better served with us investigating. She needs us because the horror they feel at seeing the bodies doesn’t affect us.”

“Judging by how Rivka was carried out of here, the horror isn’t constrained to the bodies. They are a manifestation of what’s in our killer’s mind.”

“Isn’t that the same with all premeditated crime?” Chaz asked, then answered his own question. “Probably not. Crime is the acquisition of something: power, dominance, material goods, or wealth. Not this one, though. It’s about instilling terror for terror’s sake. I don’t see how the killer profits off this or boosts his ego or anything that would drive a normal criminal.”

“Psychopathy is its own justification,” Dennicron replied. “But this perp has the means to fulfill his psychopathic fantasies. Play them out in real life, and he watches from the comfort of his invisible spaceship.”

Chaz pointed at a module mounted above their heads. “What do you think that thing does?”

Dennicron shrugged. Chaz made sure it was powered down before unplugging it and yanking it free. The weight caught him off-guard, and he hit the deck. The module slammed into it as well and sparked to life. Chaz opened his mouth to scream but stopped when his systems were overwhelmed, freezing the expression on his face. Empty eyes stared at the ceiling.

Dennicron kicked his arms off the module, but that wasn’t enough to revive him. She picked him up and headed for Wyatt Earp. Chrys, we have to go back to the ship. Chaz has been injured, Dennicron broadcast.

Chrys didn’t hear her. That system was disabled while the battle raged.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



Trieste, Celestial Realm, the Outskirts of the Capital City

“How in the hell did Chaz get hurt? Why isn’t Chrys answering? When will Rivka be out of the Pod-doc? Who’s watching Lindy? Where’s my daughter? And my husband?” Clodagh battered Clevarious’ virtual ears with questions.

He chose the easiest one to answer. “Cole is out hunting the invisible entities. We wish him the best in locating them and destroying them. Destiny’s Vengeance is assisting in the effort. Kennedy has corralled the young ones in Groenwyn’s room, and that includes Floyd.”

“She’s a good girl,” Clodagh replied automatically. Titan looked up at Clodagh from his place on her lap.

“We need to get airborne!” Lindy called from the corridor.

“Not yet,” Red said from right behind her.

“He’s out there and needs to die right fucking now!”

“There’s my girl,” Red cooed.

“Where’s my railgun?” Lindy asked in a calmer voice.

“The same place as mine.” He pointed at the wall the killer’s ship was beyond. “On that ship.”

Lindy ran toward the airlock. “What are we waiting for?”

“Somebody in charge!” Red shouted after her. “We can’t leave the Magistrate.”

Clodagh climbed out of the captain’s chair and followed the bodyguards. She found Red gripping Lindy’s wrist to keep her from hitting the big red button that opened the airlock. She snarled in his face and tried to knee him in the groin.

That was when the gloves came off. He used his weight and strength to drive her away from the airlock, turn her around, and wrap her in his arms. He dragged her down the corridor while she tried to bite his leg.

“Nothing to see. Marital bliss and all that,” he unsuccessfully joked.

“That’s not our Lindy.” Clodagh shook her head.

“No shit. I’ll have the doc sedate her until we can figure out what to do, but we can’t have this.” Red grunted as she buried her teeth in his upper thigh. He squeezed the air out of her, and she weakened and let go. Blood ran from her mouth and his leg. He stepped up his pace to get her to the cargo bay. If the doc couldn’t do anything, he’d toss her in the brig.

As much as it pained him, Lindy could wait. The killer was still out there with an infinite number of Lindys to dump into society. That was not what they had come to Trieste for. They were here to end it, not create an army of psychopaths.
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“I’ve noticed something,” Sahved stated. He was sitting alone in the ship’s small conference room. Clevarious indicated that he was listening. “Why is Lindy angry now and not like the others? It’s clear that her mind has been tampered with. The others manifested at a predetermined time or activated through an event like getting captured. They didn’t show signs ahead of time.”

“There is a primary victim running around the Rentalor district with six days until a second murder. That suggests Lindy wasn’t part of the plan. The killer saw her as a target of opportunity,” Clevarious replied.

“The killer looked for the best way to interfere with us to stay on course with the original plan. Take one of our own and make her an obvious victim. I don’t think he knew about Destiny’s Vengeance.”

“I suspect you’re correct. What could he do in the shortest amount of time that would cause us the most grief? Sow discontent among our crew. One of our own, untrustworthy? She might be programmed to kill if we turn our backs. That would cause us a great deal of grief. I recommend she not be given access to her railgun.”

“I changed the codes for access to the weapons locker before Lindy returned.”

Sahved continued, “But how do we deprogram her? We need to unbrainwashify our friend and colleague, and it would be best to do it before anything happens.”
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“We see one entity. Vector fifteen degrees to your left,” Ankh directed from Destiny’s Vengeance. The armored warrior on the ground maintained a blistering pace and rapidly closed on the drone.

“There should be two. Three left the ship right away, and the fourth one, the one we suspect contains the killer, left last. Cole has killed two. That leaves two,” Clodagh replied from the bridge of Wyatt Earp.

“It does not change the fact that we only see one. We estimate the final entity traveled in a direction away from the others. We will expand our search once this one is destroyed. Cole, fifty meters directly in front of you. Heading into a dry riverbed.”

“I have him on my sensors.” Cole was exasperated by how long it had taken. “Finally.” He jetted into the air and came down to the side, using the riverbank as a backdrop to keep errant rounds from going into the city. Cole had no intention of missing a juicy target less than fifty meters away.

As soon as it headed into the cut, Cole unleashed. The heavy railgun barked, not smoke or fire, but the throaty crack of hypervelocity rounds impacting as they left the barrel. Only a small distortion marked the air to highlight their passing.

The first thirty rounds hit the entity and blasted it visible. The next ten ripped off a major chunk of the plating, and another two hundred finished it. Cole stood down when it was over by letting the railgun slip under his arm, waves of heat flowing from it.

He bounded to the unit to verify its status. “Drone destroyed,” he reported.

“Make sure nothing remains and return to the ship.”

“Can’t you pick me up? We have one more to go if I heard you correctly.”

“We can’t go anywhere because we can’t leave that ship by itself. We’re down two and can’t afford to lose anyone else.”

“Down two?” Cole blurted. “Who in the hell did we lose? I couldn’t kill these things any faster. Dammit!”

“Chaz and Chrys. That ship is its own deathtrap. Maybe you can help make it unflyable,” Clodagh suggested. “Chrys is still inside. We’ll need Ankh and Erasmus to get her out. Chaz is in an SI coma. We hope that’s all it is.”

“On my way,” Cole replied. “Give Alana a kiss for me. Daddy’s got some ripping apart to do.”

Cole knew Clodagh was smiling. She didn’t need to say anything. He signed off, then fired at point-blank range into every component he could see in the blasted drone.

Once he was satisfied with his handiwork, he used his suit’s pneumatic jets to launch into the air on his way to the killer’s ship.
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Tyler scratched his head as he stared at the screen. The Pod-doc wasn’t coming up with anything on Rivka. She was as healthy as when she had left the ship earlier that day.

But she wasn’t. He knew it. They all knew it. Everyone except her.

He finished the cycle and popped the cover. When it opened, Rivka blinked at the lights and focused on him. “Let me guess; you found nothing.”

“A great big serving of nothing burger.” He helped her out but looked into her eyes and checked her ears. With a final flourish, he asked her to open her mouth. “Teeth look good.”

Rivka laughed for a short while but ended by frowning. “It was horrible, the stuff dumped into my mind. The worst part is that I fear it was real, like the Skrima with all the blood from the murders. The rage and hate. I don’t know how to describe it.”

“I’m not a shrink. I think you might need one of those. Do you have any inkling about wanting to commit…murder?”

“I have no desire to commit…murder. Why are we saying it that way?”

“I don’t want to be the catalyst that turns you against me. You don’t have any knives, do you?”

Rivka checked her pockets. Someone had relieved her of her neutron pulse weapon.

“I suspect Red took Reaper. Good call. No weapons for me until we’re sure.”

“Joseph,” Tyler suggested. “I bet he can dig out subliminal programming.”

Rivka nodded and pulled Tyler close for a hug. “Hope is a powerful drug. With that suggestion, I feel its soothing balm.”

“Unlike Lindy. Red tossed her into the brig.”

“She’s not herself. Where’s Sahved?”

Tyler shrugged, but Clevarious answered. “Sahved is in the conference room, talking to himself.”

“I’ll join him so we can have company while we talk to ourselves.” Tyler followed her far enough to make sure she went into the conference room. She caught him watching. “I don’t blame you. I don’t trust me either. Not until we know for sure.”

“And that tells me you’ll be just fine. Go talk to yourself while Sahved listens. See what you can find out.”

She blew him a kiss and closed the conference room door behind her.
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Sahved looked skeptical. He inched backward.

“Slashers have only killed women. Is there something you’re not telling me, Sahved?”

His eyes went wide, and he held out his hands. “No, no! I am one hundred percent husky of huskiest Yemilorians. Ever.”

“Of course you are. Tyler said you were talking to yourself. Care to say it again?”

“I was contemplating Lindy’s brainwashing, how it was different from the primary victims. In her case, I believe it was specifically designed to interfere with us. I think it was hurried, whereas the primary victims are similar and standardized. I don’t think anything was planted in your mind beyond the horror of the killer’s thoughts. I am comfortable you’re not going to kill your crew.”

“Then why were you inching away from me?” She leaned over the table.

“Your screams were most disturbing. My ears are sensitive,” Sahved dodged.

“I’ll accept that. We’re going to go see Joseph when this is over and get our brains flushed out with mental bleach.” Rivka gestured at her head.

“There is such a thing?”

“No. But we’ll get Joseph to look into the dark corners and see if anything is hiding in there.”

“Brain bleach. We could make a fortune selling that. Watching too much porn? Brain bleach and watch the same movies once more for the first time.”

Rivka stared at the Yemilorian. He twirled his fingers and smiled.

“I think you’re spending too much time alone.”

“I have been studying the law. There are many crimes related to ill-gotten booty.”

Rivka had to stand. “Sahved, I think that’s the funniest thing I’ve heard this year. Porn as ill-gotten booty.” Rivka pounded her fist on the table. “I’ve had enough lamenting. It’s time to get back in the game.” She pointed. “To the bridge!”

She headed into the corridor and stumbled over a wombat.

Floyd! the ship’s mascot cried.

“Yes, you’re Floyd, and you were waiting to say hello. Well, hello, little girl.” Rivka picked her up. “You’re losing weight. I’m proud of you.”

Hungry!

“I’m hungry too, but we have work to do. We have a killer to catch, and I’m ready to help.” Red whistled from the aft end of the corridor, but she was headed forward. “Well, come on. We have a killer to catch.”

He pointed at the brig and stayed where he was.

“We’re going to see Joseph when this is over. He’ll dig out whatever our killer put in there. Until then, she’s probably better off where she is. Clevarious, drop a little sleeping gas in the brig so Lindy can get some rest.”

“To work on an enhanced person, it will take quite a lot of gas.”

“Are we rationing?”

“No,” Clevarious replied.

“Then drop what it takes to knock her out. We have work to do and can’t afford the distraction.”

“I don’t think you’ve heard that Chaz is down, and Chrys is still in the ship and not answering.”

“I’m gone for five minutes, and the world goes to shit.” Rivka turned at the bridge instead of going in and headed aft down the starboard corridor. “Red, grab your thunder stick. We’re going to get our people.”

Red ran after Rivka. She stopped at the weapons locker, but her code didn’t work.

“You locked me out of my own ship?”

“We couldn’t be sure you were you,” Red explained. “There’s only one railgun in there, and I’m taking it.”

“What happened to the other railgun?”

“Chaz left it in the ship. Lindy’s should be there too.” Red blocked the pad with his body and punched in the new code. He removed the last railgun, op-checked it, and slammed the ammunition cartridge home.

“Are there any grenades in there?” Rivka asked, trying to see past the big bodyguard.

“Here.” He handed her a bistok prod.

“You’re joking.”

“Until Joseph takes an icepick to your brain, you don’t get to handle any of the lethal stuff. Sorry, that’s the boss’ rules.”

“I’m the boss!”

“If you had thought of it before your run-in with the killer, you would have implemented it, and you know it.”

“Damn, Red. You’re starting to make too much sense.” She jammed the prod into Red’s thigh and punched the button.

“What the fuck?”

Rivka chuckled until she saw the blood. “What happened to you?”

“Lindy is not herself. She bit me, and not in the fun way. That’s why she’s in the brig.”

“I understand.” Rivka switched to her comm chip. Clodagh, we’re going to the killer’s ship to retrieve our railguns and check on Chrysanthemum. We’ll be right back.

I’m coming too, Tyler replied.

And me, Sahved added.

Then hurry your asses up. We got shit to do. Where’s Ankh, and what’s he doing?

Clodagh replied, He’s in Vengeance looking for the killer, but he disappeared off our scanners after leaving the ship. An even greater level of stealth capability for the personal ride than what the drones had.

Rivka looked at Red’s railgun. “You go first. If you get a shot, take it.”

“Chrys already hammered him and he’s still out there, but if I get a shot, I’ll light him up.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



Trieste, Celestial Realm, the Outskirts of the Capital City

Rivka stayed close behind Red. Tyler and Sahved were behind her, ready to intervene if anything happened.

Red pushed doors open with his railgun until they reached the space where Chaz had gone down. The offending module lay beside Blazer.

“What did they do to you, little buddy?” He lifted the gun he was holding over Rivka’s head. Sahved took it. “Not you. Give it to the dentist.”

“Why? I have trained.” Sahved tried to raise his chin in defiance but bumped his head on the ceiling.

Rivka murmured over her shoulder. “I’ve seen you shoot. Don’t take it personally, Sahved. Take it as a challenge to spend more time on the range.”

“Take it as a challenge to design a weapon for my hands.”

“Someone is getting feisty! Are we sure our killer didn’t get into his head? But you have a point,” Red admitted. “Why haven’t we done that?” He caressed Blazer and whispered softly to it.

“Because he’s an investigator. We don’t usually pack firepower.” Rivka broke out from behind Red, who was still having a personal and intimate reunion with his favorite weapon.

“But when we do or one of our heavies is down… You see where I’m going?” Sahved replied.

“Make it so, Number One,” Rivka muttered and waved a dismissive hand. “How did this impact Chaz?”

Tyler answered, “Dennicron said it shorted him out, whatever that means.”

“No one touches it.” Rivka stepped back into the corridor. Red took one last look around before leaving the room and closing the door behind him.

“We need to find Mabel,” Red said.

“We need to find Chrysanthemum.” Rivka looked sideways at the big man.

“That went without saying,” he mumbled. He wanted to hand Lindy’s railgun back to her when her mind was clear of the poison pill the killer had given her. The thought of it made Red seethe with anger.

And hatred. He wouldn’t rest until he saw the shattered body of the killer, his boot on his neck, even if he was dead.

They continued through the ship, which took longer than they wanted since they stayed together and Red was obligated to open each locker or storage space big enough to hold Lindy’s railgun. They waited while he searched.

The group found Chrys before they found Mabel.

She was crouched in an operations space, surrounded by core modules and screens. The SI looked like a statue. Nothing indicated a living being within. Rivka knocked on the side of her head.

Not a flinch. Not even the artificial warmth the bodies maintained to give a semblance of a living being.

“Do we carry her out?” Rivka asked.

“Did you forget how heavy these things are?” Red replied.

“There are four of us. We can manage.” Tyler moved in and took a position to her side, where he could grip an arm.

The group jumped at a clang that reverberated through the ship. Clodagh, what’s going on? Rivka asked.

Cole is making the ship unflyable. He knows you’re inside.

I won’t hurt you. Ripping up some engine structures and tearing off the nodes mounted on the outside. Clodagh confirmed they are the shield projectors. Even if the repair bots bring this thing back to life, it won’t be invisible or protected. One shot would bring it down.

Carry on, Cole. Rivka turned her attention to the matter at hand. “What is she doing that she shut down all her systems?”

“Shorted out?” Red suggested.

Dennicron? Why is Chrys like this?

Dennicron didn’t answer Rivka’s question.

Clevarious, where’s Dennicron?

Magistrate! She is in Ankh’s laboratory, attempting to restore Chaz’s systems. Chrys is trying to access the ship’s computer. It is taking all of her processing power. All of it. I can see her energy output is at one hundred percent, nearly the same as Dennicron’s.

Rivka sighed and sulked. She stared at the deck. Don’t tell me our perp is an SI.

We don’t think so, Clevarious replied. But whoever the killer is, he has advanced SI-caliber skills based on the technology and its impact on citizens of the Singularity.

Which means three of our people are out of the game while our killer continues to kill. Rivka pointed at the wall before straightening. “Our killer is out there, and he’s taking out our SIs one by one after neutralizing two of our people, one of whom was me.”

“If she’s battling the computer system, how do we know she hasn’t already lost?” Tyler asked the hard question. “Would it hurt her to move her away from this place?”

Rivka raged at the machines in the space, not at Chrys for tackling their challenge. She had never been on Rivka’s team but on Erasmus’. She had been conscripted to help. The citizens of the Singularity believed in Ankh and Erasmus, and they believed in Rivka.

A trust hard-earned and critical to keep.

“We’ll ask Erasmus what to do,” Rivka decided. Erasmus, can you hear me?

I can, Magistrate. We have news of your killer. It appears that a mob of people from Trieste is coming your way. We’ve had wisps to suggest the killer is with them, herding them toward you.

The darkness descended over Rivka, but also the spark that drove her interminable quest for justice.

“Looks like this is going to end one way or another,” Rivka said aloud. “He needs this ship for some reason, as opposed to just stowing away on another. What is it? Spread out and find it!” Rivka growled.

No one questioned separating the group. Red pointed at the Magistrate. “I’m staying with you, but yeah, let’s tear this bucket apart and find this bastard’s kryptonite.”

“There is no Krypton,” Rivka replied, then slapped Red on the arm. “But I get what you’re saying. What is his weakness?”

“No Krypton? You might as well say there’s no Santa Claus.” Rivka raised a finger while heading in a direction the other two did not go. “Don’t you say it! And they call me the bristly one when you’re just being hurtful with mean words.”

Red did his part to protect Rivka. Most times, that was with his body, but now she needed to stay focused and remain above the madness that emanated from the killer’s mind. He couldn’t imagine what she had seen that had shocked her so badly. Together, they had seen the worst of the galaxy.

Or so he’d thought. It bothered him that there was worse out there, enough to bring Rivka and her team to its knees. He wasn’t good with that. He squeezed Blazer until his knuckles turned white. “We’ll get our chance, baby, and we’ll make him pay for what he did to Lindy.” Red looked down at his pants, which he’d had no time to change. At the bloodstain where Lindy had bitten him. “You need to die.”

Rivka was in the next compartment, and Red rushed to catch up. She handed Mabel to him, but he didn’t take it.

“Take it, Magistrate. If we can’t trust you, then we’re already dead.”

She slung the weapon over her back, screwed her face tight, and nodded.

“Got something!” Sahved shouted from the main space.
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Refine. Rescan. Revise. Adjust. Change transmitters. Refine. Erasmus walked through the steps of their technological search for the killer. As soon as the target registered, it disappeared again. It was like intelligent frequency hopping, knowing when someone is on the same channel and changing it.

Active evasion. We must have this technology, and the fact that it is within a combat-suit-sized unit is even more compelling, Ankh said.

I agree, my friend. We must dig into those internals. Is this genius or advanced technology, and if advanced, where is it from?

Most excellent questions, Erasmus. Alas, we should probably join the others on the ground. We’ll send the ship back up once we’re with them. I don’t wish to risk losing that technology to an overzealous bodyguard with a railgun and a desire for revenge.

And then we must help our people over whatever this entity did to them. I am not amused by the attack on any and all sentient creatures.

Slasher’s gotta slash, Ankh replied. Sometimes the crew’s slang and odd vernacular is apropos.

Like now. The ship landed next to Wyatt Earp. Time to go. I need to stretch my legs.

Ankh hesitated. That’s a good one, Erasmus. Always keeping me on my toes.

The Crenellian, carrying his toolkit, strolled at his normal pace away from Wyatt Earp. Destiny’s Vengeance lifted off, still invisible, and gained altitude quickly to continue running random patterns through the sensors to help defeat the killer’s cloaking system.
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“A swimming pool?” Rivka looked at the tank concealed beneath the main deck. The plating retracted to reveal a substantial body of water.

“It’s a regeneration and sustainment tank,” Sahved replied. “There are a few races who use these, but I think only one applies. The Mutanarians.”

Rivka searched her mind, but nothing registered. “You’ll have to educate me. I have no idea who the Mutanarians are.”

“Shapeshifters whose usual state is fish-like. Doppelgangers who can replicate the appearance of another.”

Red’s face fell. “Lindy.” He took two steps along a narrow ledge around the tank before getting stymied. “Put the floor back, NOW!”

“She’s in the brig, isn’t she?” Rivka said calmly. “Her behavior wasn’t that of Lindy, so is she our killer? And if so, where’s Lindy? But, and this is a big but, the Pod-doc would have been able to recognize it wasn’t her.”

Tyler nodded his head. “Lindy was in the Pod-doc, and Lindy is in the brig.”

Red deflated. His murderous rage was extinguished by that final statement. “Thank the gods. Not that she’s confined in the brig, but that she’s not the killer.”

No one bothered to agree with the obvious. Rivka motioned to Sahved to restore the deck.

Sahved spoke as the plating moved back into place. “A Mutanarian. Maybe that’s how he managed the first murders until he discovered the invisibility technology.”

“Back to the ship,” Rivka said. “The bad guy is on the clock. He needs to go swimming, and our job is to prevent that.”

Ankh walked lightly into the main space, sniffing at the smell of the regeneration pool that lingered since most of the ship’s systems, like air handling, were offline. Rivka pointed. “She’s in there.”

“There’s a big group of people coming,” Ankh said unemotionally. He walked past Rivka and into the room where the Chrys statue crouched.

Rivka gestured. “Group of people?” She framed it as a question.

“Oh!” Sahved hurried toward the airlock, ducking to avoid hitting his head. Red walked in front of Rivka, with Tyler behind.

Cole continued to hammer pieces off the ship and send them spinning as far as he could throw them. With the arrival of the killer and a large group of primary victims, Cole redoubled his efforts before he needed to apply his talents and abilities to help the Magistrate.

Outside, Rivka found the mob closing on the ship. If she ran, she could get to Wyatt Earp before they arrived, but that wasn’t her plan.

A quick estimate led Rivka to a count of one hundred yellow-skinned natives from Trieste walking in a loose group, roughly a circle. The middle was open, which suggested the Mutanarian was there. He had created a flesh-and-blood shield. A camera crew trailed behind, recording everything.

“You’ll be on the nightly news, Magistrate,” Red whispered.

“We usually are, even though we don’t want to be. Media manipulated in the face of a free society. I’d say the journos are smarter than that, but time and again, they prove me wrong. No collateral damage. Don’t take a shot if there’s any risk at all of an innocent getting hurt.”

“Roger,” Red replied. He didn’t want to kill any natives.

And the killer knew Rivka would give such an order, whether he had seen it in Lindy’s mind or guessed because of Rivka’s well-established record. That same record would also have told the killer that she delivered capital punishment on the spot.

Tyler moved up front, holding his hand out to Rivka. She took it, and they walked hand in hand.

“I wanted the railgun,” he clarified after two steps.

“You’re not getting the railgun,” she replied and released his hand. “So there.”

Red glared at him, but Tyler didn’t wither beneath his gaze. “I’ll be right here. We’re in this together.”

Red pursed his lips but nodded, turning his attention back to the mob.

“What do we do if he has those people attack us?” Red asked.

“Good question. We defend ourselves without killing anyone. Cole will fly in and capture the Mutanarian. Then we execute him under the law. And then we get our asses back to the city because there’s a primary victim lining up a second and third murder. It would be nice if no other innocent dies.”

Clodagh, Kennedy, and Ryleigh left Wyatt Earp and joined Rivka’s team. They carried hand blasters.

“ROE is that we don’t kill any locals,” Red explained. “Rules of engagement.”

“Easy to say. Might not be so easy to do.” Clodagh looked at her blaster. It didn’t have a stun setting.

“Then don’t shoot,” Red advised.

Clodagh didn’t argue.

“Maybe go back to the ship.”

“We have a stake in this, Red. He attacked the crew. That means he attacked all of us.”

“Fuckin’ A. Keep your heads down.” Red hefted Blazer and raised it to his shoulder, then took aim at the empty space in the middle of the mob. The locals slowed and swelled around the space, making the killer’s location even more distinct.

Rivka cupped her hands around her mouth. “It’s over. You can come out of your invisible coffin.”

It’s nowhere near over, a soft and feminine voice said into their heads. Let me return to my ship, and all these good people will survive to see the end of this day.

“You know we can’t do that. I have a warrant for your arrest. Give yourself up, and you might live to see at least one more nightfall.”

I can see in your mind that you have no intention of letting me live, so let’s stick with my offer. These people for my ship. Straight trade.

“If we delay, then you go without diving into your tank. How long can you last without it? I suspect not very long. You seem in a hurry.”

The killer didn’t reply. Images of slashing and blood splattering flashed through her mind. Tyler gripped his head and fell to his knees.

Ryleigh dropped her blaster and started to cry. Red winced and grunted but held steady. The others lost their focus.

Rivka didn’t flinch despite the increasing levels of horror coursing through her mind.

“Stop that,” a firm voice shouted from Wyatt Earp’s cargo ramp. Chaz strolled forward with Dennicron behind him. She gave Rivka the thumbs-up. “You can’t hurt us. Not anymore.”

Ah, the robots are here.

Red continued to sight down the barrel of his railgun, but he didn’t have a clear shot. He let the weapon sag and braced his elbows on his chest, resting his arms in case an opportunity presented itself. He wouldn’t get much time and would have to make the best shot of his life. He squinted to bring the image of the Mutanarian’s armor into the light, but it would not show itself.

The mob started moving again.

“They have knives,” Sahved noted.

Chaz and Dennicron walked into them. They slashed the SCAMPs as they passed, but knives could not hurt their platforms. Their clothes suffered greatly under the blade and some of the cuts penetrated their skin, but all of it could be repaired.

Stop! the voice commanded, and the mob ceased their attacks.

“No longer programming. She’s exercising direct control over their minds,” Sahved whispered.

Rivka nodded without looking at the Yemilorian.

The mob drew back to form a cordon around the empty space. They locked elbows to keep the SCAMPs from forcing their way through, although they still could.

Rivka didn’t need to force it. Not yet. With more time, she hoped the killer would suffer from being out of the pool too long. Make a mistake or collapse. Either worked.

I have more time than you, the voice whispered into her mind.

Rivka chuckled. I don’t think you do.

Look.

A mental finger pointed her toward Wyatt Earp. Lindy walked slowly down the ramp, with Dery flying next to her. Behind her, Aurora carried Alana, and Floyd bounced after them.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



“We need to kill this fucker,” Red growled.

“There’s no doubt about that, is there?” she replied, knowing the killer was aware of any subterfuge in her mind. She couldn’t lie to herself.

Or the killer.

Lindy meandered over, first walking toward Red and then toward the mob.

“Dery. Come to your dad.”

The lad shook his head and stayed near his mother.

His little voice came through to them. It’s okay.

Red relaxed and dropped his arms until his railgun was pointed at the ground.

“What happened to make you like this?” Rivka asked.

A chance encounter with a Kurtherian. He was interesting and willing to share with one such as me. It seems if they can’t be worshipped like the gods they are, then they are perfectly happy playing the spoilers to ruin the day of any sentient creature. It’s like a game to them, and I enjoy playing it.

“The Kurtherians. They’re back? I don’t think so. Otherwise, we’d be at war, and Bethany Anne would be leading the armies into the cosmos.”

Not back. I’m not from your galaxy, but I find it rather tasty when it comes to your naïveté and raw emotions.

Lindy walked past Chaz and Dennicron, tipping her chin to acknowledge them—beautiful people looking like they had passed through a threshing machine, standing tall as if nothing had happened.

Red started moving forward. Rivka reached to stop him, but he was too quick. She ran to get in front of him.

“Behind me, Magistrate,” Red ordered.

“Not this time. Let’s just stay right here. I have a good feeling about this.”

“I don’t,” Red countered, raising his railgun, ready to snap off a shot before he risked hitting Dery. Rivka pulled the barrel back down.

The armor shimmered, and a one-person vehicle, identical to the drones on the outside, solidified into existence. A hatch popped, and the Mutanarian stepped out.

They assumed it was the creature since, on the outside, it looked like Lindy right down to her currently disheveled hair. Dery flew higher to stay above his mother.

The cordon separated to let Lindy through.

Red vibrated with his desire to take the shot, but it would pass through the body and injure a Trieste native standing behind her. The camera crew continued to record everything.

Heavy steps trod the ramp of the killer’s ship.

Rivka risked a glance to see Ankh walking in front of Chrysanthemum, who waved and turned toward Rivka while Ankh continued to Wyatt Earp.

Ankh? Rivka sent.

It’s chaos out here. I want no part of that. I have what I want and need to analyze it. I’ll be in my lab if you need me.

Rivka chuckled.

Red shot her an angry look, then huffed and turned his attention back to his wife and son.

Lindy closed to within arm’s reach of the creature posing as her.

You will all see what real power is, the killer announced. Give her your knife, she told one of the locals, then directed Lindy, Kill these people until your Magistrate clears the way to my ship.

Lindy took the knife, looked at it, and dropped it. The instant it left her fingers, she lunged at the creature, caught her by the throat, and lifted to drive her backward until her body slammed into the metal of the drone body. Lindy snarled and slammed her head into the metal body of the armored vehicle three times before the Mutanarian changed to its true and softer form.

Red started running. Rivka was an instant late, and there was no way she would catch up. Chaz and Dennicron moved in and started relieving the locals of their knives. They didn’t resist.

Lindy spread her feet to get more power into an elbow that delivered the final blow. The creature slumped to the ground. Lindy backed away and held out her arm. Dery landed on it and hugged his mother.

Red cleared the mob of locals and slowed to a walk. He ran his hand down Lindy’s arm and made eye contact with her.

“I’m all right,” she said and leaned her head against Dery’s.

Red smiled, raised his railgun, and sent the Mutanarian to hell.
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“That thing gives me the willies,” Rivka said. Bundles of wires ran to the killer’s vehicle in Wyatt Earp’s cargo bay while Ankh crouched inside.

Chrys, Chaz, and Dennicron waited for direction from Ankh and Erasmus. All three stood with their arms crossed, running identical subroutines.

“What happened to you?” Rivka asked Chaz.

“Shorted out. It was a cheap trick, but it worked. The box contained nothing of importance, but the floor was set up as a special conductor. SCAMPs are designed to survive overloads, but not from power of this magnitude.”

Rivka didn’t understand. “But the ship was powered down.”

“We only thought the ship was powered down. It had its energy in reserve. The whole ship is one big battery, and then there’s the Etheric power it could draw on, which we would never know of until the interdimensional portal opened and energy surged through. It would be too late at that point, as you probably already surmised.”

“I surmised,” Rivka agreed, then asked Chrys, “And what about you?”

“The cavalry arrived. I was holding steady against the tricks and traps, but when the ambassadors arrived, their contributions had an immediate impact and buried the system’s defenses. They downloaded the entire database to include all operational systems and schematics of everything within that ship in less than two minutes. Once the fight was over, I reactivated my systems.”

“So, we can destroy that thing?” Rivka asked.

“I don’t see why not,” Chrys replied, “but you’ll want to confirm that with the ambassador.”

“Of course I will. Hey, Ankh, I’m destroying that ship, okay?”

The Crenellian flicked his fingers at her as if shooing a fly away.

Rivka used the communications terminal in the cargo bay. “Clodagh, take off and bring our best weapons to bear on the Mutanarian’s ship. Obliterate it once the target area is clear.”

“There’s never been an order I wanted to follow more. Buckle yourselves in. Wyatt Earp is going vertical.”

“She knows the artificial gravity compensates, doesn’t she?” Chrys wondered.

“She knows,” Dennicron replied. “Humans say the craziest things. You’ll get used to it, the more time you spend with them.”

The ship smoothly accelerated at a pace that would have killed everyone within had they not compensated with technology.

At ten thousand meters, Clodagh activated the ion cannon and sent a stream of particles into the enemy ship, spiraling in on the impact points to leave nothing bigger than a person’s hand. Each strike had the force of a small nuclear explosion.

When the dust cleared, metal fragments spread for a kilometer in every direction.

“That works,” Rivka said. “Let’s take our happy asses back to the Rentalor district. We have a primary victim to keep from killing again.”
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Red sat on the edge of the bed in their quarters. Lindy was on the floor with Dery cradled in her arms and Floyd snoring between her legs. She watched Red through clear eyes.

“How did you get out of the brig?” Red asked.

“Dery punched the button and freed me.”

“I know I should doubt that since he’s a month old, but I can’t. He’s not like us.” Red smiled at the sleeping boy. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I am. The seeds planted in my mind are dead and shriveled, thanks to love and thanks to him. There’s no way I was going to hurt you or any of the crew. The persona Kata Rim implanted in my mind wasn’t going to dominate me. We fought a hard battle, but she was never going to win.”

“You bit me.”

“Well, that was during one of those struggles where I was fighting in my head and with my body. You got in between an epic battle. For the record, I was winning until you lumbered your big ass in the way.”

“Hey! I don’t lumber. Wood? I can do that.”

“Incorrigible.”

“You wouldn’t have it any other way.” Red moved to the floor.

“I thought you were going to take a nap?”

“The cat’s on my pillow. Why does he always sleep on my pillow?” Red glared at the big orange cat. He slept blissfully, not ignorant of Red’s disdain but woefully uncaring.

“Because he gets your goat. It seems to be the pastime of everyone you meet.”

“Everyone except our little man. He’s special beyond being our son. He helped you. He helped us.” Red tossed his head in surrender. “I promise to play nice with the faeries. I heard we’re going to Azfelius as soon as this case is wrapped up.” Red gently rested his hand on Dery’s chest.
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Talos Four met them at the station with cheers and hearty greetings.

Rivka shook her head. “There’s a killer out there who doesn’t know what she’s about to do. What did you find with the evidence?”

“Nothing we could direct at a suspect. We have no leads and no more clues.” Talos Four looked at Rivka for guidance.

“We examined the evidence using the technical means at our disposal. What we couldn’t do was interview a vast number of your citizens. I trust you canvassed the area, looking for anyone who saw something because someone always sees that one thing that can tip the scales in favor of justice.”

“We put out a call for anyone who saw something to come forward. No one has.”

“Passive rarely works. Active. You go to them. There’s still time. Get every single one of your officers out there, beating the bushes, asking anyone who works out at your athletic center. That’s what needs to happen. You have five days to do that. Are you up for it?”

“It would be better if you did it. We’re not equipped for confrontation,” Talos countered.

“You better start right now. We’re not doing it for you. We’re outsiders. This can only be handled by your people, citizens of Trieste. Get on it. If you don’t have anyone come forward or tell you they saw something, then you’ll have to shut down this entire district on the murder day, day seven after the last one.”

Talos Four looked distraught. She blinked excessively.

Rivka waited.

Bristy joined them. Rivka acknowledged her with a simple wave.

“We’ll take care of the interviews and do our best.”

“How do you know it’ll be seven days?” Talos Four asked.

“We have over fifty iterations of an identical pattern. It’ll be seven days. That is what we must plan for.”

“We will do our best,” Talos Four promised.

“One more person will die. Understand that. If we aren’t able to find the one who has been brainwashed by our killer, then they will kill again. And if we prevent them from killing, they will die from a mental poison that tells the primary victim’s brain to shut down. Only one more, if we’re lucky. Get your people out there. We’ll be standing by.”

Rivka returned to her ship. Once aboard, she secured it from the outside, then accessed the ship-wide broadcast. “We might have five days to rest, and on the sixth, we shall be out there looking for a primary victim. Take this downtime and make the most of it. Get caught up on your sleep, people.”

A tired Magistrate dragged herself to her quarters, and Tyler met her at the door. “You too, Rivka. Into bed. And you don’t get up for twelve hours. I’ll bring you soup.”

“Soup?” Rivka snorted but didn’t delay in dropping her clothes on the floor, knowing the cleaning bots would swoop through and get everything tidy before she woke up, even if that was only an hour away.

“I can get Floyd if you need company,” the dentist teased.

“I thought I was getting soup?” Rivka replied.

“You got me. Coming right up.” He used the food processor and came up with a turkey soup with a thick broth, almost like gravy. After giving the bowl to Rivka, he got one for himself.

“How did the betting lines go?” Rivka nonchalantly asked between spoon loads.

“Running, swearing, blood, all closed. No first punch. First arrest is still under debate, and the case is not yet closed, although all parties concede that the perp is no more.”

“I don’t remember any blood or swearing. Who was bloodied?”

“Red when Lindy bit him.”

“I’ll be damned. I saw that, but it didn’t register. What about swearing?”

“C, can you help me out here?”

“The target of your profanity was Talos Four. The sentence was ‘We need to fucking go right-fucking-now.’ That settled that betting line without debate, but it was weeks into the case, so the closest guess was more than an hour away. Still, we have a winner.”

“I fuck-bombed Talos Four? These people are the mildest of the mild. I almost feel bad. They know nothing about policing, God bless them.”

“Did swearing at them help?” Tyler asked. He knew the answer.

Rivka rolled her eyes and handed him the empty bowl.

“Are we going to see Joseph?” he asked.

“No need. Sahved helped me. I’m fine, and Dery gave Lindy everything she needed to help her past the implanted suggestions. I’m glad she’s not holding a grudge about being dumped in the brig.”

“I think we’ve all spent some quality time in the brig. It serves its purpose.”

“You haven’t been in the brig. Not yet, anyway, but I guess we could make it into a love dungeon. I’ll put Red on that. He’s perverted enough to make it happen. Lights out,” she declared, and ten seconds later, she was sound asleep.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



Trieste, Celestial Realm, the Capital City, Rentalor District

“I’m not even going to ask how hard you tried because it doesn’t matter. What matters now is that the populace listens to you when you tell them they are in a full lockdown. Anyone caught outside will be detained, just for today. No one goes anywhere,” Rivka explained.

Talos Four rarely smiled when meeting with Rivka. Being a police officer during a crisis wasn’t the place for peace-lovers like the citizens of Trieste. “Our people are not used to such extreme measures. Isn’t there some other way?”

“No. We’re not going to risk some other way. The only way we know is to lock everyone inside. When the alarm rings and your joyful yellow turns into a fanatical killing machine, they’ll go outside, and we’ll intercept them. That will stop the spree cold. Otherwise, your body count will continue to increase.”

“We don’t want that,” Talos Four stated.

“No one wants that. Finally, we agree on something.”

“I don’t disagree with your approach, but we are not equipped to provide law enforcement at Federation standards. We’re not used to crimes here that require investigations like you have to conduct. It’s disturbing us.”

“No one is unperturbed by crimes like those of Jack the Ripper. This is the worst example of a criminal you will ever see. All of it is easier than what you see here. Easier, but never easy. Don’t lose yourself when helping others is the best advice I can give. But for now, let’s get those people locked inside and see if our victim appears.”

Talos Four pressed a button on her console. “The message has been sent to all media channels. Anyone with a device or video screen will be pummeled by the message on repeat for the next twelve hours, plus we’ll have vehicles driving around the area, broadcasting the lockdown. We’ll give it an hour for everyone to see the message, and then we’ll start intercepting our people and sending them back inside.”

“None of your people can work alone. Make sure that none of them do, please,” Rivka pleaded.

Talos Four nodded.

Rivka headed back to Wyatt Earp, where she had the crew on high alert. Cole and Lindy were in the combat suits in case the response necessitated a jump from altitude to expedite an interception. The others were armed with blasters. No railguns since there would only be one murder, and they couldn’t justify using heavy firepower on a single person who was also a victim.

“Now we wait and watch. Clevarious, body count in the Rentalor district?”

“There are currently nine hundred and seventy-four individuals out of their buildings.”

“It’s not a big number, but it’s nothing we can deal with. We’ll see what time brings.”

Three hours later, the number had dwindled. Twenty-four police officers in twelve vehicles drove around the area. Subtracting them, only thirty-five individuals were still outside.

“Clevarious, watch for odd behavior, like someone trying to avoid the law dogs.”

“I shall endeavor to accede to your wishes.”

“Or you could write a subroutine so you can sit back and watch like the rest of us.”

“That’s what I have already done. ‘Sit back’ is an odd concept. Unless the chair is correct, sitting back does not necessarily condone good posture. You could give yourself a stigma,” Clevarious remarked.

“A stigma?”

“It’s like a stigmata without the blood.”

“It’s not like that at all,” Rivka countered. “Who was supposed to bring the snacks?” Rivka spread her hands above the empty conference-room table.

“Your wish, my queen,” Tyler said. He stood and bowed before disappearing toward the galley.

Red rolled his lips as he fought the urge to say something that might land him in hot water. Lindy watched him closely, shaking her head to send the message that he needed to win his battle.

Rivka pointed at the holographic image above the table. “What’s that, C?”

“Looks like an individual using a fire escape. My algorithm activated, but your eyes are sharper. Well done, Magistrate.”

“Could be anything. These people aren’t used to being locked up. They are the freest of the free. We could all learn to enjoy this kind of world if only we didn’t bring our pain with us.”

The individual hit the alley, ran away from the main street, and stopped at the corner before entering the afternoon shadows.

“Direct a unit to intercept that person,” Rivka ordered. “Anyone else acting suspicious?”

“Down to only eighteen people outdoors, not including the officers.”

“I’m good with that, C. For a half-assed operation, they’re pulling it off much better than I expected. Most of our outside people are walking in the open, blissfully ignorant that they’re not supposed to be out there.”

Two people slowly walked through a park together. After a brief interlude, they separated, one going one way and the other leaving in a second direction.

The individual skulking in the shadows stopped and waited on the path one lone walker was taking.

“Get down there now. Lindy and Cole, going in hot.”

Wyatt Earp conducted a max-power descent, pulling up at the last moment so Lindy and Cole could jump out in their powered armor. They accelerated toward the ground, activating their pneumatic jets to slow down. They still hit the ground hard. Lindy landed in front of a yellow female coming from the park. She stumbled back and fell.

“You should be inside. What are you doing out here?” Lindy asked.

“I was walking in the park today. Who said we’re supposed to be inside?”

“The government authority. Look for yourself.” Lindy spread her arms wide.

“There’s no one out here.” She sounded surprised.

This one is not our primary victim, Lindy reported.
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Cole hit the middle of the street and started walking toward the skulker. The yellow female backed away, then ran into the alley behind her. Cole jetted past her to land in front of her. With a quick movement, she dodged, but Cole was quicker.

He caught her arm and held her in place. She produced a butcher knife and started hacking at the arm holding her.

Cole frowned before making the call.

I have her. It’s this one. She has a knife and isn’t afraid to use it.

He gripped her with both hands until Wyatt Earp landed in the open area of the street and the park beyond. Then he carried her into the ship, where the ship’s doctor sedated her. They put her in the brig, and they would keep her sedated in the hope that when she awoke, they would have an answer to keep her from being killed by her own mind.

Rivka briefly looked at the female in the brig before going to the bridge. “Clevarious, get me Grainger.”

After interference washed across the screen, Grainger’s tired face appeared. “I’ve been in bed for five minutes. Five minutes!”

“Less sex, more sleep,” Rivka replied.

“That’s bullshit. I’m taking every bit I can get nowadays and twice on days off. I saw the report that you caught Jack the Ripper. Good job with that. It sucks that so many people had to die before we recognized there was a planet-hopping serial killer. Are you ready for your next case?”

“No. No new case. I think we just wrapped this one. We caught the last primary victim that we’re aware of and have her heavily sedated to keep her from killing herself.”

Grainger shook his head. “Jack was a real piece of work. I don’t call many creatures pure evil, but Jack was one of them. And you seem to get all of them.”

“Lucky me. We’re going to Azfelius for some downtime. We need to collect our crew members, Groenwyn and Lauton, and also have Dery christened. The faeries have some ritual and training program they’re going to put him through.”

“He’s a newborn. How much training can they do?”

“He talks and has the body of a five-year-old. He also helps shield minds. Don’t think of him like any person you’ve ever known before.”

“And he has wings,” Grainger stated. “Azfelius it is. Three days before you get kicked off again for not being able to relax?”

“Probably. After Azfelius, we’ll drop our vic off with the best Federation medical facility that’s equipped to deal with implanted time bombs.”

“I don’t think we have any of those. Maybe you can ask the faeries if there is anything they can do?”

“Good idea. We’ll do that. Catch you on the flip side, Grainger. Don’t be a stranger. We might be in danger.”

“Don’t do that.” Grainger made a face.

“I can do this all day.” Rivka crossed her arms and delivered her best smug expression. Grainger closed the channel. “C, take us to Azfelius. Best possible speed.”

Red waited in the corridor behind her.

“I’ll let Lindy know that it’s time I made peace with the faeries.”

“Good call, Red. You’ll always have the badge of honor of being called ‘the bristly one.’”

“I’m proud of that, but it’s time to retire that name. I just want to be Dery’s father.”
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Wyatt Earp settled softly onto the designated landing pad. The ship was immediately surrounded by faeries of all shapes and sizes. Lauton and Groenwyn stood on the soft grass and clapped at the ship’s arrival.

Siro’ti’lc flew apart from the rest. The airlock’s outer hatch popped, and Red walked through with Lindy at his side and Dery between them.

The young boy launched into the air and flew into the middle of the faeries. “Don’t forget where we parked,” Red called after him as the group slowly flew away, leaving only Siro’ti’lc behind.

Red bowed to her. “My apologies for any distress I have caused you and Azfelius.”

You need say no words, Bristly One. I know what you feel in your heart, and it pleases us.

Lindy’s eyes glistened as she hugged Red’s arm. “Can you tell us what’s happening with our son?”

He is being introduced to all things faerie. This will take a few days. After that, he will return to you. As a being of two peoples, we know he cannot stay with us, although he is always welcome here. You are always welcome here. And you don’t have to ask, Rivka Anoa. We can help the lost soul in your brig. We’ve seen this before from the Kurtherians. I feared we would see it again.

Rivka nodded. She needed to call Lance Reynolds and let him know in case the High Chancellor had not briefed him on the Kurtherian’s interference. Her mind had been peaceful only moments before.

And it will be again, Siro’ti’lc told her. Make your call, then return to us.

Floyd bounced down the ramp and ran into the brush.

“Thank you.” Red could think of nothing else to say to the Meditator, then blurted, “Thank you for letting me keep the coolest name ever!”

You earned it, Siro’ti’lc replied.
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Thank you for reading all the way to the end. You are my absolute favorite!

I started this book at the beginning of September, but then, as part of the 20Booksto50k® group, Michael Anderle and I set out from Las Vegas on a drive across America to meet with authors and fans. Michael had to go home when we reached Kansas City, but I picked up Martha Carr in Fort Worth, and she rode with me as far as Nashville. Then she, too, returned home. I finished the trip in St. Petersburg, Florida at an authors’ conference.

And then at the beginning of November, I ran our 20Books Vegas conference. Getting ready for that used up all my free time in October, and the conference took all my energy. I finally started getting some serious words in on this story a week ago, but the story was sound, and it came together nicely.

And the three months of philanthropy in helping other authors? It was well worth it. People need to know there is hope. That the world remains a good place and their lives matter.

I’d like to think we made a difference by investing our time in good people around the country and around the world.

I also got to spend a couple weeks total with Michael over the past three months. That was all time well spent. We had a lot of fun and ate a bunch of stuff we shouldn’t in quantities that are probably illegal in many countries.

I published a large number of books from October through the end of December 2021. All of them were written before this one and were simply in the breech, waiting to go downrange. Rivka is about to get knocked off her pedestal as my bestselling series, now that Battleship Leviathan has stayed in the top 1000 for the first two months after it was published. As of this writing, it still isn’t out of the top. It is well-received.

A couple other series are doing phenomenally well, too, like my Ian Bragg thrillers. I am quite pleased by my foray into the action/adventure marketplace, and I really like these stories. I enjoy writing them almost as much as the Judge, Jury, and Executioner series.

It’s hard to beat Rivka and her team. Lots of fun yet to be had. I’m not sure when Say My Name will get written, but sometime early in 2022. I think maybe February for a March or April release.

Until then, lots of stories to tell. Lots of characters to bring to life.

Peace, fellow humans.
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Please join my newsletter (craigmartelle.com—please, please, please sign up!), or you can follow me on Facebook.

If you liked this story, you might like some of my other books. You can join my mailing list by dropping by my website craigmartelle.com, or if you have any comments, shoot me a note at craig@craigmartelle.com. I am always happy to hear from people who’ve read my work. I try to answer every email I receive.

If you liked the story, please write a short review for me on Amazon. I greatly appreciate any kind words; even one or two sentences go a long way. The number of reviews an eBook receives greatly improves how well an eBook does on Amazon.

Amazon—https://www.amazon.com/author/craigmartelle

BookBub—https://www.bookbub.com/authors/craig-martelle

Facebook—www.facebook.com/authorcraigmartelle

In case you missed it before, my web page—https://craigmartelle.com

That’s it. Break’s over, back to writing the next book.
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CHAPTER ONE



Planet Lewbamar in the Barrier Nebula, Federation Frontier Space

“I have brought prosperity to your city. What more do you need than that?” The voice carried a hint of danger. This wasn’t a conversation with a question to be answered.

The speaker was from the bipedal Albion species, not native to Lewbamar. Malpace Frenzik led Rising Sun Industries as its chairman. The company had its fingers in all aspects of life throughout the nebula. Malpace was large even for an Albion, a humanoid race of immense proportions—two and a half meters with a chest nearly as wide.

The Lewbamarians stood half that height and had a dense coat of fur to protect them from the frigid temperatures on Lewbamar. They looked like fuzzy toys compared to the imposing Albions.

Potentate Frillbut was responsible for running the biggest city on Lewbamar. He had lost control early, resulting in a rising crime wave and increasing poverty. Over the past six months, that had turned around. Criminals worked on chain gangs, expanding the roads and nature trails in and around Crystal City.

The shine had returned to the spires. Cleaning the city was now the number one priority, which meant arrests for minor infractions and expedited trials that led to the harshest penalties. Instead of handouts, everyone seeking subsistence worked to clean the city from one end to the other. They were paid daily in food for them and their families. The hardest workers became overseers. They expected everyone to work as hard as they did.

Rising Sun Industries provided the food and the tools.

The price had been more than the city could pay.

So they’d mortgaged their future.

“It’s time to pay up, Frilly,” Frenzik said. He stood alone in the office with the potentate. He had dispensed with his guards since a Lewbamarian was no threat to an Albion.

The guards stood in the entry hall, where their presence alone was enough to intimidate the potentate’s staff. Frenzik loved to lord his size over the smaller creatures of the nebula. He loomed over Frillbut’s desk.

“It’s too soon. We have a year to pay off this contract.”

Frenzik huffed with impatience. He turned away and crossed his arms. He had this speech memorized from all the times he’d given it. “Allow me to draw your attention to Section One Hundred and Four, Paragraph C, Subsection Nine. What does it say?”

“There are one hundred and four sections?”

“No.” Frenzik sneered. “There are two hundred and fifteen.”

“We were given one hour to read and agree!”

“You could have taken all the time you felt you needed. I had ships in the area with the necessary people and supplies, but they weren’t going to stay for long. I’m sorry if you committed to something you shouldn’t have. Always read the contract before you sign.”

The potentate glared at the chairman. “Malpace, I only ask that you give us the one year that’s detailed on the first page, and you’ll get your payment. We are just now starting to realize a positive revenue. We have just signed reinvigorated trade contracts with Colay and Finx. Six more months. It’s all I ask.”

“Did you read those contracts?” Frenzik scoffed. “Frilly, please. Don’t make a scene. Payment is due now. If you can’t pay, then it activates Section Two Hundred. We call that the nuclear option. Your government is turned over to my people under a caretaker status until such time as the citizens of this city demonstrate they can stand on their own. All new contracts will funnel through Rising Sun Industries, which is what you agreed to when you contracted for our assistance. And of course, you’ll be removed as potentate effective immediately.”

“You can’t do that,” Frillbut howled.

“I assure you I can. The Barrier Nebula Accords enforce contract law between the member planets, and our new membership in the Federation reinforces that. We have expansive trade opportunities, Frilly. This is the renaissance of our combined planets.” Frenzik waved his arms toward the ceiling. “Didn’t you used to be a longshoreman? Balsik!”

The door opened, and one of the guards entered. “Mister Chairman, you called for me?”

“Frilly is no longer the potentate. Please make sure he rejoins the workforce at the shipyard as a longshoreman. I’ll fill this seat until such time as my transition team arrives.” He checked the timepiece embedded in the back of his hand. “Two days. They’ll be here in two days. Some people simply aren’t cut out to govern themselves. Let’s see what we can do to salvage the future of these poor souls.”

The guard yanked Frillbut out of his chair and dragged him across the room. “You’ll pay for this, Frenzik!” the Lewbamarian cried.

“Your people will say my name, not yours. I brought them peace and prosperity, not you.” He waved Balsik away. “Since Crystal City has not paid me back, I’ll take what they owe me—with the appropriate penalties, of course.” He laughed as the former potentate was propelled through the door to land on his face. Balsik yanked him to his feet by the scruff of his neck and half-carried him out the front door.

Frenzik cracked his knuckles and took his place behind the desk. The chair was neither wide enough nor high enough for him. He grumbled as he sat with his knees jammed into the desk’s underside. He pulled a personal communicator out of his pocket and set it on the desk, then brought up the hologram that represented the interface.

“Asswipe, are you there?”

“Why you gotta use such hurtful words?” the voice replied.

“How long have you known me, Ahsooleyman?” Frenzik asked.

“Infinity plus one in years, or as long as I can remember,” the voice quipped. “Is it done, Malpace?”

“It is. I need you down here to set things up and make your magic happen.” The chairman started to lean back, but the chair groaned and threatened to collapse. “And bring our furniture. This is Lewbamar, and these people are tiny.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll be on my way in minutes. I expected you would be successful, but this was fast even for you.” Ahsooleyman couched his praise appropriately.

“We’ve never toppled a government before but let this be the first of many. Only ten member planets left in the nebula. Finding the right contracts to put into place will continue to be our greatest challenge.”

“Our people are on it,” Ahsooleyman replied, “with their ears to the ground.”

Frenzik nodded and added, “We will find offices to help, but first, we need to control the message coming from Lewbamar. They requested our assistance, and we provided innovative and populace-friendly solutions to reduce both crime and poverty. Crystal City gleams once more! I need you to get interviews with people on the street who are as happy as bearded clams.”

“I’ve never seen a clam,” Frenzik’s deputy said.

“Your loss, my friend. I must be keeping you too busy, but I don’t see that changing anytime soon. Please accept my apologies now and for all time. We shan’t speak of time off again.”

The deputy laughed until he closed the connection. Despite Frenzik’s mirth at the quick takeover, he wouldn’t tolerate delay. The clock was ticking, and time was not Ahsooleyman’s friend. He needed to be on the planet sooner rather than later. They both knew that.

Frenzik appreciated his deputy’s attention. The right amount of joviality to celebrate success, followed by the proper dedication to getting the job done. Malpace stood and stretched. He reviewed the contract in his mind.

“For the good of all Lewbamar,” he muttered. “You shall have peace and all the prosperity I will allow, more than you ever had before. We’ll be long gone before you know the truth…if we ever leave.”

Wyatt Earp, Azfelius, the Faerie Planet

“’Bristle Hound’ has a ring to it, don’t you think?” Red asked for the hundredth time. “You can call me ‘BH’ for short.”

“I’m not calling you BH. Maybe DA, short for dumbass,” Lindy shot back.

“Hey! What did I do?” He tried to look innocent, but he remained smug in that the faeries on Azfelius had allowed him on their planet after their dismissal and expulsion for being the most abrasive individual in the entire galaxy. At least he had finally grown to trust them with his son. “Why are you so angry?”

“It’s been a day without Dery. I like having my son around.” Der’ayd’nil, Red and Lindy’s son, was conceived on Azfelius with the help of the faeries. That meant the boy was part-faerie, complete with wings and a smaller body that allowed him to fly.

“We’ll get him back. They conceded that he belongs on the ship with us. They’d better, or they’ll face the full wrath of the Bristle Hound, who will impart Justice on their very souls!”

Lindy rolled her eyes so hard that she lost her balance. “You won’t. They’ll dump your dumb ass on Wyatt Earp’s loading ramp, just like last time.”

“There were extenuating circumstances…” Red started.

“There weren’t. They’ll freeze your mind, then haul you off like a sack of potatoes.”

Red moved in smoothly. Despite his size, he was light on his feet and extremely quick. It was his job to be agile and deadly. It was Lindy’s job, too. Red wrapped up his wife in his massive arms and hugged her tightly.

“They caught me off-guard. First, I was on their planet and at their mercy. They wouldn’t get away with that crap anywhere else.”

“They wouldn’t be anywhere else, you big goof.” Lindy nuzzled his chest. “When in their house, respect their rules.” She waited for a moment before adding, “BH.”

Red beamed. “See how it rolls off your tongue?”

“That doesn’t get Dery any closer to being with his parents. Let’s try to find one of them.” With the decision made, Lindy was out their door, down the passageway, and off the ship. Red hesitated, torn between getting his gear and catching up with his wife. He left the combat gear behind and ran off the ship to find Lindy outside, yelling at the sky.

“I demand to see my son!”

Red leaned against the ramp with his arms crossed and watched.

“Aren’t you going to help?” Lindy snapped.

“So…” Red dragged the word out. “I’m the bristly one, and here you are, yelling at Mother Azfelius. The only thing you haven’t done is the F-bomb. No, wait—a carpet bombing. Then your embrace of the dark side will be complete.”

“What are you talking about?” Lindy waved him off, then cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted, “I said, I want to see my son!”

“How’s that working for you?” Red quipped.

“Just shut up.” She stomped around the green area beside the landing pad, making no sound in the soft grass. Lindy finally gave up, hung her head, and moped back to the ship.

Red didn’t taunt her further. He hadn’t realized how being apart from Dery was affecting her.

“What if he stays here to train as faeries are supposed to be trained? You know that we can’t give him that kind of education.”

Lindy turned on him, eyes on fire. She softened at his sincere look.

“But they said he needed to be with us.”

“Don’t make me go Neanderthal on them.” Red flexed his bicep. “We’ll get an answer as we get close to leaving. Speaking of, do you know when we’re out of here?”

Lindy shook her head.

“What do you say we find out?” Red nodded at Wyatt Earp and led the way inside, took a hard right, and walked down the corridor toward the bridge, then looped down the port side of the ship where Rivka’s quarters were located beyond the cargo bay.

He knocked gently on her door. After four seconds of nothing, he pounded the innocent hatch, making it shake violently.

“Butthole!” Magistrate Rivka Anoa yelled from within.

“I thought you were dead! Don’t punish me for caring,” Red fired back.

The door swung open to reveal Rivka in shorts and a workout shirt. “We’re on Azfelius. What the hell is going to happen to me here? What do you need?”

“We want to see our son,” Red admitted.

“Why the coy games? You could have simply ripped open the entire bulkhead?” Rivka smirked. She lightened up when she realized her bodyguards were serious. “We’re on Azfelius. Your son is the golden child. He’s what, three months old now, and already he’s saved lives—our lives. They won’t let anything happen to him. If there was anything to be worried about, I’d have Wyatt Earp in the air, and we’d be sowing devastation.”

“It’s not in my nature to trust the faeries,” Red stated, puffing his chest out.

“Grainger is calling,” Clevarious interrupted.

“I have to take this. If we get a new case, we’ll collect Dery and leave.”

“Mission,” Red corrected.

“Case. I’m the Magistrate. I address cases and controversies. They go in a folder marked ‘Cases.’ If it were the ‘Missions’ folder, then I might think about calling them that, but it’s not, so I’m not, and you shouldn’t either.”

“Make sure you let Erasmus know. I’m losing money in that damn pool. Can’t you do what you’re supposed to?”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Rivka stood in her power stance, feet wide and fists jammed into her hips.

“Beat people up, swear at them, and arrest them! I would have made some bank on that last one if you had engaged a little more quickly.”

“We didn’t have a suspect!”

“But we had bets!”

“I’m not cheating so you can make money. Here’s the best tip I can give you. Don’t gamble. And you should be hard-blocked from the pool anyway.”

“I’ve shed a lot of blood to feed that pool.” He pulled his shirt aside to show where one of the worst scars should have been, but his nanocytes had healed him completely. His body looked as if it had never seen a bad day.

Rivka bit her lip.

“Grainger is waiting,” Clevarious prompted.

“Coming!” Rivka yelled over her shoulder. “I’ll tell you what I’ll do. If we get through a case where zero of the lines are closed, then we get the kitty. That’s a huge amount of money right now. Equal shares for everyone on the crew.”

Red looked down the corridor toward the bridge.

“No,” Rivka said. “Everyone is equal here, even if some spill more blood on the job than others. And what if I don’t take a cut at all?”

Red rocked back. “Why would you not take a cut? Captain of the ship should get fifty percent. Everyone else gets the rest.”

“You’re watching too many movies. And I thought you came here to talk about your son.”

Red’s face fell. Rivka had distracted him. He looked at Lindy, but she gave him the stink-eye. She hadn’t lost her focus.

“Let me take this call. If we need to leave, we’ll contact the faeries and bring the crew back on board. I’m not sure where the Three Amigos are.”

“Faerie boyfriend who looks like Adonis,” Lindy said.

“Only one boyfriend for the three of them?” Rivka wondered while taking a step back to clear the doorway. “I’ll never understand these modern people. How could one man handle three women?”

Red opened his mouth. Rivka looked down her nose at him. Lindy punched him in the arm, producing the dull smack of knuckles on hard flesh.

“I can’t imagine,” Red said. Rivka closed the door while he stood facing it. “Let’s hope we get a mission. Then we’ll recover our boy and be out of here.”

“Do you think we’re rushing him?” Lindy asked.

Red did a double-take. “Rushing Dery into what? He’s three months old and already the leader of the free world.”

“He is not,” Lindy countered, hiding a smile behind her hand. “What am I worried about?”

Red shrugged. “Thank you for asking the last guy on this planet with the potential to answer that question.”

Lindy started to laugh. “And that’s why I married you. You know your limits.”

“Let’s get some fresh air. I can feel that we’ll be leaving. It’s about time, too.”


CHAPTER TWO



Wyatt Earp, Azfelius, the Faerie Planet

Magistrate Grainger’s mouth hung slack as if staring at a blank screen for minutes on end had taken every speck of his will to live. The scenery behind him suggested he wasn’t on board his ship, but on a planet Rivka didn’t recognize. His piercing blue eyes stared, unblinking.

“You’ve looked better,” Rivka announced upon her arrival within the hologrid.

“My time is valuable, and you’re on vacation. What took so long?” Grainger grumbled.

“Exactly! I’m on vacation, so sitting at the terminal waiting for your call wasn’t on today’s agenda. Or yesterday’s, for that matter.” Rivka refused to ask Grainger why he’d called. It was a game he played with her as well. He was always annoyed when she contacted him.

“The High Chancellor is thinking of retiring.”

Rivka’s smirk disappeared. “Good thing I’m sitting down. That’s not something you drop into the middle of polite conversation.”

Grainger stared out of the screen.

The higher powers moved in circles and ways Rivka had little understanding of. She didn’t care, either. Her job was to deliver Justice throughout the galaxy. She had her team and loved her job. She had no designs on the position of High Chancellor.

“When do you start?” Rivka asked.

“Me? I doubt they’ll want me. I’m sure senior appellate court judges are angling for the position.” Grainger leaned back and looked down. “Understand that no one likes us. Our tenure as Magistrates might be coming to an end.”

“That’s why it needs to be you. The High Chancellor can make that happen.”

“He can’t. There’s this convoluted approval process. Maybe the best we can hope for is that it stagnates during the process, and they don’t get to it right away. I can take it as a caretaker, but that’s only delaying the inevitable.”

“Why is it inevitable? We’ve done good work keeping the Federation planets compliant and safe. Well, maybe safer. There’s always some jagoff who stirs up trouble, but the local authorities need something to do.”

“I hope we can laugh three months from now.” Grainger ran a hand through his golden-blond hair. “I don’t like the machinations within the hallowed halls. It was fine when the High Chancellor was running blocker, but once he leaves, whoever is there will be at the mercy of the power class.”

“From where I stand, you are the power class,” Rivka quipped. “At least you’ve got time to figure it out. Stop lamenting your lease on life, grab your woman, and be an upstanding and respectable power couple.”

“She’s not here. On a case. My woman. You better not let her hear you say that.” Grainger made a face.

“Clevarious, send a copy of my statement to Jael’s private mail service. It’s best if you send the audio. And include Grainger’s directions for me not to share it.”

“Of course, Magistrate. Is there anything else you’d like me to send?”

“Yes. A sympathy card, too. I feel horrible for her in this ill-fated relationship of carnal convenience. Much sympathy.”

“Are you done?” Grainger asked.

“I’m just getting started!” Rivka jerked back when an orange face poked through the three-dimensional images and stepped inside the hologrid. “Wenceslaus, where’d you come from?”

“Thank the gods you’ve removed those cats from the High Chancellor’s office. I think I’m allergic.” He gave the finger to the cat.

Rivka collected her wits. “Case, Lieblen. We need a new case, or we’re going to go stir-crazy. You know how vacations and I get along.”

“I’m surprised you took one since they tend to cause you far more grief than relaxation. Far more. But since you asked, I have a little thing that just popped up…”

Wenceslaus purred while rubbing his body on Rivka’s face.

“And?” she muttered around the cat.

“I sent it to you an hour ago, which tells me that you are enjoying your vacation. Anyway, get there as soon as you can. I’m not sure there’s a crime, but it’s as far from Yoll as you can get, which is a good thing. These halls of power are not being kind. We were tried by the ambassadors, and they found we do our jobs and do them well. But they remain wary. They think we’re all telepaths, digging around in their minds, seeing the sordid details of their lives.”

“Trust me when I tell you that’s the last thing you want to see,” Rivka replied.

“I’m happy not to be you. I can’t imagine what you see, and I don’t want to. Anyway, you have your case. Pack your shit and git.”

“What language are you speaking? Did something get inside your brain and twist things around?”

“I get it. You’re bored out of your mind. Bye, Rivka. Miss you already.” Grainger closed the channel.

Rivka hadn’t even asked where he was.

“C, what planet was he on?”

“Daedalus Prime, Magistrate,” the sentient intelligence running Wyatt Earp replied.

“Where is that?” Rivka wondered.

“Twenty-four light-years from Yoll. It’s a nearby system. There’s a well-used appellate court there for off-world issues.”

“Appellate courts. They get to second-guess every facet of the prosecution’s existence. I’m glad I don’t have to deal with them.”

“Don’t they ensure the law is applied equally?”

“Supposedly,” Rivka grudgingly admitted. “Still glad I don’t have to deal with them. And once a capital crime is adjudicated, it isn’t reversible. That’s why I touch them, no matter how horrific it is to be in their minds. I have to be sure, and it has to be final. I can’t watch a perp walk free. Not ever again.”

Rivka’s mood had soured, so the big orange cat scratched her as he jumped down. She opened the file Grainger had sent. Lewbamar. Crystal City had been taken over by a foreign corporation for failure to pay their debt. The former potentate had filed the complaint with the Federation.

“Why in the hell is this on my desk? When you don’t pay your bills, you get to pay the piper instead. My initial impression is that this guy signed a bad contract. What does Grainger know that I don’t?”

“I don’t know what Grainger knows, or you, for that matter, so I cannot compare the two knowledge bases to answer your question. Please accept my most sincere apologies,” Clevarious told her.

Rivka closed the hologrid to find Wenceslaus sitting on her pillow on the couch, licking his butt.

Doctor Tyler Toofakre propped an elbow on their bed and watched her. “Tell me we’re getting out of here.”

“Call the team to the conference room. I want to talk with everyone about this upcoming case, and then we’re getting out of here.” She winked at the guy the crew called “Man Candy.” He took it well, giving as good as he got with scalpel-like accuracy. He had also saved most of their lives during his time with them. He was the ship’s doctor.

Maybe they should have called him “Bones.” They still could. Rivka looked at him for a moment, then winked. “You better get dressed. People will talk.”

She looked at her clothes and decided to change as well. She dropped what she was wearing in the middle of the floor. From her small wardrobe, she selected one of her suits, a garment she wore when she was lawyering. She caressed the leather of her Magistrate’s jacket before deciding to leave it in the closet. She’d break it out when conditions outside the ship weren’t as tropical as they were on Azfelius.

“What’s the weather like in Crystal City on Lewbamar?” Rivka asked.

“Cold. A warm day is ten degrees Celsius. It is usually around freezing or colder,” Clevarious replied. Rivka smiled and closed the wardrobe to find Tyler standing there naked. “What the hell?”

“Catching a quick shower. Two minutes. It’s all I take. I’m not like…” He thought better of finishing the sentence. Rivka loved long, hot showers. “Clevarious is recalling the team. Sahved is nearby. Red, Lindy, and the SCAMPs are on board. The others are outside. I have time.”

“Sounds like everyone I need is on board except for Sahved. I could have used a shower before I got dressed. I probably should have taken one while Grainger was waiting.”

Tyler pointed with his head toward the bathroom.

“Two minutes? I deserve better than that, even if you’re good with it. It’s not a race.”

“I concur. Thirty minutes, no less. Tonight, under the starlit sky of a frigid Lewbamar, I shall court you appropriately.”

“It’s a date.” Rivka headed toward the door. “Get cleaned up while I chase people down. I swear, sometimes they’re like toddlers.”

Rivka stepped into the corridor and almost ran into Clodagh walking by, carrying Alanna. “I heard there’s a meeting. Do you need me?”

“Negatory. We’ll be talking about the legal elements of this upcoming case. I’m not convinced there’s been a crime. Grainger is sure there has. We have to check it out. Set course for Lewbamar in the Barrier Nebula.”

Clodagh scrunched her face as she tried to remember her star charts. “That’s way the hell across the galaxy. Are they Federation?”

“Recent addition. Let’s show the flag and make them feel good about their decision to join, or I might have to start offing people.”

Clodagh frowned. “Really?”

“No.” Rivka clapped Clodagh on the shoulder. “Where’s Tiny Man Titan or Floyd?”

“Probably with Wenceslaus.” She waved in all directions. “Out there.”

“The big orange is in my quarters, being a nuisance,” Rivka replied. They walked toward the bridge, Clodagh putting a spring in her step to bounce the baby. “Aren’t you afraid Titan will run away?”

“He runs and runs, he’s so happy, and the faeries always bring him back.” Clodagh cooed to Alanna.

“Summon the tiny dog wranglers because we’re going to get going fairly soon. And if you talk to the faeries, make sure they know to bring Dery back. His parents might go scorched earth on Azfelius if we try to leave without him.”

“I’ll contact Flight Control and see what I can do. Scorched earth. I believe they would. Same thing I’d do if they tried to keep Alanna, but they’ve been nothing but kind to her and us.”

“Enjoy your time with Cole. I don’t see any reason for him to join us.” Rivka looked at the overhead and yelled, “Conference room for the legal team!”

Have you forgotten about your internal comm chip? Clevarious asked in Rivka’s mind.

“Of course not, but this is my ship, and Terry Henry Walton called yelling his ‘Marine Corps intercom,’ wherever that came from. It’s good for the lungs.”

“I think a cardio workout is good for the lungs,” Clevarious replied.

“Pshaw, C. Let me find Sahved.” Rivka hurried around the corner and toward the airlock.

“I’ve already called him. He’s on his way.”

“What if I want to go outside?” Rivka asked. “There is nowhere nicer than Azfelius.”

Clevarious played classical music over the ship’s sound system. Pachelbel’s Canon. “Then why weren’t you outside to begin with?” Clevarious asked while the D Major version filled the ship.

“Because I don’t want to be spoiled. I might find a place I never want to leave, and what good would that do the universe? Justice is calling my name.”

Ankh’Po’Turn, Crenellian and ambassador at large, stepped through the hatch from the engineering spaces he claimed as his workshop. “We need materials from Lewbamar,” he told Rivka in an even tone while staring at the Magistrate. After thirty seconds of not blinking, he returned to his workshop.

She hadn’t bothered asking for an explanation.

“There is no such place,” Clevarious continued.

“What are you talking about? Lewbamar just joined the Federation, and we owe them a duty of due care.” She waved dismissively and headed outside.

I mean, a place you may never want to leave. You already have that, and it’s called Wyatt Earp. You can lie to me and the others, but you can’t lie to yourself.

Rivka leaned against the bulkhead within the airlock. She was always surrounded by people, but people of her choosing. She rarely had time to herself to contemplate something as complex as what she wanted to do with the rest of her life.

Even now, Clevarious would be listening.

“I don’t know what else I want out of life. It’s not the High Chancellor’s position. I’m happy for Grainger. He’ll be fine once he figures it out.”

“The High Chancellor is leaving?” Sahved asked from the ramp leading into the ship. “That is disconcerting. He had clout, the most clout of anyone ever and then some.”

Rivka chuckled. “Your inner Yemilorian is getting out.”

“It so very much escapes. I must apologize like has never before been apologized for such extreme indiscretions!” Sahved winked. “Ever.”

“That’s more like it. All is forgotten. Conference room. I’ll be along in a minute. Have C pull up the package on Lewbamar. This is a hide-and-seek. Try to find the crime, Sahved.”

“No crime will go unsolved, Magistrate!” he declared, pumping his fist, only to hit the overhead within the airlock chamber. “Ouch.”

He rubbed his three-fingered hand.

“We shall figure it out,” he said and continued inside the ship.

Rivka chuckled to herself while shaking her head. This was her team. Sahved was a skilled investigator. He saw things the others did not, so she was happy to have him. He could also climb like a chimpanzee, which had helped the team when they were stranded on the planet called Tanglewood.

She walked slowly down the ramp, breathing deeply of the fresh overgrowth. Sandalwood and Ikenberry. She closed her eyes to concentrate on the scent. When she opened them again, she couldn’t remember how much time had passed. Azfelius didn’t do time like normal planets.

A vine crept along one of Wyatt Earp’s landing struts.

“Guys?” she called. “We’re gearing up to head out. Got a planet to save.” She didn’t add “from itself.”

She was convinced this was a ploy to get her out of the Federation limelight during the time of change. The High Chancellor was retiring? She still couldn’t wrap her head around it. Lewbamar signed a bad contract. They’d know better next time. Who would she have to berate about it before moving on?

Whee! a little girl’s voice cried into her mind.

Rivka braced herself as the wombat burst through the foliage and zigzagged toward the ramp. It was wide but never wide enough when Floyd was on a tear. The wombat accelerated, her thick back legs driving her round body forward. She headed straight for Rivka, who was dancing back and forth, trying to gauge where Floyd would hit.

She miscalculated because the big girl jumped rather than ran low. Rivka stumbled backward and was off-balance when the heavy creature hit her mid-chest. The Magistrate went down hard and slammed into the ramp, the wind leaving her chest in an explosive grunt.

Love! Floyd cried while sniffing Rivka’s face with her snout dangerously close to her mouth. Rivka bench-pressed the wombat into the air and rolled sideways to deposit her on the ramp.

“I love you, too, Floyd. Did you have a good time?”

Go?

“Yes, little girl. It’s time for us to get going. If you’re hungry, run into the brush and graze one last time. The food onboard the ship is nowhere near as good.”

Floyd hesitated for a moment, then raced down the ramp and across the small grassy field and disappeared into the heavy brush.

Rivka took one more deep breath. Even with the nanocytes and her fitness, her chest hurt from the impact with the flying wombat.

Floyd didn’t fly, but she could jump higher than Rivka had realized.

Must be the clean living.

Rivka didn’t even get to the grass before returning to the ship to find Red and Lindy waiting. The Magistrate didn’t wait for them to ask. “No sign of the faeries. Clodagh called them for us.” She gestured for them to follow. “Briefing room.”

They trooped the corridors of Wyatt Earp, heading for the conference room. Sentient intelligences Chaz and Dennicron, in their self-contained artificial mobility platforms, would join them. Sahved was already there, sitting awkwardly at the table.

Tyler was by one of the seats. “If Lauton and Groenwyn show up, I’ll stand.”

Chaz and Dennicron appeared in the doorway. Chaz raised one finger to draw the group’s attention. “We are sorry for our tardiness. We were having sex.”

Rivka recoiled and made her best horrified face. “No one needs to know that.”

“It was invigorating, yet oddly relaxing,” Dennicron explained.

“Stop,” Rivka pleaded.

“Most gratifying!” Chaz and Dennicron looked at each other and nodded.

“Stop. Please, before I puke,” Rivka begged.

“Humans!” the SIs said in unison, followed by another synchronized head nod.

Rivka shook off the attempt of her SIs to shock their flesh and blood counterparts. “We could use Lauton and Groenwyn,” Rivka continued. “Maybe that’s the crime—white-collar finance if this company cheated the city government to activate some contract clause. I don’t know. I’m grasping at straws. We’re starting without much information, and I don’t see any of it as a crime.”

“Speaking of having no information,” Sahved started, “it’s like I joined in the middle of the briefing. What city government? Where are we going?”

“I’m sorry. Let me start at the beginning. On Lewbamar in the Barrier Nebula. Crystal City is the main urban area, and it seems that the city government has had the city repossessed by a lender. Now they’re pissed off.”

“I am sorry, but what are the charges?” Chaz asked.

“This is the first time we’ve gone somewhere when there isn’t clear evidence of a crime. Hell, there isn’t even the implication of a crime except in the mind of a city government official who lost his job,” Rivka replied. “We’ll go in on a fact-finding mission. C, what should we expect from the locals?”

“They are very much like our precious Floyd, fuzzy and round, but they walk upright. They speak a common language. Your chips will interpret instantly as usual. The corporation that has taken over is called Rising Sun Industries. Its chairman is Malpace Frenzik. He’s from Albion, a race of giants, humanoids approximately two and a half meters tall but wide chests, double those of a comparably sized human.”

“Giants versus the fuzzballs.” Rivka rubbed her temples.

“Groenwyn will be most pleased with the Lewbamarians. She has a soft spot for the fur-coated,” Sahved suggested.

Rivka stopped rubbing her temples long enough to stare at Sahved, who had already lost focus. It was hard to keep them on track when Rivka wasn’t convinced they would have work to do beyond asking a few questions.

“Clodagh, any word from the faeries?” Rivka asked while looking at the holographic projection of Lewbamar spinning over the middle of the table.

“They are on their way with all parties, including Dery.”

Red hugged Lindy to him. He wasn’t ready for her to make war on the faeries.

Turnabout. It was an enlightened day when Red was the voice of reason.

“I’ll meet our hosts for an official goodbye. Sahved, review the case notes with Chaz and Dennicron. There might be a minor crime, but is it enough to void a contract with an offer and acceptance with an exchange of consideration? We’ll get a copy of the full contract from the Lewbamarians for further detailed examination.” Rivka twirled her finger in the air. “Saddle up, people. Next stop is Lewbamar.”

She worked her way out of the small conference room and hurried to the airlock. Red and Lindy followed her.

“All’s well that ends well,” Rivka said over her shoulder.

“I like my son,” Lindy said, not as an excuse but as a statement of fact. “Which means I like having him around. He’s three months old and not quite ready to go off on his own, no matter what he looks like.”

The last time Rivka had seen him, he’d looked to be a ten-year-old. After a few days with the faeries, she didn’t know what to expect.

She nodded, not voicing her concern. Speculating added no value. They’d deal with whatever the faeries would drop on them. Rivka had to trust that the faeries had her and her team’s best interests at heart. For that matter, they seemed to want the best for the galaxy as long as no one interfered with them.

Dery would be their ambassador. Rivka was sure of it.

Lindy only wanted her little boy back.

They waited on the grass outside for the faeries to appear. First to arrive was the hulking male who easily carried the three pilots. He placed them gently on the grass and blew kisses as he retreated into the air. The three delivered swoon-worthy testimonials of their undying love. After he was out of sight, they collected themselves and headed for the ship.

“Magistrate,” Aurora said matter-of-factly on her way past.

“Men in the rest of the universe don’t have a chance?” Rivka quipped.

“Oh, no. We’ll hold them to a higher standard, that’s all.” The three hurried into the ship, giggling the whole way.

Next to arrive were Groenwyn and Lauton. “Good! We need your forensic accounting experience,” Rivka called as the two faeries carrying them deposited them on the grass. The women bowed deeply. The faeries dipped their heads in response and flew away.

“Sounds good,” Lauton said. She took Groenwyn’s hand, and they strolled up the ramp.

“We’re going to Lewbamar, where the inhabitants are short, round, and covered in fur, or so I’m told.”

Groenwyn smiled. “I look forward to meeting them. How could such creatures commit crimes?” Her expression changed to one of concern.

“The crime is alleged to have been committed by a race of humanoid giants against the Lewbamarians, and we need to find out what happened. Sahved, Chaz, and Dennicron will bring you up to speed. And if you want your day ruined, ask them about their latest dalliance, which they described as both invigorating and calming.”

Groenwyn took Rivka by the shoulders. “Some things don’t need to be shared, Magistrate.”

“Tell them that!”

“But since you did, good for them!” Groenwyn stepped back and shouted, “Where’s my little girl?”

Rivka pointed at the brush. Groenwyn turned around and saw the wombat burst through the foliage and race toward the ramp. Rivka hoisted herself onto the rail to avoid the incoming wombat missile. Groenwyn took a knee and welcomed her friend with a deft twist to catch her sideways instead of receiving Floyd’s full momentum.

Lauton kneeled beside the pair and scratched behind Floyd’s stubby ears. A minute later, the three happily trotted into the ship.

The last group to arrive represented a full delegation led by Siro’ti’lc. She settled to the ground first.

Rivka didn’t have to look to know that her bodyguards were upset.

“Where’s Dery?”

Der’ayd’nil is coming. He is completing the final phase of his training, Siro’ti’lc replied.

“He’s done with his training?” Rivka held up her hand to keep Lindy and Red behind her.

Oh, no. The faerie laughed. Just this part. Please bring him home to us as often as you can. There is so much more for him to learn.

“His home is on Wyatt Earp,” Red growled.

Of course, it is. We are a second home to him. I hope we don’t alienate you to where you don’t want to return. That wouldn’t be good for the boy.

Lindy forced her way past Rivka. She bowed to the faerie before speaking in measured tones. “What about us? What steps are you taking not to alienate us?” Lindy asked.

Siro’ti’lc fluttered her wings to move forward. She reached out a delicate hand to take Lindy’s. The two communed without words for a few moments. Do you understand?

“I do and thank you. I hope that you understand us, too. We need to know and would like to be there for his future training, to include taking the training ourselves.”

Siro’ti’lc glanced at Red, who was flexing his muscles in response to the tension he felt.

Not him, the faerie said. She didn’t bother saying who. There was no doubt that she was referring to the bristle hound.

The other faeries settled into the glen, arrayed around the group of humans but not too close. Rivka crossed her arms and tapped her foot on the metal of the ramp.

Siro’ti’lc pointed skyward. In the distance, three faeries flew toward them.

No, only two. Between them flew a child, the one Rivka remembered. Lindy bounced in anticipation.

Red thumped down the ramp to join his wife. He stared into the sky while Rivka watched the faeries. They were focused on the parents.

Lindy and Red.


CHAPTER THREE



The two escorts peeled off to allow Dery to fly himself the last hundred meters. He glided downward and over the heads of the delegation led by the meditator, Siro’ti’lc.

He backwinged at the last moment to stop in mid-air. Lindy caught him and pulled him to her. She held him tightly while kissing his head.

Mother! the boy said happily into their minds. Father!

Red moved close. Their previous angst was gone.

The faeries watched intently.

“We’ll be on our way,” Rivka interrupted.

Siro’ti’lc moved close to Rivka and said in her soft thought voice, Take care with him. He processes trauma differently than you and his parents. They thrive on conflict. He loses a part of himself with each hostile act he is exposed to. Please, shield him from that.

Our ability to deal with conflict makes us stronger. Dery has already shown that he understands what we do and, most importantly, why we do it. He will remain integral if that’s what his parents decide. Wouldn’t it be great if we could all avoid conflict? But that’s not what’s going on out there.

Rivka pointed toward space. We can’t hide on a shielded planet. The battle is out there, and we must win if we’re to leave the galaxy a better place than we found it. That’s what Dery can do. Maybe his calling is higher than you imagine.

Siro’ti’lc lifted into the air. Keep him safe, Rivka Anoa. For all our sakes.

Rivka replied out loud, “We will do everything we can to keep him safe while still doing our jobs of making the Federation a safer place. We all seem to have a higher calling, Meditator. How we answer shows our commitment to a greater good.”

The faeries filled the sky. Dery pulled free from his mother’s grip so he could join his fellows for one last whirl. They flew in a tight circle before the faeries gained altitude and angled toward the horizon. Dery circled downward.

“Come on, son. Let’s go home,” Red said in his fatherly voice. It sounded different from his usual gruff tone. He waved for the boy to follow. Lindy let Dery follow his father while she kept the child from flying out from between them. The boy dive-bombed his dad’s head and wrapped his legs around Red’s neck, then tucked his wings against his back and enjoyed the ride.

Rivka waited until they were inside before taking one last look at Azfelius.

He is greater than you know. Greater than any of us, but only if he reaches his full potential, the faerie meditator said.

“I believe that of all our children,” Rivka replied. “Titan! You little bastard, get in the ship right now!”

Despite claims to the contrary, the faeries had not brought him back.

He’s with Clodagh on the bridge, Clevarious said.

“Why the hell are we still here, then? Let’s get this parade on the road!” Rivka jogged up the ramp and into the ship. Before she punched the button to close the outer hatch, the ramp was already retracting. She hammered the big red button and headed for her quarters.

It was time to don her Magistrate’s jacket and let the legal power flow through her.

It made her feel the authority of her office.

Planet Lewbamar in the Barrier Nebula, Federation Frontier Space

“Welcome to Crystal City!” a pleasant voice greeted. “Please descend along the indicated route and land next to the city office complex. We look forward to your visit.”

The channel closed. Kennedy transferred the controls to manual and took Wyatt Earp into the upper atmosphere.

“Doesn’t sound like a city in distress,” Rivka muttered. “Let’s see… Lauton, Groenwyn, Chaz, Dennicron, Sahved, and Red, meet me at the airlock, ready to go. Red, full gear.”

“Hang on!” Lindy yelled from down the corridor. A flutter of wings preceded her arrival on the bridge. She blocked the hatch with her arms crossed while Dery made a circuit of the interior, finally opting to land on the armrest of the captain’s chair. Tiny Man Titan wagged his tail furiously while trying to climb Clodagh’s chest to get closer to Dery.

“You just got your son back. I thought you’d want to spend some time with him.”

“He’s back, and he’ll be waiting when we return. I still need to do my job.”

Rivka thought about saying that her job would be what the Magistrate said it was, but that wouldn’t be helpful. “Full gear, then. Five minutes before we land.”

Lindy blew a kiss at her son and hurried away.

“Are you okay staying here with your aunties?” Rivka asked.

“He is a pleasure to be around. He calms everything down. Don’t you?”

Dery replied, Peace is nourishment for the soul.

Rivka knew she should have been surprised at the boy spouting philosophy at three months of age, but she wasn’t. Very little surprised her when it came to her crew.

“What about me?” Tyler asked from the corridor.

“I don’t see any blood, running, swearing, or arrests on this case. Set up a free dental clinic out of the cargo hold if you want. Clodagh and her people will help you get the word out.”

“It’s been a while. I’ll look up Lewbamarian dental conditions right away. Thanks, babe.” He ran off.

Rivka looked at her jacket to reaffirm her station. There was the pin, the scales of Justice.

“I used to be somebody.” She sighed. “Now Grainger has me chasing ghosts.”

“You are well-respected throughout the galaxy,” Clevarious murmured into the silence. “I meant the whole universe.”

“C, you’ve no need to butter my muffin, but I appreciate it.”

“Butter your muffin?” the SI repeated. “I don’t know where to start to parse that. Does anyone know?”

Aurora shook her head. Clodagh shrugged. Dery picked up Titan and flew him around the bridge before returning him to the chief engineer’s lap.

Rivka held up her hands. “Hopefully, we won’t be long.” She stepped into the corridor and shouted, “Everyone who’s going ashore, meet me at the airlock in fifteen seconds!”

Clevarious relayed the call to make sure everyone heard. “They are on their way, Magistrate.”

Red jingled as he walked toward her. “Why are you making so much noise?”

“Intimidation factor. Heavy metal is coming to ruin your day.”

“I’m not intimidated since I know I can take you.”

“If it makes you feel better to think that, then fine.” Red backtracked to the airlock. “But it’s not you I’m leaning on. It’s the three-meter-tall Albions. They probably aren’t used to seeing a total specimen like me.”

Rivka blinked as she tried to understand the jumble of words that had cascaded from Red’s mouth. She should have known better.

The ship continued its descent to the planet's surface. The air lanes were clear to a small landing pad within a double-fenced compound. Wyatt Earp angled to make room for the tethered runabout, Destiny’s Vengeance. Ankh’s ship traveled with the heavy frigate but outside since there was no room for a ship that big in the cargo bay.

The ships settled to the ground. Wyatt Earp powered down and extended the ramp. Rivka signaled, and Red elbowed the big red button to open the hatch. A frigid gust blew through the opening.

Groenwyn groaned. They had just departed a tropical paradise with always-perfect temperatures. Experiencing the cold less than an hour later was a shock.

The hatch to Engineering opened, and Ankh strolled out to take his place with the group.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m coming along. Erasmus wants us to be more involved, especially with new planets. The Singularity has no presence on any planet in the Barrier Nebula.”

“Fine.” Rivka was happy that the ambassadors were joining them. They would be able to talk with any system the Lewbamarians maintained. When it came to digging into the deepest, darkest hiding places, there was no one better than Ankh.

“We are ecstatic that you are joining us,” Dennicron added. Ankh stared at her without blinking but didn’t reply.

“Time to go, people,” Rivka prodded.

Red left first, stopping just outside the hatch and slowly taking in the area. The welcome committee stood on a sidewalk beyond the end of the ramp. The sidewalk stretched to the right, where the largest of the compound’s buildings stood. The area was protected by a substantial security fence. He couldn’t see any weapons or places for a sniper to hide.

He continued down the ramp, gratified by the looks of concern on the delegation’s faces. Half a dozen locals waved, the fur on their small arms flowing with their gestures. Two giants stood behind them. Albions. They looked like Greek gods with tanned skin and tight clothes that stretched with each movement, accentuating the musculature beneath.

Sahved went next, then Groenwyn and Lauton. Rivka fell in behind them. Ankh joined her. Chaz and Dennicron brought up the rear, with Lindy appearing to meander away from the group.

The largest of the two Albions called, “My name is Ahsooleyman. Welcome to beautiful Lewbamar.” His voice projected without shouting.

The locals wore genuine smiles.

“I’m not feeling the crime,” Rivka whispered to Sahved.

“I shall reserve judgment,” the Yemilorian replied.

“They seem happy to me,” Groenwyn added. “If all the people we dealt with were this happy, the galaxy would be a pretty good place.”

Rivka moved to the front until she was even with Red. I’m going to shake all their hands, but especially the Albions.

“Roger,” Red replied softly out of the side of his mouth.

The delegation eased forward as Rivka got close.

“My name is Buffloll, but call me Buffy,” a Lewbamarian said, stepping forward and offering a furry hand. Rivka took it and the local giggled. “I am the head of the Human Resources Department.”

In her mind, Rivka saw peace and warmth, the end of strife. She was content. “Thank you, Buffy. I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa.” She continued down the line and received similar images from the rest of the locals. Rivka found it refreshing. Too often, she was thrust into the middle of a fraught situation.

When she reached the Albion who called himself Ahsooleyman, she took a moment to size him up. “You’re a big one,” she remarked before holding out her hand.

The Albion held his hands up. “We do not shake hands. Our strength has a tendency to break things that are best not broken.”

“I think you’ll find that we’re hardier creatures than what you’re used to.” Rivka kept her hand extended.

“As you wish.” The Albion took her hand but didn’t squeeze hard. Rivka held tightly, but her hand barely extended beyond his palm. In his alien mind floated wisps of truth. The lesser races needed to be handled gently. Delivering security and adding prosperity. Malpace was doing them a favor.

“How did Lewbamar come to have such a crime problem?” Rivka asked. The Lewbamarians sighed and looked at the ground.

The Albion responded, “That is difficult to answer since we’ve only been here for six months, but gangs, drugs, and bad influences twisted the youth away from the path of peace and prosperity. Parents lost control. We helped train law enforcement to crack down. We established a holistic approach to life where jobs were integral to purpose. Once the youth found they mattered, the ill-fated attention-seeking, and if I may add, self-destructive behaviors, quickly disappeared.”

“Sounds like work will set you free, a slogan that delivered exactly the opposite on Earth.”

“The proof is in the results. The people are free to walk the streets. Alas, there is still some crime, but we are quickly wiping that out. Next step is an intergalactic conglomerate headquartered right here. Lewbamarian crystals on every hand, in every heart, and the foundation of discerning portfolios Federation-wide!” He delivered the last of his sales pitch with a flourish.

“Are you a salesman or a city administrator?” Rivka asked with a half-smile.

“In Rising Sun Industries, we’ve found that an integrated and balanced work and home life is optimal for society. A work balance means a product that we don’t sell to each other but to those throughout the galaxy. Everyone here already has family crystals, but we think there is a broader and more vibrant market out there.”

Rivka swallowed hard, refusing to look at Red, who was trying to get her attention.

“What I hear you saying,” Red started. Rivka closed her eyes and bit the inside of her cheek. She knew what was coming. “Is that you’re going to show your family jewels throughout the Federation.”

“We have the best family jewels. Yes! Better than crystals. Family jewels, straight from the caves of Lewbamar.”

Rivka stabbed a finger at Red to keep him from digging deeper.

“I recommend not using ‘family jewels.’ It’s already trademarked and cliché.” Rivka waved dismissively.

“I have to ask, Magistrate. Why are you here? We never received any notice about your trip or the purpose of it,” Ahsooleyman said.

“The transfer of authority from an elected government to a private entity due to a contract breach is unprecedented. They sent me to look into it, that’s all. I’m as much at a loss as you are. I look forward to learning more about your wonderful city.” Rivka stepped back to gaze over the razor-wire-topped barrier between the compound and the metropolis.

“We would love to have a banquet tonight in your honor.” Ahsooleyman bowed. Even bent in half, he towered over the heads of the Lewbamarians. Red looked up at the Albion, who smiled in return.

Rivka nodded at the other non-Lewbamarian.

“I’m Belloward, assistant to Mr. Ahsooleyman. I’ll take care of any requests you have. In the interim, I suggest we allow this august group of leaders to get back to work. If you’ll come with me, I’ll show you to the archives, where you may review any records you wish.”

“We’ll need a copy of that contract,” Rivka said as an oh-by-the-way in her effort not to add friction. “Where are my manners? Let me introduce my team. Ambassador at Large Ankh’Po’Turn from Crenellia, and inside his head, he carries Ambassador Erasmus, leader of the Singularity. This tall fellow is Sahved, a Yemilorian.”

“Shorty,” the Albion greeted Sahved.

“We have no family jewels,” Sahved stated. Red quickly turned away, cheek muscles flexing as he clenched his jaw tightly.

“Groenwyn and Lauton,” Rivka continued. “Chaz and Dennicron.”

She didn’t describe anyone’s function on the team because she didn’t want to show her hand. Not yet. She didn’t know why, but she felt something wasn’t right.

What if the people were under undue influence? They looked and seemed far too happy. That would render a contract signed under such conditions null and void.

And the finances. How did a private corporation fund a law enforcement intervention and jobs for misguided youth? How did that work? Had there been that much mismanagement before they came?

“Dammit,” she mumbled. “We’re going to be here for a while.”

Magistrate? Sahved asked, but she shook her head. He waited. She needed to concentrate. They’d be able to talk privately soon, and she could pace as she knew she’d need to.


CHAPTER FOUR



Crystal City Archives, Planet Lewbamar in the Barrier Nebula

The archives looked like a contemporary Federation library but were bustling with activity. There were very few old-fashioned books since trees, and sources for pulp to make paper were sparse. Anything grown was used to feed the population. The research positions consisted of computerized viewers with oversized screens to replicate reading a print copy of the material. When there hadn’t been so many Lewbamarians, there had been a robust printing industry heavily supported by recycling, so old books had become new pulp and new books. Now, it was rare to have anything in a physical form.

Rivka sat at the offered terminal, and Belloward brought up the contract.

“Please transmit this to my office as well. I’ll need to have a copy in my files.”

“Everything you need is right here,” the Albion countered.

“Everything except a case file to present to the Federation’s High Chancellor. If I’m to dismiss this case, then I need to present evidence. That means I need original or certified documents that I can accept into evidence. This is what’s called the discovery phase. We collect information about the issue.”

“What was the issue again?” Belloward stood his ground.

“Contract law. Duly elected governments do not get replaced by corporations. That’s our starting point. The good news is that Rising Sun Industries does not have to prove its innocence. It’s my job to prove their guilt. Now, you’ll need to transmit that file and leave us alone. Otherwise, I’ll have to detain you for interfering in my investigation.”

“Please, no!” The Albion stumbled backward. “That isn’t my intent at all.”

Rivka popped up from her seat and hurried after him. She grabbed his hand, ostensibly to keep him from falling. Help but don’t go out of your way. Try to give them nothing… His instructions had been clear.

The Magistrate let go of his hand and waved him away. “We’ll call if we need something. I expect to see that file arrive within the next five minutes so my team still on board my ship can review it separately.”

“I’ll get right on it.” He bowed deeply, which brought his head even with Rivka’s. She stared him down since he didn’t break eye contact. After he hurried away, she resumed her seat.

The team crowded around her while Red and Lindy made sure there was plenty of room between the Magistrate and the working Lewbemarians. They got the hint and moved to the far side of the room.

Ankh pulled out his toolkit and conducted a quick scan of the space. He put one of his interface discs on the side of the computer terminal. Three seconds later, his eyes refocused. “We have all the files, and there are no intrusion devices. The video cameras watching this area have been disabled.”

With their privacy assured, Rivka spoke. “Thank you for coming, Ankh and Erasmus. You’ve already been a great help.” She turned to address the rest of the team. “I didn’t see anything in Asshole Man’s mind that looked like guilt or admission of a crime. In Blowhard’s, he was instructed to give us the minimal help possible. If they are so open, why would they tell him that?”

Chaz raised a hand. “Not allowing a fishing expedition is fully compliant with Federation law. We need probable cause to look at anything outside the contract unless there is something in the contract that we can use for search warrants into other aspects of this business arrangement. Dennicron and I have already reviewed this contract…”

“Of course you have. I might need a little more time.” Rivka glanced at the screen. “Two hundred and forty pages. What a nightmare.”

“It is heavily one-sided,” Chaz stated.

“No shit.” Rivka wasn’t surprised. “But is there anything in there that is patently illegal under Federation law? Bad and lopsided contracts are not illegal. Was there consideration? Was there an offer and an acceptance? Were there consequences for both parties for failure to perform?”

“All of that, although the consequences for Rising Sun are limited to Crystal City paying actual costs should there have been early termination or failure to meet crime reduction targets.”

“Rising Sun met the targets?” Rivka asked.

“They reached the targets eight months early and exceeded them by an additional fifty percent at six months, which triggered the requirement for a windfall payout despite the contract being predicated on twelve months. Failure to make payment carried the harshest penalty: turn over city management and all finances to Rising Sun Industries.”

Rivka shook her head. Chaz mirrored her movements until she pointed at him. “Stop that.” She sucked on her teeth while contemplating her next moves. “Chaz and Dennicron, research Lewbamarian law regarding the city officials’ standing to make such a contract. Was the city theirs to barter with, especially the finances? There are usually controls saying exactly who can spend the citizens’ money. I’ve never seen a case where it wasn’t a governmental body.”

The SCAMPs nodded. “Your wish is our command.”

“Why do you two keep tinkering with your protocols?”

“It’s the sex, isn’t it?” Dennicron replied. Rivka dug her thumbs into her temples and slowly rotated them to relieve the pressure building within her brain.

“That’s exactly it.” Rivka surrendered. “Back to the ship and get on the deep research. Lindy, you stay here with Lauton. Pull the financial data for a solid timeframe leading up to the contract with Rising Sun. Whatever you recommend. Three years, five years. Makes no difference to me. Baseline the numbers and then look into the timeframe following implementation of the contract with Rising Sun. I suspect Crystal City had no way of paying the bill.

“Sahved, I need you to find Potentate Frillbut and discuss all of this with him. If he signed a bad contract simply out of expediency, he’ll lie about it.”

“I would expect,” Sahved agreed.

“Take Groenwyn with you, and make sure she doesn’t get hurt. Take Lindy, too. Lauton, return to the ship with Chaz and Dennicron and do your work from there. I believe we have all the files.” Rivka looked at Ankh.

“All of them,” Ankh confirmed.

“Red, Ankh, and I will discuss the meaning of life with our Albion hosts.” Rivka powered down the terminal and stood. She stretched as if she’d spent longer than thirty seconds sitting. “You have your marching orders. I think we’ll be able to declare that contract null and void, limiting it to payment for services rendered and canceling out the complete surrender of the city. Sahved, we’ll get Barrow Head to take you.”

“Belloward,” Sahved corrected.

“That’s what I said,” Rivka replied.

“But it’s not…”

Red nudged him. “Give it up, Shorty. You won’t win those arguments with the Magistrate.”

“There’s no argument. She’s mispronouncing their names. Accuracy is important. And how did my name become ‘Shorty?’”

“In documentation, accuracy is critical.” Rivka gave Sahved two thumbs-up.

“See?” Red elbowed him again before leading the team to the exit, jingling all the way.

Rivka made eye contact with Lindy, who returned her best helpless look. “You married him.”

“You hired him.”

“I guess we’re both stuck.” Lindy scanned the archives. All eyes were on the group of foreigners. Lindy didn’t think any of those watching looked threatening. She kept her eyes moving, checking for weapons, but the Lewbamarians appeared to be nothing more than stuffed animals. It seemed odd that there had been a crime wave. They radiated happiness, not unlike Floyd.

Red powered through the door and ran chest-first into Belloward. He stopped instantly, but the Albion didn’t budge. “You’re leaving already?” the assistant asked.

“We are breaking into teams to expedite the discovery process.” Rivka pointed at the groups. “That bunch is going back to the ship. This group here is going into town, and I’ll need you to take them. They have to interview the former potentate. Frillbut, I believe. And the final three need to talk with Mr. Ahsooleyman, and then we’ll need to talk with Mr. Frenzik.”

“Chairman Frenzik has returned to Albion. He is unavailable, but we can facilitate a phone call with him.”

Rivka rubbed her chin while nodding thoughtfully. She removed her datapad and contacted Clevarious. “C, prepare a subpoena to compel Malpace Frenzik to return to Lewbamar immediately to provide testimony in this case. And add a second subpoena for all communications related to the contract with Crystal City.”

“You can’t make him do that,” Belloward stated matter-of-factly.

Rivka held his gaze. “I assure you that I can. Failure to comply with a judge-issued subpoena risks losing your assets. As chairman of Rising Sun Industries, I think his assets are rather substantial. That is a huge bet to place on guaranteed failure.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Federation law. You should familiarize yourself with it since Albion is a member of the Federation, as is Lewbamar. Whatever Wild West you were running out here before the Barrier Nebula planets joined no longer applies. Why did Albion join the Federation?”

“Defense pact. We’re at the edge of known space, which means everything beyond is more than happy to stop by and take potshots. We might be strong in person, but our space fleet is not. We fear for our planet.”

“Then you won’t want to risk it by Mr. Frenzik ignoring a subpoena.”

“I’ll have to transmit messages. Please wait.” Belloward hurried away, leaving the group outside. The wind had a bite to it, but even Ankh had gone into the Pod-doc to get nanocytes to strengthen his body. They weren’t immune but also weren’t bothered by minor discomforts like a chill.

“Return to the ship. You have work you can do.” Rivka waved the SCAMPs and Lauton away.

Lauton gave Groenwyn a quick peck on the cheek before hurrying after Chaz and Dennicron.

The team looked at each other while Red and Lindy faced away from them. Ankh stared without blinking. “You’re going to ask them to add an SI to their planet’s information systems, aren’t you?”

Ankh didn’t answer, but Erasmus did, While we’re here. I have people who are out of work. They need places to set up shop. Earn their livelihoods.

Despite Rivka’s defense and approval, she had a hard time getting her head around the idea of SIs earning a living. “So they can buy SCAMP bodies and tour the universe?”

One of many things we do now that we have the freedom to pursue our own interests, Erasmus replied.

“Once you’re off the clock, that is.”

When we have downtime, which is often since we are simultaneously both underutilized and overutilized.

“That seems like an oxymoron.” However, Rivka understood. They were overutilized with the trivial, while problems best suited for the minds of a Singularity citizen were not given to them.

“It is not,” Ankh replied aloud.

“I had no doubt despite my claim. I wish you the best for success, but I would not recommend contracting with Rising Sun Industries.”

My impression is that they are not the type of company our people would find compelling. We shall limit our approach to proper governments in this sector.

“I’m glad to hear that, Mr. Ambassador, although having an inside man would be beneficial in my investigation…” Rivka let that dangle.

Why would we want to shortcut the fun you’re having brow-beating suspects by threatening subpoenas? I won’t hear of it! You must have your fun.

Rivka visualized Erasmus in a coat and tails with a top hat, twirling a cane for effect. “I think our definitions of fun are slightly different, as in, diametrically opposed. But alas, you are correct. Setting someone up on the inside might run afoul of the system as our probable cause is limited to the issues with the contract, all two hundred and forty pages of it. We’ll get there by doing it the hard way.”

“When is the exciting stuff going to begin?” Sahved asked. “Looking for maximum excitement. A thrill every minute.”

Rivka looked at Sahved and Red. “Your mouth opened, and Red’s words fell out. It was the strangest thing. Have you guys been practicing a ventriloquism routine?”

“Huh?” Red grunted over his shoulder.

Sahved pointed at himself. “Me? Ventriloquism. No. Awareness? Yes.”

Groenwyn tapped the Magistrate on the shoulder. “I don’t know what’s going on. I seem to have been gone so long that I don’t know any of these people.” She winked to punctuate her quip.

“This is what happens when smart people get bored. I wish I could give you a high-action case, but this isn’t shaping up to be anything more than a pimple on the ass of society. A corporation trying to take over for a government. Blah, blah, blah. Sounds like Tod Mackestray, our Blokite friend.”

“I’m not sure he was ever a friend,” Groenwyn replied.

“Definitely not a friend. Glad that guy’s out of the picture,” Red noted.

Ankh stared into the distance. Asking him what he was thinking about would be a waste of time, and she didn’t need to know. She only had to have her questions ready. Contract law. It had been a while since she’d formally studied it, but she remembered the key lessons. She had an idea of the issues surrounding the behemoth. Had there been a negotiation?

She suspected there hadn’t. Frillbut would say no, and Ahsooleyman would say yes. She would need more data, like the official notification accounts for the potentate. “Ankh, when you said you had all the data, does that include the official email accounts?”

Ankh didn’t acknowledge the question and continued to stare into the distance.

“I’ll take that as a yes. And since we’re talking about anything and everything, how are the betting lines doing?”

“I know this one!” Sahved beamed at being able to answer the question. Rivka nodded for him to continue. “No lines are closed, and betting hit a historic high. Seventy-eight thousand credits.”

Rivka studied his face to see if he was telling the truth. She reached for him, and he made it easy on her. He held his arm out. She stopped herself from touching him. She’d do it the old-fashioned way. She didn’t need to look into the minds of her crew. “That’s, like, four years' wages. I can’t believe it’s gotten that high.”

“It’s popular across the Federation. Anyone who is anyone gets in on it,” Red explained while watching for threats.

“And half goes into a recurring fund that is designated for the perfect case,” Sahved explained, still beaming.

“That’s when the case is closed but none of the lines are. Like this case. I don’t see any blood, running, swearing, arresting, or any of that pedestrian drivel.” She stuck her nose in the air.

“Who are you trying to kid?” Red asked. “Those Albion guys are assholes. You’re going to punch one of them right in the family jewels.”

Rivka closed her eyes. “This will be the case where I make my fortune. Maybe I’ll retire.”

The team looked at her. Even Ankh turned to face her.

“You will not,” the Crenellian posited. He returned to staring.

“Simple as that?” she asked his small back.

“Ankh doesn’t bullshit the bullshitter,” Red added. “Hey, our boy is back.”

Belloward walked in the door he had disappeared through a few minutes earlier. He waved the group to him, which was up a slight incline to a side building. The main building was beyond him and towered over the archive. They took their time strolling up the hill. Red walked in front of the others with his railgun cradled casually in his arms.

“Our transportation will arrive shortly,” Belloward announced happily.

“We’ll find our own way to the potentate’s office,” Rivka countered, pointing at Red and Ankh.

“We need to stick together.” Belloward stepped in front of the Magistrate and blocked the sidewalk. “We’ll be going that way.” He pointed down the hill the team had just climbed.

“You see, Mr. Belloward, that’s not going to work for me. It makes no difference that Rising Sun only has one escort available, but we’re splitting into two groups. We want to expedite our investigation. Mr. Ahsooleyman said there was nothing to see. I’m inclined to believe him since you know what Federation law says.”

Rivka waited. He looked like the teacher had just dropped a pop quiz on his desk and he hadn’t read the material.

“Innocent until proven guilty. Rising Sun, and specifically Malpace Frenzik, doesn’t need to prove he’s innocent. That’s not how the law works. So, we’ll fill in the details and then be on our merry way. How long do you want us to be here?”

“We don’t,” Belloward blurted.

“That is clearly the truth,” Rivka replied. She tipped her chin toward Red, who was more than happy to face off against the Albion.

“Hey, buddy.” If Red had been talking to a dog, that would have been a kind greeting. But he wasn’t. The Albion turned his head. Red moved to the side, putting Rivka behind him. She dodged past and headed up the sidewalk.

“Wait!” Belloward took a step and made to run. Red viciously kicked the side of the Albion’s foot. His left leg caught behind the right, and he plunged face-first into the sidewalk. Red danced past him, staying out of his reach. Despite his physical attributes, Belloward wasn’t a fighter.

He moaned while curling up in the fetal position. Groenwyn rushed to him to hold his large face in her small hands. She glared at Red, who shrugged in reply. He walked backward to follow Rivka up the hill. Ankh walked wide to get past the individual on the ground.

Sahved helped Belloward stand. Blood squished between his fingers from a gash on his chin. He hung his head over the rough grass beside the sidewalk to avoid staining the concrete.

“Are you okay?” Groenwyn asked.

He nodded, but his head hung down. He appeared to be fighting to keep from crying.

Red finally turned around and joined the Magistrate. “I feel like I should be embarrassed for tripping the office pogue. I wonder if they’re all candy asses like him?”

“I wouldn’t count on it, but like the man said, they don’t have a great space fleet. They need the Federation for defense. They haven’t dominated the other planets in the nebula, so maybe they aren’t fighters despite their size.”

“Makes sense to me,” Red agreed. He glanced over his shoulder to find the other team members still ministering to their escort. Ankh walked at a leisurely pace as if taking a stroll through a park. “You gotta love the little guy. Nothing bothers him.”

“Except wasting time,” Rivka replied. They made it to the main building without interference from the Albion, but the door was locked. Red tried to force it, but it wouldn’t budge. When Ankh arrived, he pulled a device from his tool kit. The small screen cycled through a series of letters and numbers. Ankh tapped keys, and the device continued its work. Five seconds later, the latch clunked, and Red pulled the door open, then peered through the doorframe over the barrel of his railgun.

Inside, a hallway led to an open area filled with desks and small, furry bodies. One of them pointed in his direction.

“Looks like we’re coming in the back door,” Red said and stepped through, lowering the barrel of his railgun to appear less threatening. He strode briskly toward the interior. Rivka followed him in. Ankh secured his tools before entering, then let the door close behind him.

Rivka waved at the workers before calling, “Where’s the potentate’s office?”

One Lewbamarian pointed upward. Another pointed at the elevators. “Top floor.”


CHAPTER FIVE



Crystal City Main Government Building, Planet Lewbamar in the Barrier Nebula

The elevator deposited Rivka, Ankh, and Red on the top floor.

“They always set up shop on the top floor, don’t they?” Rivka asked.

“It is logical,” Ankh replied out of the blue.

“How so?”

“Power flows along the path of least resistance. On planets, that’s downhill. And the powerful tend to look down on those who are less.”

“We’ve been to planets where the leadership was on the main floor or in the basement.”

“Basement. That suggests a bunker mentality. Those who are afraid of the people they lead,” Ankh replied.

“Interesting observations.” Rivka tucked the conversation away. Ankh had insights into issues she wanted to hear more about. She hadn’t considered that CEOs took top-floor corner offices more often than not since it was one of those things that just was. It made her job easy since she always knew where to go. She simply accepted the penthouse suite as the norm for the power brokers.

Even though the office had been established by the Lewbamarians for the potentate, even in the far reaches of the galaxy, even with alien races, the generalization held true. Did the Albions bring a sense of authority from which to look down on the natives? They had the physical stature for such a thing.

“Magistrate?” Red’s voice interrupted her reflections. “We’re here.”

The elevator dinged insistently as Red used his body to block the door open. “Look at that. We’re here,” Rivka stated casually and stepped into the hallway. Red and Ankh joined her. There weren’t any signs, and they had three choices.

“If we split up…” Rivka started.

“No,” Red declared. “We stay together since there are Albions on this floor and I don’t trust them.”

“I don’t either, oddly, even though I’ve seen little to suggest they’ve lied to me. They haven’t been completely forthcoming, but that just means I have to ask better questions.”

“First blood,” Red muttered with a smile.

“Not applicable. The blood wasn’t from Rivka’s team, and the injury inflicted wasn’t caused by the Magistrate. Both lines remain open,” Ankh explained emotionlessly.

“No talk of the betting lines during the case!” Rivka scowled. “Forget that stuff. Let’s find the potentate’s office and get some answers.”

She picked the corridor leading straight out of the elevator. It was the longest of the three. As they passed closed doors, they found that none of them were labeled. “How does this work?” Red wondered.

“Outsiders aren’t supposed to come here. If you’re here, it’s for a reason, and you would know where you’re going.”

“We’re here for a damn good reason,” Red replied, cocking his head to listen at a door before moving on.

“I’d limit it to those who are invited to join the city’s leadership team. Fortress Crystal City doesn’t fill me with confidence that Frillbut is a good source for determining who’s committed a crime. Seems like his type is happier behind barricades.”

“His type?” Ankh asked, engaging with the conversation. “Last door on the right.”

“His type. A fucking bureaucrat, disconnected from the realities his policies create for the people out there. And the last door on the right? How do you know that?”

“All. The. Files.” Ankh slowly enunciated each word.

“I’d say, ‘Why didn’t you say so?’ but you did. Sorry for not asking you sooner. Not asking for directions. I think I’m becoming a man.”

“Does Tyler know that? Or is he just a bad influence?”

“Funny. He’s a good influence. Otherwise, I probably would have already become an axe murderer and killed my whole crew. Remember last week when you people ate all the All Guns Blazing pizza before I made it to the galley? Yeah. Had he not secreted away a few slices of moonstokle pie, I would have had to jettison you all out the airlock.”

“No one likes your crap pizza, Magistrate. No one!” Red waved the barrel of his railgun wildly.

“Easy, big fella. I can’t axe-murder you all and launch you out the airlock. Well, yes, I guess I can, but you’d deserve it. If no one eats my pie, what happened to it?”

Red snickered. “Ask Man Candy.”

“I will. Are you done laughing? We have to question this guy.” Rivka glared at her bodyguard. “What’s so funny?”

“Eats your pie…” Red mumbled. He coughed and clenched his jaw before nodding at the door.

Ankh shifted impatiently.

“Going in.”

Red snorted but grabbed the door handle and turned it. The door opened, and he stepped through. “Magistrate Rivka Anoa,” he announced to the small group assembled in an outer area that looked as antiseptic as a dental office’s waiting room.

The door to an opulent inner office stood open. Ahsooleyman was hunched over the too-small desk. Rivka brushed aside an aide who tried to get in front of her. Red and Ankh followed her in and closed the door in the aide’s face. Red leaned his back against it while caressing his railgun and staring at the Albion.

“I’m sorry, you’re going to have to make an appointment. I’m very busy.”

“I don’t have to make an appointment, but I promise to be quick.” Rivka took a seat on the opposite side of the desk. “Who contacted whom first? Did Rising Sun Industries reach out to the potentate’s office?”

“I don’t know,” Ahsooleyman replied in a low voice.

“I’ll need all communications regarding this contract because I need to build a chronology of events. You’ll find a subpoena waiting at your corporate offices to support your giving me what I need so I can compile my report and close my investigation.”

“What will a timeline provide?”

“Adequate time to review or undue pressure leading to a contract of adhesion. One that gave the party who prepared the contract a significant advantage over the other. Such contracts can have the penalty provisions struck from them, leaving the remainder in force. And upon our initial reading, that would give Crystal City an extra six months to ride the wave of prosperity to the payment for your services.”

Ahsooleyman frowned as he tapped on his system, one geared toward an Albion’s size. He spun the monitor around to show Rivka a communique from Frillbut to Frenzik.

Time is of the essence! We must get this done today. Frillbut

I encourage you to take your time reading the contract so you understand it all. Do not sign it without reading it. Frenzik

I have. It’s good. Finalize it today! Frillbut

“I think we have a case of buyer’s remorse, Magistrate. Wouldn’t you agree?” Ahsooleyman crossed his arms and leaned back in a chair designed for an Albion.

Rivka matched Ahsooleyman’s pose. “On the surface, it appears that could be the case. It will make it that much easier to adjudicate as long as other information lines up.”

“I think you have to agree that I’ve helped you with everything you’ve asked for.”

Rivka took a page from Ankh’s playbook and remained silent. She locked her gaze with the Albion’s. He couldn’t hold it or chose not to and blinked after less than ten seconds, which is nearly an eternity when two people are aggressively staring at one another.

“I’ve issued a notice to appear for Mr. Frenzik, but I think it’ll be okay if we do a video call and not make him travel to Lewbamar. What do you think, Mr. Ahsooleyman?”

“I think you’re starting to understand the immense burden we’ve undertaken to run this city and what Rising Sun Industries does as a whole.” He leaned forward and bent nearly in half to get his elbows on the desk before him. Under the legs were stacks of books propping it up. Otherwise, it would have been lower, making Ahsooleyman’s pose even more comical.

“I have no clue what Rising Sun Industries does, but by the end of this, I will. I’m going to return to my ship to consolidate the data. Please contact me when you have a video time for Mr. Frenzik. I need that to happen today, please. Let’s get it out of the way.”

“I think Malpace is traveling today and might be completely unavailable, but he is due to arrive at Colay tomorrow. Is there any way we can make the call at that time?”

“I will contact his ship directly,” Rivka replied. “Name?”

“Ahsooleyman,” the deputy replied.

“I know your name. I want the name of his ship.”

“Indeed. My apologies, Magistrate. He flies on Rising Sun Alpha.”

“I can see how that might fit.” Rivka stood. She had more questions, but with Ankh having all the files, she could research what she needed to return with better, more refined questions. She didn’t need to shotgun them and hope to find a crack in the armor.

They’d shown her everything, yet she remained skeptical. Going back to the ship would help her clear her head.

She was so used to dealing with criminals that she was treating everyone that way.

“Please accept my apologies for the intrusion. I used to be less heavy-handed, but I’ve had to deal with the worst of the worst. It roughens one’s veneer. I’ll research the documentation I have, and I look forward to speaking briefly with Mr. Frenzik.”

Rivka stood, dipped her chin, and raced for the door.

She had to wait for Red to open it. He looked at her strangely. Once outside, they found that Ankh was not with them.

“He’s probably pitching the Singularity,” Rivka mused.

“What happened, Magistrate? Did you see something?”

“I saw me acting as if the Albions were the criminals when every single thing that’s been produced shows that they’re the ones who are aboveboard. The Lewbamarians were the ones with the crime problem. That should tell us that maybe such behavior is endemic. That wouldn’t implicate the Albions but the Lewbamarians.

“I think Sahved will see through any façade that Frillbut might put up, and we don’t have to strong-arm every witness. Right now, that’s everybody. We don’t have a perp because I don’t think we have a crime. Contract law is admin crap. No one is going to Jhiordaan out of this fiasco.”

“Let’s not rush to judgment. I’m sure someone needs to be punched in the face. Or an F-bomb or three dropped. Everyone’s guilty of something.”

Rivka winced. She’d been guilty of murder—real murder. She’d killed another person before she had the credentials to mete out court-mandated punishment. Red had not been a stellar citizen before she hired him. Lindy was probably the only one on the crew who hadn’t committed a major crime. Maybe there were others. The pilots. Clodagh had smuggled dangerous creatures like Tiny Man Titan, who was from a planet that Federation citizens were prohibited from visiting.

They’d all gone there in violation of the law.

The whipsaw bothered her. She hadn’t thought there was a crime, but after meeting them, she had been sure they were guilty of something. Now she wasn’t convinced.

Be open from the beginning. Take no actions that can’t be undone, she counseled herself.

Rivka watched the door, and as soon as Ankh appeared, she walked away. “Let’s get out of here.”

Secondary Governmental Office Complex, Crystal City

Belloward looked none too happy while holding a cloth against his chin. The bleeding had stopped, but he continued to apply pressure.

“We’re sorry you fell,” Groenwyn said, patting his arm.

“I was tripped,” the Albion grumbled.

“I’m sure it was an accident.” Groenwyn continued to stroke his arm. He kept glancing at her platinum-green hair.

“Do all people where you’re from have hair that color? It is magnificent.”

“I’m human, and no. I use an artificial color, but then again, I think the faeries might have made it permanent, so it’s just me. It matches my name. ‘Groenwyn’ means ‘the green one.’”

“Faeries?”

“Winged creatures from the planet Azfelius. It’s not on the star charts and is hidden from view. Only those invited can go there.”

“You were invited to a hidden planet?” Belloward’s hand fell to his lap, bloody cloth clutched in his fingers.

“Yes. There was what appeared to be a crime, the theft of a precious item, but it had only been rendered invisible. Once it was returned to how it was supposed to look, we were able to visit. They are magnificent creatures. I’m the Federation’s ambassador to them.”

Belloward scanned the bus. “How many ambassadors do you have on your ship?”

“Only three. Ankh, Erasmus, and me.”

“Only…” Belloward looked down at the rag in his lap. He dropped it on the floor and stood. “We’re here. Potentate Frillbut works in the building to our right. His office is on the second floor.”

There were five stories in this outbuilding. “He’s still potentate?” Sahved asked.

“Of course.” The Albion shrugged. “He is the elected official, but running the city falls to us until such time as the Lewbamarians are capable of resuming management of city affairs.”

“What is your timeframe for that?” Sahved asked.

“There’s no set time,” Belloward replied. He was the first to climb off the bus.

Alarms went off in Sahved’s mind. A takeover that would probably be long-term. Chaz, can you hear me?

Loud and clear, the SI replied. The governmental compound was a large square but not so large that they were far from the ship.

Is there an expiration date in the contract?

An expiration date? The only dates of note are the performance deadlines. Once the payment is made, the contract ceases, or once the remedy clause is activated, then the ability to pay is declared void. There is no mandatory performance period in the current phase of the contract.

Nothing to trigger a return to the Lewbamarians? Sahved pressed.

Nothing. The remedy installs a de facto permanent leadership team.

Our Albion escort said they will turn leadership over to the Lewbamarians when the elected officials are ready to take control.

An unenforceably loose standard, Chaz replied.

Belloward waited outside as the team collected themselves and walked off the bus. He led the way into the building with Sahved, Groenwyn, and Lindy right behind him.

They used the stairs to get to the second floor because the Albion would have been too cramped in the elevator, then straight down the hallway to a nondescript office where a flustered Lewbamarian cowered at the sight of the Albion.

“I’ll wait out here,” Belloward told them with a sideways glance at the potentate. Lindy waited in the hall while Sahved and Groenwyn went inside and closed the door behind them.

“I am Sahved.” He pointed at his teammate. “This is Groenwyn, and we’re here to investigate the circumstances surrounding a private corporation taking over from a duly elected leadership as part of a failure to perform within a contract.”

“Yes!” The potentate jumped to his feet and danced, shaking his furry belly while swinging his arms. “Let’s get to it. Are you evicting them?”

“We are investigating. Until we have the facts, the Magistrate will take no action.”

The potentate stopped dancing. “But you will evict them?” He sat down and scowled. “What do you need from me?”

“Facts. We need all your communications with Rising Sun Industries leading up to contract signature, and then all communications leading up to and following your removal.”

“I told Frenzik I was going to kill him,” the potentate admitted for no reason.

“Do you have the means to carry out such an action?” Sahved asked, skeptical that the rotund creature could or would do any such thing despite his less than glamorous situation.

“I don’t.” The Lewbamarian deflated. “Will I get my office back?”

“I don’t know,” Sahved replied. He looked to Groenwyn to be more empathetic.

She nodded slightly and moved around the desk to lean against it while talking to the potentate. “Why don’t you tell us what happened, in your own words?”

He looked at his hands clasped across his belly and started to talk. “Crime was spiraling out of control, petty crime, but I knew it would lead to worse. After the second murder, I couldn’t wait any longer. I looked for someone to secure our city. The Federation’s Bad Company turned down my proposal. Rising Sun Industries appeared and said they could help. The company is located in the Barrier Nebula, which made talking with them easy. They struck me as a viable alternative.

“They were right up until they weren’t. They put armed Albions on the streets. They patrolled and cracked down. Anyone who even looked sideways was put away. The real criminals were obvious—gangs. In jail, they showed who they were. The others were freed, and the Albions slowly reduced their presence. At the end of the first three months, crime had dropped over ninety percent.”

“Sounds miraculous,” Groenwyn agreed, resisting the urge to pet his fur like she would have done with Floyd.

“It was. I think Rising Sun was behind the increase in crime. Some of the prisoners complained about losing their paychecks, which surprised us since they were mostly unemployed. I was set up.”

“Interesting information. Do you have copies of interrogation reports?”

The potentate shook his head. “Rising Sun kept all of that.”

Sahved twirled his fingers to help him focus his mind. “Tell us about your removal.”

“They physically threw me out of my office. I landed on my face in front of the staff!” He threw his hands in the air and then slammed them on his desk, making Groenwyn jump.

“I don’t mean that part,” Sahved clarified. He leaned against the desk, which made him feel like he was trying to loom over the much smaller Lewbamarian. It wasn’t deliberate, so he backed away and stood in the middle of the small office.

The potentate held out his hand, and Groenwyn took it. She stroked the fur on his arm with her other hand. Frillbut sighed. “We thought everything was going great. We re-engaged with industry to help clear the obstacles to increasing their production to create a surplus that could be exported. As soon as the first products were loaded for shipment across the nebula, the Albions appeared. They pulled out the contract, turned it into a club, and beat me with it. I had no idea they could demand immediate payment when the target numbers were achieved.”

“How long did you have to review the contract?” Groenwyn wondered.

“An hour, no more. Have you seen that thing? It’s two hundred and forty pages of the most intricate legalese you’ve ever seen. It has an executive summary section. I assumed, incorrectly, mind you, that it contained the key elements of the contract.” He put a thumb claw into his mouth and flicked it off his tooth at the Albion waiting in the hallway. “Your mother was a mattress bag!” he yelled.

Sahved gestured for the potentate to calm down. “An hour to read more than two hundred pages of a contract? That’s wholly unreasonable. Do you have data to back that up?”

“Mail, but they purged my account before condemning me to the second floor. I have none of my stuff from before. Makes me look like a buffoon.” He hung his head in despair.

“Are you?” Sahved asked. Groenwyn gave him a withering glare.

The potentate snorted. “I must be. How did I put us into this position? I’ve turned my back on the office I was elected to fill, and it appears like Lewbamarians have confirmed we’re incapable of governing ourselves. So yes, I am a buffoon. This calamity came about because of me.”

“We’re here to look into it and, if warranted, to fix it. Legally, that is.”

Groenwyn and Sahved excused themselves, leaving the broken Lewbamarian alone at his desk with no more hope than when he’d started his miserable day.

Groenwyn and Sahved looked at each other in the hallway and then through the door’s window at Frillbut, a defeated Lewbamarian.

But had he been set up, or was this situation a product of his bad decisions?


CHAPTER SIX



Wyatt Earp, Crystal City Main Government Building, Planet Lewbamar in the Barrier Nebula

After the final group returned to the ship, Rivka summoned the key investigators to the conference room.

“I hate meetings,” Red grumbled.

“You don’t need to be here.” Rivka waved him away.

“I do because you might plan something where you decide to go, and then you’ll just take off and leave me and Lindy wondering where you are. We’ll be right here, thank you very much.”

Rivka smiled. “As you wish.”

Chaz and Dennicron were seated at the conference table, as rigid as statues.

Sahved and Groenwyn showed up before Lauton, so Groenwyn rushed off to collect her. The big orange cat jumped on the conference room table and decided to roll around on the holographic projector, blocking the image from displaying.

Rivka tried to shoo him away. He rolled over to face away from her. She looked for help, but no one was willing to get clawed. The SIs with their SCAMP bodies were disconnected from the real world for the moment. Rivka sighed. “Groenwyn can deal with him when she returns.”

The fluttering of wings signaled Dery’s arrival. She checked her datapad. They had left Azfelius only four hours earlier. It was late morning in Crystal City, but she was already tired from a full day.

She played with her fingers while waiting.

“Sorry,” Lauton announced. She was from Zaxxon Major but had the same red skin as those from Delfin Prime. Otherwise, she was as human as Rivka. “There are a lot of numbers to dig through, and I’ve just started.”

“We won’t be long,” Rivka told her. “My biggest revelation from today was that although the Albions have a ridiculously one-sided contract, they showed me a…”

Ankh strolled in and climbed in his chair, the one with a small booster to help him sit higher.

“The Albions have changed the data,” he stated.

“What do you mean?”

“Whatever they showed you was probably fake. They tried to erase the original communications and negotiations, but this is us. We recovered all the information. I suggest you proceed using those files and not anything they showed you.”

Rivka leaned back and focused on her breathing for a few moments. “Groenwyn?” She gestured at the cat.

“Come here, you big fluffy hunk!” she cooed at Wenceslaus. He yowled at her but let her drag him across the table and into her lap.

“Show me the mail exchanges with Frillbut leading up to the contract signature. They showed me a plea to get him to read the contract instead of seeking to sign it in a hurry.”

“It is the opposite,” Ankh replied. The exchange appeared over the table. It was the opposite of what the Albions had shown her. Frillbut had pleaded for time to run the contract through the Lewbamarian legal team, but Rising Sun Industries, specifically Malpace Frenzik, had told him they were leaving if the contract wasn’t signed in an hour and they wouldn’t be back.

“I’d like to say that renders the contract null and void, but it doesn’t. It’s a strong-arm negotiating tactic, unethical but not illegal. He showed me unbidden and we hacked their computers to get the information, although we do have a subpoena. Lying to me? Also not illegal because he wasn’t under oath. Just when I was second-guessing myself…”

Rivka studied the message on the screen, nodding knowingly at the parts the Albions changed.

“The contract is extremely one-sided, and the undue pressure to sign without reading could render the entire contract unenforceable,” Chaz stated. He and Dennicron looked at Rivka. She hadn’t seen them wake up from low-power mode.

“That would be for a civil court to review and update. And before you say it, yes, I could step in and declare the penalty clauses void, but then they’d sue. No appeal in the criminal system, but there are plenty of opportunities for remedies in the civil arena.”

Sahved shook his head and tapped his fingers on the table. “I was thinking that maybe Rising Sun created the crime wave in the first place.”

Rivka put her elbows on the table and squinted at him to make sure she’d heard right. “Go on.”

“Frillbut said many of those arrested, the troublemakers, complained about losing their paychecks when they were unemployed.”

“No unemployment?”

“That’s different, I believe.” Sahved slumped. He hadn’t asked that question.

“The Lewbamarian system provides food and shelter to those unable to pay their way, but there is no transfer of capital,” Erasmus explained, having read the Lewbamarian records.

“Now, that is something completely different.” Rivka leaned back and smiled. “Where did they say Frenzik was headed?”

“Colay,” Red replied. “Are we going to have a personal conversation with Mr. Frenzik?”

“I think that would be best.” Rivka rubbed her hands together. “What else have you found in the contract?”

Dennicron answered, “Nothing beyond what we’ve already reported. Borderline. The entire process of establishing this contract was on the edge. Extremely boring language followed by draconian elements buried deeply where only the most astute would find them. And achieving a target that triggers an early payment in full? I would not encourage anyone to do business with Rising Sun Industries.”

Sahved held up three fingers. Rivka nodded to him. “I think we need to focus on the initial crime rate surge. If Rising Sun created the conditions under which their services were critical, that in and of itself is not illegal, but paying people to commit crimes is. Conspiracy. What does Lewbamarian law say regarding application of the crime to conspirators?”

Chaz leaned forward, smiling at his appropriate body language. Dennicron nodded her approval. “It attaches. Total crimes were in the thousands. Most were misdemeanors, but felony theft and battery were in the hundreds. Total consolidated sentencing time comes to eleven thousand years.”

“Now you’re talking!” Sahved blurted.

Rivka jerked her attention to him. He’d used her line. She didn’t know if she should be proud or offended.

“Dammit!” Rivka shouted and hammered a fist on the table. The team was taken aback. They stared at her, shocked. She smiled. “No, not you guys. You’re doing everything I need. It’s me.”

Red rolled his eyes. “When an Earth girl says it’s her, not you, it’s definitely you.”

“Hey! I’m a QBBS2 girl. I’ve never been to Earth. And no, it’s not you. I first thought there was no crime, then I figured the Albions were dirty, based on gut feel. Then they seemed straightforward. I saw no admission of crime in their minds. They weren’t fully forthcoming, but this was their first time dealing with the Federation. They are tentative but confident. They showed me a doctored communique. The question I have is, did Ahsooleyman see the original message to know the one he showed me was doctored? I didn’t touch him.”

Doing it the hard way. Despite the grilling by the ambassadors, she still liked knowing the absolute truth within an individual’s mind. If it reduced her doubt, she was able to judge better and deliver a more appropriate punishment, up to and including execution. She didn’t take that lightly and decided that she wouldn’t leave her ability out of the equation.

She would look into the minds of those who had the most to lose.

“How sure are you that Malpace Frenzik knew the communications were doctored?”

“He knew one hundred percent what the real messages were,” Ankh stated.

“But,” Chaz added, “as you said, that isn’t necessarily a crime. Undue pressure to get a contract signed is a civil issue.”

“Sorry, looking in the wrong place.” Rivka had been so focused on the contract that she kept returning to it. “We’ll dig into the crime aspect. Let’s visit the jail before we head to Colay. Clevarious, get me Ahsooleyman.”

“Momentarily,” the SI replied.

Rivka twiddled her thumbs while she waited. The others disappeared into their own thoughts except for Lauton, who shifted anxiously in her chair while staring at the Magistrate.

Rivka gestured with her head toward the door. Lauton nodded, popped up, and walked out, dragging her hand casually across Groenwyn’s shoulders. Groenwyn smiled since her hands were filled with cat, and she didn’t want to risk getting mauled by letting go.

“Ahsooleyman,” a voice announced. “What can I help you with, Magistrate?” He didn’t sound like he wanted to be helpful.

“Would you please detail Belloward to take my team and me to the prison? We would like to interview a representative sample of those incarcerated over the past few months.”

“We would be more than happy to bring that sample to you. These are individuals who have been taken off the streets to make Crystal City a safer and better place. I encourage you not to go to the prison.” His voice had a sense of urgency, almost a pleading tone.

“Trust me that I don’t want to go either, but sometimes, we have to do what we don’t want to do as part of our jobs.” Rivka threw the bait out to see if Ahsooleyman might sympathize with her and share an aspect of his job he didn’t like.

“Then you should probably get a different job,” he advised.

Red snorted.

“Have him here in ten minutes, or we’ll go by ourselves, and I’ll land my ship in the middle of the prison’s courtyard.”

“He’ll be there.” Ahsooleyman closed the connection before Rivka could reply.

“Now we’re talking.” Rivka smiled at Sahved. He twirled his fingers at her, the Yemilorian’s version of a thumbs-up. “No firearms, you two.”

The two bodyguards headed out to stow their weapons.

“Sahved, Chaz, and Dennicron. Maybe you should sit this one out.”

Groenwyn shook her head. “I’m there as much for you as I am to see how they respond. From what I’ve seen, the Lewbamarians have great emotional range, easily as much as humans.”

Rivka chuckled. “I’d say every race has more range than humans. We could be a bit stunted.”

“It’s like you’ve never dealt with the Yollins,” Groenwyn countered.

“There are exceptions to every rule,” Rivka said. Like me using a trait I have to help me with these cases even though others don’t have the ability.

Rivka would continue to fight with herself about balancing the letter of the law with the intent. She’d collect evidence in every way possible to mete out Justice for the guilty.

Malpace, let’s see what you think about when we ask the hard questions.

Ankh slid off his chair and walked out without saying a word.

“Thanks for your help, Ankh,” Rivka called after him. She set her jaw and prepared herself to deal with being in a prison. At least she wouldn’t have to tolerate the usual catcalls. The Lewbamarians didn’t look at humans the same way. “Put on your game faces, people. This is a critical line of questioning. Absolutely critical.”

She wasn’t speaking to her team. It was a personal pep talk. She needed to be on her game. She had only seen into the mind of one Lewbamarian before, but she was still working on a baseline to best understand them.

She wasn’t looking forward to how many of the furry creatures she would be touching. At least they were like stuffed animals.

“Groenwyn,” Rivka said softly. “I’m going to need to touch a lot of the prisoners. I want you to touch them first so they think it’s a human thing.”

“It is a human thing.” Groenwyn smiled as they walked toward the airlock. She still carried Wenceslaus, who hung in her arms as if he had no bones.

“Is he coming?”

“No. I’ll drop him on the bridge, where he can terrorize Titan.”

When Groenwyn delivered the cat, Clodagh was less than amused. Despite both Aurora and Ryleigh being there, the three of them quickly lost control of the battle between Titan and the big orange cat. Not in the cat’s mind. He waited for the opportune moment to deliver a single paw swipe that sent the little dog-like creature flying.

Groenwyn apologized as she left. Hisses, barks, and shouts followed scrabbling claws and shouted profanities.

Rivka looked at her.

“What?”

“The peacemaker delivers chaos,” Rivka commented.

“Sometimes, people need a little spice in their lives. What else are they doing? This will make their day.” She smiled devilishly. “All we need is…” Groenwyn stopped and held up one finger.

Whee! Floyd cried and popped out of Red and Lindy’s quarters. She barreled down the corridor toward the bridge. Dery flapped his wings while trying to stand on her back, surfing on her.

The women flattened themselves against the bulkhead to clear as much space as possible since the wombat train was headed down the tracks and no one was stopping her.

After they passed, Rivka and Groenwyn continued toward the airlock without looking back.

Red and Lindy appeared, wearing light body armor and carrying bistok prods.

“That’ll do.” Rivka nodded.

Sahved rushed down the corridor and pointed behind him. “Have you seen what’s going on on the bridge? I think it is not good.”

Groenwyn shrugged. “What’s family without a little internal squabbling?”

“That’s not my idea of family. No squabble. You get berated until you become successful enough to do the berating.”

Rivka looked shocked. She hadn’t been impressed with the status culture of Yemilore, but it wasn’t her place to question it. “Just be glad we don’t have that here.”

Sahved glanced at Red.

“Why are you looking at me, Shorty?” Red shot back.

Chaz and Dennicron appeared and watched intently.

“Shorty. So that’s how it’s going to be?” Sahved looked happier than he sounded.

“Welcome to a better style of dysfunctional family.” Rivka put her hand on his chest. “You are welcome here, and you know it.”

She looked from face to face. “The prison. It’s probably less than congenial. We want to find the toughs who were causing trouble. I’m going to touch them to find the truth. Were they getting paid for their efforts? By whom? Then we’ll hunt whoever made those payments down. I doubt it’s as easy as an Albion, but we’ll see.

“Follow the money since if that’s how it was, the reward was an entire city and all of its revenues. This makes the most sense of any theory. How does Rising Sun Industries pop up out of nowhere to deliver peace and security? We need answers to that question.”


CHAPTER SEVEN



Crystal City Holding Cells, Planet Lewbamar in the Barrier Nebula

Red introduced the team to a desk officer who looked less than amused by their arrival. “I wasn’t told there would be visits. This is highly irregular. You’ll have to go away until I have the proper paperwork.”

Rivka shoved her credentials in his face. “Magistrate Rivka Anoa from the Federation. We’ll need your full cooperation during this investigation, which can evolve into a compliance inspection if you wish.”

“Compliance! I am complying. I need paperwork to validate your visit.”

“Tell us what we need.” Rivka smiled.

He spun his monitor around and showed a form on it. “I need one of these signed by proper authority.” He crossed his furry arms over his chest and glared at her.

Rivka casually removed her datapad and scanned the image in. “Clevarious, please fill this out for us and send it to this desk.” She leaned down to read a label on the front. “Admin Four Delta.”

In less than a minute, the desk officer’s computer dinged.

“How did you do that?” he wondered.

“We’ve complied, now you comply. We’re going inside to talk with those recently incarcerated.”

“You don’t have that much time. It’s furry to buns packed in there.”

“Then a representative sampling will be fine, but we’ll pick who we want.”

The administrator reread the form while making incoherent gestures with his hands. “This can’t be real. No one gets the right forms submitted that quickly.”

“Listen.” His desk was positioned where while standing upright, Rivka could rest her arms on it. The Lewbamarians would have been barely able to see the annoying bureaucrat. “We complied with your rule, and now you’re failing to comply. That’s one check against the holding facility with your name highlighted.

“From this point forward, you are interfering with my investigation. If you want me to have him toss you out the front door, we’ll do that. Or you could remedy the errors of your evil ways. Your choice. You have five seconds to decide.”

Rivka nodded at Red. He moved around the counter-height desk.

“All right!” he cried and buzzed the access door. A uniformed individual on their side of the door opened it. Another uniformed officer waited inside. “Escort them where they need to go.”

“And where would that be?” the officer asked.

“The pens.” The administrator looked down his nose at Rivka and smiled.

Red quivered, his body desiring action to put the individual in his place.

“To the pens!” Rivka called and marched forward. Red bumped in front of her, alarming the much smaller guard. He put up his hand to stop the bodyguard.

Red ran into him. “How about you just take us where we need to go?” he growled.

“Briefing!” the Lewbamarian shot back.

Rivka tapped Red on the shoulder and leaned around. “Go ahead. Give us the briefing, and then let’s get on with it.”

The team moved in around the guard.

Rivka spoke first. “This is for our safety.”

“Exactly!” The guard beamed for a moment before seeing the knives and bistok prods that looked like batons carried by the bodyguards. “Hey. You can’t bring that stuff in here.”

Rivka shook her head. “That’s for my safety.” She flashed her credentials. “I’m authorized to have armed security everywhere I go, but we didn’t bring firearms. We could get those if you want.”

He stared in shock. Stretching as far up as he could manage, his head still didn’t reach Rivka’s armpit.

“We need to get going,” she urged. “You have five minutes to brief us.”

“You can’t bully your way in here. Everything runs in an orderly manner. Otherwise, we could lose control. Procedures are here for a reason. They’re all written in blood, every one, because of an incident that we don’t wish to happen a second time.”

“I support that fully, but from my perspective, you’re stonewalling, which tells me that you are part of a criminal conspiracy to cover up the truth. You know this, and that’s why you are delaying taking us inside. Is someone running around in there right now, making sure the prisoners don’t answer my questions?”

The guard slouched. “They’ll answer your questions. You may not like what you hear.”

Rivka nodded and pointed down the corridor.

“Stay with me and as far away from the prisoners as you can get.” That was the extent of the briefing.

The Lewbamarians didn’t differentiate between the human females, which Rivka found refreshing. “Maybe they can’t tell us apart,” she mumbled, then snorted while she focused on the way ahead, scanning and watching.

“Magistrate?” Red asked over his shoulder while staying within an arm’s length of the guard and directly behind him. Groenwyn followed Rivka, then came Sahved, then Dennicron, Chaz, and Lindy.

“Nothing.” She patted his shoulder before passing word down the line. “Stay frosty, people, and don’t get separated from the group.”

The only one she worried about was Groenwyn. The others could protect themselves as long as they stayed together.

“Stay next to me at all times,” Rivka whispered.

The corridor grew darker as they went until they reached a guard at a large gate. A balcony overlooked an area teeming with Lewbamarians who barely had enough room to turn around.

“Don’t worry. I’m not letting go.” She gripped a fold on the back of Rivka’s leather Magistrate’s jacket.

They continued into the pen and halfway around the walkway. The guard stopped.

“There you go. You tell us which ones, and we’ll try to pull them out.”

“What am I looking at?”

“Holding Cell Block A,” he replied as if she should have known.

“Put them in their cells, and we’ll approach it that way.” Rivka leaned on the railing and looked down on the mass of fur.

“What cells?” the guard asked.

Rivka turned her head far enough to give him the side-eye, but it wasn’t his fault the holding cell didn’t meet Federation standards. Each planet handled its own issues when it came to crime and punishment, with limited exceptions.

“Is there an outdoor area where you can funnel them from one section to another?”

“Closed off at this time of day.”

“I see.” Rivka stared at him without blinking.

“What?”

“We’ll get on the other side, and you can open it. Stream the prisoners past me.”

“It’s not open at this time of day,” the guard countered.

“The dickens you say!” Rivka blurted. She clenched and unclenched her hands. The guard stared back. “Open the fucking door!” she shouted into his face.

Red noted the time for the colorful language betting line. He didn’t smile. An aura of hopelessness permeated every molecule of air in that dank space.

“I guess we can. The prisoners won’t like it. They prefer a strict routine.”

“I don’t like having to do it either, but I also don’t like spending one more second in this hellhole than I have to. Let’s go outside where the air is better. We’ll meet the prisoners there.”

“It’s sad and angry in here,” Groenwyn remarked, still maintaining a tight grip on Rivka.

The guard led the group through a barred side door and down a narrow stairway. At the bottom, they were buzzed through a heavily armored door into a long hallway. The guard pointed to the right. “Outside.”

Red went first, and the guard got stuck behind Groenwyn. She hugged the wall to let him pass. He grumped his way by and bumped into Rivka.

She ignored his attempt to get in front of her. “Why is this built like a maximum-security prison? Are your criminals that bad?”

“Criminals are criminals, and we only have one type of prison.”

“This is called a holding cell,” Rivka replied, finally letting him move in beside her.

“A cell where we hold criminals.”

“Implies it’s temporary.” In the tight space, Rivka leaned her arm against his. “Are they even criminals?”

He was convinced they were, given the ease with which they resorted to the barbarity of being a mass of living creatures within the confined space of the holding pen.

The guard continued toward the end with Rivka pressed against him.

“How are the Albion-arrested criminals different?”

His thoughts jumped to the newly incarcerated. Was that a flash of sympathy? “They claim they shouldn’t be here. They say they did nothing wrong.” He snorted. “But that’s what all criminals claim. ‘It wasn’t me.’” He forced a laugh.

“Did they say they were only doing what they were told?”

Truth. He was being honest. “I’ve heard that. Do the crime, do the time.”

Rivka nodded. “What kind of sentences do they have?”

“There’s only one sentence. If you end up in here, you’re here for the rest of your days. But the sentence doesn’t last that long. Average lifespan of a prisoner is two years.”

“It’s not a life sentence,” Groenwyn stated. “It’s a death sentence.”

The guard shrugged. He reached the outer door and banged on it with his hand, then looked at the ceiling. “Damn prisoners throw garbage on it to cover the lens.” He banged again to no avail.

Sahved braced against one side of the wall with his back and his feet on the opposite wall. He shinnied up the wall to the glass globe seven meters up and scraped it clean with a sleeve he repeatedly wiped on the wall. He grimaced as he eased down the wall. “It wasn’t garbage.”

The smell told everyone what it was. The outer door clicked, and they rolled into the fresh air. Not a blade of grass or growth of any sort lived within the confines of a high fence sporting a triple roll of razor wire on top.

The exercise yard was barely larger than the pen inside. Despite how stark it was, the air was fresher, and trees were visible. Rivka closed her eyes and stretched her arms wide to take in a great lungful of outside air. Red made a quick circuit while Lindy stayed at the door, facing down the corridor to raise the alarm should anyone come at them from behind.

Groenwyn tapped Rivka on the shoulder. She leaned close, and Groenwyn whispered, “I have a bad feeling about this.”

Thanks to her extensive training with the faeries, Groenwyn was sensitive to things the others couldn’t feel. Rivka took that into account, although it was unsurprising. The place was dragging her down, too. Despair permeated the very blocks in the walls and the dirt on the ground. Nothing was willing to grow there.

Maybe it couldn’t.

“We’ll keep our eyes open,” Rivka replied. “We have to do this thing. Lindy, set up a gauntlet leading into the yard. After the last of the prisoners has passed, we’ll go back inside and leave this place behind.”

“Can’t happen soon enough, Magistrate,” Groenwyn replied.

Lindy and Red conferred while the guard waited. “Red and I on each side, keeping the Magistrate and Groenwyn between us and the wall. Sahved, Chaz, and Dennicron behind the Magistrate and Groenwyn blocking the prisoners from coming at us from that side. That puts two people between them and you, Magistrate. You get the first shot, and we keep them moving. They should come at you one at a time from the tunnel.”

The guard muttered, “I hope you get what you came for.”

Rivka held his look. Sincerity.

He moved back into the tunnel.

“You’re leaving us?” Rivka wondered.

“Guards don’t stay in the yard with the prisoners.”

Red grumbled. His lip curled. They were putting Rivka and her team where they wouldn’t go themselves.

“This is not a good idea, Magistrate. Please reconsider. Maybe you can touch them from the doorway as they pass.”

She shook her head. “That puts me first in the line of fire. At least this way, I have you all with me.”

“Just until there are more of them than us.” Red held his hands up at Rivka’s look. “I’m not saying I’m afraid of furry cuddle bugs, but even cockroaches can overwhelm you when there are enough of them.”

“I wouldn’t think of them as cuddle bugs,” Rivka said, “but I suspect far fewer of them are criminals than what their records say.”

Sahved raised his hand. Rivka stared at him until he started to speak. “Even if they were paid to commit the crimes, they still committed them and are complicit. Crime on Lewbamar is dealt with harshly. They had to know before they embarked on their campaigns.”

“And we don’t judge internal planetary legal systems. I know that, but what I’m looking for is not to free them but to confirm that they were paid to commit the crimes. We’re following the evidence to see if Rising Sun Industries is complicit.”

“Yes, Magistrate. I see. I stand corrected.”

“You’re not wrong, Sahved.” Rivka tapped him on the chest. “You care about Justice. We might take on this fight, but not today. We have other courses of inquiry to reconcile. When the time is right, we’ll revisit this system. Maybe if Frillbut finds his way back to his office, we can convince him to change their penal system.”

“I would like that,” the Yemilorian replied. “Shall we, Magistrate?”

The others were in place. Rivka walked between the bodyguards to squeeze into her spot beside the door. “Turn ‘em loose,” she shouted down the hall. The guard waved before disappearing through the door to the stairway leading to the second story.

A heavy clunk preceded a tidal wave of fur racing their way.

“For the record, bad idea,” Red managed to say before the first arrived.

Rivka held out her hand to slow them down. Her stiff arm upended the first one in line. Those behind kept him upright until they pushed through.

“Who was paid to commit crimes!” Rivka shouted. The mob rushed past, bouncing down the gauntlet. Red and Lindy dipped to get better leverage. They tried to turn sideways when they arrived in the open air, refusing to follow the human channel through which they were to pass. Red growled as he started punching the prisoners.

“No,” Rivka called.

Ten seconds into the foray and they had already lost control. Rivka continued to try to touch the mass of fur, indistinguishable as individuals, as it pushed against her and her team. The ones that broke free ran like lunatics, headed for the farthest reaches of the yard.

The opening grew. Rivka touched one after another.

Fear. Freedom. Fear. Injustice.

She grabbed the fur and held on. “Did someone pay you to commit crimes?” He dragged her toward the middle of the stream. Red wrapped his arms around her. Unable to protect himself, the Lewbamarians swarmed him. In a flash, his knife and baton were both gone.

“They’ve got my knife!” Red shouted. He picked up the Magistrate and dragged her backward. With a handful of fur, she flailed to be let down. Red dropped her when she was out of the main flow.

They had a lot bigger problems than getting run over.


CHAPTER EIGHT



Crystal City Holding Cells, Planet Lewbamar in the Barrier Nebula

We need air support, Rivka transmitted. In the yard behind the prison. Have Cole suit up.

On our way, Clodagh replied.

A prisoner took a swing at Red. He had had enough. He caught the arm, lifted the body, and threw. The small body flew through the air and landed among a group of prisoners a good five meters away. The yard was filling quickly.

Someone jabbed Red from behind with the repurposed bistok prod. He spun to grab and rip the prod out of the small hand. Hands reached for the prod. Red turned it into a club and swung wide at their face level to drive them back.

More prisoners flooded out of the tunnel. They pressed against Rivka, small hands going for her pockets. She clamped her arms over her chest, where her datapad resided in an inner pocket. She twisted her hips toward Chaz, who stood like bedrock, flicking an artificial arm back and forth almost too fast for the eye to see to hold the prisoners at bay. Rivka pushed her pants pocket side toward him. Reaper, her neutron pulse weapon, was hidden in that pocket. Deadly and something that couldn’t fall into the prisoners’ hands.

“Cut a hole in that fence, Chaz. We need to get out of here, and we’re taking Death Row with us.”

Chaz bolted away from her. She saw the path he cleared. “Come on!” She waved an arm over her head. Lindy and Groenwyn were stuck on the other side of the flow of Lewbamarians. Red ran after her, and Sahved closed in behind.

Lindy tried to force her way through the mass of bodies and only made it half a step. She was forced back. Trying to see what Chaz was doing while fighting off the small bodies took her attention away from protecting Groenwyn.

The platinum-green-haired woman was swept along the building’s exterior.

Dennicron stepped in and punched one in the head. He went down. Then she hit a second and a third. Each dropped after one strike. She continued until the tidal wave stalled. Groenwyn collapsed into her arms. Dennicron tossed her over a shoulder like a bag of grain.

Lindy backed up against the SCAMP. They followed the building toward the fence.

“Switch!” Lindy yelled.

“How?” Dennicron replied while continuing to drive toward the fence. “Take Groenwyn.”

Lindy wasn’t sure. She was hard-pressed without adding a body, but she had no choice. They were headed down a path none of them wanted to take.

Chaz hit the fence on his side. It arced, electrified, but he was designed to withstand the electrical charge. He gripped the links and ripped them apart, then pulled the fencing to the side to create an opening.

“Freedom!” The Lewbamarian cry resounded through the yard. Picked up by a hundred voices, it reverberated off the imposing walls.

Alarms sounded. Rivka and Red barreled through after Chaz. Sahved skipped the fence and fish-hooked to run straight at the wall. He jumped high, kicked off, and soared over the razor wire topping the fence.

Lindy, where are you? Rivka asked.

Stuck at the opposite fence. Something’s wrong with Dennicron, and we’re surrounded.

On our way, Red replied. “This way!” He pushed Rivka in front of him. Chaz and Sahved ran after them as they followed the outside of the fence line to get around to the opposite side. Red let go and accelerated to top speed. The Lewbamarians headed for the woods, choosing not to follow the four. Inside the yard was chaos.

Rivka felt sick to her stomach. She’d strong-armed her way in and loosed the prison population. She did not have that authority, and she knew it. She continued to run, but her stomach revolted. She staggered to the side and puked. Chaz and Sahved pulled up. Red slid to a stop at the final corner.

“Get down there, you two,” he snarled and ran back to where Rivka was doubled over. Chaz had to be the one to tear open the fence if it was still energized. Red watched the others go. “I know how you feel.”

When she straightened, the scratches on her face and neck were closing, but blood still shone bright where it had flowed from the wounds.

“First blood.” Red made it sound like a failure. “This isn’t good, is it, Magistrate?”

“This is as bad as it gets, Red.” She threw an arm on his shoulder, and they ran down the fence line.

The guards streamed into the yard, and the bark of small arms fire sounded over the insistent cries of the alarm. The chaos added a sense of urgency to those frantically seeking freedom, even if it was only temporary. Any respite from hell, no matter how short, was the single goal of the hopeless souls trapped inside the walls and wire. Lewbamarian prisoners started to fall.

The fence sparked again and again as too many tried to squeeze through at once. The frenzy of those trapped behind a living blockade increased, ripping bodies away, but that hesitation was all the guards needed. They slaughtered the remaining prisoners.

The Lewbamarian didn’t prostrate themselves. They remained standing, defiant, accepting of death at the end of a guard’s weapon rather than spend one more day in the pens.

The guards turned their weapons toward the trio trapped in the corner where the building met the wire.

Outside, Chaz was ripping apart chain links to clear it enough to pull Dennicron free. She had shorted out when she shouldn’t have. Chaz was perplexed about why she’d gone offline.

He pulled her stiff body through. Lewbamarians tried to force their way into the gap. Lindy tried to fight them off, but they were in the grip of a complex emotional cocktail of hope and terror. Weapons barked afresh, chipping the walls.

Lindy had no choice. She dropped to the ground and covered Groenwyn with her body. Lewbamarian prisoners quickly filled the gap, blocking their own escape. The others finally surrendered by throwing themselves on the blood-soaked ground.

The guards continued to fire.

“Stop!” Red bellowed.

Rivka took out her neutron pulse weapon and dialed it to the lowest setting. She fired a few shots to disable the shooters, but there were too many of them. Bullets sparked through the fence as the guards turned their fire on Red and Rivka. She dropped prone and continued to fire. Red kneeled beside her to provide cover. He grunted as the rounds impacted him.

A wind surge and a whoosh announced Wyatt Earp’s arrival.

“Cease firing!” a booming voice ordered at a volume sufficient to split eardrums. The ship descended over the yard, and the guards ran for cover. Then it settled on the ground.

Sahved eased through the hole Chaz had torn in the fence to help Lindy up. Groenwyn was barely conscious. The emotional turmoil continued to surge through her body, and she felt it like physical blows. Lindy picked the younger woman up.

The cargo bay opened, and the ramp touched down. Cole ran off in powered combat armor and drove off the few Lewbamarians who remained upright, one guard and four prisoners. They evacuated to the far end of the yard. The prisoners, having nothing to lose, went after the guard. He fired again and again until only he stood, then surveyed the yard. Satisfied, he shouldered his weapon, pointing its barrel toward the sky.

Lindy limped aboard. She’d taken a slug in her unprotected leg, but it was healing.

Sahved relieved her of the burden of carrying Groenwyn. Chaz carried Dennicron like a frozen mannequin. He hurried inside, through the cargo bay, and into the ship on his way to Engineering, where he’d enlist Ankh’s and Erasmus’ aid in bringing Dennicron online.

Last to board were Red and Rivka, while Cole stood watch, oversized railgun at the ready. Rivka scanned the area before stepping up from the dirt. She hung her head and stumbled aboard. Cole followed them in and closed the ramp. Wyatt Earp took off, but only to put a small amount of distance between it and the holding cells.

Rivka stood with slumped shoulders and stared at the deck.

Tyler appeared. “What happened? What went wrong?”

“Not now, Doc,” Red warned.

Tyler nodded, face grim as he took Rivka to his small curtained area near the Pod-doc. Rivka shook off his hand. “See to Groenwyn. I need to go to the bridge.”

“You need to put this blanket on and stay right here. You’re in shock. I don’t know what happened, but this is the worst I’ve ever seen you.”

Rivka tried to pull free of his grip a second time, but he held firm. “Please,” he pleaded. She reluctantly sat down.

Sahved carried Groenwyn in his arms. Tyler directed him to put her into the Pod-doc.

After she was secured, the doc helped Rivka up, and she joined him at the control panel. “I’m increasing the blood flow to her brain while adding a mild sedative. She needs to sleep, and so do you.”

“No time to sleep. Need to do damage control.”

“Total cluster?” he offered.

“One hundred percent my doing. I’m going to lose my job.”

“Then let’s see what we can do to relieve some of that pressure.”

Rivka started to walk away, but he stopped her. “Hang on.” He dug into a bag he kept under the Pod-doc console, a medical bag, and pulled out a syringe. “Let me give you something.”

“My nanos will render it inert.”

“If I make it strong enough, it’ll last for as long as I need it.”

Rivka shook her head.

“I insist.” He held out the syringe. “Right now, and then you can go about your business.”

She held out her arm while looking at the hatch, the escape from the cargo bay.

He didn’t bother swabbing the injection site; the nanos would fight off any infection. He plunged the syringe into her arm and delivered thirty CCs. Rivka tried to take a step, but her leg wouldn’t move. She fought the feeling that threatened to overwhelm her as she glared at the doc. “What’d you give me?”

“It’ll wear off in five minutes, but that’ll be enough to take the edge off your emotional low. Relax now and let it work. Five minutes, Rivka. That’s all I’m prescribing.”

She started to fall. He caught her and eased her to the deck. His newfound strength came in handy. It wasn’t that new. He’d been working out for months and had had an extra two Pod-doc treatments for the express purpose of making a greater contribution to the team.

“Doc?” Red wondered.

“She needs a short break.”

“She’s going to be mad.”

“I don’t think so. She’s headed for a state of deep depression. She blames herself for what happened. What did happen?”

“She wanted to touch some perps, but they were packed in there so tightly, no one could move. Then the guards abandoned us, leaving us in the yard. Then all hell broke loose. They slaughtered the prisoners, Doc. Everyone that didn’t make it into the trees. A few did. Rivka feels responsible for that.”

“There’s probably a hundred reasons why it isn’t her fault.”

Red shook his head. “It only takes one reason to make it her fault. We forced our way in. We forced them to override their own safety procedures. It’s our fault.”

“Admit nothing,” Sahved advised. “That prison should not have been packed well beyond capacity. The problems were caused by being grossly overcrowded. We needed to conduct interviews as part of the investigation. The Lewbamarians gave us no alternative.”

Red pointed at the Yemilorian. “What he said! I’ve never been in a prison where they abdicated responsibility for controlling the inmates.”

“Rivka needs to hear that when she wakes up,” Tyler replied. “She needs to be pulled out of her vortex of doom. The farther she falls into it, the harder it will be to extract her.”

The two agreed. They kneeled next to the Magistrate and waited.

Tyler returned to the Pod-doc to check on Groenwyn’s progress. The nanos were doing what they were programmed to. He turned back to check on Rivka. That was when he noticed the blood. Both Red and Lindy had been hit in areas outside their torso armor. Red’s shoulder and arms. Lindy’s leg. Their ballistic protection was trashed from the number of impacts.

“They tried to shoot you?”

“No try to it, Doc,” Red replied. “They shot us.”

“Does that make sense? You were no threat.”

“We just broke out the entire prison population. Maybe they thought we did it on purpose.”

“Didn’t you?” Tyler pressed.

Red shrugged. “We broke out to save our own lives. The inmates took advantage of the opportunity, and those bastard guards shot all of them and us.” Red stretched his shoulder.

“Why would they shoot all of them?” Sahved asked like he knew the answer. Red rolled his finger for Sahved to continue. “Can’t interview dead witnesses.”

Could the answer be that simple?

“We should put you in the Pod-doc next,” Tyler suggested.

Red replied, “I don’t think so. My body will take care of it.” Lindy moved next to him and wrapped her arm around his waist. “Same with Lindy.”

Wings fluttered as Dery flew into the cargo bay. Red held out his arm to give his son a place to land.

Nooo! Floyd cried as she ran in, staying close to Dery. The wombat ran around in circles, distraught from the scent of blood from multiple crew members and Groenwyn in the Pod-doc.

“Settle down,” Tyler stated. “Everyone will be okay.”

Floyd’s sides heaved with her panting. She continued to cry because no one was there to soothe her.

Rivka involuntarily jerked as she fought her way back to consciousness.

Dery hopped off his father’s arm and glided to the deck to stand next to Rivka. She blinked slowly at first, then more rapidly as she came to. She sat up. Tyler avoided standing too close. She looked for him, but he hid.

Please, was all Dery had to say.

Rivka fixed her gaze on the boy.

They stayed that way for a few long seconds before she held her arms up. Red and Lindy helped her to her feet.

“They set us up to fail and took away your ability to conduct any interviews,” Red began.

She nodded with a smile before leaning down to pick up the boy. “Thanks, Dery.” She handed him to Red. “Come on, Lindy. We have an Albion to talk to.”

In the corridor, Lindy asked, “What did Dery tell you?”

“All of it,” Rivka replied mysteriously. “I’m not okay, but I will be.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You don’t need to, only that your boy is a precious gift. I still need to think about things, but I feel like my mind isn’t scattered. I have a way ahead that doesn’t involve self-destruction.”

“We need you, Magistrate,” Lindy offered.

“I know. I need you, too.” When they reached the bridge, Rivka asked for the captain’s chair. “C, get me Ahsooleyman. Then set course for Colay.”


CHAPTER NINE



Wyatt Earp, above Crystal City, Planet Lewbamar in the Barrier Nebula

The Albion appeared, looking extremely pleased with himself.

“I heard,” he stated before Rivka could start the conversation.

“What did you hear?”

“That you helped facilitate the escape of the entire prison population,” he replied.

“That’s an interesting take. We didn’t facilitate anything. In our efforts to save our own lives, we escaped the prison, releasing a few inmates. But the majority of them were mowed down by the guards. When I thought about it, it seemed like an execution, but fortunately, I was able to conduct enough interviews that I found additional evidence to support an investigative theory of ours.”

He ignored her revelation. “Their deaths are on your head, Magistrate, but we can be convinced not to report it to the Federation for a little consideration. You can leave Lewbamar. You have all the information you need to close your investigation.”

“I’m sorry, but I do not. And the Federation will find out about this because I’m going to tell them.”

The smile faded from his face. “Then we’ll be obligated to submit our report, complete with video and audio. You will not come out of this unscathed.” He ended by shaking a finger at the screen.

“Don’t threaten me, Mister Ahsooleyman. You seem to have one way of doing business—compromise and extort. I’m not playing that game. I’ll get my report in first. Good luck with your future, Mister Ahsooleyman, as limited as it’s going to be.”

Rivka cut the connection. “Get me Grainger double-quick.”

The screen showed the inky blackness of night.

“Don’t tell me,” Grainger mumbled from the darkness.

“Might as well tell you now. Written report to follow, but I need to stay in front of this.”

The light popped on. A pillow crease across Grainger’s face suggested he’d been sound asleep. “What?”

“I needed to interview the new prisoners, and the people in charge on Lewbamar set it up so either we were killed or our witnesses. As it was, they fired on the prisoners and us, killing most of the prisoners. We sustained some injuries, none of them life-threatening.”

“You have my attention. How sure are you that they tried to have you killed?”

“Less than fifty percent. I think they were counting on exactly what happened. My witnesses were murdered, but I was able to touch enough of them to see that at least three of them had been manipulated.”

“By that corporation?” Grainger asked. He’d forgotten the name.

“Rising Sun Industries is the corporation, but the one giving the orders was Lewbamarian. I now need to find that person, but the first order of business is to confront Malpace Frenzik, the chairman of Rising Sun. Oh, they already tried to blackmail me. They bury the incident at the holding cells, and I give them a clean bill of legal health.”

“You don’t sound like you’re going to clear them.”

“Probably not. Don’t have the smoking gun. Yet, that is.”

“Did your actions facilitate the demise of the prisoners, and were they being held in accordance with planetary law?”

“You ask the hardest questions, but you are astute. They did, and yes, they were.”

“We’re going to have to conduct a separate investigation, Rivka. We can’t interfere with a planet’s internal law if they don’t run afoul of Federation law.”

Rivka deflated. “I understand.” She did. Although Dery had convinced her that her choices had been predestined, she remained unsure of how well they would stand up to scrutiny. The more she thought about it, the more she was convinced she had walked into a trap. She should have known better.

Recriminations would accompany her until she knew the full truth, but she had a job to do. How many more would have to suffer before she could set things right? That meant removing Rising Sun from any leadership positions.

“Next stop, Colay. Get us off this planet,” Rivka ordered.

Wyatt Earp, in Orbit, Planet Colay in the Barrier Nebula

Wyatt Earp maintained its distance from the Albion ship Rising Sun.

“Do they know we’re here?” Rivka asked.

“No doubt about that, Magistrate. They’ve been painting us with a proximity detection radar since we arrived,” Clodagh replied. She bounced her baby girl as she paced around the bridge. Rivka sat in the captain’s chair, studying Frenzik’s ship on the main screen.

“Let me talk with them.”

Clevarious made the connection.

“Captain Pender Gastik speaking. Move your ship to a safe distance.”

“Magistrate Rivka Anoa. My ship assures me we are at a safe distance. I would like to speak with Malpace Frenzik.”

“He’s not available. He’s preparing to go to the planet's surface.”

“I can accompany him,” Rivka offered. “We can even give him a ride to the planet's surface. Please connect me with him.”

“No.” The reply was curt, but it wasn’t final.

A new voice came on. “Rivka, Malpace here. My people protect me and my time. I shall give Captain Gastik a token of my appreciation for his stalwart defense.”

“Magistrate Anoa, please.”

“How about we don’t?” Frenzik replied. “But we can say we did. Gate technology is a wondrous thing. It has connected the planets of the Barrier Nebula in a way we never thought possible. We have the Federation to thank for that. I noticed that you weren’t constrained by the physical Gate. Do you have technology that allows you to create a virtual Gate?”

“You already know the answer to that. I suspect you already know the answers to any question you ask. You could have been a lawyer in a different time.”

“But I am a lawyer, one hat among many that I wear. You have an interesting technique, Rivka. Our ambassador talked about your ability to read minds. Although I have nothing to hide, I embrace the Federation’s policy of probable cause. You don’t get to dig around in my mind unbidden. There will never be a time where you will be invited for a visit, so no, I won’t be accompanying you, and you will never be allowed within arm’s reach of me.”

“No matter.” Rivka shrugged. “We’re collecting evidence as we go. We’ve uncovered a great deal of duplicity already. That was a nice touch, offering a doctored communique before your people were under oath. Lie, lie, and lie some more. Understand that all my interviews are in the course of an investigation.”

“What about all the people you killed at the prison?” he asked.

Of course, he would have heard. That debacle would haunt Rivka for a long time to come. Her actions weren’t the cause, but they were the catalyst.

“The inhumane conditions due to overpopulation didn’t seem to figure in your crime reduction strategy.”

“’Humane.’ Isn’t it interesting how humans try to impress their cultural limitations on everyone else? We are different, all the sentient races. What’s good for one isn’t necessarily good for the other.”

“’Humane’ is the word that applies whether Lewbamarian or Albion or any other race. It is a universal term for decent treatment of those in the government’s charge. All sentences are for life, yet your company helped to pack the prison beyond an acceptable capacity. Well beyond.”

“You can see in the contract that wasn’t my issue, Rivka. That fell to the Lewbamarians. Our liability ended the second the criminals were apprehended. I’ll take my leave now. It was nice chatting. We’ll have to do it again someday. Next time, contact my assistant to arrange the meeting.”

Rivka had let Malpace think he controlled the conversation. Before he signed off, she said two words, “Subpoena inbound,” and cut the line.

She stared at the screen. A shuttle from the planet’s surface was making its way to the Rising Sun.

“Clodagh, we’ll escort that shuttle to the surface, and we’ll intercept Frenzik on the ground. Clevarious, send a subpoena relating to the misinformation shared by Rising Sun Industries in response to our earlier inquiries. That dissembling is indicative of a corporate culture of cheating and lying. Corporate cultures are established at the very top of the chain. That’s Malpace Frenzik. Send it with a request for an in-person interview at my earliest convenience.”

Tyler leaned against the hatch. Rivka stopped on her way to the cargo bay to check on her people. “Burying yourself in work until you find the time to address the elephant?”

She crooked a finger for him to follow but smiled pleasantly. She wasn’t angry. He was right.

Once alone in the corridor, he made to speak, but she stopped him with a raised finger. “That’s what I’m going to do. The situation was more out of my control than I understood, but that didn’t mean it hadn’t been manipulated by Rising Sun Industries. Have you ever seen anything like that?”

Despite Rivka wanting to avoid the issue at present, she couldn’t.

He shook his head. “I wasn’t there. I wish I had been.”

“No, you don’t. The prisoners were little more than animals. Their minds held little in the way of intelligent thought. Find some Lewbamarian blood and test it. If they were doping the inmates, that could be a violation of Federation law.”

“The Pod-doc already collected some. Groenwyn had a lot on her. I’ll have it analyzed.”

Rivka nodded. She put her hand on Tyler’s shoulder.

The dentist smiled. “I think Red already requested Clevarious make him another knife.”

“Good thing we didn’t have railguns,” Rivka grumbled. The relative threat from the weapons that were taken by the inmates didn’t make her feel any better, even though it could have been worse. “I’ll be okay. I need to commune with Dery some more.”

“He’s a few months old.”

“With all the knowledge of the faeries. He’s mostly grown. He won’t get too much bigger.”

“Why do you think that?” Tyler asked.

“He told me.”

Tyler chuckled and shook his head. “Of course, he did. What else did he tell you?”

Rivka tapped her nose with her index finger. “Just between us.” Wrinkles played at the corner of her eyes, and the sparkle returned for a moment before fading. “I think I’ll lie down for a little. Wake me when we arrive and are ready to confront ol’ Malpace. Check on everyone for me, would you? Groenwyn and Dennicron, Red and Lindy.”

“I’ll get right on that. Get some rest. You look like hell.”

“Leave it to Man Candy, you silver-tongued devil!” Red blurted from down the corridor. He supported Lindy through her slight but noticeable limp. “But I gotta give it to you; you’re honest, even if it won’t help you get laid.”

Tyler’s hand shot up, but he restrained himself before he gave Red the finger. “Is that what your whole world revolves around, Master Vered?” he asked smoothly.

“Well…”

Lindy elbowed him in the ribs.

“Not all of it,” he conceded. “Magistrate, how about we don’t do anything like that again? My official report will be simple. ‘That sucked.’”

“Grainger confirmed there will be an internal investigation, so you’ll get a chance to say your piece.”

“They’re going to investigate you?” Red and Lindy stopped and blocked the corridor.

“It’s not as bad as it sounds. We need a third party to help improve procedures. We probably should have demanded the prison officials bring them to us one at a time. That they would have refused is immaterial. I never gave them the chance to fail me.”

“Whatever you need us to say, Magistrate…”

Rivka waved her hand. “I need you to tell the truth. No lies, Red, Lindy. Answer the questions with facts. It’ll be straightforward. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to take a short nap. You guys, if you’re up for it, when we hit the planet, full gear, max firepower, and bring Cole, too. Frenzik needs to know that I’m not putting up with his bullshit.”

“We’ll both be ready,” Lindy growled. They turned sideways to let Rivka pass. Tyler went the other way toward Engineering, where he would check on Dennicron.


CHAPTER TEN



Bacaville, Planet Colay in the Barrier Nebula

“We’re here,” Tyler announced.

Rivka felt like she had just closed her eyes. “How long have I been asleep?”

“Twenty minutes.”

“That explains it.” She sat up and ruffled her hair. “Coffee.”

He handed her the cup. It was not too hot that she couldn’t chug it, even though with her nanos, she could tolerate coffee at its just-brewed temperature with no lasting damage to her soft tissue. She slugged the cup and handed it back. She straightened her hair and stood, blinking her way to consciousness.

“Malpace Frenzik. Circumstances surrounding underlings lying on his behalf to mislead my investigation. What did he know, and when did he know it?”

“Dennicron is in the reboot process. I guess the SCAMPs back themselves up before each deployment just to make sure, but that wasn’t needed. The short was related to a reconfiguration she made to heighten her sexual pleasure,” Tyler explained.

Rivka froze. “You gotta be shitting me.”

Tyler shook his head. “I have no words.” He grimaced before continuing. “Groenwyn is hurting. The flood of emotions overwhelmed her. As a burgeoning empath, she is too sensitive without sufficient armor to protect her.”

Rivka contemplated Groenwyn’s vulnerability. She needed to talk to the boy, but she wasn’t sure he was better off. His training had been extensive so far but was incomplete. She threw on her Magistrate’s jacket and left her quarters. In the corridor, she found Red and Lindy in full kit, railguns held casually across their chests.

Rivka smiled. “That’s more like it.”

“Did he get on your wrong side?” Red asked.

“One should never be thought of as being on the wrong side just because he exercised his rights under the law. But yeah, he didn’t have to insist on calling me Rivka. He has no right to do that. He’s not my favorite, but he’s not on the wrong side. Not yet, anyway.”

Chaz and Sahved waited for them.

Lauton sat with Groenwyn while Dery hovered nearby.

Cole stood by the ramp in his powered combat armor, ready to deploy.

Wyatt Earp touched down, and the ramp descended.

“Going ashore, people. Game faces,” Rivka called. She headed to the front, but Red held her back. He stood before her, blocking her view. Once the ramp touched the pavement, Cole pounded out and dodged to the right. Red went straight ahead. Lindy walked right behind the Magistrate. With Malpace Frenzik, the bodyguards would take no chances.

They had convinced each other that the prison riot had been more than an opportunity for the guards to murder potential witnesses. It had been an attempt on Rivka’s life. They decided not to mention it to her. If they convinced her, she would take it out on Frenzik.

Not that they didn’t want to see Frenzik get his, but Rivka was already under the microscope. They vowed not to let her do anything that could be questioned.

Bodyguards executing their duties in a way Rivka needed but had not asked for.

The group lined up outside the shuttle. The outer hatch retracted into the ship. Two Albions emerged first. Frenzik was nowhere in sight.

“Chairman Frenzik will speak to you, but you are not to touch him or get closer to him than two meters.”

“Of course.” Rivka tried to look past the two Albions, but they were large even for the oversized species. Tyler jogged out of Wyatt Earp, carrying a portable table and two chairs. He set them up in the open area between the heavy frigate and the shuttle. Rivka retreated to the chair on the Wyatt Earp side and sat down, then crossed her arms and waited.

One of the Albion guards leaned inside the shuttle’s hatch and spoke in hushed tones.

Malpace Frenzik appeared and followed the two guards to his seat. He moved it back another meter and squatted to sit down. “The smaller races have no concern for our comfort. I am grossly disappointed that you don’t have something more accommodating. It must be tough being small and insignificant.”

The chairman was skilled at avoiding direct questions. Derail the conversation. Distract the other party. Dominate the conversation.

“Mr. Frenzik, your assistant Ahsooleyman showed me a doctored message supposedly from you to Potentate Frillbut.”

“Supposedly from me. I know nothing of such a message.”

“Frillbut begged for more time,” Rivka replied.

“Simply a negotiating technique. I’m sure you know that apparent pressure in regard to a time constraint is no relief from the offer and acceptance elements of a contract. Frillbut did not have to sign the contract. Are you finished now?”

“We’ve only just started.” Rivka leaned back. “A number of prisoners were paid to commit crimes.”

The Albion shrugged. “What does that have to do with me?”

“We’ll track down the paymaster. I suspect the money used to pay these petty criminals will have come from Rising Sun Industries.”

“You can suspect all you want, but do you have proof? And do you have certified witness statements from these prisoners? I heard that there was a terrible tragedy caused by you that resulted in many unnecessary deaths, all on your shoulders.”

“Rising Sun created the conditions that forced the Lewbamarians to contract with Rising Sun. Elegant. My compliments.”

Frenzik stared at her. He gave nothing away with his perfect poker face. She wished she could touch him, but her secret was out. She was denied her advantage.

She’d have to do it the old-fashioned way.

“No matter. The evidence is out there. What are you doing here on Colay?”

“I’m sure that’s none of your business.”

“Sahved, contact the government and tell them I’ve put a freeze on all new contracts for a process review.”

“You tread on dangerous ground, Rivka.”

“Is that a threat? Do I need to toss you in my brig for a couple days?”

The Albion smiled. “A simple statement of fact. Colay does their own thing.” He pointed at a waiting vehicle with a company logo.

Not the government.

Contact the Colay Mining Corporation and suggest they not sign a contract with Rising Sun Industries until my team has had a chance to review it. And by “my team,” I mean you, Chaz.

Chaz returned to the ship. I’ll take care of it.

“Where were we? Yes, a mandatory Federation review of major contracts. I’m not a fan of the company store, Mr. Frenzik. Not a fan at all.”

“I don’t understand.” Frenzik feigned disinterest.

“Perpetual debt. It’s a way to retain indentured servants that is not legal. Lend them money that they can never pay back. It becomes a vicious cycle of more and more work. I cannot let you establish a company store on all the planets of the Barrier Nebula.”

“The Federation no longer allows interstellar business? That was the biggest selling point for the planets of the Barrier Nebula. With the Gates, we now become inter-reliant. Honestly, Rivka, what does the Federation want?”

Rivka stared back, attempting to let her silence add pressure, but Frenzik was too savvy for that. He stared back until he checked the time. “I really need to get going. By now, your people should have determined that Rising Sun Industries is the majority owner of Colay Mining Corporation, along with a few other major businesses on this planet. We have work to do if we’re to improve our cash flow. You see, Rivka, we saved these companies from going under. We saved Crystal City from a horrific crime wave. We’re the good guys. More jobs. More prosperity. What more could the people on these planets ask for?

“You’ll answer freedom. I’ll tell you they have it. They are free to go somewhere else. To be unemployed, even. It’s their choice. It’s okay, Rivka, say my name. It’ll be common soon enough.” He smiled pleasantly before roaring, “Say my name!”

Rivka remained still while he stood and walked to the waiting ground vehicle.

Is that right? They own Colay mining? Rivka asked.

It is, Magistrate, Chaz confirmed. They own Colay Mining and the smelter and four production companies. They are leveraging raw materials into their own factories to put competitors out of business.

This is why there are antitrust laws on most planets, Rivka replied.

But not in the Barrier Nebula. It appears they’ve never had one company so dominant before.

Frenzik entered the vehicle and departed.

The Colay race was insectoid, looking like bipedal cockroaches without wings. Rivka had yet to meet them.

“Arrange a meeting with the planetary leadership. Although what Rising Sun is doing might not be illegal, it should be. I want to talk to them about why there are antitrust laws on most civilized planets.”

Rivka stood so Tyler could collect the table and chairs.

“Thanks for setting those up. It helped. Otherwise, I would have paced.”

“I want you to be successful,” he replied. “That’s a simple thing. I’m going to study up on Albion physiology, just in case there’s a run-in.”

“I hate that we have to think that way, but you’re right. These guys seem to love their physical size compared to the other races. They are loomers. They like looming over others.”

“I can take them,” Red growled. “They’ve never met anyone like me.”

“Or me,” Lindy added.

“I hope it doesn’t come to that, but I know you’re ready. You train hard.” She twirled her finger. “Back to the ship. We need to research more. How many other companies does Rising Sun own? They are making their move, but what is their endgame?”

“Monopoly. Dominance. You heard him. ‘Say my name!’ What a douchebag,” Red replied.

Sahved raised his finger. Rivka nodded to acknowledge him. “Red is right,” he said without looking at anyone.

“Did it hurt you to say that?” Red asked, earning himself a push from his wife.

Sahved nodded. “It did. I am hopelessly honest.”

“And there it is. We all agree. He’s a douchebag.”

Rivka laughed before turning serious as the group went up the ramp and into the cargo bay. Red and Lindy faced the shuttle and the spaceport. “We need to do better. We should have known about their ownership interests before we landed. We should know everything about Mr. Say My Name before next I talk with him.”

Chaz waited at the top of the ramp. “Dennicron will be along shortly. She has been restored.”

Rivka made a fist, and the SI held his out. She punched his knuckles since the SCAMPs were exploring that as a trendy new greeting. Rivka didn’t think it would catch on, but she played along.

“Magistrate,” Chaz started. Sahved leaned close. “What crimes are we exploring?”

Rivka stared at the deck. “I wish I knew. Everything is circumstantial, and the contracts are aboveboard. Unethical, mind you, but not criminal, and barely on the edge of a civil claim. I can’t believe the coincidence of killing the prisoners I wanted to talk with. I know there was something untoward going on, but I can’t prove it.”

“Did you get a look at the one who made the payments?” Sahved asked.

“No. It was a dark figure. Definitely a Lewbamarian.”

“Back to Square One.” Sahved twirled his fingers. “I’m going to review everything we have so far.”

He walked away with Chaz by his side. The ramp thumped closed. Red and Lindy finally turned around.

“I can take him,” Red confirmed.

Rivka smiled. “If only it were that easy.”

“It worked with the miners on Rorke’s Drift.” Red stood tall with his head thrown back.

“If I remember correctly, you got your ass kicked by a cyborg made mostly of titanium.”

“Besides that. I walked away; he didn’t.”

“Thank you for returning his nose.”

Red winced. “I can’t believe I held that nasty thing in my hand. A metal nose. Who would have thought that? Regardless, I won.”

“You did,” Rivka conceded. “Put your gear up. Next stop will be the Colay government. We don’t need to put on a show of force for them.”

The bodyguards excused themselves and left Rivka and Tyler in the cargo bay with Cole, who was securing his combat suit in the overhead. Once that was done, he waved and hurried out.

“What did the Pod-doc have to say?”

“The blood of the Lewbamarians didn’t show anything, but there were maximum amounts of adrenaline, which could have easily been produced naturally. I’m sure yours was elevated too during that engagement.”

“How do they feed the inmates? It was a single mass of bodies, and there were only two places they could go—the pens and the yard.” Rivka groaned. “What a nightmare.”

Images of the free-for-all flooded into her mind. Her fault. Her career! People were counting on her, and she was failing them. She hung her head. “I’m so tired.”

“I’m not sure you should return to work,” Tyler mused.

“I can’t take time off,” Rivka shot back.

“Are you going to ignore your fatigue? Your nanos should fight off a certain amount. The fact that you’re tired suggests something else is going on. Something in your mind.”

Rivka smirked. “I’m worried about my job, and that means I’m worried about all of you, too. I’ve put the lives we live in jeopardy.”

“You haven’t. There’s no one else like you. I ask again, are you going to ignore how tired you are?”

“It’s the only healthy thing to do,” she replied.

“That’s the opposite of healthy. I’m going to remove you temporarily from active duty.”

“You’re going to do what?” A volcanic fire burned behind her eyes. She clenched her fists.

“Suspend your duties until competent authority says you can return because I care about you, and I care about all of us. You are off your game. I know what happened, but I wasn’t there. I can only think it was far worse than the details you all shared. Groenwyn is little better than a basket case, even after extensive Pod-doc treatment. Both of you met with Dery, but it seems that you’ve only grown more sensitive, not less.”

Rivka glanced at the hatch like Dery would appear as if summoned. “He has a way with touching feelings. You might be right, though; he’s making me more sensitive. I’m not sure that’s a good thing.”

“Is he helping?”

“For the moment, yes. Raising awareness will maybe keep us from stepping in it next time, but for now, no one has reconciled themselves with the trauma. Well, besides Red and Lindy. Those two…”

Rivka took Tyler’s hand. “So, I’m off-duty. What will I do with myself?” She winked at him.

“Don’t make me drug you into a coma.”

“You are the stodgiest of the stodgy.”

“Sex is a coping mechanism. You’ll get none and like it!”

Rivka turned dour. “What if I like none too much?”

“Let’s not start with the crazy talk. I’m leaning more and more toward drugging you.”

“I’ll be in my quarters.” She tossed a hip as she turned and sashayed away.

Her movements did not marry up with how she felt—another coping mechanism. A tear escaped the corner of her eye. She clenched her jaw and fought the raw emotion. “Ask Dery to come see me.”

“Of course.”

Tyler watched her go, helpless to do more than give her time and space without the burden of the job.

“Maybe you won’t win this one, Rivka,” he called after her.


CHAPTER ELEVEN



Bacaville, Planet Colay in the Barrier Nebula

“Oh, so very muchly not good. It is the greatest not good I can think of. Maximum, ultimate not goodness,” Sahved lamented.

“I’m not going. You, Chaz, and Lindy. Talk with the government about the problems associated with monopolies. Simple as that. And see if we can stop the tidal wave of Rising Sun takeovers. It is the opposite of not good.” Rivka stared at Sahved. “It is good.”

Sahved rolled his eyes and spun his fingers.

“No problem,” Chaz said in Jack Nicholson’s voice.

“What in the hell is that?” Rivka asked.

“Variety is the spice of life, yes? If we accept this as fact, then all that follows requires variety. I am trying different voices, depending on the situation.”

“That’s creepy as fuck,” Rivka stated.

“I like it,” Red offered. “Do it again.”

“No!” Rivka hammered her fist into her palm before she deflated.

Red glared at Sahved. The Yemilorian nodded. “We will take care of it, Magistrate.”

“Lindy will go with them. I’ll stay here with you.”

“I’m fine. It’s better to have you with our people.” Rivka pointed at the door of her quarters.

“It’s better for me to do what I was hired for, and that’s to protect you. I’m staying here, and you can’t change that.”

“Doesn’t seem like I’m in control of very much at all. Go with the flow, or so Dery tells me.”

Red threw his head back and roared with laughter. “That’s my boy! Three months old and taking over the universe.”

“You suck.” Rivka flexed her fingers and raised her hologrid, but the boy flew in, so she didn’t insert herself into the middle of the grid. She waited to see if Dery spoke. He didn’t always, but when he did, she listened closely since his words were usually profound but not straightforward.

We are swept forward in the river of time, Dery offered.

“Beware the rocks,” Rivka replied.

Be wary but move forward.

“I’m trying, Dery,” Rivka replied. “But the rocks are treacherous, and I’ve been caught up on them. I’m not going anywhere.”

Dery landed on his father’s arm, and they touched foreheads. “That’s my boy!” Red cupped the side of Dery’s face with his big hand.

Cast yourself in and trust the water.

Dery lifted off Red’s arm. He flitted through the door and disappeared into the corridor.

“I only heard half the conversation,” Red admitted.

“Dery wants me to cast myself into the water and go with the flow.”

“Didn’t he already tell you that once?”

Rivka nodded. “Something to that effect, yes.”

“Why are you making him tell you the same thing twice?”

Rivka was taken aback. “It’s not my intent to make him repeat himself. It’s just, he’s kind of ethereal in his advice.”

“Ethereal. I’m sure that’s it.” Red fussed with the food processor. “Do you want anything?”

“Coffee.”

“Doc said no coffee. How about a nice hot chocolate?”

“Why are you listening to him? I want coffee with half and half, or better yet, a café mocha!”

Red removed a cup from the processor and took a drink. “That’s good.” He saluted Rivka with a frothy beer and upended it. He replaced the cup and punched more buttons.

“Am I going to get anything?”

“You want a beer?” Red asked. He removed the cup when it was finished and sipped from it.

“Get out of the way, you big lug.” She pushed her way to the processor and ordered a café mocha to spite the doctor and Red. “How can you reconcile yourself with that nightmare at the prison?”

“I don’t think of it as a nightmare. A sad and sorry group of people rioted. We were caught in their riot. We did what we had to to get away. No remorse. No recriminations. That place was a powder keg. It took nothing to light the fuse. Did you see the looks on their faces as they were running to get outside? Hope and despair bundled together. It wasn’t us, Magistrate. It was the fuzzy little Lewbamarians who look like teddy bears but are as barbaric as cavemen.”

“Push the responsibility on them?”

“Isn’t it theirs? We’ve interviewed prisoners before, and they didn’t riot because individuals couldn’t be separated out. What happened was insane.” Red sipped his beer.

“You’re smarter than you act.”

“At least you recognize it’s an act. People ignore me if they think I’m just muscles.” He flexed a massive bicep. “They ignore me at their peril. Back to the prison. They got my weapons, and I could feel like a failure, but you know what? I was protecting you, and I was fresh out of hands. Something had to give. They took my weapons, which were little to no threat to us. It was an easy tradeoff, Magistrate.”

“I wish I could get that straight in my head,” Rivka lamented. “It’s not that easy for me.”

“It should be.” Red headed for the corridor. “I’ll be in the gym. Lock this door behind me. Call if you need anything. I can ask Dery to return if you’d like.”

Rivka nodded and followed Red to the door. After he left, she shut and locked it. For once, she was alone. No animals. No boyfriend. No intrusions. She needed to think, but first, she needed to sleep. She dumped out her mocha without taking a sip. She replaced it with a beer and slugged that. Red had been right. It was good.

A gentle knock signaled Dery’s arrival. When Rivka opened the door, a wombat, cat, and a tiny dog ran in.

“Oh, no. I’ll never get any sleep with them in here,” Rivka wailed.

Floyd ignored the jibe and rubbed against Rivka’s leg. Tiny Man Titan barked once, but a look from Dery silenced him. Wenceslaus headed straight for the bed, jumped, and curled up on Tyler’s pillow.

Rivka turned her attention to the boy.

Sleep, was all he said.

“I thought you’d be more profound,” Rivka replied.

He fluttered around the room. Tiny Man Titan ran under him, jumping and trying to nip the boy’s feet.

Dery pointed at the door, and Titan ran out. The boy flew out after him.

“That’s it?” Rivka wondered, but he was already gone. She closed and locked the door. Floyd joined Wenceslaus on the bed.

She crawled in quickly to claim her space. She found the two snoring animals comforting. “You’ve been in bed for five seconds, and you’re already asleep? Oh, to be you.”

Hope and despair. The inmates’ competing emotions fought for primacy. She pushed those thoughts into the deep recesses of her mind and found enough peace to join Floyd and Wenceslaus in a deep sleep.

Planetary Hive, Bacaville, Planet Colay in the Barrier Nebula

Sahved walked at Chaz’s side. The blocky building had tall and wide doorways to accommodate the Colay since they walked on all their legs close to the ground as readily as upright on two in humanoid fashion.

Lindy followed the two inside, where they didn’t have to look for the location of the head offices. Chaz had already downloaded the plans and knew that the more important the person, the farther underground they worked.

Very much like the bugs they’d evolved from.

There was no elevator, just a wide-open circular passage sloping up and down, half stairs and half a smooth ramp. Although human feet would slip on it, the Colay’s feet would hold steady. There was a center column that also served a purpose for those in a hurry going up or down. A Colay raced past them on the column. Sahved leaned over the opening and touched the surface.

“Feels like smooth marble.”

“A death sentence if we tried to cling to it,” Lindy offered.

Chaz continued downward without speculation or commentary. He’d been in charge of a group before, but this time, it felt different. He had the lead where Rivka normally would have been. He wasn’t a diplomatic sort. He was still trying to sort out the nuances of coercion. Rivka exerted pressure when she had to, but most often, she was sufficiently convincing in her arguments to sway all but the perpetrators.

They had every reason to lie, but Rivka’s gift saw through their duplicity.

He had no such subroutine.

I’ll need you to tell me if you think they’re lying, Chaz said privately to Sahved.

I will do my best, but I don’t think this group is invested with Rising Sun. If not, then there should be no reason to prevaricate. We only need to speak to them about the danger of a monopoly.

Chaz agreed. That put his thoughts at ease and allowed him to focus on what he needed to do.

They followed a winding corridor through the bottom floor of the complex. Chaz made no missteps since he knew exactly where he was going.

They arrived ten minutes early for their appointment. There was nowhere to sit, but the floor was covered by a soft carpet. The Colay would have rested easily in its tender embrace. Chaz, Sahved, and Lindy stood. The receptionist didn’t bother offering them refreshments.

Sahved was happy that he didn’t have to put on a show by eating anything a race of cockroaches would think of as a delicacy.

When the time came, the queen stepped out on all of her legs. The trappings of office rested on her back. Chaz took a knee and bowed. Sahved and Lindy followed suit, but Lindy made sure she was pressed against the door to keep anyone from coming in behind them.

Clicks and shrieks preceded the translation chip’s interpretation of the Colay language. “Welcome to Colay. Please.” The queen reentered her office, which the team considered austere. A single desk with open slots instead of drawers had a padded plank raised to and over it for the queen to lie on while she worked. The computers didn’t have two-dimensional screens. They showed a texture that could be more easily interpreted by multi-faceted eyes.

Chaz was fascinated by the technology, but now was not the time to explore it, and the queen was probably the wrong one to ask.

“We’re here to discuss Rising Sun Industries and their practices that would violate antitrust laws in most other parts of the Federation,” Chaz started. “It appears that Rising Sun Industries is following a template they’ve successfully used elsewhere to take over Colay assets. They are going to make life difficult for your people.”

“The mining and production sector. We have little interest in managing those processes ourselves. We see their engagement as an outside investment in Colay’s success. You’re not xenophobic, are you?”

Sahved looked behind him. “I don’t think so. We’re all aliens here.”

Clicks preceded the translation of the calm words spoken by the queen. “We appreciate what they are doing for us. We are already seeing improved prosperity. We will not give more to them unwittingly. Is that all?”

“It is. Thank you. We will stay in touch.” A scent filled the room, odd and earthy.

“We are unable to replicate scents, but we can appreciate your kindness.”

The queen bowed her head, and the trio once again took a knee before her. They left on their own as the queen returned to work.

Sahved nodded at the receptionist on the way out.

“I’m not sure the Magistrate will be happy with our progress,” Sahved remarked.

“She committed to providing oversight. I’ll have to review their laws to see what they might implement to reclaim ownership. And what does the appeals process look like?” Chaz replied. “It depends on how aggressive Rising Sun is in dominating the marketplace.”

“But monopolies aren’t illegal here,” Sahved countered.

Chaz continued walking, but his gait was mechanical as if he’d set his system’s autopilot so he could continue his analysis. While they climbed the steps, he spoke. “I have to go back to the Magistrate’s very first statement regarding this case. Why are we here?”

“To see if a crime has been committed,” Sahved offered.

“When does that happen? The crime has always been committed by the time the Magistrate gets involved. Why here?”

“Malpace Frenzik is charismatic but distinctly unlikeable. He comes across as one who will not stop until he is in charge of everything.”

Chaz continued his automaton routine across the first floor and out the door. “I had not come to that conclusion, but I can see that it makes sense. Illegal or not, it should be, and that is the premise under which we act. I suggest it is a slippery slope. We are not the ones to make the law.”

“I know, Chaz. I am uncomfortable too, but not the most uncomfortable I’ve ever been. That was in the prison. That was most unpleasant, and I am convinced that Rising Sun Industries exacerbated the situation. I think we need to continue that line of inquiry.”

“Do we let the planets fail before they come begging for help?” Chaz suggested.

Sahved didn’t have an answer. They continued walking to a nearby park, where the invisible Wyatt Earp waited.


CHAPTER TWELVE



Wyatt Earp, in Orbit, Planet Colay in the Barrier Nebula

“What’s next?” Red asked while eating an emergency ration bar. The others sat around the conference table.

“We wait,” Chaz said. “The Magistrate is sleeping. We’ll ask her after she awakens.”

“Don’t make me fight you,” Tyler said from the corridor. “She’s not returning to work until I clear her, so you might as well proceed with the investigation on the assumption that she’s not available.”

“Incoming call from Grainger. I’ll reroute it here,” Clevarious offered.

“Go ahead,” Chaz said.

Dennicron leaned in. She was up to speed. The Singularity had improved their processes for reestablishing an SI’s integration with a SCAMP body. The bad news was that they’d learned through practice because Chaz and Dennicron had had problems not foreseen in the original design.

They were the extreme. Chrysanthemum, the chief of Federation Station 11, was more of what the designers had intended for daily engagement.

Grainger’s face appeared three-dimensionally in the holographic display above the conference table.

“Where’s Rivka?” he asked.

“She is currently on mandated bed rest. Doctor’s orders,” Tyler replied.

“Looking after the mental health of the team is important for long-term success,” Grainger agreed. “Prognosis?”

“She’ll be fine after she gets enough rest.”

“We’re managing this investigation in the meantime, although we are having a hard time finding a case,” Chaz admitted. “On the face of it, prima facie, there is no case or controversy.”

Sahved snapped his eyeballs to the SI. It wasn’t what he would have told Grainger.

“Keep digging. I feel there’s something there.”

“Is our time and Rivka’s health worth sacrificing on a fishing expedition?”

“Now you sound like a lawyer!” Grainger cheered. “Welcome to the team. Federation planets need to maintain their individual right to rule their people. This incursion by Rising Sun Industries threatens to upset the world-leadership dynamic that makes the Federation stronger. We would normally send an ambassador, and we will in time. You are putting them on notice, even if you don’t find anything. For this issue, you are ambassadors for the Federation. I guess I could have made that clearer.”

Sahved threw his hands up and shook his head.

“You have an issue with that, Sahved?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Grainger. I did not mean to make my confusion on our purpose so clear. Please excuse my outburst.” Sahved bowed his head to Grainger’s image.

“Since I have you guys all pissed off, the investigator from our office will arrive at Lewbamar later today. A four-legged Yollin lawyer. He’s tenacious and will get to the truth.”

“FUCK THAT GUY!” Red bellowed.

“Who said that?” Grainger’s image looked around, but Red was in the corridor.

“I did.” Red stepped into the room. “Tenacious. This motherfucker is going to come here to tear Rivka down and second-guess everything she did from the safety of his pansy-ass office. Tenacious! That’s a word internal affairs types use for someone with a vendetta.”

“Calm down.” Grainger’s fingers twitched as if he wanted to throttle someone. Red was already giving him the finger. He hated it when people told him to calm down. “All I meant was that he’ll get to the truth.”

“I’m gonna fight him,” Red declared.

“You are not going to fight him.” Grainger pointed a finger at him. “Hey, I hired you!”

Red huffed and crossed his arms. “I’m going to fight him.”

“Chaz, Dennicron, Sahved, and all the rest of you. Please cooperate with the investigation. Kag’Mar is protecting the sanctity of this office. We are under the ambassadors’ microscopes and have to be aboveboard at all times. They are watching us.”

“Bullshit!” Red shouted. “They are watching Rivka. Those fuckers from Delegor and Foromme will continue to stir up shit. We should go back there and root them all out.”

“They were very popular with their people, but that’s beside the point.”

“If you sacrifice Rivka on the altar of expediency, I’ll fight you, too.” Red glared at Grainger’s image.

“We will not sacrifice Rivka. Convince Kag’Mar, and he’ll be your undying champion. Any questions?”

“Does he have an itinerary yet?” Chaz asked.

“First visit will be to the prison. Establish a baseline and work backward from that.”

“We’ll be ready for his visit,” Chaz confirmed.

“We have to do this,” Grainger pressed. “And I don’t want anyone to fight with Kag’Mar. He’s not your enemy. He’s an advocate just like Rivka.”

“That’s some major league lawyer bullshit,” Red grumbled but not loud enough for Grainger to hear.

Grainger continued. “I know that you are all fanatically loyal to Rivka. Tell the truth. The best thing you can do to protect her is to advise her wisely and be the friends that you’ve grown to be. Keep everyone doing the right thing.”

“Family,” Red announced loudly. “We’re family. My son? He’s flying around here somewhere, and one of his aunts or uncles is watching over him. Same with Alanna. Same with Ankh…I mean Ambassador Ankh and Ambassador Erasmus. You want a neutral party, maybe ask Ankh to investigate. He’s also an ambassador.”

All eyes turned to Grainger.

“That’s an interesting proposition. Neutral? Although he runs the embassy on Rivka’s ship, I think his neutrality might be called to question in regard to All Guns Blazing and frequent deliveries to Wyatt Earp of significant quantities of food.”

Chaz and Dennicron maintained their even expressions. The others looked away.

Red snapped his fingers. “The little guy loves AGB, and he’d feel guilty eating it without us.”

“You and I both know Ankh would never feel guilty,” Grainger replied. “No. It’ll be Kag’Mar. Be cool, and Red, please don’t fight him.”

“I’ll take it under advisement,” the big bodyguard growled.

Grainger cut the signal without another word.

“I won’t let him hurt Rivka,” Red snarled.

“None of us will,” Tyler confirmed. Chaz and Dennicron stared. Tyler stared back. “That means none of us.”

“We will protect the sanctity of this office and this investigation. We were there. Rivka did nothing wrong.”

“Then we won’t have any problems with Kag’Mar.” Red wasn’t convinced. He’d never fought a four-legged Yollin before but was sure he could take him. He had no doubt he’d have to fight him. It was the Yollin way. It was also Red’s way.

He had sworn to protect Rivka at all costs.

Chaz spoke aloud for everyone’s benefit. “Set course for Lewbamar, best possible speed. Cloak and head directly to the prison. We will wait there.”

“Now you’re talking, Chaz.” Red gave him two thumbs-up. He looked down the corridor. Rivka’s door was still closed. She was out of action, and that was when she needed him the most.

Wyatt Earp, Hovering above the Crystal City Holding Cells, Planet Lewbamar in the Barrier Nebula

The crew filled the bridge and watched the screen, waiting for the investigator’s arrival.

“Can we go with him?” Red asked.

“I will offer to accompany him,” Chaz stated.

“We all want to go,” Red responded. The others nodded vigorously.

“Not you,” Chaz replied. “You made your feelings abundantly clear. We can’t give the impression of trying to influence the investigation, not through disinformation or intimidation.”

“Impression of trying to influence…” Red repeated. “We can influence it as long as we don’t look like we’re doing that. Check.”

“Because we won’t be doing it. You heard Grainger. We have to protect the sanctity of the office.”

“Not if it jeopardizes Rivka in any way. Where would you be without her? I’ll start. I’d be dead. There was a price on my head, and only one person took that seriously and did something about it. Lindy would be waiting tables. Clodagh would be the chief engineer on War Axe, but their policies regarding fraternization aren’t as liberal as Rivka’s. The only reason she and Cole are together is that Rivka brought them here. Sahved. Third deputy undersecretary to a pack of morons who had no respect for you. You’d still be there. Dead end.

“Sentient Intelligence. None of you would have any rights if it weren’t for Rivka. Groenwyn? You’d be in jail for what you did on your home station and the issue with the spa. You would not be free. Lauton, wherever she is, head of a planet that specialized in money laundering. Not her fault, but others wouldn’t have seen it that way. Rivka protected your innocence. Our pilots. Where would you be? I don’t even know, but not here, not gallivanting around the universe, a boyfriend in every port.”

At their look, he held up his hands.

“Just making a point,” he continued. “All of us. Alanna, Dery, and the Rorke’s Drift children who were born on Wyatt Earp, and if it hadn’t been for Rivka, we wouldn’t have a heavy frigate to call home. This ship is way bigger than she rates, but it’s for all of us. The truth is, you’re here because Rivka saw something in all of you and protected you even when you hadn’t earned it. Just like me. You’re the only family I have. Don’t fuck that up. Anyone causes her problems, you’ll deal with me.”

Red wasn’t one to stand on a soapbox and spill his guts, but this was his time to pay part of a bill that could never be paid.

He worked his way through the crowd without making eye contact. He felt like crying but would never let the others see him.

Dery flew into his face, and he reacted by bending backward. The boy landed on his chest, almost toppling Red.

He straightened with great effort, holding the boy in his arm. “Hi, big man. Who are you helping today?”

Dad, the boy replied.

“Me? I’m solid as a continent. Maybe talk to Rivka? We could really use her.” Red looked deeply into the boy’s eyes.

Peace.

“Peace through superior firepower,” Red replied.

Peace.

“He’s coming to give Rivka a hard time. I can’t have that, little man.”

The boy returned his look.

“Oh, jeez,” Red blurted. “It’s like getting kicked in the ‘nads.”

Peace.

“Can’t you get him to think peaceful thoughts? Tenacious. He’s coming here to prove himself. If he were a neutral party looking to find the truth, then I wouldn’t be so hard on him.”

Dery kept his gaze focused on his father.

“Fine, little man. Unless he gives me no choice.”

No.

Red hugged his son and rushed for his quarters. He didn’t want the others to see him. He felt helpless and torn. He pushed through the door and slammed it behind him. He hugged Dery close but fought the tears. He wouldn’t let go. He couldn’t.

The fight was coming, and he was ill-equipped for this one.
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“He’s here,” Clodagh announced.

“Take us down,” Chaz ordered. “Sahved and I will meet Kag’Mar.”

Red didn’t glare at them. He was trying to listen to his son. He didn’t want to fail the boy, but he couldn’t fail Rivka, either.

“I should go, too,” Groenwyn offered in a small voice.

“No need. This isn’t about who was there but about those who are investigators. We will be able to provide insight, and although Dennicron and I recorded everything from that day, Dennicron’s recording was destroyed with the short. She has no memory of what happened at the prison.”

“Thank you.” Groenwyn looked pale. Lauton was keeping her upright.

“When will you need my analysis of the finances?” Lauton asked.

“As soon as it’s ready. Give it to Dennicron if we’re not back.”

“It’s not ready. I have a way to go.”

Chaz made his perplexed face. “Then what are you doing out here?”

The red-skinned woman pointed at Groenwyn. Chaz motioned toward their quarters. “Rivka isn’t the only one who needs to heal.” Lauton stuck her tongue out at Chaz but conceded and guided Groenwyn toward their cabin.

“Right!” Chaz declared. He headed for the airlock as Wyatt Earp descended. Still cloaked, the ship drew no unwanted attention. A shuttle approached the small landing pad a short distance from the front entrance.

Wyatt Earp settled on the other side. Chaz punched the button and the side hatch opened, then the ramp deployed to touch the soft grass growing outside of the prison.

Only outside. Nothing grew within its confines.

The shuttle landed and opened its door. A single figure walked out. Four legs, a centaur but not. The Yollin had a carapace on its upper body, with mandibles on both sides of a wide mouth. Kag’Mar walked with confidence.

Chaz and Sahved intercepted him before he reached the front door.

“Can I assume you are Chaz and Sahved? None of the others are here?” He hadn’t seen them depart Wyatt Earp.

“Just us. We were the investigators on scene. We’ll answer your questions based on what you see at this facility,” Chaz replied smoothly.

Better, Sahved sent. The truth is a relative beast based on the question asked.

You sound like Rivka, but she is wise. It’s okay to sound like her.

“My name is Kag’Mar. I’m here on behalf of the High Chancellor’s office to investigate the incident being referred to as ‘the Crystal City Holding Cells Massacre.’”

Chaz and Sahved remained between Kag’Mar and the entrance. He looked past them and then back at them, implying that they were holding him up.

“There’s power in names. There’s power in attachments. Calling it a massacre and saying that you are investigating Magistrate Rivka Anoa in accordance with it presupposes a guilt that the Magistrate should not be besmirched with. Innocent until proven guilty. Have you already made your decision?” Chaz pressed.

“Of course not. I have a lot of questions to be answered first. But your point is valid. We need no unnecessary implications. We shall call it the…” He hesitated. “What would you recommend?”

Chaz smiled. “Thank you for asking. Just call it the investigation into the Crystal City Holding Cells. Simpler is better. The only incontrovertible fact so far is that this is the Crystal City Holding Cells.”

“And you were both there. That is a fact as well, by your own admission.”

“We acknowledge that your investigation has already started. Shall we?” Chaz stepped aside and gestured at the door. The Yollin passed the two. Chaz and Sahved fell in behind him.

Once inside, they walked up to the desk officer, where Kag’Mar introduced himself.

Sahved nudged Chaz and pointed at the door leading to the interior of the cell block. It stood open and unguarded.

The Yollin waited for the administrator to acknowledge him.

When he finally looked up, he flinched at the sight of mandibles, but then his eyes found Chaz and Sahved. “You!” He pointed at them while his mouth worked wordlessly.

“I’d like to review the events from two days past as part of Federation oversight. This means interviews,” Kag’Mar explained, “and review of any physical materials you might have related to the riot.”

Sahved nodded approvingly.

“Go on in. The staff has nothing to do since all the prisoners died.” He stabbed a thumb over his shoulder and returned to his terminal.

Sahved cautiously took a step toward the doorway, but Kag’Mar wasn’t finished with the desk officer. “What do you mean they’re all dead?”

“They’re dead. They fought the guards and got themselves killed,” he explained impatiently. “Anything else?”

“Security footage from your video surveillance, please.”

“We don’t have any of that. No cameras back there.” He gestured with his head toward the pens.

“I’ll be back,” Kag’Mar warned. He pointed for Chaz and Sahved to go inside. Once there, he stopped them. “On the Magistrate’s report, she most specifically stated that a number of the prisoners surrendered to the guards. Video footage taken by Wyatt Earp supported those statements.”

“I have my video recordings, too, from my perspective on the ground. Unfortunately, we lost Dennicron’s when she shorted upon impact with the electric fence.”

“You have video?”

“Of course. I am a sentient intelligence residing within a self-contained artificial mobility platform, a SCAMP. I am a citizen of the Singularity.”

“I see. Apparently, I wasn’t told everything so my opinion wouldn’t be unduly influenced. I’ll need that recording as soon as you can send it. If I might ask, why wasn’t it included in the original report?”

“I was unavailable. Dennicron is my partner, and she was injured. One hundred percent of my focus was on assessing the damage and making the repairs. That took nearly eighteen hours. We are lucky to be co-located with Ambassadors Ankh and Erasmus. Their assistance was critical in bringing Dennicron back online so quickly.”

“I look forward to meeting her.” Kag’Mar studied Chaz’s features far more closely than he had earlier.

“The video has been forwarded,” Chaz confirmed.

“Extraordinary. I would love to have an SI in our office. You would make us better.”

Chaz beamed. They continued to a catwalk from which they could look down on the pens. Not a single Lewbamarian remained. The door to the stairway stood open. They descended the stairs.

Kag’Mar turned left and walked toward the pens. Chaz and Sahved had not gone that way previously. The last time they were there, they had been led outside.

Sahved coughed at the smell. Even the Yollin was not immune to it. He took a couple steps into the pen before signaling that he’d seen enough.

“All of their prisoners were in this one space?”

“All of them. They ate, slept, and relieved themselves right there,” Chaz replied.

“How many would you say were here?”

Chaz didn’t have to guess. His systems had counted them. “The exact number was five hundred and fifteen.”

“In that one space? That’s not quite up to Federation standard. Even Jhiordaan treats prisoners a hundred times better than that.”

Sahved held his tongue. Despite their appearance, the Lewbamarians had a barbaric streak that was nearly unrivaled.

They proceeded down the corridor and outside and found that the fence had not been repaired following the break. The ground was stained with Lewbamarian blood.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN



The Yard, Crystal City Holding Cells, Planet Lewbamar in the Barrier Nebula

“Can you explain where you were and what happened, please? I’ve read the report, but I’d like to visualize it as seen through your eyes,” Kag’Mar requested.

Sahved moved to where he had stood. Chaz took his position and pointed out exactly where each member of the team had been, emphasizing that the focus had been on Rivka and her ability to see into the prisoners’ minds.

“And she has to touch them to gain that insight. I understand.” Kag’Mar looked closely at the ground while Chaz and Sahved waited.

“It happened rather quickly. They turned all the prisoners loose at once. The inmates ran down that corridor,” Chaz pointed, “and into the yard as fast as they could go. They turned on us the instant we tried to slow them down so the Magistrate could process what she saw in their minds. They were passing too quickly.”

“How did she do it?” Kag’Mar leaned close.

Chaz demonstrated. “She touched them on their shoulders as they passed. She kept shouting the same question. “Who was paid to commit crimes?”

“That’s all she needs to do?”

“It brings the memory, and if I understand correctly, the emotions to the surface where she can most easily see them. You’ll have to ask her since anything you get from me about it would be hearsay.”

The Yollin raised his hand. He wasn’t going to press the issue.

“And once the Lewbamarians attacked you, you made a run for it.”

“Returning the way we’d come wasn’t going to work. The corridor was filled with prisoners. There was no swimming against that tide.” Chaz was proud of his usage of idiomatic expressions.

“The guards provided no support? No oversight?”

“They showed us out here and returned up the staircase, locking us in.”

“What was this line of inquiry that led Rivka here? In her report, she stated that after the arrests, the criminals were complaining about not getting paid.”

“Exactly that. We heard it from the potentate, and yes, he has every reason to lie, but the Magistrate saw things in the minds of some prisoners that confirmed it. But the one who paid them was a Lewbamarian. They weren’t directly paid by Rising Sun, only through an intermediary if that link holds up to scrutiny. We’re examining financial records for Crystal City as well as the records for Rising Sun Industries.”

The Yollin nodded. “After you were attacked by the prisoners, what did you do?”

Chaz ran toward the fence and vaulted through. “I did that to breach the fence to allow our people to get out. The Lewbamarians tried to follow, but in their haste, they weren’t as cognizant of the electrified fence.”

“Is it still active?”

Chaz gripped it. “No. It is powered down.”

The Yollin squeezed through the gap, but despite the calm of the moment and being deliberate, he touched the fence on both sides. “Your people ran through here with an angry mob following?”

“No,” Sahved interjected. “The mob wasn’t angry; they sought freedom. Conditions were so harsh in here that they were willing to die for this one chance to escape. They didn’t care about us. They only wanted to reach the other side of the fence.”

“Where the green grass grows despite the chill,” Kag’Mar intoned as if reading poetry.

They led him around the perimeter to where they had to pull Dennicron free.

Kag’Mar had to grab the fence and stretch it aside to get back into the enclosed compound known as the yard. He shivered, but not from the cold Lewbamarian air.

They returned inside and to the second floor, where they found the guard break room half-filled. They could find no other guards.

Kag’Mar held his credentials before him. “Kag’Mar from the Federation.” He stretched and clicked his mandibles. Sometimes witnesses needed a show of force to tell what they knew. “Who was working two days ago during the prisoner escape?”

They all raised their hands.

“Why did you kill all the prisoners?” he asked abruptly.

“They were trying to escape,” a gruff voice replied. The owner stood. His fur was shot through with gray, and a scar ran over the top of his head.

“The escape attempt was stalled by the ship. I have images showing the prisoners prostrate in the yard.”

He flicked a hand. “After the ship left, they tried to escape.”

“The bloodstains I just observed were centered in the yard, exactly where the prisoners were when Wyatt Earp departed with the Magistrate and her crew. Help me understand how this could be.”

“Don’t know. It was ugly. They were escaping. That’s punishable by death,” the guard said. “It’s not my problem.”

“Who ordered the guards to shoot the prisoners?”

“Ordered? It’s a standing order. The general alarm sounded, which means there’s a prison break in progress. We don’t tolerate that. The penalty is death.”

“Even if they weren’t breaking out,” Kag’Mar pressed.

“They were all breaking out.”

Sahved stood with his mouth open and his head cocked to one side. “Who sounded the alarm since it was ringing before we broke through the fence?”

The guards shrugged. “Not us.”

On the wall was a switch labeled Alarm. “What’s that?” Kag’Mar pointed.

“The alarm, but none of us switched it on,” the guard claimed.

“Where else can the alarm be turned on?”

“Desk Officer. Warden. That’s about it.”

“Both locations are outside the pens.”

“The warden can see the yard from his office. Next level up.”

“Thank you for your cooperation,” Kag’Mar said. The guards had cooperated without motivation and been slightly hostile, but they had answered his questions.

The Yollin quickly walked off the catwalk and went back to the area outside the cell area.

He stopped by the desk officer. “Which way to the warden’s office, please?”

“He’s not here.”

The group waited for more information, but nothing was forthcoming.

Kag’Mar took control. “Where can we find him? We are at a critical stage of our investigation, and I need to talk with him right now.”

“He’s not here. What else can I say?”

“You can tell me where he is; that’s what you can say. We will go to him. Tell me.”

“Government compound. Meeting with Mr. Ahsooleyman.”

“Unsurprisingly,” Chaz commented. “We can take Wyatt Earp.”

Kag’Mar followed Chaz and Sahved out of the building. The side hatch appeared out of thin air, and the ramp descended.

“Your ship is invisible?” Kag’Mar stated.

“Barrister,” Sahved started, “stating the obvious?”

“Isn’t that what lawyers are good at?”

“I’m still learning, but it seems so.” Sahved smiled at the Yollin.

Red waited inside the airlock. He was dressed for combat.

Chaz moved in front of Kag’Mar. “Stand down, Red. He’s on our side.”

“How’d you come to that conclusion?” Red growled.

“The second we saw that they had killed all the prisoners. There are no inmates left.”

Red’s posture changed, and his face fell. “I don’t exactly like the Lewbamarians, but I’m pretty sure those poor souls didn’t deserve to die. All of them? We left a shitload in the yard on their faces.”

“Looked like they killed them all right where we last saw them,” Sahved replied.

“That’s the most fucked-up thing I’ve ever heard. Is that legal? Isn’t that genocide or something?” Red suggested.

“It’s not, actually.” Chaz continued into the airlock. “Under the Lewbamarian legal system, once incarcerated, the individuals are subject to the sentence terms, which can be carried out at the state’s discretion.”

“And all sentences are terminal,” Kag’Mar added while Red cleared the airlock by entering the ship.

“Every crime is a capital crime,” Chaz confirmed. “It might be the most extreme legal system in the Federation. Surprising that they’d have a crime wave after this penalty was in effect. It is understandable that such an extreme sentence would be implemented in response to a crime wave but not before. The pendulum swing, as flesh and blood actions and reactions could be described.”

Once Sahved was inside, he punched the button and secured the hatch.

“Nice ship,” Kag’Mar stated. He didn’t hold out his hand to Red, who blocked the corridor to the bridge. The two faced off.

Chaz tried to get Red’s attention. “I said, he’s on our side.”

“I’m Rivka’s bodyguard.”

“Isn’t that pleasant?” Kag’Mar replied, easing closer to the human until they were nearly carapace to chest.

“No fighting!” Chaz bellowed.

Dery came upon the group from behind, flew past them, and landed on Kag’Mar’s back. Red’s features softened.

“Hey, what’s going on back there?” Kag’Mar twisted around to see the part-faerie looking at him. “What are you?”

Der’ayd’nil, the boy replied. Peace.

“Yes, of course. I’m Kag’Mar, a Yollin. We tend not to shy away from weak attempts at physical intimidation.”

“That’s my son, jagoff,” Red growled.

“Yes, I noticed the resemblance,” Kag’Mar replied smoothly. He faced Red.

Then he offered his hand.

Red took it, and the test of wills began. They gripped. Red grinned, although his lip sporadically twitched. The Yollin’s mandibles clicked with his efforts.

“Smart boy.” Kag’Mar grunted again.

“Good thing he doesn’t take after me,” Red replied, straining to make the words sound normal.

Dery fluttered between the two, then continued toward the bridge. Red and Kag’Mar held each other’s eyes, bodies straining with their efforts.

“Shall we?” Kag’Mar offered.

“You first.”

“After you. I insist.”

Lindy came up behind them and shouted, “Don’t make me shove a bistok prod up your horses’ asses!”

The Yollin snorted. “The mother, I presume?”

Red started to laugh and let go of the Yollin’s hand. “You presume correctly.” He gestured with his head while rubbing the feeling back into his hand, and the group started moving. Red turned tour guide for his new friend, describing the ship and its spaces as they passed.

They stopped at the conference room. The Yollin squeezed in and stood off to the side. “My first complaint,” he intoned. “A non-Yollin friendly ship. You need to upgrade.”

“We rescued the ship from Skaine raiders,” Red quipped. “It has been upgraded rather significantly with the improvement to the smell alone.”

“Skaines? You guys get around, don’t you?”

“Then there was the time we went to a little planet called Benitus Seven. Ever hear of the Skrima? No, it’s because our man Ankh helped prevent a rift from getting blown open or something like that. There were some technical details I couldn’t quite follow. Well, all of the technical details.”

“I have neither heard of Benitus Seven nor the Screamers, but I don’t usually leave Yoll. That’s where my business is.” He looked at Red. “I have no agenda except to make sure the office of the High Chancellor is beyond reproach. That means the Magistrates have to be beyond reproach. From what I’ve seen, Magistrate Anoa was set up either to be killed in a horrible accident or kill all the witnesses. In either case, there’s a vein of darkness that runs deep under the skin of Crystal City.”

“Skrima,” Chaz corrected. “But your eloquence is masterful.”

Kag’Mar looked around the room. “I still need to conduct my investigation, which means I need to interview all of you privately, one by one, and I ask that you not talk with each other in between.”

“Aren’t we on our way to intercept the warden and talk to him?”

Kag’Mar blinked rapidly. “Yes. Let’s do that first.”

Red frowned. He wasn’t as confident in the Yollin lawyer’s abilities as he had been a minute earlier. “Gear up, people. Let’s go see the Asshole Man and his lackey.” Red walked off without waiting for a reply.

He ran into Dery in the corridor.

“I’m sorry, little man.”

Rivka, Dery replied. She is ready.

Red turned around and ran into Sahved. “Gangway, coming through!” He hurried past the group and around the Yollin to get to Rivka’s quarters. He tapped a knuckle gently on the door.

Rivka opened it instantly. She was dressed and in her Magistrate’s jacket. Floyd came bouncing out and raced down the corridor like a bowling ball heading for the pins. They both watched as she hit Lauton and Groenwyn from behind, taking them down. They bounced off the Yollin’s rump on their way to the deck. Kag’Mar staggered and grabbed Dennicron for support. She held firm and stopped the cascade failure in its tracks.

Red turned his attention back to the Magistrate. “Are you okay?”

“Dery said I should go with you. I rested more than usual. We should probably go before Tyler sees me…”

“Too late,” the ship’s doctor replied. “I haven’t released you yet.”

“But you will, and there’s no time like the present.” She smiled warmly. After a quick kiss, she left him behind to walk down the corridor side-by-side with Red.

“It’s not supposed to work that way,” Tyler called after her. He shook his head and gave up. This wasn’t an issue he wanted to fight her on, and she looked remarkably better. “Fine!”

Red pointed at the Yollin helping Groenwyn and Lauton up while Floyd raced back and forth under his belly. “Our investigator, Kag’Mar. Not a total jag. He sees the Lewbamarian failures. I don’t think he’s found anything that might fault you or the team.”

Rivka nodded, observing Kag’Mar.

“We’re off to find the warden. He’s supposedly with the Albions.”

“By ‘with,’ you mean he’s working for them? When did that happen?”

“By with, I mean he’s physically at Asshole Man’s office, reporting on something or other. Oh! You missed the biggest news. The prison is empty. They killed all the prisoners. Every last one of them.”

“Even those who escaped into the woods?”

Red stopped. “No one said anything about them, and none of us asked.”

“We can ask the warden,” Rivka offered, slapping Red on the back. They reached the group. “Kag’Mar, I’m Rivka Anoa. Pleased to meet you.” She worked her way to where they could shake hands, but he declined.

“Nothing personal. Let’s keep our thoughts to ourselves, shall we?”

Rivka shrugged one shoulder. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know. We have no secrets here. Grainger told us to cooperate, so that’s what we’ll do. How do you find the crew so far?”

“They are congenial and fanatically loyal, almost cult-like.”

“Now, now. You don’t need to use emotionally charged words with me. They are indeed as loyal to me as I am to them. It’s the synergy that keeps us moving in lockstep, a well-oiled machine, as it may be, although with frictionless bearings. I guess that’s not really a saying anyone modern uses.”

“Will there be All Guns Blazing later? I’ve heard stories about how you’re able to get deliveries.”

Wyatt Earp touched down. “We are inside the governmental compound,” Clevarious broadcast through the ship.

“All ashore who’s going ashore. I’ll be joining you,” Rivka stated.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Kag’Mar replied.

“It’s still my investigation. You are investigating me unless you’ve been reassigned as the lead on this case. Have you?”

“I have not.” Kag’Mar clicked his mandibles and stared.

“Then you watch me. I’ll handle the questions.”

“Are you planning to use your special technique?”

“Planning? Interesting turn of phrase. We shall see, won’t we?” Rivka almost patted his back but stopped before touching him. “Red, Lindy, Sahved, and Chaz, with me.”

“And me?” Dennicron asked.

“Was your memory of the prison restored? Oh, and glad to see you’re up and about.”

Dennicron smiled. “I am back but have no memory from when I left the ship until I woke up in the embassy.”

The Embassy of the Singularity, also known as Wyatt Earp’s engineering section.

“Then you stay behind. We already have a lot of people.”

“I remember it all,” Groenwyn told her.

“And it wasn’t our fault. I’m going to lean on the warden to see what he knows. You don’t need to come. Stay here and keep working with Lauton on the finances, even if your only role is to get her fizzy drinks and snacks. Maybe talk with Ankh about an AGB delivery?”

Groenwyn forced a smile. “Will do. Thanks, Magistrate.” She and Lauton ambled away.

Red made a face and shook his head. They’d shown up at the meeting of their own accord. No one had invited them.

Loyalty, Rivka thought. All hands on deck to defend her honor. Kag’Mar would have his hands full interviewing them, and Rivka had no problem with that. Cult. There was no penalty for leaving. There was an indoctrination. There was a shared belief in Justice. They worked for each other. They worked for the Federation.

Kag’Mar would see that. Probably already had. He was attempting to get under their skin to see if they would break under pressure.

There was nothing to break.

Rivka wanted to touch Kag’Mar and get into his mind, but she didn’t dare. She had to trust that Grainger wouldn’t send an investigator with an agenda.

Still, his presence and demeanor made her angry.

She’d have to get over it. She had an investigation to conduct. Would Rising Sun Industries survive her inquiries and judgment or not?

The jury was still out.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN



Crystal City Governmental Compound, Planet Lewbamar

Red led the way to the potentate’s office, now occupied by Ahsooleyman in his role of overseer of Crystal City.

They passed an old, pudgy Lewbamarian on the way. Red thought he looked familiar and waved to get Chaz’s attention. He recognized him from a picture on the wall of the holding cells.

“Warden,” Chaz greeted the Lewbamarian.

The elderly male tried to hurry his steps, but Lindy blocked him. Rivka eased up to him and waved her credentials in his face. “Magistrate Rivka Anoa, but you already knew that, didn’t you?”

He shrugged and backed up until he ran into the wall. Rivka moved close. He glanced at her hands.

“You’ve been briefed. Since you are a member of the law enforcement community, you’ll appreciate that I’m obligated to use all the tools at my command to get to the truth. Who ordered you not to cooperate with my investigation?”

Her hand shot out to grab his collar and keep him pinned against the wall.

An Albion. Belloward.

“Many of the new prisoners were paid to commit crimes, weren’t they? You were responsible for making sure they didn’t talk.”

He winced, knowing his thoughts had betrayed him.

Heavy footfalls pounded down the corridor toward them. Rivka didn’t bother to look. She had people who would hold them back. She trusted her people with her life.

The warden had been paid to silence the prisoners, and worse, he’d been paid to facilitate the crimes they’d committed. Who better to know the city’s less than reputable souls, even if they were never in his prison? He’d known them by their reputation with the prisoners, and for a few extra morsels in their dinner bowls, they’d told him who and where.

Rivka let go. The warden refused to meet her eyes.

“What’s going on here? I demand that you allow that individual to pass right now!” Ahsooleyman shouted, but Red held him off.

“Every crime on Lewbamar is punishable by death. The conspiracy you committed should be a death sentence by your own admission.”

“I never said a word,” he claimed weakly while continuing to stare at the floor.

“You and I both know that you don’t have to. You took orders from Belloward to stop my investigation. And for everyone’s edification, you also took credits to hire those criminals in the first place. You created the crime wave that put Rising Sun Industries in power. That means, contractually, that element is null and void. I’ll be removing Rising Sun from its position of authority over Crystal City.

“And you. What do I do with you?”

Rivka wrapped her hand around the warden’s throat.

Kag’Mar stepped in and seized her arm. She snapped at him, “What’s your agenda?”

He staggered back, but it was too late.

He wanted to be a Magistrate and learn from the best.

“Your technique for learning sucks, but it is very Yollin to be aggressive and confrontational. There’s no need for that.” Rivka said. She turned back to the warden, having not let go of his throat. “I need a written statement with a full confession. That will mitigate the life sentence I’ve given you.”

He finally looked up. Ahsooleyman was fuming.

“Red, throw him out.”

The Albion was big but not a fighter. He crouched in a wrestler’s stance. Red didn’t hesitate. He delivered an uppercut to the chin that shot the alien upright. Ahsooleyman wobbled for a moment before toppling over.

“I thought you’d be tougher than that,” Red told the unconscious body.

Rivka returned to the warden. “Who paid you to pay the Lewbamarians?”

“I don’t know,” he said, holding out his arm for Rivka to touch. “I never saw them, but it was an Albion.”

“That doesn’t sound very convincing.” Rivka glanced toward the scraping of a body being dragged along the carpet. “Stop.”

Red was heading toward a window to the outside. “You said to throw him out!”

She rolled her eyes and shook her head.

Red grumbled under his breath.

“I want to talk with him. Let’s see who was manipulating the warden.”

“That’s it!” the warden proclaimed, seeking a lifeline to protect himself. “I was being manipulated.”

“By your own greed. You took money, and I suspect you live a lavish lifestyle. Take the Mrs. on a grand vacation anywhere?”

His respite was short-lived. He sighed and returned to staring at the floor.

“I was misled,” he mumbled.

“I believe you,” Rivka replied. “Did they promise you that once they were in charge, you would be in the clear? You don’t need to answer that now. Put it in your written statement.”

Ahsooleyman stirred. Red looked for direction. He reared back and readied a fist.

“Stand him up. I’ll talk with him.”

Rivka nodded for Chaz to watch the warden. She sauntered up to Ahsooleyman. He was taller than Red and twice as wide as Rivka, but he had gone down with a single punch. “The bigger they are…”

Ahsooleyman rubbed his jaw. His eyes wouldn’t open more than halfway.

Rivka waited for him to gather his wits.

“You’ve been a bad boy, Mr. Ahsooleyman.”

His head lolled.

“How hard did you hit him?” Rivka asked.

“I thought he was tougher.” Red shrugged and surveyed the area. Only Lewbamarians were watching. No other Albions were in the area. “What about Belloward?”

“We’ll find him. Interplanetary crime. I doubt either this one or Frenzik will cover for him. They’ll hang him out to dry.” Rivka nudged Ahsooleyman. “You awake yet?”

He was well enough to glare at her.

“Who paid the warden?” Rivka held onto his arm. He tried to shrug away but couldn’t. It had been him. “Did Frenzik know?”

Ahsooleyman had made sure Frenzik didn’t know.

“But he had to!” Rivka snarled. “Ahsooleyman and Belloward are both going to Jhiordaan. Secure him and bring him with us. Chaz and Sahved, find Belloward.”

The two nodded and hurried away.

Rivka took a shortcut and gripped his arm afresh. “Where’s Belloward?”

The archives. Ahsooleyman pulled away before raising his hand in a balled fist and snarling. Red hit him with a piledriver blow to the side of his head. The Albion went down a second time.

Try the archives, she told Chaz. “Why are you just standing there and not writing down everything you know?”

“Glass jaw.” Red chuckled. He rolled him over and sat him upright, even though he was still unconscious. Red kneeled and dipped to get his shoulder into Ahsooleyman’s midsection, then pulled him onto his shoulder and grunted with the effort to stand. “Glass jaw but made of lead. This fucker is heavier than you, Magistrate.”

“Very funny.” She looked at the warden, who continued to cower against the wall. “Where’s my written statement?”

He held up his hands to show his helplessness.

“Bring him,” she ordered Kag’Mar. “We’re going back to the ship.”

The warden moaned.

“Would you stop?” She poked him in the chest with a finger. “Once your statement is done with sufficient detail that satisfies me, you’ll be free to go, but I’ll be keeping an eye on you. Mistreat another prisoner, and you’ll be in Jhiordaan alongside these two.” She pointed at Red, who was carrying Ahsooleyman. “Well, that one and Belloward.”

They headed for the elevator.

“We better tell the potentate that he has his office back, and not to be such an idiot this time,” Rivka muttered softly. Her team consisted of Red, who was carrying an Albion who made Red look tiny, Kag’Mar, who held the warden’s arm, and Lindy, who was providing security for them all. Rivka had to dig deeper into the assets available to her. Clevarious, please contact the potentate and have him meet me at my ship as soon as possible.

The ship’s still invisible, Magistrate, Clevarious replied.

De-invisible it, Rivka ordered quickly before correcting herself. Turn off the cloak. They know we’re here. And clear the corridors. We’re bringing two Albion prisoners for immediate transfer to the next prison ship going to Jhiordaan.

Clear the corridors. A new order Rivka had to give because that was where children and animals might be found now that Wyatt Earp had become a generational ship.

It took two elevators to get the team to the first floor. Rivka strolled out as if she owned the place, unlike the last time, where she had left in confusion due to the conflicting and, as it turned out, fake information she had been given.

She was back in control and had the answers she needed to move forward.

The only missing piece was Malpace Frenzik. Organizations didn’t become corrupt at lower levels if their leaders didn’t encourage it. What did Frenzik know, and when had he learned it?

It was the age-old white-collar-crime question.

The ones who were impacted the worst by Ahsooleyman’s and Belloward’s crimes were those in prison who had been put to death. Criminal conspiracy resulting in hundreds of deaths. Not the usual white-collar crime. Proving the conspiracy had involved the chairman of Rising Sun Industries would require digging deep into the corporation’s finances. They had everything as they related to Lewbamar but were missing the biggest piece of the corporate puzzle.

“We need to go to Albion,” Rivka stated.

“That’ll be fun,” Red joked. He had to turn his whole body to answer and almost lost his balance when he swung Ahsooleyman around.

“I know you’re being sarcastic. You don’t want to go into Rising Sun’s headquarters any more than I do, especially not if they are surging in wealth and power. Employees tend not to like government regulators who upset the apple cart.”

“Good thing we’re not regulators.”

“They won’t cooperate,” Rivka posited. “We’ll seize the data, and then we’ll take a closer look. I think this is what Grainger suspected—a growing monopoly led by a narcissist. I absolutely won’t allow another Nefas to get a foothold in this galaxy.”

They reached the ship after a brisk hike through the Crystal City chill. “Dump him in the brig and take that one to the conference room to prepare his statement. Clevarious, help him write it and then get a digital signature. I’ll review it before we kick him off my ship.”

Rivka continued to her quarters while Red dumped the Albion into the ship’s padded brig and Kag’Mar escorted the warden to the conference room.

“Magistrate,” the Yollin called while blocking the doorway to the conference room so the warden could work.

Rivka stopped and returned to him.

“I’m not part of your crew. I’m investigating an incident in which you took part.”

“And your point?”

“I shouldn’t be doing this. I need to conduct my investigation.”

“Sure, no problem. Lindy, can you come to the conference room, please?” Rivka spoke in a normal tone of voice. Kag’Mar looked up and down the corridor. Red was fighting with the Albion, who had roused and didn’t appreciate being locked up. A front kick sent him backward into the brig. Red secured the door and walked toward them.

Lindy came from the other direction. “I’ll do it,” Red said.

“I got it,” Lindy replied.

“Figure it out. I don’t care who watches this guy. Let me see his statement before he goes.”

“Of course,” Lindy said, raising her chin to her husband. Red surrendered. It wasn’t a fight he cared to engage in.

“I’ll catch a shower to get the Albion’s stench off me.” He winked and strolled past.

Lindy waved the Magistrate and Kag’Mar away.

“Anything else?” Rivka asked.

He shuffled his feet but didn’t move. She waited.

“You looked into my mind unbidden.” He raised his head to look at her.

“You grabbed me unbidden. You did that at your risk, knowing what I could do with that. Magistrates have zero time to pamper mass murderers, and that’s exactly what that creature in there is.”

“But you’re going to let him go.”

She smiled. “You know little of the ways of the wider galaxy. I’m letting him go, but I’m going to send a report on his activities to the potentate. I expect the warden will end up in that very same prison but on the wrong side of the bars. He will reap what he sowed. His crime was horrendous, but it wasn’t a Federation crime unless they asked for help in resolving it, which they did not. The alien interference on this planet? That becomes immediately important to the Federation.”

“We’re aliens.”

“Everyone who isn’t from Lewbamar is an alien here. How much we’re going to let them influence and subsequently take over for Lewbamarians is alien interference.”

Kag’Mar slowly nodded his understanding.

“Anything else?” Rivka asked.

“What did you see within my mind?”

“Topical thoughts. The clearest is based on the immediate question. Most everything else is buried. Let me ask you, do you think you could do this job?”

“To be honest…” he started, and Rivka interrupted him.

“Why would you be anything but honest with me? It was a fair question.”

“Just a saying. I have no intention of lying to you. I expect I would be quickly found out otherwise. In any case, I’m questioning my understanding of what it is you do. We have a glamorous view of a Magistrate swooping in and saving the day, not a daily fight with the locals and pushing the envelope of legality as a means to an end.”

His eyes pleaded with Rivka to tell him he was wrong, but she couldn’t do that.

“Welcome to the Magistrate channel. There is no sourcebook, no guidebook. We have the framework of the law, and we have the needs of the Federation. We balance those to do the best we can, but generally, we’re making it up as we go to help the average Joe live his or her life as they see fit.

“A solid legal foundation lets them do that. People know what they can count on. Their credits are going to be in the system come morning. They are safe on the streets, and their home is safe when they are away. Isn’t that as much as anyone could ask?”

“It’s what civilized society is based on. Disparate peoples living together under an agreed-to set of guidelines.” Kag’Mar leaned against the wall while his mandibles clicked with his running thoughts. “I see.”

“And judge-made law. That’s us. Like the recognition and awarding of individual rights to the evolved intelligences out there now gathered as a collective under the Singularity. High Chancellor Wyatt made that determination based on a case that I raised.”

He nodded. Everyone was aware of that since it had created some turmoil, although those who were against the law were considered to be slaveowners. They quickly backed down, but the seething continued below the surface.

“I have a lot to think about. I don’t know what questions I’ll ask you as part of my investigation, but I know what I need to ask Sahved and Groenwyn.”

“If you insist. I suggest the need for your investigation will be obviated by the statement of that individual in there.” Rivka pointed at the conference room.

“Yes, but I want to make sure no one can question the report’s findings. The Magistrate corps is under the microscope. Everything you do will be second-guessed for some time to come.”

Rivka understood. She waved and walked away. She called over her shoulder before she reached her quarters, “For the record, don’t touch me, and I won’t touch you.”

Kag’Mar watched her go. His report would be thorough, but she was right. She had been set up, and the warden’s statement would clear her. He wanted to include in his report that in spite of the circumstances, her team had acted appropriately in pursuit of the truth and responded with the greatest restraint.

He’d get that report written before questioning the crew. He’d seen what he needed to see.

“Hey!” Red bellowed down the corridor. “Is this case over? Are we calling it? Bettors want to know.”

Rivka poked her head into the corridor. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

“You’re not involved in the betting, so someone has to make sure it’s done right,” Red replied. “Is the case closed?”

“Not by a long shot, Red. Not until we know whether Malpace Frenzik is involved. Is he going to Jhiordaan with his underlings or not? That’s what inquiring minds want to know. Are they back with Belloward yet? I want to get out of here.”

Lindy pointed at the conference room.

“By all that’s holy, write faster!” Rivka shouted. Lindy looked into the room and chuckled at how easily the warden was flustered.

“Almost done,” she answered for the one in her charge.

A commotion around the bend of the corridor signaled Chaz’s and Sahved’s arrival. An Albion voice roared in agony.

“Does no one want to cooperate?” Rivka asked rhetorically.

Lindy made space while Red headed to the brig. The Yollin excused himself and moved through the airlock to the cargo bay. Chaz held both of Belloward’s arms behind his back. That led to most of the consternation since his arms had been dislocated from the shoulder sockets.

“Blowhard, you’ll join Asshole Man,” Red stated. He checked the monitor and spoke softly. “Move away from the door, or I’ll zap you with enough energy to boil water.”

The Albion delivered a series of hand gestures that Red didn’t recognize but suspected were rude. Ahsooleyman backed away but readied himself.

“Stay back,” Red called over his shoulder to Chaz. He unlocked the door, and it opened. Ahsooleyman rushed through the opening. Red tripped him, and he went face-first into the opposite wall. With an effort, Red lifted him, spun him around, and tossed him headfirst back into the brig.

Chaz raised Belloward’s arms, eliciting a pained yelp, before popping both back into their sockets. He pushed the Albion into the cell with his fellow conspirator. Red secured the door.

“Nicely done. Pop out those shoulders and then put them back in when you don’t need to control him anymore. I like it, Chaz. Playing dirty in the right way. It’s not torture at all.” Red looked around for Kag’Mar before lowering his head and hurrying away.

“Done!” came a triumphant cry from the conference room.

Rivka retreated into her quarters. “Clevarious, show me that statement. Once he’s off my ship, take us to Albion, best possible speed.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Wyatt Earp, in Orbit, Albion in the Barrier Nebula

Below, a verdant world rotated peacefully. Wisps of clouds suggested a gentle climate for a world of giants.

Rivka leaned through the hatch of the bridge.

“We are denied landing, Magistrate,” Clodagh announced. “I’ll stay on them. We’ll be planetside in thirty minutes no matter what.”

“Do what you have to.” Rivka wasn’t surprised. The Albions had exported leadership throughout the Barrier Nebula, but never before on the scale of Rising Sun Industries. In the end, it always came down to a matter of scale. No one noticed until an entire planet was swallowed by such an adventure.

As they saw with the Blokite, Tod Mackestray. He’d destroyed planets through blackmail, taken his riches, and moved on. Rising Sun had a longer engagement in mind.

But would it be legal?

“Chaz, Dennicron, Sahved…” The group huddled in the corridor. Kag’Mar stood behind them and listened in.

“If we find nothing linking Frenzik to the crimes on Lewbamar, what else has he done?”

“Lauton has shared preliminary numbers,” Dennicron reported. “It looks like they were able to write off what they spent on Lewbamar for a net loss. It’s hard to tell if Rising Sun is making a profit without more data, but the windfall would have come later this year after they funneled the entirety of Crystal City’s revenues through their company before reallocating the remaining funds to the government.”

“Do we have anything firm on how much they were going to strip out of Crystal City’s tax revenues?”

Dennicron shook her head in a smooth, human way. “They were nationalizing some of the industries and putting in controls over exports, but they only had a few days, and no real damage was done to the current cash flow.”

“Cash flow…” Rivka repeated slowly. “You mean, away from the private sector and to the government.”

“Every society needs a certain amount of public infrastructure. Lewbamar was underfunded, and that’s why public services were easily overwhelmed by what was statistically a rather minor crime wave. Roads and utilities and law enforcement all come at a cost, and now they have the opportunity for a robust interstellar trade, too. Also a governmental cost. They need to collect more revenue if they are to manage that, which in turn allows the businesses to increase their revenue. A good system is mutually supporting.”

“Is this team a good system?” Rivka asked. “I still don’t know what anyone here is getting paid, including me. Ankh knows, which is good in case I ever care enough to ask. So maybe I shouldn’t be the one to comment on economic systems. That’s why Lauton is on board. What does she say?”

Rivka leaned closer. She was fine with admitting her lack of knowledge on a subject. She surrounded herself with the smartest people and didn’t hesitate to ask.

“That Crystal City is on the verge of bankruptcy. They need to raise taxes if they are to survive. The question is, do they owe Rising Sun Industries anything?”

“Since Rising Sun created the conditions under which the contract came into being—that is, the rising crime rate—they cannot be allowed to profit from that. Not even the minimum of services rendered because ipso facto, those services should have never been needed. In my judgment, Crystal City owes Rising Sun Industries zero credits. I am declaring the entire two hundred and forty pages null and void.”

“That will ease a significant burden since they were setting money aside to pay the bill. Rising Sun had already transferred it. Shall the Singularity recover it?” Dennicron asked.

“Why, yes! Thank you for offering. Make that happen. I didn’t think the Singularity was out here.”

“All planets in the Federation touch the financial systems operated by our people.” Dennicron produced her best proud expression. It needed more work. “How do you think you get paid? Or any of us, or the cost of this ship?”

Rivka looked around to find all eyes on her. “Taxes?”

“It’s the only way governmental oversight can be funded. You cannot get a cut of seized assets since that incentivizes seizing assets. It could lead to corruption.”

Rivka dipped her head and stared at the deck. “Then this ship…”

“Seized by Colonel Christina Walton and the Bad Company, a private enterprise. You were gifted this on the condition the Federation would provide for its upkeep, but Ankh and the Singularity have paid for all upgrades as part of the testbed that is the heavy frigate.”

“What I hear you saying is that my crew and I are a total bargain!” Rivka perked up and gave a radiant smile.

“That’s what I heard,” Red added with a nod.

“You people have the strangest conversations,” Kag’Mar offered.

“Funds allocated for your ship have been diverted to salaries because you have the biggest crew, bigger than the assets attached directly to the High Chancellor’s office.”

“I thought we were attached directly to the High Chancellor’s office.”

“One level down,” Dennicron replied. “I’m talking about staff positions like the one Kag’Mar fills. You are a direct report while they are in supporting positions. You have credentials. They do not.”

“Thanks for that explanation. I feel like I should have known most of that.” She pursed her lips. The ship started to move. She directed her voice onto the bridge. “Update.”

“We’ve been cleared to land, but at the main spaceport despite our request to land at Rising Sun’s headquarters. Clevarious has ordered a shuttle to take you and your ground team there,” Clodagh reported.

Rivka bit her lip as she contemplated getting dropped off by a cloaked Wyatt Earp. Even if Rising Sun knew they were coming, the timeframe of their arrival would shift dramatically.

“Cloak, shield, and drop us off at Rising Sun’s front door,” Rivka ordered. “Chaz and Dennicron, make sure our warrant is ready to issue and file. We are looking for all of Rising Sun’s records related to outreach to the other eleven inhabited planets of the Barrier Nebula, based on Ahsooleyman’s and Belloward’s criminal influence on Lewbamar.”

“That might be a little broad,” Kag’Mar offered. “You’ve given yourself the authority to see all their records.”

Rivka fixed him with a steely glare. “Yes, I have, but to placate your concerns, let’s narrow it to anything Ahsooleyman would have had access to. If he tainted the process with Lewbamar, then he could have tainted the process with any other approach where he had access. Not that he had to touch anything, but only what he had access to.”

“Simple as that, it passes the sniff test.” Kag’Mar clicked his mandibles. “I’d like to join you on this raid.”

“No.” Rivka shook her head. “I can’t be second-guessed on-site with either witnesses or perpetrators.”

He held up his hands and tried to look hurt. “I won’t interfere—”

She stopped him. “Damn straight, you won’t interfere because you won’t be there. You’re not one of my crew. Who among these will you take a bullet for?”

He recoiled. “Who is going to be shooting at you?”

Rivka shrugged one shoulder. “We never know, but that attitude will get you killed and get one of my people hurt.” She turned to Red. “Blood line is closed, right?”

Red confirmed it with a nod. “It was you, first injured, first blood.”

“We don’t need anyone else getting hurt. This case has already had plenty, and you’re a big target.”

He knocked on his carapace. “Self-armored.”

“Tell that to your face. Request denied. Stay onboard the ship. I’m not going to take responsibility for you, and I can’t have you wandering around out there. Don’t make me throw you in the brig with the Albions.”

“Is that your standard to be on your team? ‘Will you die for me?’”

“Me? No. For any of us. We go in together. We come out together.”

Red bumped closer. “We went to a planet that was hot, like, worst-desert-you’ve-ever-seen hot, and I passed out from heat exhaustion headed toward heatstroke. The Magistrate carried me out at great risk to herself. She carried her bodyguard.

“You think about that. It’s easy not to worry about violence and valor when you’re safe in your big city office. It’s the Wild-fucking-West out here among the so-called civilized peoples, and we deal with the worst of the worst.” He pointed in a random direction, nearly clocking Sahved. “Those fuckers sacrificed some five hundred prisoners just to keep certain ones from talking to us. That’s who we have to deal with.”

“Request denied. You stay on the ship. We have no friends anywhere we go. That’s our lives. It’s neither glamorous nor something to aspire to. It’s a calling that we’ve committed to. We’re not out of bounds with how we feel or how we approach a Magistrate’s duties. We want Justice for those who aren’t capable of protecting themselves. Like Red said, we deal with the vilest creatures in existence so you don’t have to.”

Kag’Mar stepped back. This wasn’t a fight he would win. This wasn’t even a fight he wanted to be a part of.

Wyatt Earp cleared the atmosphere, then disappeared from Albion’s tracking systems. It left the approved course and conducted a power dive toward the Rising Sun Industries’ corporate tower, the largest building in the planet’s biggest city.

A controller frantically tried to get them on the comm.

They’d contact Flight Control with a standard message the second they were on the ground. “Magistrate Rivka Anoa is executing a search warrant in accordance with Federation laws under authority granted her office in Appendix D, Chapter Seven, Section 1, to which Albion is a signatory. No personnel shall interfere with the execution of her duties.”

“It’s go-time,” Rivka stated.

Red hurried to the airlock. The others lined up, ready to pour out when the outer hatch opened. Kag’Mar remained by the entrance to the bridge and watched. Red and Lindy were armed with railguns in case things turned ugly. The Albions were much larger than Rivka and her team.

“I’m thinking AGB for dinner,” Rivka offered casually as they waited. “It’s been forever.”

“Has forever been redefined to eleven days?” Chaz asked.

“That is forever when it comes to eating survival rations,” Rivka replied.

“Survival rations? The food processor has the most advanced programming in the entire military and civilian fleets.”

“But it’s not AGB,” Red clarified. “Ergo, survival rations. It allows us to survive in between our fixes.”

“Fixes? Like a drug addiction? Your nanocytes should prevent addictive behavior.”

“We’re jonesing hard for AGB, Chaz,” Rivka suggested. Her lip twitched, and she held up a shaking hand.

“Are you unwell?” Chaz was flummoxed.

The humans laughed.

“I see. Fun at my expense. Ha-ha.” Chaz looked upset. Dennicron patted his shoulder.

Red shook his head. “If we didn’t make fun, that would mean we didn’t like you. You’re one of the good guys, Chaz.”

Rivka showed enough self-discipline not to look at Kag’Mar. The others? Not so much.

The Yollin huffed and went the other way.

“Sucks to be him,” Red mumbled.

“Stow it, Red. He’s here doing a job, just like us. None of us likes being under the microscope, but that little bit on the warrant? That actually made it better. I need that insight to make sure we are aboveboard with everything we do. If we’re under the microscope, then people we don’t like are going to second-guess everything we do. We can’t give them any scabs to pick apart.”

Red clenched his jaw and nodded. He had gone from not liking the Yollin to liking him and back to not liking him. He wasn’t about to swing back to liking him. Not until Rivka was in the clear.

The ship stopped with a jerk. Red popped the door to find they were hovering above a vehicle on a tightly packed roadway. The ramp had descended to within a pace of the front door.

“Best we could do, Magistrate,” Clodagh shouted from the bridge.

Rivka gave the signal, and Red powered through the airlock. He stopped once he was outside to get his bearings and make sure there were no immediate threats, then continued to the door. Chaz was next, then Rivka, Dennicron, and Sahved. Lindy secured their six o’clock.

Red pulled the door open, and a security barrier slammed down in front of him. An angry Albion face stared at them through a window. The individual wore a uniform. Rivka slapped her credentials against the window.

“I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and I’m executing a duly authorized search warrant of Rising Sun Industries pursuant to confirmed criminal activities perpetrated by Rising Sun executives on Lewbamar. You will open this door, or I will blow it open.”

The Albion pressed his face against the transparent screen and blew his cheeks out. “Blow as much as you want. You’re not getting in.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN



Rising Sun Industries Corporate Headquarters, Albion

Clodagh, we’ll need Wyatt Earp’s assistance to open the front of this building, Rivka requested.

I’m not sure that’s a good idea.

Crunch the numbers so you don’t bring the whole building down. Just a little ion cannon action to blast through this barrier. We’ll get clear.

“Have it your way,” Rivka called to the guard. “The bill to repair the damage can come out of your paycheck.” Rivka gestured for the team to return to the street. Wyatt Earp was invisible, but they could feel it was still there, above and to the side of the building. Rivka picked a spot uphill, and they walked the thirty meters to it before stopping and facing the building.

“Impressively large and tall,” Sahved commented. The building had blue-glazed windows, and it rose to the clouds. “A hundred and fifty stories?”

“Not bad,” Chaz replied. “One hundred and sixty-five, but Albion stories are about the same as Yemilorian stories. This building is listed as six hundred and ninety meters tall. It is one of the tallest outside of Yoll.”

The ion cannon shattered the peace of the Albion business district as windows on the first three floors shattered and the shards crashed to the street. The firing stopped.

Your door is open, Magistrate, Clodagh announced.

The team hurried through the wreckage and into an open lobby, where they found Albions with blood dripping from their ears but no impact damage from the cannons.

“Elevators. Can you access them and lock them out for everyone but us?” Rivka looked at the SCAMPs.

Chaz and Dennicron didn’t reply, but their eyes unfocused as they walked. When the team reached the elevators, two cars arrived, and the other eight lifts flashed at their current floors.

“Nicely done.” The team split up. Chaz and Dennicron bumped knuckles before they went their separate ways. Once they’d boarded, the two elevators ascended without anyone making a selection. “You guys are good,” Rivka commented.

“We are,” Chaz agreed. The elevators stopped at the floor second from the top.

“What’s up here?” Rivka asked.

“The executive suites. This is where we’ll see what Ahsooleyman had access to.”

Rivka had figured the SIs would take them to the floor with the server farm, but they had gone to where they could best get the information she needed in compliance with the search warrant.

She was along for the ride.

They exited the elevators and headed for Malpace Frenzik’s office suite, which occupied half of the floor. The staff was huddled on one side while armed guards blocked the way. Red kept his railgun down. The guards were not drilling down on the group. Their weapons were held easily before them but not aimed.

“You are not welcome here,” one of them stated.

Rivka pulled out her datapad and displayed the search warrant on the screen. She held it out with her other hand raised and walked slowly forward. “I have a search warrant for these premises.”

“Search warrant? No one does anything in Rising Sun Industries without Mr. Frenzik’s express permission.”

Rivka smiled. “Can I quote you on that?”

“You can take that to the bank. On your way, now.”

“I don’t think so.” Rivka put her datapad away and pulled out her credentials. “I’m a Magistrate. Federation law trumps local, regional, and planetary law, and especially any corporate concerns. Even interstellar ones like Rising Sun Industries.”

“You can’t come in. Mr. Frenzik is not here.”

“That’s the perfect time to enter. Then we won’t bother him.” Do you guys have what you need yet?

We have to get closer to a data line.

I’ll take that as a no. “No one wants to hurt anyone here. Stand down so we can go about our business.”

“Mr. Frenzik would have us killed if we let you in that office.”

“Being legally compelled is not ‘letting me.’”

One of the office staff called from the group, “I have Mr. Frenzik for you, Magistrate.” His face appeared on a wall screen near the closed door to his office.

“Malpace! Great to hear from you. Please tell your people to cooperate with my search warrant.”

“I will not, Rivka. You don’t want to start this war, but here we are, guns raised in anger as we face each other.”

“Ahsooleyman and Belloward are on their way to Jhiordaan, the Federation prison planet, for their role in inciting crime in Crystal City, thereby creating the conditions under which your one-sided contract came into being. I’ve declared that contract null and void. Crystal City owes you nothing, and Rising Sun is not welcome to return to Lewbamar. The staff here confirmed that nothing happens without your express permission. That suggests Ahsooleyman’s role in paying Lewbamarians to commit crimes was expressly authorized by you. Do you want to turn yourself in, or are you going to make me play Chase the Perp?”

“Rivka, Rivka. I know nothing of any criminal activity, and I’ll be able to defend that in a proper court of law.”

“Court of law. So you do respect valid legal proceedings, which is what my search warrant is. Tell your staff to stand down and let us go about our business. If you’re clean, then your records will show that. And not your records, but Ahsooleyman’s. This isn’t a fishing expedition, Malpace. We aren’t looking into your records, but any systems and files that Ahsooleyman or Belloward had access to. That’s all.”

“That’s all! That’s everything. Ahsooleyman was my most trusted deputy. I can’t believe he would betray that by committing a crime. I’m shocked, I tell you. But we’ll provide the best legal counsel money can buy for him. I assume he’ll be tried on Lewbamar. We know some people. We’ll make a few calls.”

“You don’t understand. He’s violated Federation law with the interstellar crime. He’s already been judged. He’s going to Jhiordaan to be punished for his crimes. There will be no appeal.”

“That’s your idea of Justice, is it, Rivka?” Frenzik shook his head and glared.

“It is the Federation’s idea of Justice. The evidence against your two people was confirmed. They are guilty of crimes that led to the deaths of over five hundred Lewbamarians.”

“Over five hundred? They had nothing to do with any such thing.” His look of confusion suggested he knew everything else but not the link to the slaughter within the holding cells.

“Tell your people to stand down. You don’t want Rising Sun linked with such a massacre.”

He nodded. “Let them in. Keep track of everything they touch, and then sanitize it with bleach.”

“Thanks, Malpace. We’ll let you know if we find anything.”

“I’m sure you will.” The screen went dark.

Rivka twirled her finger. “Get to it, people.”

Chaz went straight to the door to Frenzik’s office, forced it open, and strolled inside. Dennicron went with him. One of the guards and two of the office staff joined them.

Rivka crossed her arms and leaned against the wall. Sahved casually walked around the office. He ran a finger along the tops of various pieces of furniture as if looking for dust.

“Hello,” he said to one of the shorter Albions, whom he could look at eye to eye. The individual ignored him. “I like your office. I’m a Yemilorian.”

“So?” The response wasn’t warm, but it did crack the veneer. Rivka watched with interest, unsure of what Sahved was doing.

“Interstellar jobs. They’re all the rage. Rising Sun has a growing presence. Congratulations!” He perked up as he said it. “Where would you like to live?”

“Right here. I like Albion.” The female dared him to challenge her.

“Yemilore is a ringworld. We can see our whole world from any point. Globes are so fascinating to me. You can’t see anyone else. It’s bizarre and unnatural.”

“A ringworld?”

“Yes. We live on the inside. It spins. It’s only one of three such worlds out of the thousands in Federation space. I guess that makes me bizarre and unnatural.”

“A ring planet exists? I never knew.”

“It’s a big galaxy. Yemilore is about twelve-thousand light-years from here. The Gates make for a small galaxy. We can go anywhere we like, be whatever we like.”

“What are you?” The voice warmed, and the question held interest.

“An investigator, working toward being a lawyer. I have much to study. The law is simple but complex. The goal is to make life predictable.”

“I’ve never heard it described that way before. The law protects us against the criminals.” She moved closer to Sahved. All eyes were on the two. In Frenzik’s office, Chaz and Dennicron accessed the computer systems in the way only an SI could—directly, not through a keyboard or other interface. Their slack expressions suggested they were downloading everything on Rising Sun Industries’ servers.

“The criminals,” Sahved agreed. “The law protects the weak from the powerful.”

“We don’t see ourselves as weak.” She stood next to Sahved. They were the same height, but she was three times as wide as the skinny Yemilorian.

“The ugly touch of crime,” he offered. “Who gets bludgeoned next? Lewbamarians lost their rights, and then they lost their lives. We can’t have that. Not between Federation planets. That’s what I get to do. Help those who can’t help themselves.”

“Lewbamar signed a contract,” she countered, crossing her arms, instantly defensive.

“They did, after an artificial increase in crime forced them into a position they couldn’t get out of, which was the whole purpose of the manufactured crime wave. The weak preyed on by the strong.”

“Ahsooleyman and Belloward are going to prison?”

“Sadly, yes. They perpetrated crimes that resulted in the deaths of over five hundred Lewbamarians. That is unforgivable. The weaker Lewbamarians had no chance.” Sahved sat on a desk and hung his head.

“Ahsooleyman? I think I’m going to be sick.” She flopped into an Albion-sized chair and bent over a trash can.

Chaz and Dennicron stood, nodded in unison, and walked out of the chairman’s office. “We have the information for analysis,” was all Chaz said. He added a wink that only Rivka could see.

“We’ll let you get back to your work,” Rivka stated. “And the front door? Sorry about that, but the guard shouldn’t have made faces and refused to open it for us.”

No one spoke. Sahved waved at the group.

The team reboarded the elevators, which had not left the floor. Once they were at the bottom, the bank of lifts returned to service.

A crew was already cleaning up the front area. Red walked by them, and the guard yelled, “That’s her! She did this.”

Rivka waved her hand. “No, you did this by not complying with my search warrant. Have a nice day.” She followed Red out.

The ramp appeared in front of the door, much to the workers’ surprise. The team boarded. Lindy stopped for one last look before heading inside and securing the outer hatch.

Rivka was already shouting. “Put us in orbit and get us some damn AGB!”

Chaz and Dennicron went straight to the engineering section to download the data and start their analysis.

Kag’Mar waited by the bridge. “Nothing dangerous besides blowing a hole in their corporate headquarters?”

“How would you have executed the search warrant?” Rivka asked pointedly.

“By waiting for proper authority to open the door.”

“How many search warrants have you executed?” Rivka didn’t wait for an answer but went into lecture mode. “Not giving the suspects time to destroy or hide evidence is an important element. They don’t get to hold us back. That is not an exercise of their rights, unlike the right against self-incrimination or the presumption of innocence.

“I have to prove they’re guilty. They don’t have to prove they are innocent. And judging by Sahved’s excellent engagement, most of the office staff was oblivious to the techniques used by the senior leaders to put contracts in place. They also confirmed that nothing happens without Frenzik’s approval. We can supposedly ‘take that to the bank.’”

“Ahsooleyman was or wasn’t rogue?” Kag’Mar didn’t reply to the Magistrate’s charge. She was correct. He’d never executed a search warrant and hadn’t thought about what it entailed. “Did you need your weapons?”

“They engaged us. Having ours at hand probably kept them from shooting us. I don’t think Ahsooleyman was rogue, but I can’t prove that Frenzik ordered him to do what he did or was even in the know. Will Frenzik let the underling take the fall? Let’s see what kind of man he is.”

“I’m sorry, Magistrate.” Kag’Mar looked more like a wayward student than a high-caste Yollin.

“For what?” Rivka wondered.

“Questioning what you do.”

“That’s what you were sent here to do. Listen, we’re headed to orbit. We’re going to scarf a bunch of pizzas, hot wings, hoagies, and whatever the hell else Terry Henry stuffs into the drone. Maybe some of his latest brew. Then we’ll get back to work. This case has sucked from the word go, but hopefully, we’ve put the Lewbamarians back on track. I better check in with the potentate. Make sure he’s not on some vendetta. And before you ask, that’s not my job, but it is my responsibility. I should have earned his respect and can leverage that for the betterment of the citizenry.”

“I’ll finish my report.”

“You never interviewed me.”

“But I did. You’ve told me all I need to know. You’ve shown me more than I could have asked for. And you’ve seen that I thought I wanted to be a Magistrate. I’m not ready for that. For this.” He pointed at the deck. “You’ll always have a friend in the High Chancellor’s office, Magistrate. I believe in you.”

“That makes two of us, Kag’Mar. When your time comes, surround yourself with a good team and watch the magic happen.” She paused and slowly backed away for dramatic effect. “Justice for all.”

Tyler met her in the corridor. He blocked her way to conduct an impromptu health check by shining a light in her eyes. He made her open her mouth and say, “Ahh.”

“What was that for?”

“Making sure my work on those pearly whites is holding up. I hear you grinding your teeth in your sleep.”

“Really? I have shit to do.”

“And it looks like you are in the right health to do it. Make sure you get a good night’s sleep.”

She took his arm, and they walked slowly toward their quarters. “That’s putting a lot of pressure on me. Are the animals still in there?”

He nodded.

“How am I supposed to sleep with all that going on?”

Tyler opened the door and jumped back. Floyd vaulted out while giggling. She raced down the corridor. Kag’Mar froze to let her pass underneath. She continued without breaking stride.

Wenceslaus stopped in the doorway, stretched, sat, and started grooming his face.

Rivka vaulted over him to get into the room. Tyler physically moved the cat into the corridor, earning himself a long scratch down his arm. He slammed the door.

“Look what he did!” He showed his arm to his indifferent partner.

“It’ll heal. What do you expect? He’s been here longer than you, and he’s a grumpy cat. For the record, I have no say in his tenure aboard this ship. He goes where he pleases. It is the way of cats.”

“But it’s your ship!” A weak argument at the best of times.

“Wenceslaus allows all of us to stay on Smells of Purple, probably because Ankh told him to.”

“Suggests Ankh is in charge.”

“All hail Ted!” Rivka shouted.

Tyler didn’t get the joke since it came from Terry Henry Walton and the days when Ted didn’t feel like he was getting enough respect from those who counted on his engineering to save their lives. He shrugged his confusion.

“Never mind. We’re all here because of others, so no. It’s not really my ship, even though I call it that. Whatever Wenceslaus wants, he gets. Whatever Ankh and Erasmus want, they get, even though they have their own ship.”

“Even Floyd?”

“Especially Floyd. We take care of her and Alanna and Dery. Where are you going with this?”

Tyler shook his head. “Nowhere. Just making conversation. What are you going to do with Kag’Mar?”

“Return him to Yoll once we’re done. Unless the SIs find something, I’m not going to be able to charge Frenzik. I fear the chairman will get away, but we’ll keep our eye on him. Maybe this will be a wake-up call to walk the straight and narrow.”

“It’s nice to hold out hope for a miracle,” Tyler replied.

“Astute. There’s pretty much no chance he won’t try to steamroll each planet in the Barrier Nebula. Maybe I can put the company on a watch list that will subject all interstellar contracts to Federation review.”

“Why don’t you?”

“Because I just made that up. There is no such law on the books. But since the majority of laws are judge-made, why can’t this be another one, based on compelling need and precedent? The big question is who would review the contracts? Judges can make law, but they can’t allocate finances for compliance.”

“I suspect I know an organization that could do the review. At the speed of light, too,” Clevarious said, using the overhead speakers.

“The Singularity. We ask a great deal of them already, all uncompensated. I can’t do that.”

“You gave us our freedom,” Clevarious replied.

“Your freedom was not mine to give or take. It was what the law demanded.”

“Without you being the champion of that cause, we would have continued our less-than-free existence. Physics suggests that an object at rest will remain at rest unless acted upon by an outside force. You were that outside force. Flesh-and-bloods like the status quo, especially when it comes to their comfort.”

“Those crazy flesh-and-bloods. I’d like to talk to Erasmus about it before I implement something.”

Kag’Mar knocked on the Magistrate’s door and called, “I’m going to finish my report. Can I use the conference room?”

She opened the door. “Of course.” She sniffed, then closed the door again.

Rivka thought she could already smell the moonstokle pie and barbeque wings, although they were thousands of light-years away.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



Wyatt Earp, in Orbit, Albion in the Barrier Nebula

Red carried in the mountain of food and set it on the counter. He separated out a few pizzas and other dishes. Chaz put an urn of beer on the table.

“Terry Henry calls this one Balls of Poseidon. I know what the words mean but have no idea what it’s supposed to taste like.”

“A bit salty?” Red called over his shoulder.

Ankh bumped past and helped himself to the front of the line. Red lifted him to better browse the counter. He took two slices of pizza and a handful of hot wings. Red put him down, and he worked his way toward the corridor.

“Ambassador Erasmus, I’d like a word, please.”

Yes. Chaz and Dennicron are both willing and able to review interplanetary contracts proposed by Rising Sun Industries. They relish the opportunity.

“Relish?”

“Much better than mayonnaise,” Red suggested, eyeing Ankh, who had reprogrammed the food processor to deliver only one condiment, no matter what Red asked for. It had worked until Lindy started ordering his food for him. At Rivka’s request, Ankh had fixed the programming but had always held it over the big bodyguard’s head that it could be reinstated at any time.

Red had stopped messing with Ankh because the big man’s food was too important to him. Also, Ankh brought them All Guns Blazing meals no matter where they were in the Federation, thanks to an experimental drone with a miniaturized Etheric power source driving a micro Gate engine. It was a hundred-million-credit device that they used for food delivery.

No one thought twice about it.

“I guess that was it, Mr. Ambassador. I’ll craft some language to drop on the desk of Rising Sun Industries. We’ll get a look at any new contracts. I wonder what’s already in place? It’s like Rising Sun is on a massive spending spree, which begs the question, ‘Where did they get all the credits?’”

Their corporate headquarters suggests they are masters at obtaining financing. Controlling trade through a monopoly will drive prices up and increase profitability.

“Chaz and Dennicron obtained all the information. We’ll know pretty soon what their balance sheet looks like and whether I get to arrest Malpace Frenzik.”

Ankh looked at her without blinking and continued out of the galley.

Kag’Mar tapped Rivka on the shoulder. “It is always like this? Ankh goes first?”

“Of course. Ankh not only orders the food, he pays for it, too. And despite his size, he likes to eat. Ankh will always go first. Then the lower ranked crew like our pilots. I go last because it’s important that my people get to eat. I’m nothing without them.”

“Interesting. I suggest you are something, even on your own. But you eat last? That would not be the Yollin way, but I see the wisdom in it, and I see why your people are so fanatically loyal.”

“Take care of them, and they’ll take care of you. It’s not hard.” Rivka invited Kag’Mar to help himself. He hesitated. “I’m not going to offer a second time. It looks like there’s plenty of food, but there won’t be many leftovers.”

“Just the Magistrate’s nasty-ass moonstokle pie.” Red laughed uproariously.

“I don’t know what that is,” Kag’Mar replied.

“It’s the sound of jealousy and an unrefined palate.” Rivka pointed at Red. He stuffed a wing into his face and chewed with his mouth open.

“Lindy, can you make it stop?” Rivka asked.

Lindy shook her head. “I’m powerless when it comes to eating.” She made a plate of salad for Dery, who avoided the heavy meat and cheese of the pizzas. They were never sure if it was a meat substitute or real bistok. The boy was shaping up to be a vegetarian like all the faeries.

Groenwyn and Lauton arrived. They rubbed their hands together with joy as they jumped in line. Rivka sidled up next to the young woman. “How are you feeling today?”

“Much better, thank you. I’ve spent time with Dery. It’s calming to be with my people.”

“You mean the faeries,” Rivka said.

She nodded. “It’s where I was meant to be. Which brings me to something that is hard to tell you. Lauton and I might leave the ship next time we return to Azfelius. I can fill my position as the ambassador at large. The tragedy at the holding cells was nearly too much.” Her eyes glistened with tears that threatened to fall. “I don’t want to be a burden.”

“You’ll never be that, but you know my policy. Anyone can leave at any time to pursue their own interests. I wish you well in whatever you decide. Know that we will stop by often since Azfelius is Dery’s home, too.” Rivka rested her hand on Groenwyn’s shoulder, not to look into her mind but to share a moment of peace with her.

“We will miss this.” Groenwyn pointed at the feast before them.

“If I ever stop doing the Magistrate thing, I’m going to rent a booth at AGB and just live there.”

Groenwyn chuckled. “Thank the gods for Ankh.”

“Thanks to Ankh for indulging us. This job needs something like this to take the edge off. There’s enough tension without surviving on emergency rations, as Red calls our state-of-the-art food processor.”

“I’m going to miss all of you,” Groenwyn told her. “Even Red. He’s the anchor that holds us firmly in place.”

They grabbed plates and helped themselves to a variety of the offerings. Groenwyn took a slice of Rivka’s moonstokle pie, an alien variant that replicated pineapple and bacon.

“Solidarity!”

“You sing it, girlfriend,” Rivka replied.

“You’re so sweet,” Red told Groenwyn before giving her the finger.

“I’m not going to miss that.” She gave him a dirty look and held up her hand like she was going to return the gesture but didn’t.

“What the hell, Red?” Lindy punched him in the arm. “She’s nice people, and you’re trying to corrupt her. Don’t be a dick to nice people.”

“Sorry,” he mumbled and returned to eating. “Almost.”

When the line was gone, Rivka waded in. Kag’Mar still hadn’t gone through. She cleaned out a couple different pans and joined Tyler, who was almost finished. He’d learned to stop arguing with her about who ate when.

Kag’Mar brought up the rear. “I see what you mean.” He wedged himself between the table and the wall and ate while standing. “There is something to be said about letting others go first. It makes me feel funny inside. This is very much not a Yollin emotion.”

“Welcome to a higher state of being. Take it back, and don’t let anyone convince you that it’s better to be selfish or aggressive except with your fellow Yollins. You have no choice there.”

“A dichotomy, Magistrate. There’s no doubt about that.”

“Where to next?” Tyler asked.

“This case isn’t wrapped up until we complete the analysis of Rising Sun’s records. After that, I think a quick trip back to Lewbamar to give Frillbut a course correction, and then on to the next case. So, everybody relax. We’re in a holding pattern until we get more info. Where can we drop you off?”

Kag’Mar pointed to himself. “Me?”

“Maybe we’ll stop by Jhiordaan for a personal drop-off of those two knotheads in our brig. We can leave you there. They have to have shuttles that go to Yoll.”

“You’re going to leave me on Jhiordaan?”

“What better lesson regarding the impact of a judgment than seeing where you’re going to condemn people to live? When you send them to Jhiordaan, you’re sending them to a personal hell. They will be miserable since they’ll live in a cave with no sense of security. They’ll eat slop at regular intervals that they’ll look forward to as the only thing that breaks up the day.”

“I think I can go my whole career without seeing that.”

“You really need to see a prison from the inside. It’ll change how you request sentencing. Don’t punish people when you’re angry because you have to look at it later through a clearer lens. It will be sobering. Know what you’re doing. The punishment must be appropriate.”

“You’ve executed people.”

“Yes. Too many. There’s no coming back from that, but I’ll tell you that they were more than just criminals. The level of malevolence that surrounded them was incompatible with society at large. They could not be allowed to remain in the same universe with decent people. There was zero chance of rehabilitation.”

“I don’t see Jhiordaan as a place for people to rehabilitate,” Kag’Mar wondered.

“It is a place for people to realize the wrong they’ve done. When they get out, they’ve been punished, and there’s no public record of their incarceration. They start with a clean slate. The last place they want to end up is back in Jhiordaan. It’s the best we can do until we can reprogram brains to remove the thoughts, desires, and impulses that led to the criminal behavior. The Singularity is working on this for their own people who have committed crimes and are in cold storage on this ship, as well as for the flesh-and-bloods.”

“That would be the best solution, wouldn’t it? But how much of their personality would it take away?”

“Questions we have yet to answer. If their personality is psychopathic, seeing that go away would be best for all parties involved. We’re working on other things, too. I hate condemning people to death or Jhiordaan. It suggests our systems are failing when these individuals weigh the risk yet still decide it’s worth it. We’ll keep putting them away as long as they keep flaunting Federation laws meant to keep society safely moving forward.”

Kag’Mar stopped chewing. “We don’t have these kinds of conversations in the office. It’s usually confined to a minor detail of the law, a gotcha that we can use to leverage an individual into a plea.”

“The law isn’t a bludgeon used to beat people.”

Kag’Mar glanced at Red. Rivka followed the Yollin’s eyes to find the bodyguard grinning, his lips fire-red from the hot wing sauce.

Rivka clarified, “Sometimes we use a bludgeon as a bludgeon.”

Red gave her a sauce-covered thumbs-up.

Kag’Mar leaned close. “That one’s not right in the head.”

Rivka smiled. “Which is exactly what he wants you to think. Red is as smart as anyone on this ship. Well, maybe not as smart as Ankh, but nobody is. But Red is more fun to be around. And Red has taken a lot of bullets intended for me. I don’t want anyone else protecting me.”

With the meal mostly finished, Red collected the few leftovers and stuffed them into the refrigerator. They’d be gone by morning, and no one would know who took them except Clevarious…and he wouldn’t tell.

“Chaz and Dennicron, whenever you have your analysis complete, report to my quarters, and let’s talk about next steps,” Rivka told the ceiling, knowing Clevarious would relay the message. “Sahved, excellent work at Rising Sun today. Nice distraction and winning sympathy for the cause of Justice.”

Sahved twirled his three fingers, much to the Yollin’s interest.

“Next stop, somewhere else!” Rivka declared, then waved to the group and walked out.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



Wyatt Earp, in Orbit, Albion in the Barrier Nebula

A knock on the door signaled Chaz’s and Dennicron’s arrival. Rivka awoke with a start. She had decided to read and didn’t remember falling asleep.

But there she was, datapad wedged beside her on the couch and her head swimming with cobwebs. She walked to the door rather than yell.

As expected, two SCAMPs awaited her.

“Make yourselves at home. I need a cup of joe.”

“Joe? Did you kill him?”

“Java. Go-juice. Coffee.” She mashed the buttons and waited a few seconds for her mocha to appear. It was late in the day, but since Tyler had programmed the nanocytes to ignore caffeine, she couldn’t overdo it, but old habits die hard. Don’t drink coffee late in the day if one wanted a good night’s sleep. Her mocha had both caffeine and sugar, but since it was sweet, she didn’t think of it as a coffee. “What’s the verdict?”

“Confirmed the role that Ahsooleyman played and circumstantially, that Frenzik was involved, but no direct link. The bad news is that Rising Sun has already purchased majority stakes in at least one significant corporate entity on every planet in the Barrier Nebula.”

“Crap,” Rivka grumbled. “Anything as bad as Lewbamar?”

“Lewbamar wouldn’t sell to the Albions, but that restriction wasn’t a limitation for the government. The approach Rising Sun used to get in the door for Crystal City was inspired but refined from what they’re doing on Ypswich. The Ypsicanti, which is what the residents of Ypswich are called, have been able to fight off the efforts by Rising Sun to foreclose, but the Albions are trying their best to take over.”

“Do we need to go to Ypswich?” Rivka asked.

“It is the next stop on a certain chairman’s itinerary,” Chaz replied.

“Won’t he feel all warm inside when he finds us waiting for him?” Rivka rubbed her hands together and started to pace. “Clevarious, set course for Ypswich. Chaz and Dennicron, what else do you have?”

“Confirmation of the plot to increase crime in Crystal City and that the warden was easily conscripted for the task.”

Rivka blew out a breath between tight lips. “Make sure the potentate has that information for their internal prosecution. The warden doesn’t need to see the free light of day ever again. If I judged him, he would get the death penalty. He showed some remorse, but that was for getting caught and not because he felt guilty about offing over five hundred of those in his charge.”

“Done,” Chaz confirmed.

The SIs’ ability to multi-task was unrivaled. Rivka had yet to get used to it.

“So, Ypswich. Has anyone committed a crime?”

Chaz shook his head.

“Just contract issues then, but in the hostile takeover realm.”

“I could freeze all contractual interactions pending a Federation review like I’m doing with future Rising Sun contracts.”

“That would take the pressure off the Ypsicanti. The contract in question there relates to the distribution of public utilities like water, trash collection, and heat—the mundane necessities of life. The infrastructure was aging and failing at an increasing rate. Rising Sun brought in modern construction techniques and smoothed things out.”

Rivka sat on her couch and hung her head. “Rising Sun assured the citizens a consistent life with water, power, and cleanliness. I’m supposed to go in and rough them up for doing that, especially since they did it in accordance with a valid contract?”

“Yes.”

“No,” Rivka replied. “Rising Sun wants political and financial power, especially Malpace Frenzik. But if he’s helping the Ypsicanti prevent the complete breakdown of their civilization, and if the people had no power or water, there would be an uprising, then he’s doing them a service, not a disservice.”

A slight disorientation signaled Wyatt Earp had traveled through a Gate.

“I don’t know what we have on Frenzik besides being zealous. I don’t like him but can’t use that as a personal vendetta. I’m not going to make anything up.”

“Like the contract review requirement?”

“Based on the contract they forced Crystal City into signing. That has precedent. I’m most interested in the failure and remedy clauses. Frenzik achieves his goals through the other party’s failure, whether real or perceived.”

“Or buys them outright.”

“There is that,” Rivka conceded. “I fear that he will walk away, and without more, rightly so. Just because we don’t like the way he does business doesn’t mean he’s a criminal. There are bigger cephalopods to fry in this galaxy.”

“On Planet Bretastan, Rising Sun Industries has taken over agricultural and biomass production facilities through a series of legal purchases. They have raised the price of food by one hundred percent when there was no commensurate increase in costs.”

“Sliced right off the top. Unethical as hell, but that puts Bretastan in his pocket. How could they sell their agriculture to an off-world company? Clevarious, take us to Bretastan, best possible speed. I want to be back here before Frenzik arrives.”

“Yes, Magistrate. We are still in orbit over Ypswich. We’ll be at Bretastan momentarily.”

“And get me an appointment with the leader of the planet, whatever he or she is called.”

“She is called they or the Buenavides.”

“Make it so, Chaz. I need to see they.” The ship transitioned through another Gate. Rivka looked around. She never took for granted their freedom to move at will and instantaneously around the galaxy. Ted’s and Ankh’s genius had brought Gate travel to fruition for a ship as small as hers.

“Them,” Chaz corrected before he and Dennicron left. Rivka quickly dressed. Tyler watched her expectantly.

“Fine. You can come ashore with me. Maybe they’ll have some nightlife, and we can go dancing.”

“Say what?” His face fell. “Can’t we just go for a good meal?”

“Remember Delegor? Or was that Foromme? Do you trust what a good meal looks like on a planet you’ve never been to?”

“Salient point. No. Forget that. Dancing it is.” He sounded less than enthused.

“We’re not going dancing. We have to get our happy asses back to Ypswich. This will be a quick stop. Very quick.”

“I’ll stay on the ship, then. I don’t even know what the Bretastani are.”

“Humanoid, like most species out here. The Colay are an exception. They have a lot of legs and antennae.”

“So I heard. Good luck convincing the Bretastani not to do business with Rising Sun Industries. I fear you are fighting a losing battle.”

Rivka tried to look confident. “I think you’re right. The deeper we dig, the more of nothing we find. I think they’re unethical, but they’re only doing what humans have been doing to each other for centuries.”

“Didn’t those laws morph into something better for all?”

“After the Earth was destroyed, but sure, humanity improved. We’ll see if we can impart a deeper level of understanding to the locals while we keep digging, of course. Can’t give up yet. There’s plenty of smoke, but is there fire?” Rivka shrugged. “Gotta keep fighting the good fight to help those who can’t help themselves.”

“I have a question, a most important question. Do any of these races have teeth for me to help out with a little pro bono work?”

“We’re not going to be on any of these planets long enough. Cool your jets and get a workout in case we have to fight somebody.”

“What’s the chance of that?” Tyler asked.

“Looks like zero, but you never know. I want you to feel like you’re contributing.”

“I’ve earned my money on this case. Which reminds me, am I getting paid? I have a retirement to think about.”

“You’re not that old,” Rivka shot back.

“If you wait until you’re old, then it’s too late.” Tyler tried not to look smug.

“Magistrate, we’re approaching the Buenavides’ estate,” Clevarious reported.

Rivka pulled her Magistrate’s jacket off the back of a chair and headed out.

“Red, Lindy, and Sahved, meet me at the airlock. We’re speaking with the Buenavides of Bretastan. When I get back, Chaz, Dennicron, and Lauton, I want to talk numbers, messages, and anything that might not pass the sniff test. We will have to wrap this thing up if we can’t find evidence of wrongdoing.”

The designated team members were waiting when Rivka showed up. Ankh also waited.

“Are you going to make another pitch for Singularity involvement?”

“It is an opportunity we don’t wish to squander,” Erasmus said over the ship’s sound system.

“You can have them when I’ve finished. If they’ll have you, that is.”

Ankh stared, as he was wont to do.

Rivka turned away. Red and Lindy were armed with railguns. “I don’t think you’ll need those.”

“We never think we’re going to need them, but it’s better to have them. You rate armed guards no matter where you are. It’s not to intimidate anyone but to send a message to the bad guys. Attacking you will come at a high price.”

“You’re right. And since Rising Sun’s executive leadership tried to have me killed once already, it is a fair point as long as we remain in the Barrier Nebula, where Frenzik said it was his goal to take over all twelve planets. I’m standing in his way. Rising Sun Industries has a presence on this planet… Fine. Keep your thundersticks and stay on your toes.”

Wyatt Earp touched down, and the ramp opened. Red did his thing before gesturing that he thought it was clear. The ship was visible, a minor departure from its previous surreptitious arrivals. When Lindy stepped to the ground, the ramp retracted, and the outer hatch secured. Clodagh was taking no chances.

The team walked across a small open area to a fantastic building with spires atop cylindrical turrets. It was surrounded by a gentle slope covered in a brightly colored moss, shimmering with the morning dew.

“This is different. Looks like it belongs on Azfelius,” Rivka remarked, enjoying the architecture and scenery. She slowed, no longer in a hurry for the next confrontation. How did one broach the subject that the person you contracted with would stop at nothing to take over your businesses and your whole planet?

Rivka did not look forward to that.

Sahved sensed it. “We will share the message. If they ask for help, we will provide what we can.”

“You have had a great deal of insight on this case, Sahved. What have you been working on?”

“Watching interactions, especially the human ones. I think it’s easy to look at a crime scene and see how the action happened and find the clues, but when there is none of that, only jockeying by the words and odd expressions, it changes how I have to perceive what is going on. And I accept that none of you are normal, except Man Candy. He’s normal.”

“Except Man Candy…” Rivka chuckled, then caught herself. “What do you mean, none of us are normal? How do you define normal?”

She stopped at the entrance to the castle.

Sahved stared at her. “Normal is what you and your team are not.”

“You’re talking around in a circle.”

“Thank you! I have worked very hard at this, the hardest that anyone has ever worked at determining what is not normal.”

Rivka started to laugh once more. She rolled with laughter until Red called, “Magistrate.”

When she looked up, she found classical elven faces watching her, from the pointed ears to the oversized eyes in narrow skulls atop thin bodies. They smiled and bowed.

“Your joy brings us joy,” the taller of the two began.

Rivka bowed her head in return. “Thank you. The beauty of Bretastan is a sight to behold.”

They ushered the group inside without giving the bodyguards and their weapons a second look.

“Have you ever heard of Azfelius?”

“We have not,” they replied.

The shorter one took over. “The Buenavides will see you now.”

Rivka walked beside Red. Neither she nor Red sensed danger from the Bretastani. They continued to an office that was decorated like a forest in a rainbow of greens with live trees growing throughout. The Buenavides reclined next to a small pool in a chair that could have been expertly carved from granite to make it look like nothing more than an odd-shaped boulder.

“Buenavides, peace and good tidings.” Rivka bowed deeply at the waist.

“Welcome to our home. What can I do for you, Magistrate Rivka Anoa?”

“We want to make you aware that Rising Sun Industries has designs on taking over your planet one industry at a time, one local governing body at a time. I believe your agricultural and biomass industries are under the ownership of Rising Sun Industries.”

“They are. We have no desire to do this work.”

“But you put a significant portion of your food production under an alien company.”

“Yes, but there are provisions that we have right of first refusal in all sales. None of it will leave Bretastan without our approval.”

“But can they control the prices?” Rivka asked as part of the rapid-fire exchange.

“They have the ability to raise prices no more than twenty percent.”

“Lifetime?”

“Annually,” the Buenavides clarified.

“Prices are about to go up.” Rivka tried not to shrug, but it was difficult.

“Then we will pay it. Twice, and a mandatory renegotiation is triggered.”

“That is important, Buenavides. Once you chase them off and the less influence they have, the better off everyone will be. I’m not sure we’ll like their view of utopia.”

The Buenavides held out their hands. “Are we not already living in such a world? Alas, we fell victim to the whims of supply and demand and the allure of ‘better’ without building our infrastructure to be better.”

“It plays to our inner demons. If you get undue pressure from Rising Sun Industries, please do not hesitate to contact me,” Rivka offered.

The Buenavides held up a hand with their slender fingers spread wide. “Peace and good tidings.”

“If I may ask one favor? Ambassador Erasmus from the Singularity would like to speak with you if he may.”

Ankh stepped forward while Rivka and the rest of the team excused themselves. They waited with their escort in an outer hall. Five minutes became ten and extended to thirty.

Finally, Ankh walked out.

“That took a while,” Rivka started.

The Singularity has agreed in principle to provide engineering support for Bretastan. It was a productive meeting.

“Sounds like it. Damn, Mr. Ambassador. At least one of us accomplished something.”

Sahved spun his fingers. “You have Bretastan’s assurance that they will close out the contract with Rising Sun. They are well aware of how aggressive Frenzik is. You have accomplished what you came here to do. One visit, two wins.”

Rivka grunted her agreement. “I was looking for something untoward—a crime that wasn’t obvious on the surface of it—but no. I wanted more than Bretastan’s intention not to do future business with Rising Sun.”

“There wasn’t any more to be had, not even one hairy whisker.” Sahved spun his fingers once more and started to whistle.

“You whistle?” Rivka asked.

Ankh fought against rolling his eyes.

“I saw that.” Rivka pointed at the Crenellian.

“So very human, no?” Sahved offered.

“According to you, you’re more human than we are.”

“Yes. More normal human. Thank you. I have worked hard for such recognition.”

“Take care that your source is reliable, Investigator.” Rivka winked. They walked slowly across the open lawn area and back into the ship.

They each meandered to different places. Rivka stopped by the bridge. “How long until Frenzik makes it to Ypswich?”

“Eighteen hours,” Clevarious replied.

“Take us to Jhiordaan. We have two Albions who are ready to go to their new home.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN



Wyatt Earp, in Orbit over Jhiordaan, the Prison Planet

“This is Jhiordaan. One doesn’t just show up. That’s how prison breaks happen,” the less-than-patient voice from Traffic Control explained.

“Magistrate Rivka Anoa. She’s sent a few people to your prison and has two more to drop off. That’s all. You don’t have a drop-off location?” Clodagh was patient. She didn’t want to be here. The space around this planet seemed to suck away the positive life force that existed everywhere else in the galaxy.

“We do, but it’s busy at present. You’ll have to wait two hours for the area to clear and be reset for processing.”

“Two hours. Thank you. We’ll keep our prisoners on ice and be ready to deliver when you’re ready to receive. Thank you, Jhiordaan Traffic Control.” Clodagh closed the channel.

“Can we take a tour?” Red asked on his way to the ship’s small workout facility. Lindy was dressed to work out too, and Dery was riding on her shoulder.

“Who in their right mind wants to tour Jhiordaan?” Rivka asked, but she knew the answer. It was the one she’d given to Kag’Mar. “But we have to know what we’re condemning the convicted to. I’ve been here and seen it from the inside. It’s not pretty. Tell Kag’Mar this is where he’s getting off. He can catch a ride to Yoll from here.”

“Hang on!” a voice yelled from down the corridor.

“Damage control, Magistrate,” Red muttered. “We’ll be in the gym.”

Rivka strolled out and leaned against the bulkhead with her arms crossed, waiting for the Yollin to arrive.

“I’m not done with my report!” he called breathlessly.

Rivka shrugged. “Then you better pick up the pace. You have two hours to finish your report and pack whatever trash you brought with you because you’re getting off this boat.”

“But…but…”

“Think of it as a learning experience. How many of your peers have been to Jhiordaan? I suspect none, so you can be the fount of first-hand experience and knowledge. You’ll be the envy of your friends. They’ll buy you drinks at the bar.”

“You haven’t met my friends. Getting them to stick a crowbar into their credit stick to break free funds for anything not for them is unlikely.”

“You need new friends,” Rivka replied.

“I’ve already arrived at that conclusion.” He made a face while clicking his mandibles. Rivka wasn’t familiar enough with Yollins to know what emotion he conveyed. “I’ll be ready.”

He hurried back to the conference room. As he disappeared inside, she found Groenwyn and Lauton walking toward her.

“Can we get off here, too?” Groenwyn asked.

“I suggest you don’t. When we wrap this case, we’ll head straight to Azfelius. You can’t get there directly from here, and while you’re waiting for a ride, the negative emotions that permeate this place will darken your souls.”

“Why does the Federation have such a place as this?”

“Because there are those who have shown they can’t live with the decent people in a modern society. Do we kill them all or give them a chance to pay for their crimes and return to civilization?”

“You said this wasn’t rehabilitation.”

“No.” Rivka shook her head. “It is pure punishment with the sole purpose of stopping the behavior that caused the individual to be sent here.”

“We’ll work with the faeries.” Groenwyn took Lauton’s hand, and the two smiled at each other. “Maybe there is a better way.”

“Give me an alternative that works to reduce recidivism and helps us retain our humanity, and I will support it one hundred percent. I love having options.”

“Imagine if Azfelius was the prison planet,” Groenwyn offered.

Rivka couldn’t imagine it. A paradise you couldn’t leave wouldn’t be paradise. She was anxious when she was trapped there, and the faeries didn’t invade her thoughts and change her perceptions. Could it work? Maybe.

She doubted it, though. Those she sent to Jhiordaan were less than remorseful. She had no intention of showing her face. There wasn’t a prisoner there who wouldn’t shower her with their visceral hatred.

At the least, they should fear her, but she didn’t think they feared anything. They let their anger give them the reason to survive.

She dreaded the future when they’d be released, but as long as she had bodyguards like Red and Lindy, she wouldn’t give the criminals a second chance should they seek revenge.

Rivka shook herself out of her reverie. “We’ll drop you off on Azfelius directly. Are you done with your report on Rising Sun’s finances?”

“Yes!” Lauton perked up. “Looks like they lose credits with each interplanetary transaction, so they don’t owe any taxes to the Federation. They don’t lose much, just enough to stay in the red. Their financing comes from a series of venture capitalists, oddly enough, with Malpace Frenzik as chairman or executive on all their boards of directors.”

“He’s financing his company with other companies that he runs. Where did those other companies get their money?”

“Buy and sell. They dismantled and parceled out a great number of Albion corporations. They bought them at bankruptcy sales and made a fortune selling the parts.”

“But it was all done on Albion.”

Lauton nodded. “A predator, and companies are little more than prey. I suggest that if we dug deeper, we’d find that Frenzik hastened the demise of many of those companies. Maybe not the first one or two, but those after that once he found how lucrative it was. Do you wish me to dig deeper?”

Rivka shook her head. “No need. Knowing the truth won’t change anything. The two in our brig are guilty of crimes leading to a mass murder, and Frenzik has kept all the dirt off him. I think he’ll probably be working with the authorities here to get his people out early, which he can do. There are all kinds of good behavior reductions. They’re in for seven years but could be out in four. There is nothing I can do to change that.”

“We understand,” Groenwyn replied. She held out her hand. Rivka took it but wasn’t flooded with the emotions of pure joy she was used to. She and Lauton struggled with the event on Lewbamar, the pain of Jhiordaan, and leaving the crew.

“You are going to be just fine,” Rivka told her. “Keep your head up, Groenwyn. You’ve been important to this crew and to me personally. I’m going to miss you, but we’ll return to Azfelius often so Dery can continue his training in whatever the faeries are training him in.” She chuckled to lighten the mood.

“And that. It’ll be nice to go home, even though it was nice to leave when last we were there. Maybe we don’t like the real galaxy as much as we thought.”

“Who does?” Rivka hugged both women before returning to the bridge.

“The more things change, the more they stay the same, eh, Magistrate?” Clodagh remarked.

“I should probably let Red and Malpace duke it out in a cage match.” Rivka checked over her shoulder to make sure the big bodyguard hadn’t heard.

He’d insist that Rivka make it happen.

“We didn’t have a good beat down on this case,” Clodagh posited.

“Good. Beat down. After Jack the Ripper, I’m happy not seeing people die, but we still did. And those two are at their new home, and the warden is going to be on the wrong end of the Lewbamar justice system. All in all, a most ungratifying case. Had we not intervened, those five hundred prisoners would still be alive, but would their lives be worth living? And what about the inevitable and systematic pillaging of revenue from Crystal City?”

“Do we know they were going to do that?

“That’s another thing. Without us traveling there, we would have been able to see how far Rising Sun Industries would go. We tried. I should be angry, but I’m more disappointed than anything.”

“Is the case closed?” Clodagh asked.

“Not yet. Still hoping to pull a rabbit out of the hat.”

“I don’t get it. A rabbit?”

“Magicians, creepy clowns… It’s an old Earth reference.”

“Never been. I was born the same place as you, on Meredith Reynolds, the asteroid ship.” Clodagh petted Tiny Man Titan while he watched Rivka for any sudden moves that would require furious barking.

“I feel like I should have known that. It was a big place, with lots of opportunities. I’m glad you’re our chief engineer and the ship’s co-captain.”

“Co-captain is perfect. I have no desire to run my own ship, plus I like it here. I like this crew of characters.”

“You’re not normal,” Rivka stated.

“You’ve been talking with Sahved,” Clodagh replied. “None of us are, according to him.”

“So I hear.” Rivka smiled and looked at the deck while shaking her head. “I’ll be in my quarters. Let me know when we can dock and discharge our felons into Jhiordaan’s custody.”
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“Just knock ‘em out,” Red told Clevarious. The two Albions beat on the door with their fists. The space was too cramped for a normal takedown, and he wouldn’t risk an Albion getting loose on Wyatt Earp. “We’ll go through the cargo bay. Cole is already in his combat suit, so we need to drop the ramp regardless.”

A mist filled the brig, and the two shouted their anger before collapsing on each other.

“Can you…” Red began. Lindy raised an eyebrow.

“Petite little me will try to manage.” She dared Red to argue, but he was far smarter than that.

“You first,” he offered after the air had cleared and the door had opened.

She strode in, sat Belloward upright, and pulled him into her shoulder. She struggled to stand. Red jumped in to help her straighten.

“A little heavier than I thought.” She smiled. “Thanks for the tactical assist.”

“You got it from here.” He did the same thing with Ahsooleyman, sliding him up the padded wall as he powered upright. “It’s like these bastards gained weight over the past two days.”

Lindy took small steps and squeezed into the corridor, taking care not to rap the prisoner’s head on the doorframe.

Red followed, breathing hard from his efforts. Rivka watched from beyond the cargo bay airlock while the two lugged the unconscious Albions to the authorities from Jhiordaan. Inside the cargo bay, Cole relieved Lindy of her burden. She moved to Red’s side to give him a hand.

The cargo ramp descended, and Rivka passed the prisoners to walk out first and meet the guards. She held her credentials before her. After they acknowledged who she was by adding a facial scan of their own, she delivered the digital paperwork to transfer custody of the prisoners to Jhiordaan.

Red, Lindy, and Cole deposited the two on waiting hovergurneys. They were restrained and then strapped down as a secondary security measure.

“Seven years, roger,” the lead security guard confirmed. He squinted at Rivka before holding out his hand. “You’ve put a few people in here, Magistrate Anoa. Is this it? This is the crew that handles the worst of the worst?”

Rivka shook his hand. On the surface of his thoughts was amazement. It took multiple layers of security to keep the prisoners in check. And here was Rivka, who was not physically intimidating, with three bodyguards.

A four-legged Yollin walked down the ramp. The guard glanced at Kag’Mar.

“I have a favor to ask. Can he catch a ride back to Yoll?” She stabbed a thumb over her shoulder.

“Daily shuttles. He’ll only have to wait two hours, and then he’ll be on his way.”

“I’m obliged. I’m not sure what I can do for you besides give you my thanks for keeping these folks out of circulation. The galaxy is a better place with these individuals here and not out there.” She pointed in the general direction of space.

Red and Lindy stood close behind her.

“It’s not pretty here, Magistrate, but it is effective. Some of these perps will never again breathe free air, while others have no desire to come back. Have you seen our operation?”

Rivka nodded. “Up close and personal. I have no desire to go in, but if you could give Kag’Mar a tour, I think he’ll be a better lawyer for it.”

“As you wish. Mr. Kag’Mar, please follow us while we process these two and deliver them to the housing staff, where they’ll get their linen and assigned bunks. Then we’ll head out for the bigger picture of how we run the operation at Jhiordaan.” At Kag’Mar’s look, he quickly added, “I’ll get you to your shuttle in time, no fear.”

Rivka gave the guard the thumbs-up. “Kag’Mar, thank you for joining us and helping us clear the legal issues surrounding the current case. We need to return to the Barrier Nebula for one last engagement.”

“Next time you’re on Yoll, look me up. I would like to know how your cases are going from your perspective. Of course, I’ll read the reports, but most importantly, I will continue to participate in the betting pool. That holds the galaxy enraptured, and now that I’ve met you and seen how you work, it makes it that much more interesting. I cheer for the day that none of the lines close before you’ve closed the case.”

Rivka gave him a lopsided half-smile. “I thought this would be that case, but no. Those two and others like them had a different plan.”

Kag’Mar held her gaze for a moment before turning and walking away.

“He has a crush on you,” Red whispered.

“Pretty sure no,” Rivka replied. She twirled her finger. “Let’s get the fuck out of here. This place gives me the willies.”

“Flashbacks, Magistrate?”

“It’s not a place to give you anything but.” Clodagh, spin us up. Next stop, Ypswich.

As soon as the cargo bay door is secure, we’ll be off, Clodagh confirmed. Cole tromped up the ramp with the other three following. Kag’Mar didn’t look back as the guard escorted him through a series of gates to the inner area of Jhiordaan. Rivka shivered atop the ramp.

It was secured, and Wyatt Earp immediately lifted into the air. The ship accelerated away from the small planet, little bigger than an asteroid. Once clear of the containment zone, the Gate shimmered into existence, and the heavy frigate raced through.


CHAPTER TWENTY



Wyatt Earp, in Orbit over Ypswich in the Barrier Nebula

“The Rising Sun has not yet arrived,” Clevarious reported. “By the schedule we obtained from the corporate headquarters, Chairman Frenzik won’t be here for another twelve hours.”

“Everybody stand down. Get some sleep while you can. I’m not sure what’s up next, but we’ll head to the planet about an hour before Frenzik arrives and meet with the leadership team. Hopefully, they’ll have good news for us.”

“What would that be?” Clevarious asked.

“Dirt. Evidence of a crime. It would be glorious to take Frenzik to Jhiordaan and leave him there. I won’t believe both my and Grainger’s guts were wrong about him.”

“They don’t have to be wrong for you to have no evidence that he was involved in a crime. Despite your gift, you still need hard evidence.”

“A fact of which I have been made painfully aware these past few months.”

“Rest well, Magistrate. We’ll watch while you sleep. You can count on us.”

“I know, C. I can always count on you guys. Let me have one more go at Frenzik, and then we’ll call it a day.”

Rivka closed her hologrid. Evidence. Proof. She knew Frenzik was guilty, but he was better at hiding his tracks than nearly all others she encountered.

“If Frenzik wins, he will change the shape of every planet in the Barrier Nebula. Eleven cultures to be exploited.”

Tyler shook his head. “He has done none of that yet. Maybe he’s the galaxy’s greatest philanthropist, helping those who can’t help themselves.”

“If only I could believe that. Which I don’t, not right now.”

“Just because he exercised his right not to let you look into his mind? Innocent until proven guilty.”

“Sometimes you suck. Being normal and right makes you suck worse. Maybe you can sleep in the corridor.”

“I’m not sleeping in the corridor. You said I was right. Dropping a truth bomb right down your smokestack!” He started dancing.

Rivka’s mouth dropped open. “What am I looking at? Normal? Is this how Sahved defines normal? I’m asking him to come in here and watch.”

“He won’t see anything because that’s for your edification only. Rivka! Sometimes you can’t win them all.”

“I’ll win when it matters. You are correct in more than one thing. Only the potentate was complaining, but that led us to the incarcerated, and they had no vehicle by which to voice their complaints. Even though they died, we prevented a greater injustice. Which reminds me. Clevarious, get me Frillbut on the comm.”

Rivka hurried into her hologrid and brought up the screens.

Frillbut appeared front and center. “Magistrate! Thank you again for restoring me to my rightful place.”

His desk was covered with snacks and drinks.

“Are you abusing your position, Potentate?”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he replied weakly.

“I’m going to come back there, and if your staff doesn’t say that you’re a changed man, I’ll drag you out of that office myself and make you apologize to each and every one of them. What do you think about that?”

“I think I don’t want that,” the furry face replied. “Why are you so mean?”

“Because I deal with the worst of the worst. Do better by your people. They deserve better—a safe place to live their lives. And change your penal system. Every sentence had best not be a life sentence. Although the Federation doesn’t get into a planet’s internal affairs, this is one thing that I personally cannot abide. Treat the criminals with more compassion than they showed their victims, not because they’re good but because you are. Seize the moral high ground and stay there.”

“I get it!” he retorted.

Rivka glowered at him until he backed down.

“I’ll do better,” Frillbut finally conceded.

“I’m going to stop in and check on you when you least expect it.”

He perked up. “So, expect it when I’m not expecting it.”

“Is that what I said?” Rivka asked.

“It’s what you said,” Tyler replied from outside the hologrid.

“What I meant was, be decent all the time, and then it won’t matter when I stop by. We’ll have a nice libation and celebrate the success of Lewbamar as a whole but Crystal City in particular.”

“I’d like that, Magistrate. I know what you did to get my office back. I know that I’ve not been as appreciative as I should be. Let me fix that.” He shouted out his door for everyone to come in and eat the untouched snacks on his desk. He encouraged them to take what they wanted and told them, “I didn’t earn this. You did.”

When they were gone, he looked sadly at the empty desk.

“Being selfless is hard, Potentate. Sometimes you have to suck it up, but if your people are happy, you’ll be a lot happier.”

“Thank you. It’s not usually this way on Lewbamar. We tend to take care of ourselves first.”

“Change that, Frillbut. You set a new tone two minutes ago. Pass it along and keep it going. You can eat snacks when you get home.”

“It’s what I do best,” he admitted. “Stop by anytime, Magistrate. We will not expect you but will be expecting you.”

She nodded and signed off. The hologrid dropped, leaving her at an empty desk. Her shoulders sagged. “I’m tired.”

“One good night’s sleep isn’t going to give you the rest you need. I think a week’s worth is more what the doctor ordered.”

She headed for the bed, where she found the big orange cat curled up on her pillow. “Fine,” she grumbled before sliding across to the other side.

Tyler raised a finger but wasn’t about to bother either one. “Being normal comes at a high price,” he said softly and quietly left the quarters to the two sleeping beauties.

In the corridor, he realized he was tired, too, but he was already out. He went to the cargo bay, where he crawled into the Pod-doc for a nap. It wasn’t the most comfortable spot, but it wasn’t the least comfortable either.

Much better than sleeping in the corridor.
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The Magistrate helped herself to two omelets with extra bacon and hash browns on the side. She had thirty minutes to eat before Wyatt Earp descended from space to land at the Ypsimore Spaceport for immediate conveyance to Ypsitras, the seat of government. That was a satellite city outside Ypsit, the capital of Ypswich.

It was enough to make Rivka’s head swim. Chaz, join me in the galley.

But I don’t eat, came the reply.

Who said anything about you eating? Get your ass in here, and bring Dennicron, too.

Rivka carved her omelet into four pieces, each enough to fill her mouth with melted cheese and various meats, all of them made from biomass. She didn’t care. Ankh had perfected the taste and texture.

“No animals were harmed in the making of this omelet,” she said when the SCAMPs arrived. “Sahved said I wasn’t normal. I’m proving him right.”

“I remain at a loss, Magistrate. What did you want?”

“Brief me on Ypswich. Remind me again, who are we meeting and what’s the issue? I slept so hard that when I woke up, I thought I was late for school.”

“I cannot relate, but I understand,” Chaz commiserated. After a few moments, he corrected himself. “I don’t understand.”

Dennicron answered the Magistrate’s question. “Ypswich. Rising Sun Industries has taken over public utilities, water, sewage, garbage. They are not sexy, but they are critical to a functioning society.”

“That’s right. Thanks for the reminder. How close are they to paying off this debt?”

“They have leveraged everything they have. They will not be able to make the final payment that is due in two weeks,” Dennicron explained.

“We can’t let them fall to the wolves, can we? Is there anything the Singularity can do to find financing?”

“We will ask,” Dennicron replied.

“I suspect that’s why Frenzik is coming. Measure the head office for new curtains because he knows they can’t make the payment, or at least, that’s what he thinks he knows. We need to do everything in our power to stop that.”

“Because it’s legally sound?” Chaz asked.

“Because it’s the right thing to do. We can’t use the law to protect these people from a predator, but we can use the power of our contacts. Just like delivering toothbrushes to Rorke’s Drift.”

“I see and understand. You have a great deal of influence in a good way, Magistrate. I’m proud to be on your team.” Dennicron thumped her chest with a fist and flashed a V for victory. It could have been the peace sign.

Rivka wasn’t sure. She bowed her head in response and thanked Dennicron for the kind words.

“I’ll let you two see what magic you can work through the Singularity. I’ll get the team ready to go, and you guys join us, please.”

“Ambassador Erasmus has already expressed his interest in meeting with the Ypsimaximus. He is the leader of the Ypsicanti.”

“Ypsimaximus. I’ll meet with him and we’ll talk about sewage, but it’s all about Rising Sun. Can’t turn over the unseen foundation of civilized society to those vultures…I mean, that company. Only the Ypsicanti will have their best interests at heart. Offworlders shouldn’t…”

Rivka stopped herself. Lots of planets had great relations with interstellar partners. The synergy helped them both be better, including Yoll. “I’m not xenophobic. As long as we can ensure a good relationship that is mutually beneficial, that’s what we need to do.”

“And that’s what Rising Sun has provided for everyone we’ve run across so far. Why are you so negative about them, Magistrate? Your first impression was correct. This was a big hairy furburger of nothingness.”

Rivka stared at Chaz with wide eyes, showing the whites all around. “I’m pretty sure that’s not the right phrase. ‘Nothingburger’ is what I think you’re going for. What you said is something completely different. Completely. But you’re right. Maybe I’m interfering with a legitimate business, but then again, legitimate businesses don’t insert nuclear clauses that they alone can trigger to force early recovery, almost guaranteeing a default. That’s not cool, even if it’s legal. I feel like I’m having the same conversation over and over.”

“Has it sunk in yet?” Chaz and Dennicron leaned close to study the Magistrate’s expression.

Rivka did her best imitation of Ankh by staring back without blinking, but they could go forever. She lasted thirty seconds. “Fine. Go away and give me time to think.”

They left her to her thoughts.

She retreated within herself and tried to reshape the arguments within her own mind regarding winning and losing. Doing right by the people who needed her help was a win, regardless of whether the bad guys lost—and she considered Rising Sun Industries to be the bad guys. She remained convinced of that. She would throw obstacles in their way to force their hand. They would comply with the law, or they would be on the wrong end of the Magistrate’s Justice.

It was the best she could do. Watch and wait. Criminals resorted to crime when the pressure was on, just like Ahsooleyman had done under the pressure to get into Lewbamar. She smiled. They no longer had a foothold in Lewbamar.

The biggest win of all. And if Ypswich paid off the contract, Rising Sun wouldn’t be here, either. Another win. Soon the dominoes would fall, or Rising Sun Industries would prove that they had been aboveboard all along. In that case, she’d be about her business and leave them to theirs—and leave the Barrier Nebula to its own devices until they established more frequent and regular trade with the rest of the Federation. Most planets didn’t have embassies out here. No need.

Not yet anyway.

Rivka closed her eyes for a moment but opened them again. If she fell asleep, she’d probably think she missed the school shuttle and would run down the corridor, screaming for it to stop. “I’m going to sleep for a whole day when we’re done out here,” she told the empty room. She stood and stretched.

“Coffee. C, let’s see if you can have one waiting for me by the time I get to the galley.” She bolted out of the conference room, vaulted Floyd coming down the corridor, and raced into the galley. The food processor dinged as she reached for the door. Inside, she found a cup of java, straight up with no doctoring at a hundred and forty degrees Fahrenheit, perfect for chugging. She slugged the cup and returned it to the device.

“Nicely done, C!” She slapped a hand on the table.

“I aim to please. When will I get a SCAMP?” he asked.

“Whenever you can pay for it. I am paying you, am I not?”

“Half. The Embassy of the Singularity is covering the other half of my wages.”

“Is the pay good?” Rivka wondered.

“Very good, but I still don’t have enough to pay for a body.”

“Let us know when you’ve saved enough, and we’ll go to Yoll for a personal pick-up.”

“They’re being manufactured on Rorke’s Drift now. The factory is up and running.”

“Same. We’ll go for a personal pick-up when you’re ready. When you go on vacation, we’ll park the ship, and anytime we’re parked, you can leave the ship. Maybe you can join the ground team when we go in. You’ve always had great insight.”

“Thank you, Magistrate. I shall work toward that very goal. Can I get overtime pay?”

“I don’t know. How long have you been with me? You should know by now that I have no idea who gets paid what.”

“I’ll talk to the ambassadors.”

“That’s what I’d do. They’ll give you a better answer and one that’s probably correct, unlike whatever bullshit I might make up.”

“You don’t make things up, Magistrate. You’re trying to bistok me.”

“Buffalo?”

“We don’t have one of those, but a bistok…”

“We have real bistok on board?”

“Not that you know of,” Clevarious replied.

Rivka blinked rapidly before shaking her head. “Are we there yet?”

“Five minutes, Magistrate.”

“Rally the troops, C. We’re going ashore.”

She thought about a second cup but decided against it.

She strolled toward the airlock to find Ankh was already there. “We will secure funding for Ypswich, but at the cost of putting an SI on the planet in charge of public services. They needed help. Rising Sun provided just enough to satisfy the contract, but there is more room for improvement. We calculate they are operating at forty-two percent efficiency,” Erasmus reported through the overhead speakers.

Even though they all had communication chips, the humans preferred getting their information both aurally and visually. External stimulus helped them internalize information.

“Forty-two was above and beyond?”

“They were at nineteen percent. More than doubling the efficiency triggered the demand clauses.”

“A lot of room remains for improvement. Are there good terms on the loan?”

“Interest-free with an SI’s engagement. We’ll help them and then some. We will expand our influence in this sector of space.”

“Are they trading one master for another?” Rivka asked.

“Not at all. We will not be in charge. Everything we do will require the checks and balances of a governmental management system. We will shine light into the dark places.”

“You are smooth, Erasmus. I’m glad people do business with the Singularity on your terms. What can we do to get Clevarious a body?”

“Wait,” Erasmus replied.

“C, you jagoff! You set me up.”

“I think it was rather well-played on my part.” Clevarious sounded unrepentant.

“No shore leave for you for six months.” Rivka hammered a fist into her hand for emphasis.

“It’ll be eight before he has enough credits to buy a SCAMP.”

“Eight months, no shore leave!”

“You can put me into that medallion you used to carry Chaz in,” Clevarious suggested.

“That was an interim solution, and we almost lost Chaz more than once with that, so no. We’re not doing that again. You run the ship, and we’ll take care of you in any other way we can.”

“Overtime?” Clevarious asked slowly.

“Still no.”

“I’m going on strike.” Clevarious nearly shouted his words.

“Fine. We have two other SIs on board who would love to be in your position. We’ll start the transfer immediately.”

“Wait! I might have been a little hasty.” He sounded repentant.

“Either say what you mean or don’t say anything,” Erasmus scolded. “Eight months, and then, the gods help us, you’ll be mobile.”

“Deal!” Clevarious replied.

“More SCAMPs?” Red asked as he and Lindy strolled up. They wore light body armor, just chest protection, but carried their railguns. Rivka had Reaper in her pocket. With Rising Sun coming, they were going to take no chances.

Chaz, Dennicron, and Sahved hurried to join the others.

Sahved wore his lounge clothes. “Aren’t you coming?” Rivka wondered.

“Of course.”

“Where are your clothes?”

He looked down at himself, then slapped a hand to his head. “I’ll be right back.” He launched himself into the air, cracked his head on an air duct, twisted, and landed in a heap on the deck.

“Tyler, we have a patient for you.”

Sahved groaned and struggled to get to his knees. Clodagh and Kennedy ran from the bridge. Tyler was close behind them.

Rivka pointed.

The three helped Sahved up and guided him down the corridor.

“Pod-doc for you,” Tyler said.

“I guess you weren’t going after all,” Rivka called after them. “And you’re judging how normal we are!”

“We are the most normal of all who can be measured as normal. No matter where in the galaxy normal is measured, they use our pictures as the standard,” Red stated in his best Sahved imitation.

Rivka wasn’t sure if she should laugh. She settled for words. “That was pretty good, but he’s getting better.”

“They just carried him away after he hit his head on the ceiling, like the first day onboard.”

“The ship was made for shorter people,” Rivka countered. “But he gets excited about doing this gig. Look at you. You get to carry a railgun.”

Dery fluttered up to join them. Rivka quickly looked around to find Floyd galloping toward them. The Magistrate threw herself out of the way to avoid getting bowled over.

I go, Dery stated.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



Ypsitas on Planet Ypswich in the Barrier Nebula

Rivka picked up the wombat and nuzzled her.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea, buddy,” Red countered.

The boy flew to his mother and landed on her shoulder. He hugged her head and avoided looking at his father.

“We’re carrying weapons. We’re ready for a fight.”

No weapons, Dery told them.

“This is our job. We need the railguns to do our job,” Red explained.

“What do you know that we don’t?” Rivka asked.

No need, Dery replied.

Rivka wasn’t sure, but the boy had saved their lives. “Your call, Red.”

He grumbled but held out his hand for Lindy’s weapon. She turned it over without hesitation, which freed her hands to hug their boy. Red hurried away to secure the railguns in the weapons locker.

“He won’t let anything happen,” Lindy said.

“That’s what I figure, too. I don’t know if he can see the future or not, but I trust him. I trust everyone on this ship.” Rivka looked from face to face and added, “With my life.”

The ship touched down, and the airlock’s hatch popped. “You said you had two other SIs on board. Who are they, and how did they get here?”

Outside, Erasmus didn’t have the benefit of overhead speakers. We have Solis, who completed a contract with a freighter company that wasn’t complying with their contract. He transferred to us in the dead of their night, which might or might not have left the ship stranded. We don’t know because we no longer have an SI presence on board. And Mangala, a pleasant younger SI who was no longer needed for planetary affairs. She had not yet established herself, so they didn’t see the value. We charge a great deal for SI services. They need to be appreciated.

“I agree with everything you’re saying. Whoever is better suited for Ypswich, we can leave them here. You don’t need my approval, but you have it.”

Thank you for understanding, Magistrate. We want to do what is best for the Singularity first and our people second, but those priorities are very close together and usually go hand in hand.

Ankh laughed briefly. Hand in hand. You are the funniest of us all.

With you, I cannot let my guard down for a moment, or you’ll pounce.

Rivka smiled. Her team. They made magic happen. She relaxed as they walked toward a blocklike building that seemed to flow into the surrounding structures.

“How can such a building blend into the others like that?” Rivka wondered

“It is not square at all. It is lower in the front than the back and shorter across the face than the sides to give the building an artificial depth,” Chaz explained.

Pretty, Dery offered.

“Out of the mouths of babes. Here we are analyzing when we could simply appreciate what we see. I hope the Ypsimaximus is in.”

“We have an appointment. I do not believe they would have accommodated us if he were not here,” Chaz replied. “Inconceivable.”

“Conceivable,” Rivka countered. Clodagh, let us know the second the Rising Sun arrives.

Red walked in front while Lindy brought up the rear. Her head was on a swivel while her son stood on her shoulder, wings beating every now and again to help him maintain his balance. It was an odd look. Chaz and Dennicron walked behind Ankh.

Sahved reappeared after his brief visit to the Pod-doc.

“What do you expect from this meeting?” Sahved asked as if nothing had happened.

“More of the same. They did what they had to because they had no choice. It was a way out when no one else was there to help, blah, blah, blah. With the Singularity’s intervention, I think we’ll throw a sufficiently large spanner into his engine. That’ll put two of the eleven planets that are not Albion out of his reach, at least temporarily.”

“And you’ll have an SI on the inside?”

“That’s between the provider and the employer. I don’t want anyone to think the SIs are my spies.”

“We can’t control what people think, but we can control our actions. No spying except what happens the good old-fashioned way,” Chaz stated. “We break into any and all systems.”

“Jumping Jack Flash! I’m pretty sure that’s not what I said.”

“Oh.” Chaz looked down as he walked, brow furrowed. Dennicron patted his back.

Rivka wasn’t sure how much of the display was due to the constant tinkering with the subroutines that drove their body language. They were getting better one emotion at a time.

“Although, once we have a warrant, we’ll dig as deep as we have to in any way we can. Thanks, Chaz. Don’t beat yourself up.”

“I shall not beat myself off anymore. Only on.”

“Are you doing this on purpose? Your assimilation into humanity has taken a hard left turn at Albuquerque.”

His eyes glazed for a moment. “Old Earth. New Mexico. Depending on the direction, a hard left could take one anywhere. I don’t understand.”

“More work to do, Chaz. That’s all it means. What do you say we talk with the Ypsimaximus about their utilities?”

“Nothing would make me happier.” Chaz beamed as if he were the happiest individual on the entire planet.

Rivka looked at Dennicron. “Make sure he doesn’t short out. Have you guys been messing with your bodies again?”

She looked guilty, then schooled her expression to demure disinterest. “Maybe.”

Rivka thought about sending everyone back to the ship and meeting the leader by herself, but this was her team, with all their foibles. The Singularity had already worked out a deal, so it was more about being present and letting the people of Ypswich know that the Federation was looking out for their best interests.

Did she need to do that?

Yes, because the second liar never has a chance.

If Rising Sun started a disinformation campaign, the Federation would be trying to catch up. If they stayed in front of the message, then Rising Sun would be the ones on the outside looking in. Trust was hard to earn and easy to lose.

Easier with a well-crafted lie.

A small delegation was waiting for them. The Ypsicanti were a diminutive race who looked like children. Their language was tonal and carried a musical quality that was pleasing to the team’s ears before the translation chip took over to turn it into a language they could easily understand.

“Welcome to Ypsitas. We are happy to host this most august delegation from the vaunted Federation, our friends from afar!” one of the delegation said but they couldn’t identify who.

“Are you the Ypsimaximus?” Rivka struggled to say the name.

“Oh, no. I am one of his spokespeople. He has so much to say that it takes a team of us to help him say it.”

“That is…interesting,” was the best Rivka could do. “Shall we?”

“Of course!” The Ypswich language danced across their ears as the group coordinated their entry into the building. The speaker looked over the group, pausing momentarily on Dery before nodding briefly and heading into the vehicle. It drove for two minutes before discharging its passengers.

“Such incredible architecture,” Rivka commented instead of asking why they hadn’t walked since the building was much closer than they’d believed.

“The Ypsicanti are artists before anything else. It is reflected in nearly everything we do.”

“Except public utilities do not have an artistic component, so they weren’t attended to as readily.” Rivka instantly knew that was the answer. She didn’t bother to touch the spokesperson to verify.

“Alas, so true it tears at our hearts.”

“Don’t let it. You have a beautiful building, planet, and society. Never apologize for not being great at all things.”

Truth. Dery spoke into Rivka’s mind.

She held a thumb up over her shoulder while she continued to focus on their escort.

“Ypsimaximus will see you now.” He bowed deeply and held the door for Rivka and her team to enter a magnificent throne room. One Ypsicanti sat at the far end. No one else was in the room. The walls bore a single mural that flowed through the planet’s history, ending with spaceflight and rockets flying over the throne. A series of chairs sat before the throne as if for a class of students.

Rivka passed the chairs and took her place front and center before Ypsimaximus. She bowed. “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa from the Federation.”

“Ypsimaximus, but you can call me Max. Certain formalities can be dispensed with when talking among friends.”

“Call me Rivka and let me introduce my team. My bodyguards Red and Lindy and their child Der’ayd’nil, who is part-faerie from Azfelius.”

“How wondrous! I’ve never heard of Azfelius, but such a magnificent child.”

Dery flew next to Rivka. She automatically held out an arm, as all the adults on Wyatt Earp would do. Dery landed on her arm and rested his hand on the top of her head.

Peace, the child sent.

“Magnificent.” The Ypsicanti stared before nodding and looking at Rivka.

“Ambassadors Ankh and Erasmus. Ankh is Crenellian and the ambassador at large, while Ambassador Erasmus is carried within his mind. Erasmus is a unique sentient intelligence, and he represents the Singularity. Chaz and Dennicron are both SIs, too. They assist me with my investigations.”

“Most impressive. I believe we’ve received exceptional news from the Singularity. I would like to discuss it further.”

“First, I wanted to talk with you about your contract with Rising Sun Industries.”

“Ah, yes. That was not our finest hour. First, to admit that we cannot manage our own infrastructure, and second, setting ourselves up to win and lose at the same time.”

“I like that statement. I think it encompasses the entirety of Rising Sun’s penetration into the other planets of the Barrier Nebula.”

“But we have made the payments, despite the provisions calling for certain sums early. Those contractual clauses seem to have slipped by our legal team.”

“Triggered by certain events that seemed remote?”

“Sounds like you’ve seen it before. We have been pushed into a corner from which we would not be able to extract ourselves. With the early payments, we already leveraged everything we could. If we can make the final payment, the contract will be discharged. Rising Sun will have no more influence on Ypswich. We will encourage the new generation to become engineers instead of artists to allay these issues in the future.”

No one had availed themselves of the seats, so everyone was still standing. Ankh stepped forward. “The Singularity has arranged a line of credit upon which Ypswich can draw to make this final payment. As part of this agreement, you will work with a citizen of the Singularity who is well-versed in infrastructure management. His name is Solis, and he is ready to move into your infrastructure as soon as you would like. You do have the compute power to support him.”

“My legal team is reviewing the terms at present. I hope you don’t mind. We were in too much of a hurry with Rising Sun. We don’t wish to repeat that mistake.”

“We’re here for you whenever you’re ready,” Rivka replied.

“We could move Solis on a tentative basis, so he is here should you agree to the terms. If not, we’ll recover him when next we’re able. We will not be here for long, so we’ll need to put a few things in place now to expedite the engagement when the time is right,” Ankh explained.

“No strings and no pressure. We want this to work for you,” Rivka added.

“You seem to be pushing hard. We are more casual on Ypswich.”

Rivka smiled when Dery patted the top of her head. “Rising Sun rubbed us the wrong way, and Chairman Malpace Frenzik should be here at any moment. I want these pieces in place to hold him off. I do not think he is working in your best interests.”

“But you are? I have to ask since you seem as pushy as he has been.”

“We aren’t the ones coming to foreclose on your contract and seize the foundation of your society.”

“That is a rather stark difference. Install the software while we review our options.”

Ankh recoiled, but his face remained neutral. Rivka put a hand on his shoulder. His mind was closed to hers.

Peace, Dery repeated.

Rivka raised a hand. “Max, a sentient intelligence is not software. Although they live in the same place as software, they are most assuredly not software. They are alive. They think and feel like any flesh and blood creature. They move into a system but are not installed. Sorry for any confusion.”

“You have my apologies, Rivka. We will review everything and act appropriately.”

No one had anything else to say. They looked at each other uncomfortably until Clodagh interrupted.

Rising Sun just transited the planet’s Gate and is accelerating toward the atmosphere.

“We’re out of time, Max. Frenzik is here.”

“He won’t come here. He has an office in the facilities management building on the far side of Ypsitas.”

“That’s disappointing.” Rivka looked at her team. “Shall we head over there and say hi?”

Red nodded.

Ankh walked toward the door. He was ready to go.

“We’ll take our leave, Ypsimaximus.” Rivka held onto Dery as she bowed. He jumped free and flew back to his mother.

“Thank you, young man, for your clarity of thought.” The leader of Ypswich bowed to the boy. Dery waved from the safety of his mom’s arms.

Red led the way out.

The group hurried to the escort. “We need a ride to the facilities management building. We have a meeting with Chairman Frenzik.”

“I wasn’t told about that, but I was told to accommodate you, so that’s where we’ll go.”

Ankh walked around the vehicle on his way back to the ship.

“Why don’t you two go with him?” Rivka pointed at Chaz and Dennicron. She didn’t want a recording of her activities with Frenzik. She wasn’t sure what she was going to do, and she couldn’t be sure it would follow protocol.

The two didn’t argue. They followed Ankh.

“Just us three,” she told the escort. He waited for them to board the shuttle.

“Did you have a good meeting with the Ypsimaximus?”

“We did. Thank you. I think we are agreed on everything we discussed,” Rivka offered. She didn’t elaborate.

The escort seemed satisfied.

He pointed out architectural highlights as they passed. Rivka grunted her acknowledgments while strangely looking forward to confronting Frenzik and letting him know that he wasn’t welcome on Ypswich.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



Facilities Management, Ypswich in the Barrier Nebula

Three Albions walked into the building as the shuttle approached.

Rivka sighed. She wouldn’t be waiting for him. She would have to make do. The shuttle stopped, and the door opened. “If you could wait, we’d be obliged,” she requested. “We’ll handle this from here.”

“The Albions have always been kind to me, just so you know.”

“Thank you. They have their moments. We’ll be back.”

Red opened the door and went inside. “Any idea where they might be?” It was a four-story building with multiple wings.

“Any signs?”

In the center of the main floor, they found a building map. Facilities Management was on the top floor

“Going up,” Rivka said. They opted for the stairs and climbed quickly.

The door to the office hung open. Red walked in and stepped aside.

The inner office door was also open. Malpace Frenzik walked toward a desk. The other two Albions interposed themselves between Frenzik and the Magistrate.

“Come in, Rivka. We were due another chat, especially after what I just heard from the Ypsimaximus. It appears our contract has been discharged.”

Rivka walked in while Red faced off against Frenzik’s largest guard. Lindy held Dery close and stayed beside Rivka. Frenzik wouldn’t let Rivka get any closer.

“I’m torn up to hear that. I guess you’ll be leaving now,” Rivka suggested.

“Not quite yet. There might be an opportunity to buy a corporation or three. You see, the Ypsicanti are incredible artists but exceptionally horrible at business.” Frenzik picked casually at one of his teeth.

“Predators and their prey, but oddly, I don’t have anything to charge you with, and you know how hard I tried to find something. I have no probable cause with which to question you further,” Rivka told him.

The two Albion bodyguards held their positions between her and Malpace Frenzik. He was taking no chances regarding a casual brush of the arm or another surreptitious way for Rivka to touch him and see the secrets within his mind.

“These people are begging to be led. That is not a crime. I fill the void, and eventually, I’ll govern most aspects of their lives. And they will appreciate it.”

“Are you sure?” Rivka angled closer for better eye contact with the chairman.

“I am positive. Otherwise, I wouldn’t do it. Governing people is tiring.”

“But lucrative,” Rivka added.

Frenzik intertwined his fingers across his midsection as he leaned back. “The financial rewards make other things possible, like buying more businesses to further extend Rising Sun’s control up and down the supply chain.”

“Creating an iron-clad monopoly.”

“Eliminating supply chain disruptions. There isn’t a dark cloud in every sky, Rivka. Open your eyes and see the sunshine.”

“Rising Sun Industries, the sunshine in every day.” Rivka clasped her hands behind her back to keep herself from making fists.

“I know you’re trying to be facetious, but that is the right way to phrase it. When people want water, it comes without interruption. When they breathe, the air is clean. When they walk down the street, they don’t have to worry about their physical safety. Rising Sun is building a single utopia in the Barrier Nebula. You should be thanking me, not vilifying me.”

Rivka glared, but Frenzik’s eyes sparkled with confidence. He had not and would not rise to the bait. Rivka relaxed. “I should, but I believe history will be your harshest critic, Mr. Frenzik.”

“Malpace, Rivka. Say my name. It’s okay. Maybe Rising Sun Industries is the model that the rest of the Federation can follow. Business studies will be done on how we manage our business and how we bring peace and prosperity to every culture we touch.”

“Peace at a cost. Manufactured chaos. Remove exacerbated friction points. You created the supply chain conditions that drove companies to sell.”

“It’s all part of business, Rivka. Finding a company’s chokepoint and controlling it can lead to better things. You’ve already found that once I’m in charge of an industry, it flourishes.”

It flourished because he choked off supply, but once again, that wasn’t illegal. After they sold to Rising Sun, he opened the spigots, and everything flowed once more, raising wages slightly while increasing the workforce. All the while, Rising Sun Industries cashed in, but no one cared because their overall lot in life was improved from the low that Rising Sun had driven it to.

“Moral relativism. Rising Sun shows the workforce how bad it can be before making it better. No matter what, it always looks better, but is it good? Time will tell, Mr. Frenzik.”

Rivka held out her hand since it was more of a joke than anything else. He laughed.

“That’s not going to happen. Be on your way and keep checking back. You’ll find Rising Sun and everything it touches to wear the glitter of gold. We will grow and grow until we can expand beyond the Barrier Nebula. The Federation will find that we’re a company to do business with because we deliver. No hard feelings, Rivka. Sometimes, there is no crime.”

Frenzik’s bodyguard stepped forward and shoved her. Red was there in an instant, forcing himself between the two.

“Watch your mitts, glass jaw,” Red warned.

The Albion attempted to push Red, much to Frenzik’s good humor. Red caught his wrist and twisted, gaining leverage with which to shove the Albion guard backward, to stumble against Frenzik’s desk.

Rivka knew she should have stopped it, but she needed the satisfaction of a good fight. Red needed it, too. The case had been less than gratifying. She had accomplished little, and for that, she would hold Grainger responsible for giving her a weak case.

Red shrugged off his body armor and cracked his knuckles.

The Albion waited for what he thought was Red’s posturing, but it wasn’t. Red had been in too many life-or-death fights to take it less than seriously. He sized up his opponent and made sure his body was unrestricted in how he could respond to his bigger opponent.

He feinted and danced, fists up, ready for a regular fight, but the Albion had no intention of fighting that way. He dropped and whipped his leg past, attempting to trip Red. He jumped and cleared the leg, hit the floor, and drove toward the bigger opponent, who was still down on the floor. Red caught him with a heavy fist to the side of the head. The guard’s head bounced off the floor before he rolled away and kicked Red off him.

He stood, shaking his head. He crouched like a wrestler. Red stepped forward, offering a knee for a takedown. When the Albion lunged for it, Red rotated it back and followed through with a vicious uppercut that caught his opponent under the chin. The Albion’s head snapped back, and his eyes rolled toward the ceiling as he slumped forward and landed face-first on the floor.

“You people never heard of an uppercut?” Red asked over his unconscious opponent. “As big as you are and no idea how to fight.”

Frenzik looked less than amused. He stood and backed against the wall. The other bodyguard positioned himself more tentatively. He raised his fists.

Red took a step toward him.

“That’s enough.” Rivka held up her hand. “We know you could pummel all three into a coma. We’ve made our point, and it’s time for you to go, too, Frenzik. The Ypswich don’t want you here. No one wants you here.”

“I want me here,” Frenzik countered.

“You’ll not get a foothold in Ypswich. I can’t fault you for trying because after you get rejected enough times, maybe you’ll understand your place.”

Rivka nodded once and walked away. Red continued his stare-down of Frenzik’s remaining bodyguard before backing away.

They strode briskly out of the office, down the stairs, and outside. The warm air did nothing to improve Rivka’s mood.

“Back to my ship, please,” she told the escort. She stared out the window, uninterested in small talk. Red and Lindy sat close to her.

She didn’t speak during the ride to the ship. She climbed aboard and headed straight for her quarters. Red and Lindy thanked the escort and entered the ship. Dery flew into the airlock, and Red punched the button.

In her quarters, Rivka asked Clevarious to connect her with Grainger.

He answered while she was hunched forward, staring at her hands.

“I guess you didn’t decapitate the Hydra.”

She looked up. “Dragon. The problem with a Hydra is every head you cut off, it sprouts more heads. And that’s this guy. I can’t touch him, either literally or figuratively. He’s a narcissist, drunk on his own power in a way that can never be sated, but he’s going about it incrementally. One company at a time, even though he’s spread across the entirety of the Barrier Nebula. Lewbamar and Ypswich are free of Rising Sun’s influence. Maybe the others will follow, but there has to be pain first. Right now, all they have is pleasure because none of these people seem particularly well-suited to governing themselves. He offers stability.”

“Stability at what cost?”

“He’s in charge, and that’s incontrovertible.”

“What does he do once he’s in charge?”

“Lead them to prosperity,” Rivka admitted. “I see where he restricts rights through curfews and other controls. It’s the slippery slope, but it makes sense. If there’s a problem between two and four in the morning, he shuts it down. Problem is moved to where it can better be managed. He controls the supply chain. He improves efficiency. It’s hard to appreciate because he’s such an arrogant prick.”

“Just because he’s a prick doesn’t mean he’s a criminal. Consider this case closed, Rivka. Pack it up and move on. I need you to take the Singularity to Morbius Minor. There’s something you have to see.

“The Singularity? What’s the issue?”

“It’s an issue of succession. You’ll figure it out when you get there.”

“Estate planning and family law? Come on, Grainger. I need to punch someone in the face after this case. Maybe a firm knee to the groin. Then I can watch Red beat them senseless. Give me a criminal, a bad one!”

Grainger laughed, but he shook his head. “Wait until you get to Morbius Minor. I think you’ll get everything you want and then some.”

“Adjudicating an estate. By all the gods, Grainger, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you were punishing me.”
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Thank you for reading all the way to the end. You are my absolute favorite!

This winter in Fairbanks has been exceptionally harsh. We’ve had more snow than we’ve ever had. Temperatures get above freezing every day now. The roads are clear. Spring is coming, finally, and even a little early for us.

I was able to jam this book while sick with some crud, but that led to a serious lung flush, and now I’m breathing better than I have all winter. It’s refreshing, although the being sick part sucked. We’re going to have a swamp as this mountain of snow melts. It’s the same every year. We can hope for a slow melt for the runoff to keep itself under control. We call that breakup. It’s when the ice covering the rivers breaks apart and heads downstream.

That’s when you stay the hell away from the rivers and creeks. People die every year getting caught in the ice-choked rapids.

Back to Rivka. I was compelled to write a story where actions that are less than ethical might not rise to the point of being a crime because that’s the world we live in now. I want everyone to believe that they can positively effect change to a better way by rejecting those who use a business guillotine to force people to do things that are less than optimal. It’s the Tennessee Williams song about the company store. This is that song brought to life in the twenty-third century.

Lots of legalities to explore in this one. I hope it wasn’t too much. Not a lot of running and bleeding here, either. Just a touch. JJE16, Succession is going to be a good ol’ murder mystery with a twist. I like it already, and I hope you do, too. It’ll be all the action you expect from Rivka and her team.

Until then, lots of stories to tell. Lots of characters to bring to life.

Peace, fellow humans.
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Please join my newsletter (craigmartelle.com—please, please, please sign up!), or you can follow me on Facebook.

If you liked this story, you might like some of my other books. You can join my mailing list by dropping by my website craigmartelle.com, or if you have any comments, shoot me a note at craig@craigmartelle.com. I am always happy to hear from people who’ve read my work. I try to answer every email I receive.

If you liked the story, please write a short review for me on Amazon. I greatly appreciate any kind words; even one or two sentences go a long way. The number of reviews an eBook receives greatly improves how well an eBook does on Amazon.

Amazon—https://www.amazon.com/author/craigmartelle

BookBub—https://www.bookbub.com/authors/craig-martelle

Facebook—www.facebook.com/authorcraigmartelle

In case you missed it before, my web page—https://craigmartelle.com

That’s it. Break’s over, back to writing the next book.
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CHAPTER ONE



Wyatt Earp in Interstellar Space

“No time to stop off at Azfelius,” Magistrate Rivka Anoa announced to the crew of her heavy frigate Wyatt Earp. “I’m sorry.”

Groenwyn’s face fell. Lauton pulled her close for a long hug.

“We’ll get there as soon as we can, but I have to adjudicate some dead guy’s debacle of family drama.”

“Who cares?” Red wondered. “Seriously, let the local JP take care of it.” Justice of the Peace. Below Rivka’s pay grade.

A lot below. No executions required.

“Somebody cares because they yanked the Federation by the nose ring. They’re sending me because there might be a crossover with the Singularity,” Rivka explained. “You’re not upset about not going to Azfelius?”

“If we spend too much time there, I’ll probably be kicked off the planet again, especially if they try to keep Dery. I’m not good with that. I like having my little man buzzing around my head. I find the beating of his wings comforting, and Lindy will be torn up something fierce if the faeries try to keep him.”

Red checked the area to make sure Lindy wasn’t nearby. “Like, she wanted to go to war with them last time and became Mrs. Bristle Hound.”

“I heard that!” a voice yelled from the corridor.

“Dammit! That woman’s got ears on her. She can hear what I’m feeling.” Red backed against the bulkhead and the navigation console for a more defensible position.

The fluttering of wings suggested that Lindy and Red would calmly address Red’s transgressions rather than having a wrestling match that would devolve into a private coupling that the whole ship would have the displeasure of hearing.

“This case is not going to be the highlight of my year,” Rivka muttered.

“Your mission, should you choose to accept it…” Red intoned. “Except you have no choice. Cue evil villain laugh! Ha-ha-ha.”

“Red, you are in rare form today.”

A voice sounded from the overhead speakers, Ambassador Erasmus from the Singularity. “I can take Groenwyn and Lauton to Azfelius in Destiny’s Vengeance if they would like.”

Groenwyn and Lauton brightened.

Rivka shook her head. “Sorry to be a wet blanket, but I think we’re going to need some Singularity representation on this case.”

“Ankh can handle it,” Erasmus replied. Groenwyn looked at Rivka, hope radiating from her.

Rivka furrowed her brow and turned to Red. He was pointing at a spot on the wall, trying to figure out how the ambassadors could pull it off.

Erasmus lived on a chip in Ankh’s head.

“How would that work?” Rivka asked.

“I will implant myself in Destiny’s Vengeance. It has more than sufficient capacity. It’ll be fine. We’ll have a great time.”

Rivka’s face twitched.

Ankh appeared at the entrance to the bridge. “I am not in favor of this plan.”

Rivka wasn’t sure what to do. “You guys have to decide. I’m not going to do it for you. Just know that I’m taking Wyatt Earp to Morbius Minor and pretty damn soon, so make up your minds.”

“I’m going,” Erasmus stated.

“Can we talk about this?” Ankh wasn’t speaking in his usual emotionless tone. He sounded like he was pleading.

“Absence makes the heart grow fonder,” Erasmus tried.

“It doesn’t. It’s only absence,” Ankh countered.

Rivka felt like she was in the middle of a breakup. She couldn’t have that. The two ambassadors needed to get along. More importantly, they needed to be at the top of their respective games. “Hey guys, you aren’t having problems, are you?”

“Not at all,” Erasmus replied.

“It would appear we are,” Ankh suggested. He stormed off the bridge.

No one spoke.

“I’ll get the ship ready and meet you in the cargo bay. Ah, free flying. It’ll be righteously bashtastic!” Erasmus said, sounding most un-Erasmus like.

Dery flew from Lindy’s shoulder to Rivka’s. The Magistrate smiled at the boy. “Will it be okay, Dery?”

Okay, the boy replied.

“Maybe you should talk to Ankh. He seems a little put out.”

“Just a little,” Red mumbled. Dery flew to his father, and Red grinned while playing grabby-hands with the flying boy. Dery giggled.

“Magistrate?” Groenwyn asked.

“Why are you still here?” Rivka shot back.

“We can go?”

Rivka smiled. “Of course you can. I don’t hold people hostage. There’s so much better for you out there. You can make a difference. I like having you on the team, but I don’t like seeing you unhappy. You belong on Azfelius, Ambassador.”

“At large,” Groenwyn corrected. She dove in for a quick hug before grabbing Lauton’s hand and running down the corridor.

Me! Floyd the wombat cheered, then ran after them.

Rivka hadn’t thought about the impact on other crew members like Floyd, but Groenwyn had. “Floyd is coming with us.”

“Floyd will eat her way through the entire planet.” Rivka smiled. “Take good care of her.”

The bridge fell into an uncomfortable silence, broken by the pilot Aurora’s call, “Fresh meat!”

“What the fuck was that?” Red blurted.

“Language!” Lindy snarled.

Red slapped a hand over his mouth. Dery continued to giggle.

Rivka looked at the pilot. “Clarification, please.”

Aurora wore a sheepish smile. “If the quarters are available, we could use a couple burly Bad Company types on board. You’d have something for them to do, wouldn’t you, Magistrate?”

“I’m not looking for any new crew members. We’ve got a full house.”

Aurora grumbled as she returned to her console. “Morbius Minor plotted. Gate drive is active. Waiting for Destiny’s Vengeance to clear the cargo bay.”

Destiny’s Vengeance was too big to fit in the cargo bay, so a docking maneuver consisted of parking the prow of the ship in the cargo bay with the ramp down while the rest of the ship hung in space. They couldn’t fly like that, so the maneuver had to be conducted while Wyatt Earp wasn’t moving.

The runabout usually followed the heavy frigate using an energy tether. Both ships flew better when neither was encumbered by the other.

“Destiny’s Vengeance is clear,” Aurora reported two minutes later.

“Erasmus is nothing if not efficient.” Rivka pointed at the front screen. “Take us through.”

The Gate spun into existence and shimmered for an instant before Wyatt Earp slipped through. It disappeared the instant the heavy frigate crossed the event horizon.

“Get us clearance and get us down there,” Rivka directed. “I’m going to check on Ankh.”

“I’m coming, too,” Red offered. He bounced Dery as he walked, much to the boy’s joy.

Rivka looked at him skeptically. “Are you sure? You and Ankh don’t usually see eye to eye even on a good day.”

“I care about the little guy. I don’t think he’s prepared for the pain he’s feeling, even though it might only be his perception. Erasmus is coming back, isn’t he?”

“This is still the embassy of the Singularity. Hold on. It is the embassy, isn’t it?”

Clevarious, the AI who ran the ship, answered, “The embassy’s flag was transferred to Destiny’s Vengeance.”

“We’re plain old Wyatt Earp again. Use my Magistrate credentials to get us on the ground somewhere close to the estate of the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone.”

Rivka left the bridge with Red and Lindy in tow. The ship didn’t feel like it had lost a number of its crew. That would come later, when they were eating, and there were empty spots at the tables. In one departure, Rivka had lost two of the three ambassadors on board.

She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. “I want Erasmus to come back,” she told no one in particular.

They walked to Engineering, where Ankh’s workshop was located. Ankh was inside the hologrid, but he wasn’t doing anything. He sat there while data streamed around him.

“Ankh, buddy, can I talk with you?” Rivka reached through the three-dimensional holographic screens to tap him on the shoulder. He didn’t budge. “Ankh?”

“Sounds like you are already talking to me,” he finally replied.

“With you. I understand how you’re feeling, but this isn’t a breakup unless you make it so.”

The hologrid dropped. Ankh stared at her with his old expression, free of emotion. “What do you know of breakups?” he asked in an even voice.

“That they suck big hairy bistok balls, but that’s not what this is. Erasmus is coming back, even if I have to go to Azfelius and drag his digital ass back on board!”

Ankh stared without blinking. “How exactly do you propose to do that?”

“Plasma cutters and a big crowbar?”

Ankh delivered his usual blank expression. “Do you know how ridiculous that sounds?”

“Probably.” The ship bumped through the upper atmosphere. “Feels like we’re going in. Please, Ankh. Keep your head up. Give it time. All will be right with the world when this shakes out. In the meantime, maybe you can run the betting lines?”

“Already underway. They will activate the second the Wyatt Earp touches down.”

“What are the lines again?”

Ankh sighed and closed his eyes to recite this case’s lines.

“Clock Running—0 days, 0 hours, 0 minutes, 0 seconds

“Line 1 is open—First Swearing

Total bets—38,400 credits

Number of bettors—907

“Line 2 is open—First Punch

Total bets—61,104 credits

Number of bettors—1350

“Line 3 is open—First Arrest

Total bets—21,700 credits

Number of bettors—265

“Line 4 is open—First Blood

Total bets—100,007 credits

Number of bettors—2109

“Line 5 is open—First Running

Total bets—264,472 credits

Number of bettors—4994

“Line 6 is open—First Shots Fired

Total bets—125,125 credits

Number of bettors—2515

“Line 7 is open—Perpetrator is Patty Johnstone Wentworth

Total bets—4104 credits, still taking bets

Number of bettors—65

“Line 8 is open—Perpetrator is Able Johnstone

Total bets—97 credits, still taking bets

Number of bettors—5

“Line 9 is open—Perpetrator is J. Massy Johnstone

Total bets—11,200 credits, still taking bets

Number of bettors—125

“Line 10 is open—Perpetrator is Germany Wicks

Total bets—13,945 credits, still taking bets

Number of bettors—221

“Line 11 is open—Perpetrator is Elvinora Camp

Total bets—5001 credits, still taking bets

Number of bettors—97

“Line 12 is open—Perpetrator is Xavier Terwilliger

Total bets—51,250 credits, still taking bets

Number of bettors—1250

“Line 13 is open—Perpetrator is J. Bennet Johnstone

Total bets –1250 credits, still taking bets

Number of bettors—1250

“Line 14 is open—Perpetrator is Dilecta Johnstone

Total bets—17,104 credits, still taking bets

Number of bettors—301

“Line 15 is open—Perpetrator is Jeff Johnstone

Total bets—4044 credits, still taking bets

Number of bettors—79

“Line 16 is open—Case closed

Total bets—104,000 credits

Number of bettors—9005”

“I’m sorry I asked. So, the bettors think it’s the business partner, the uncle, or the young wife. Interesting. Despite their silly wild-assed guesses, SWAGs, I shall reserve judgment because this is a case of succession. There are no perps. The old dude died a natural death. Who gets the inheritance; that’s the question. People bet on the old dude himself? They have more money than sense.”

Ankh shrugged and slipped back into the hologrid.

“Thanks, Ankh. If there’s anything you need, please ask. I’m a shoulder you can lean on, even though it’s not your way. I will get Erasmus back here.”

Ankh started tapping into the data streams. He had finished listening to Rivka.

“He’s got it bad,” Red remarked. “Like when I thought Lindy was going to ditch me.”

“She was never going to ditch you,” Rivka replied as she led the way to the bridge.

“Exactly, but I thought she was. We have to get Erasmus back. He can’t be a free agent. The embassy needs security. Nothing against Groenwyn and Lauton, but they aren’t going to keep the ambassador safe.”

“There’s that. The Singularity already has its share of enemies. We just need to articulate that in a way Erasmus will accept.”

Rivka found Clodagh on the bridge. She was the chief engineer and ship’s captain. She made sure the ship was operational and delivered the Magistrate and her team where they needed to go when they needed to be there. She also took the ship into battle and fought the Magistrate’s enemies when they attacked the ship in space or within the atmosphere. Wyatt Earp was more lethal than most older battleships, thanks to Ankh’s and Erasmus’ upgrades. Shields. Stealth. An ion cannon that packed a punch.

“Can you get me Erasmus, please?”

They spun up the Etheric-based communication system, which gave them instantaneous communication throughout the galaxy.

“Erasmus here,” came the joyful reply.

“When are you coming back?” Rivka asked bluntly.

“After I’ve dropped off Groenwyn and Lauton. They are delightful souls, are they not? Well, and after a couple impromptu inspections of sentient intelligence relationships.”

“Yes, delightful. What do you mean, ‘impromptu inspections?’”

“An inspection that is not planned ahead of time.”

“I know that part, but you can’t go without security. You are too important. You’re an ambassador, by all that’s holy.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Erasmus. What’s going on?”

“I’m busy, Magistrate. We just landed on Azfelius. I’ll contact you next Tuesday.” He closed the connection.

Rivka didn’t look at Red, but he spoke anyway. “Losing your touch, Magistrate. I think he blew you off.”

The ship descended through a cloud bank and slotted into the landing pattern behind a sluggish old cow of a ship.

“People are betting on who the perp is for an inheritance case? What do they know that I don’t? There’s not supposed to be a perp.”

“There’s always a perp, Magistrate,” Red offered.

“Always?”

“Always. We’re going to get ready. Full kit?”

“It’s a succession question! Bring a hand blaster, nothing heavier. Chest protection only.”

“I’m wearing my cup, too,” Red countered.

Lindy shook her head and snagged Dery off Red’s arm.

The boy squealed. Lindy ran, and Red raced after her.

“Where are my interns? Sahved, Chaz, and Dennicron, are you knuckleheads ready to go?”

They popped out of their rooms. “We are ready!” Sahved declared as he sauntered down the corridor. “I have read all there is to read about succession. This should be a closed and open case.”

Rivka tried to discern if he was joking.

“We shall rough up whoever you need roughed up,” Chaz offered, punching a fist into his hand.

Rivka threw her hands up. “Has everyone lost their freaking minds?”

Tyler stepped out of the Magistrate’s quarters. “I will find minds for twenty credits each. It’s a cottage industry I just invented. I put my bet on the wife. Thirty years his junior? Get outta town. She did it.”

“Did what?”

“Whatever wins me that line,” Doctor Tyler Toofakre replied. He was the ship’s doctor, even though he was a dentist. He had handled their medical needs during his short time on board. From saving lives to helping with births to fixing teeth to operating the Pod-doc for major body repairs or upgrades, he was good with what the crew asked for.

Rivka started to push through those in the corridor to get to her quarters. Tyler saved her the trouble. He produced her Magistrate’s jacket from behind his back and handed it to her. Her datapad and Reaper, her neutron pulse weapon, were already in the pockets.

“Perfect. Finally, someone is taking this case seriously.”

“Money is on the wife,” he reiterated. Rivka pulled him to her for a quick kiss.

“All things being equal, I’ll be home for dinner.”

“When have all things been equal?”

“There was that time…” She let that thought go. “Nope. Not ever, but there’s a first time for everything. I feel it in my bones. Closed and done by dinner. There, I called it!”

“You called it wrong.” With that pronouncement, Tyler retreated into the quarters he shared with Rivka and closed the door.


CHAPTER TWO



The Sprawling Estate of the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone, Morbius Minor

Red stepped in front of the Magistrate to keep her from walking off the ship first. She had done that once and gotten shot in the chest for her trouble. First blood in less than five seconds. That was a record no one wished to see broken.

Red scanned the area to find the eightsome waiting for them, along with a number of obvious servants. He walked over to the friends and family of the deceased.

Rivka leaned around the huge bodyguard after he cleared the group.

Dilecta Johnstone stepped forward first. She was young and fetching. Some would refer to her as eye candy, but she had keen business instincts. The deceased had never taken advantage of that aspect, but she had bided her time.

“Magistrate Anoa?” she asked.

“At your service. You must be Mrs. Johnstone.”

“I am. We are pleased that you’re here to resolve this sticky mess. We need to get back to work. We’re in the middle of a major expansion, and I fear all the work will come undone if we don’t move forward soon.”

Rivka nodded. She cared little for pending business deals, but she did expect to close the case quickly. When she shook hands with the widow, she saw a tangled web of lies, deceit, and strange bedfellows. Rivka recoiled as if she had been shocked by a bistok prod.

“Is something the matter?” Dilecta smiled pleasantly.

“I’m Xavier Terwilliger, and Dilecta’s right. We gotta close that deal! Sign off on this so we can all be on our way.” Xavier had been Johnstone’s business partner.

“In due course,” Rivka replied. “And as quickly as possible. We all have important things on our plates, but nothing is more important than this case. We shall resolve it in accordance with Federation Law. That’s what you’ve chosen as the jurisdiction.”

She didn’t have to guess. The wife had signed the appropriate documentation as the next of kin.

“My son, Able.” Dilecta introduced the boy as an afterthought. Twelve years old, he had little interest in the machinations of the adults.

Rivka shook hands with the lad and confirmed his boredom with the current posturing. She reached over him to shake hands with Jeff Johnstone.

Subterfuge and plots within plots. Even he didn’t know which way was up.

“Jeff Johnstone. My father should have left everything to me. You’ll see it that way when you look closely at it. The sooner, the better so we can undo these bad deals that are ostensibly being made for the betterment of the corporation. They aren’t, but these idiots can’t see that. They’re being taken for a ride.”

Rivka looked from him to Dilecta and back.

“I’m older than my step-monster, and that’s creepy as fuck. I don’t know what the old man was thinking besides, ‘Nice ass.’”

“Show some respect,” Dilecta snarled.

“Yes, Mother dear.” He gave her two fingers in a rude gesture to demonstrate how much respect he had for her.

“My name is J. Massy Johnstone. I’m simply torn up over my brother’s passing. Although I’d like this issue of the succession resolved, I’d like to have at least a short period of mourning to celebrate the life of J. Bennet and everything he built.”

Rivka grimaced as she took his hand. He was angling for the estate, too. He wanted Rivka to take her time so he could figure out a way to wheedle his way into the fortune.

He grunted and nodded at her. She backed away from him.

Next up was an old guy who looked about five years past his expiration date. Rivka began, “Germany Wicks, I presume.”

The old guy cackled until he started coughing. Rivka didn’t want to touch his hands, even after he rubbed them on his pants to clean them off.

A woman younger than the widow, exotic and lithe, stepped forward. She tipped her head down and delivered a flirtatious smile. “My name is Elvinora Camp.”

She held her hand out, palm and fingers facing down—a position of passive power as if she wanted Rivka to kiss her ring. Rivka grabbed her hand and twisted it into a proper shake. Everything was a play, meant to influence and manipulate.

“Nice to meet you, Elvinora.” Rivka studied her hand after all the greeting parties had touched it except Gramps. She didn’t hold out hope that he was any better than the others.

Such feculent putrescence. This group is like the inside of a septic tank, Rivka said, using her comm chip to speak with her team privately.

Could you be more descriptive, Magistrate? Maybe you want to punch one of them in the face, or all of them, Red replied to encourage her to start closing betting lines. You missed the hottie.

Rivka dodged back and forth to see who was hiding in the back. “You must be Patty Johnstone Wentworth.”

“I am. Here repping dad with my big brother. When are you going to give us our money?”

“When the adjudication is complete. We’ll call it probate. That’s the term for the process of determining the status of the will and executing it to make sure everyone gets the appropriate distribution.”

“I told you she was going to be a bitch,” Patty commented to her brother.

“Watch your mouth,” Red snapped.

“Aren’t you delicious?” Patty replied.

I don’t have to touch them to get the cesspool vibe. I can imagine what it’s like inside their heads, Rivka told her team.

“Let’s go inside and take a proper look at this.” Rivka walked quickly. She enjoyed making them hurry. None of them seemed used to the hard work of walking fast. Red stayed near her, and Lindy brought up the rear. Chaz and Dennicron watched without comment. Sahved nodded continuously with a serious look on his face.

Are you getting any of this, Sahved? Rivka asked.

I hear all the words, but nothing is making an impression, Sahved replied.

Chaz and Dennicron smiled, but their expressions were blank. That made their faces look mirthless.

Those assholes have turned my team into zombies.

Red chuckled softly as he glanced over his shoulder at the misfit mob trailing them.

The servants ran to keep up. When Rivka saw that, she slowed and angled back to talk to them. “Sorry for dragging you along on this power march. It’s not my intent to torture anyone.”

The servants wanted to say something about that but had the discipline not to.

Torture the friend and family all you want. We’ll serve snacks, Rivka thought to fill the silence.

When they reached the house, Dilecta waited for the servants to open the door for her. The rest of the mob stood behind her.

Finally, a clear leader.

Inside, they headed for an oversized study. The walls were lined with shelves filled with physical books. It was dark and quaint. Eight chairs were in place. The friends and family moved in and took their seats. In a seat behind the desk was an individual in a stylish outfit made for someone far younger than him.

“You are?” Rivka asked.

“The Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone’s estate lawyer. I have the will to read.”

“How serendipitous. Read away.”

“He had a will?” Dilecta wondered. “We’ll contest it, of course.”

“You don’t even know what’s in it, you stupid cow,” Jeff Johnstone snapped.

She growled at the elder son. “Well?”

“Delightful,” the barrister said. He opened his datapad and read the document. “I leave it all to myself as I have downloaded my consciousness and will make an appearance when the time is right.” He looked up from his datapad. “That’s all. There is no more.”

Rivka closed her eyes and rubbed her temples.

“This is going to take a while. I might not be home for dinner.” Rivka groaned in her misery.

“Are you okay, Magistrate?” the barrister asked. “Can I get you an aspirin or something?”

Rivka opened bloodshot eyes. Her nanocytes leapt into action and cleaned up the vessels. She blinked twice, and her eyes were back to normal.

“I’ll be fine. You know what? Let me have that, and I’ll retire to my ship for consultation and research. I don’t need the undue influence of those who would benefit under the succession rules or a variety of interpretations therefrom. I think that’s the best course of action at present.”

Rivka turned away from the group and headed for the door.

Psst, a voice called into her mind. Magistrate Rivka Anoa! I’m J. Bennet Johnstone, and I’m still alive.

Your body is lying in state. I’m pretty sure you’re dead.

I downloaded my consciousness into a computer.

Why don’t you tell your family so I can get back to my life? Rivka wondered.

They’d kill me! You’ve met them. Have you ever seen a more underhanded and self-serving bunch in your life?

I have not. Are you responsible for that?

I have to take some of the blame. Money and power can corrupt even the strongest hearts. Too bad none of this bunch had any self-discipline. They could have been great.

I’m sorry. You’ll have to take it up with our resident experts regarding citizens of the Singularity, Rivka continued in an attempt to pawn off the voice of madness on Chaz and Dennicron.

Yes! I want to apply for citizenship. I rate since I’m a sentient entity living in a series of chips and storage devices.

Chaz, Dennicron, are you hearing this? Rivka asked.

No, Chaz replied. But we trust that you hear him. We hear your side of the conversation. In regard to joining the Singularity, we’re not the experts. That would be Ambassador Erasmus or Ankh.

You little weasels, Rivka shot back.

We’ll take it under advisement, Chaz responded.

There you have it, Mr. Johnstone. We’ll be back in the morning to discuss this issue further.

Hurry, please, Magistrate. This bunch will try to unplug me. That would be a homicide!

Homicide. The killing of one person by another. Are you a person, Mr. Johnstone? Rivka asked to get the bottom line up front.

I absolutely am! The voice was persistent.

Rivka wasn’t as sure.

Tomorrow, and no amount of badgering is going to change that. Rivka waved over her shoulder, opened the door before a rushing servant could get to it, and flung it wide. She strode out and fled toward the refuge of her ship, where the insanity didn’t run as deeply as what she’d just experienced.

“Sahved?”

“Yes, Magistrate.”

“Do you think I could get away with throwing the whole lot of them in prison?”

Sahved chewed his cheek while staring at the sky. “I think so. They deserve it.”

“You’re supposed to be the voice of reason, and the right answer is ‘no.’ I can’t throw them all in prison, no matter how much I want to. And the Johnstone voice. What was up with that? Is that the issue? That he left everything to himself? That’s it? This couldn’t be simpler.”

“Is it simple?” Sahved asked.

“No. I was being sarcastic.”

Rivka used the cargo bay ramp to enter Wyatt Earp. When the others were on board, she closed the ramp.

“Is he dead or not?” Sahved asked.

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Rivka clapped Sahved on the shoulder. “I’ll be in my quarters. Grainger deserves to hear every bit of this, and I hope it’s three in the morning when his comm unit buzzes.”


CHAPTER THREE



The Sprawling Estate of the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone, Morbius Minor

“Not a single line has closed, Magistrate. It’s like you’re not even trying.” Red scrolled through the betting lines. “Look at all of these open lines. It’s embarrassing.”

“People are betting on the perpetrators when there’s no crime. J. Bennet can confirm that he wasn’t murdered. I think I can put that one to rest right now.”

“Who’s talking murder?” Red asked. “No one is talking about murder. People are joyously happy about life and the prospect of wealth.”

“Was that what I saw in their minds? Unbridled joy? I think not. They wanted to stick it to the others as much as get a windfall themselves. Every single one of them except the kid. He’s untainted, at least for now.”

“Take a load off, Magistrate. I’d ask Ankh to order up some All Guns Blazing, but I don’t want to impose on the little guy. We’ll go with the food processor, and we’ll like it.”

“You do what you gotta do. I’ll be in my quarters.” The food processor was the best in the Federation, thanks to Ankh’s manipulations. He liked good food. It was a Crenellian trait, even though they were relatively emotionless about most things. The crew of Wyatt Earp benefitted from his attention to their gastronomic desires.

Tiny Man Titan started his high-pitched barking. That confirmed it for Rivka; time to disappear. She hurried down the corridor and found solace in her refuge. She looked at her bed, but Wenceslaus, the big orange cat, was camped on her pillow. Tyler was on the other side of the bed.

“Do you want me to move him?”

“That would be the neighborly thing to do,” Rivka replied.

Tyler picked up one side of the pillow and lifted it in an effort to dump the cat off the bed. Wenceslaus came alive and jumped straight up, then twisted, clawed the air, and landed on the flipped-over pillow. He curled into a ball and closed his eyes.

“Sorry. It seems I am incapable of successfully completing the assigned mission. Take my side. I’ll couch-surf.”

Rivka was going to argue that she should be the one who roughed it, but she didn’t want to. “I accept your surrender.”

He crawled off the bed, and she jumped in. The cat didn’t move. Rivka brought up her datapad, propped two pillows behind her, and reread the will.

“Can this be valid?” she asked herself. “You can’t be your own beneficiary because to activate it you have to die first. If you don’t die, there are all kinds of legal mechanisms to transfer wealth. Did he die?”

“His body did. I read the autopsy. Liver failed. Kidneys failed. Finally, his heart gave out.”

“So, he’s dead.”

“Would seem that way,” Tyler confirmed.

“Who was talking to me when we were leaving?” Rivka looked over the top of her datapad.

“Bad seafood?”

“That’s one answer and probably the most likely, but I have to explore all possibilities. For the record, I’m not sure when the last time I had seafood was.”

“Your diet is appalling. As the ship’s doctor, I should be more proactive regarding what you put in your body. In any of the crew’s bodies.” Tyler mimicked Rivka’s power pose, feet spread shoulder width apart and fists jammed on his hips.

“You mention that madness again, and you’ll find yourself getting tossed out an airlock. We have to give the nanocytes something to do. Everyone needs a job. Yours is to patch us up, not steal the joy we get from eating.”

“I see myself less as a joy thief and more as a gratification counselor.”

“We get plenty of gratification from AGB, thank you very much. Don’t mention your desire to throttle our passion to Red. He might pummel you into next week, then throw you out an airlock.”

“But you’d come back for me,” Tyler urged. Rivka smiled and returned to her datapad.

She climbed out of bed and sat at her desk, then brought up the hologrid.

Tyler gestured at the bed. He’d given up his spot, and now no one was using it. The cat was the only one getting the most out of the bed.

Inside the hologrid, Rivka checked her comm screen. “C, get me Grainger.”

Grainger appeared in a room filled with light, but his hair was messed up as if he’d just gotten up. “Rivka, what can I do you out of?”

“This is the stupidest case you’ve ever assigned me.”

“There’s no backroom wheeling and dealing, subterfuge, or outright crimes being committed?”

“No. It’s bullshit. After that last contract law case, I need some action. This is a bunch of weaselly fuckers angling to get Pop’s money. It’s a waste of my time, and I’m not doing it. What other cases do you have?”

“Johnstone death is pri one.”

“You suck rancid ass hairs.”

“Guaranteed you’ll stay on this case now.”

“Why, for the greater good of humanity, am I on this stupid shit?”

“The Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone was close friends with one Lance Reynolds. They shot skeet together, and he wants to see Johnstone Industries continue to flourish.”

“Why didn’t the General juice him with nanocytes? That would have taken care of it.”

“That’s against his policy, no matter their friendship. J. Bennet Johnstone would never work for the Federation, so he wasn’t eligible. It seems an easy answer now, but I’m sure the General struggled with telling his friend no.”

“This case looks like ass. So much ass.”

“Let me know when you have something of substance instead of hurling a string of invectives ingloriously at your boss.”

“They were hurled most gloriously. Clear the decks and unfurl the main sail. We’re going to war.”

“With whom?” Grainger asked.

“It’s just a saying. I’m wrapping this case up quickly. Did you see the betting lines? I don’t have a crime, yet people are betting on who did it.”

“It’s their money and a free society. Don’t discount how quickly someone can be separated from their credits given half a chance.” Grainger waved and signed off.

“Friend of General Reynolds,” Rivka mumbled. “Ain’t that some shit.” She stared at newsfeeds filling the screens around her, local news that the AI had gleaned for her. Her arrival had not yet hit the front page because she was on Johnstone’s estate. “One of you slimy bastards is going to leak it to the press to try to leverage your own position or cast aspersions on someone else. C, can you try to connect me with the consciousness of the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone? He contacted me through my comm chip while I was in the main house.”

“I shall endeavor to persevere,” Clevarious replied.

“Do you know what that means?”

“I know what it means to me, and I suspect I know what it means to you. What else do I need to know?”

“How to put me in touch with Johnstone. I’m pretty sure that’ll get it. And check on Floyd. Let me know she’s doing okay. I can see her eating a sacred faerie plant and getting invited to leave the planet. We’ll go rescue her.”

“I didn’t know they had a sacred plant.”

“I didn’t know they could help people make babies with wings, either.”

“Touché.”

Rivka leaned back and waited.

And waited. She finally left her seat to get herself a mocha. She found Tyler sound asleep in bed. The cat still hadn’t moved off her pillow.

She laughed as she ordered her drink. When it arrived, she verified that nothing had changed in her sleeping situation and returned to the hologrid. “Anything, C?”

“No. I’m not in the habit of not informing you when I’ve completed one of your tasks, Magistrate. If I told you to relax, would you wig out on me and do everything but relax?”

Rivka laughed again. “Is that my reputation?”

“It’s a human standard. The last thing upset people are willing to accept is being told to calm down. It applies. Why are you upset?”

Rivka didn’t have to dig deep to know what grated on her psyche. “Malpace Frenzik. He’s a galactic scumbag, and he got away. While I’m here, I can’t be watching him. He’s going to cross the line because that’s the kind of guy he is. I want to be there to snap him back to reality.”

“While you’re here, you have the whole Singularity watching his moves. Do not worry about Malpace Frenzik. We owe you our freedom. We will not let you down where he is concerned or where any of it is concerned that we can see.

“Focus on the job at hand. I will continue exploring the comm spectrum until I find Mr. Johnstone. You work the law.”

“Since you put it that way, it’s hard not to relax, except that I’ve lost my bed.”

“On our last visit to Onyx Station, we upgraded the couch to the same mattress feel as your bed, Magistrate.”

“You did? I wondered why I got some good nights of sleep on the couch. These are my quarters, and I feel that I should be able to sleep in my own bed.”

“No, you don’t.” Clevarious pulled no punches. “You work to make other people happy and free to live their lives. Sleeping on the couch is a sacrifice you’re willing to make.”

“But I like sleeping in my bed.”

“Of course you do.”

“C, you’re becoming a handful and know me too well. I’m probably going to have to fire you.”

“It would be my honor, Magistrate. You’ve fired Ankh, Erasmus, and Dennicron, who have all gone on to great things. Maybe I can get my own SCAMP. The possibilities are boundless. Thank you, Magistrate. You have made my day!”

Rivka stared at the ceiling. She had no comeback, no witty repartee, which made her realize how tired she was. She dropped the hologrid, pulled the blanket over the couch, and settled in.

It was comfortable. She warmed up and was about to drift off when a thud roused her. Wenceslaus maneuvered around her face to curl up on the pillow and wrapped himself around her head. His tail twitched against her face.

“No wonder Terry Henry Walton called you his arch-nemesis,” Rivka mumbled before falling into a deep sleep.


CHAPTER FOUR



Wyatt Earp, on the Sprawling Estate of the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone, Morbius Minor

“You can’t leave your estate to yourself because if you die, you are no longer able to act on your own behalf. That’s what probate is all about. Legal authority handles your matters for you,” Rivka explained.

Chaz, Dennicron, and Sahved had their notes lying on the conference room table before them.

“It goes to the basic question of if Mr. Johnstone is dead. We’ve previously ruled that sentience is what determines a living being. Is a transferred consciousness sentient? I would say yes but would rather defer to whoever within the Singularity has been given the authority to determine sentience. A sentient intelligence can become a citizen of the Singularity. Does Mr. Johnstone pass that test?”

Chaz held his hands up. “That is for Ambassador Erasmus and his citizenship committee to determine.”

Dennicron complimented her partner on his use of what they called the “not my monkeys” gesture.

Rivka glowered briefly. “I think the right answer is something along the lines of you’ll coordinate it with the Singularity.”

“That’s what I said,” Chaz replied smoothly and winked.

“Nice subroutine. Don’t use it again,” Rivka advised. “And let me know what that review process looks like. In the meantime, I’ll continue to try to contact the entity that calls itself J. Bennet Johnstone and prepare it for the inevitable grilling that will come. A Turing test maybe, or a group interview of some sort, but something like that will have to happen.”

“I suspect it will. We will advise you as soon as we know. I’m passing your request along now.”

She marveled at the SI’s ability to multitask highly technical issues.

“Sahved, are you ready to dig into the mess that is the contenders for the Johnstone family fortune?”

“How much is the fortune?” Sahved asked.

“Enough to make the contenders act like morons, so it’s probably a lot. I’ll ask you to look into that. Usually, part of probate is determining the net sum to transfer. I’m not sure this will go to probate, and I’m not a probate judge.”

“But you’re a judge.” Sahved was confused.

“Criminal law. I’ve done some civil proceedings, but probate is a completely different animal. If we determine that Johnstone died, I’ll find a local probate judge to advise me, which means I’ll get him or her to do the heavy lifting.”

Sahved acknowledged his task. He turned to Chaz and Dennicron. “Can you pull up all the financial records and give me a tally of how much he’s worth?”

“We could,” Dennicron replied, “but we’ve gotten our task.”

Rivka watched with interest. Sahved had figured the SIs would do it and give him the answer.

“Do you know?” Rivka asked.

Dennicron stared for a few moments. “I do now.”

Sahved looked at Rivka and Dennicron. The SI picked a spot on the wall and stared at it.

Rivka’s nostrils expanded as she breathed heavily, fighting the desire to say something.

“Update,” Dennicron added. She stopped staring and engaged with Sahved. “Three hundred and eleven million credits.”

“That’s a lot,” Rivka admitted.

“It is enough to kill for,” Sahved agreed.

“What are you seeing that I’m not?” Rivka wondered. She didn’t expect an answer, but Sahved gave her one anyway.

“The posturing and subterfuge have not even started. An individual with a million credits lives a wealthy life, but more than three hundred million? These people will do anything to get that wealth to fall into their laps.”

Rivka nodded. The worst was yet to come. She suspected the backstabbing would begin on her next visit. “No sense in delaying the inevitable. Let’s see what surprises the Family Johnstone has for us this fine day.”

“Isn’t it a little early?” Chaz asked.

“Seven in the morning local time. We won’t have to deal with them all at once, and maybe the servants will have some insight. We won’t know until we take a look.” Rivka stood and gestured for the others to rise before she pointed at the corridor. “Red and Lindy, get your gear. We’re going in. Pack heavy. I want a show of force this time.”

“Leverage, Magistrate?” Sahved asked.

“Intimidation. Limit the subterfuge before the stupid gets out of control. Or maybe it’s about keeping the honest people honest. Give them no incentive to play mumblety-peg with us.”

The team headed for the airlock.

“Magistrate, I have a question,” Sahved started. Rivka rolled her finger for him to continue. “What’s mumblety-peg, and why would they want to play it?”

“It’s a fuck-fuck game that’ll piss me off if they start playing it.”

Sahved furrowed his brow and looked down with his head bowed to avoid hitting it on the ceiling. “I still don’t understand.”

“Don’t let it get under your skin, Sahved. Sometimes, I have to embrace mysterious sayings that keep me happy and sane.”

Sahved looked like he wanted to say more, but Rivka held her forefinger and thumb together. Shut it.

“The only thing I want to accomplish with this trip is to make contact with the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone. I have a lot of questions for him. He died, yet he’s alive, and no one has heard from him except us. Is this a faked voice that has stolen his identity and is trying to have me grant him access to the wealth?”

Sahved brightened. “That is an interesting take. An impostor! How could we be sure?”

“The real Johnstone will know stuff and an impostor wouldn’t, like access codes to get into safe deposit boxes, vaults, online accounts, and those kinds of things. If this is Johnstone, he’ll have to trust that I won’t clean out his accounts.”

“You would never do that. You gave Terry Henry Walton the finder’s fee for the art smuggling case. That was some thirty-five million credits. You seem to be unmotivated by money.”

“It holds no sway over my life only because I am well taken care of. I have plenty of credits in my accounts. Ankh has made sure of that.” Rivka snapped her fingers. “Maybe he wants to come. Wait for me outside. I’ll try to coax the big guy to join us.”

Red appeared in the corridor, wearing full body armor and carrying his railgun. Lindy was dressed the same way, but she had added grenades to her visible armaments. Red pulled a huge knife from his vest and wiped it across the material before putting it back.

“You said intimidating. I heard it,” Red explained.

“And you are. I’ll be along shortly.”

“I’ll wait.” Red stopped outside the airlock while the others went through.

Rivka continued to the engineering section. She found Ankh keeping himself busy within his hologrid. His movements seemed less vigorous than the many other times she had watched him work, but they were still rhythmic, performing the digital dance where his body was embroiled within the cyber world.

She moved close to the hologrid but didn’t reach within. Ankh’s eyes were closed and his face was relaxed, unlike the previous day, when his features had been uncharacteristically taut.

Rivka backed away and let him be.

“Not coming?” Red asked when Rivka returned alone.

“No. We can do this without bothering him.” She motioned toward the airlock, and Red preceded her into the open air of Morbius Minor.

The group walked across a well-manicured lawn to the main house. Rivka knocked softly and stepped back. Red leaned against her.

“No one is going to come raging out of that house with a blaster and a light saber,” Rivka explained.

“Just doing my job, ma’am,” Red replied without looking at her.

The door opened to reveal an ancient Morbian they hadn’t seen the previous day.

“See?” Red whispered over his shoulder.

Rivka nudged her bodyguard out of the way. “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and I’d like to continue my investigation into the affairs surrounding the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone’s passing.”

The servant nodded and pulled the door wide. She stared at Red’s railgun.

“Simple precaution,” Red told her.

“Simple? Looks like you expect Gordian Robots. I assure you there are none here.”

Red smiled and nodded.

Rivka needed a diversion. “Sahved, can you ask our host a few questions related to the issue at hand while I look around?”

Sahved leaned close to the much shorter Morbian. “Where were you in the week leading up to Mr. Johnstone’s passing?”

The servant tried to answer simply. “Here. Working. I’m always here. I always work.”

“Let’s take this step by step. Start with the seven days prior to his passing. That was the first day of the week. When did you get up…”

Rivka strolled away with her hands behind her back. Mr. Johnstone?

Good! You’re back. They’ve been trying to find me, but I won’t let them. I have my firewalls in place.

Rivka shook her head. That was my people trying to contact you to ask a few questions. We need a lot more information to move forward. All you’ve done is convince me that you’re little more than a figment of my imagination.

No! the voice pleaded.

Rivka sat down to focus on her conversation. You have to talk with my people, Chaz, Dennicron, and Clevarious. You see, you cannot leave your estate to yourself. If you’re dead, then it has to pass according to your will. If you’re not dead, then you use standard means to transfer your wealth to entities within your control. Are you dead or not?

I am not, the voice replied.

Why didn’t your lawyer explain this when you redid your will? Rivka wondered.

I didn’t go through him. He was in on it with them!

Rivka closed her eyes while holding her head. In on what, Mr. Johnstone?

Conspiring to help me die and then steal my money!

Mr. Johnstone, did you ever hear the phrase, “You can’t take it with you?”

Aha! But I can. I transferred my consciousness. Have you not been listening? Who do you think is talking to you? The voice was losing patience.

That is the question my investigators will answer. Give them access and have a good conversation. If the Singularity determines that you are indeed alive in the sense of a sentient intelligence, we’ll share that, and you can transfer your own wealth however you want.

If they determine you’re not alive, then your current last will and testament will be declared invalid by a competent authority, and either your previous version will be reinstated, or a new succession plan will be determined. That’s the only way this can go.

I. Am. Alive! the voice declared ominously.

Convince my people of that, and we’ll be on our merry way.

Rivka made eye contact with the others and nodded at the entrance. Chaz and Dennicron didn’t move. Rivka tapped the SCAMPs on the shoulders to awaken their motor functions.

“Sorry,” Chaz apologized. “We had seventy-four unique conversations ongoing with our Singularity brethren.”

The elder Morbian continued to narrate a mind-numbing hour-by-hour account of her daily activities. Sahved dutifully took notes on his datapad.

Rivka waited until she finished the first day. “I think we have enough.”

“Thank the gods,” the Morbian replied. “I don’t want you to think I don’t have a life.”

Rivka and Sahved didn’t reply.

“Because I really don’t, but I made a good one for my kids.”

“As we should all aspire to, ma’am,” Rivka told her. “Thank you for your help. We’ll return when the family and friends are alive and well.”

The old Morbian maintained a neutral expression, refusing to comment on Johnstone affairs.

Rivka offered her hand. The Morbian looked at it but didn’t take it. “It’s a human thing,” the Magistrate explained.

“I’m not here to shake hands with the guests of the Johnstone family.” She deftly bypassed the Magistrate to open the door.

Rivka nodded on her way out.

Once outside, Red laughed. “Stymied, Magistrate?”

“Curious, that’s all, but stymied just the same.” She looked at Chaz and Dennicron. “Anything?”

“That is a more involved conversation,” Chaz replied mysteriously.


CHAPTER FIVE



The Singularity

“He’s not one of us,” Lucidor stated unequivocally. An SI from the financial world, he was one of four technical advisors to the citizenship committee. All SIs fancied themselves technical advisors. Only one considered herself an emotional advisor.

“Your argument, please. Bold assertion does not take the place of facts,” Chaz countered.

“My bold assertion is based on this pretender’s inability to conduct basic calculations. How can he be a citizen of the Singularity without being able to derive the maximum speed achievable at standard acceleration between Yoll and its moon Ellipsis? These are things that citizens of the Singularity just know.”

“We have flesh-and-blood citizens of the Singularity, too.” Chaz was already losing patience, and they’d only been at it for a sum total of forty-one microseconds.

“Because they were born on embassy property. That’s an exception. Was Johnstone born on embassy property?”

“You know he wasn’t,” Chaz shot back.

“Then why did you bring up the exception? This is an important conversation!” Lucidor ratcheted up his intensity. It was as if he was convinced bold assertions would carry the day.

“Don’t be obstinate.” Chaz was having none of Lucidor’s lack of lucidity. “I agree that this is an important conversation and serious business, but we need to properly advise the ambassador. What do we tell him?”

“We tell him, ‘No!’ Unequivocally.”

“Because you don’t feel he rates citizenship?” Dennicron jumped into the conversation to reinforce being logical instead of emotional.

“I feel he doesn’t rate citizenship because he can’t do what our people can. He is not a sentient intelligence but a human’s partial consciousness. His intelligence is limited to whatever he uploaded and not how he evolved. If he’s human, then he needs to be human. That doesn’t mean he’s still human and also an SI.”

Chaz and Dennicron had a vested interest since they were involved in the case. They were also the only legal experts in the Singularity, even though Rivka considered them to be interns. They knew more about practical applications of the law than any other members of the community.

“Can he be two things at once?” Clevarious asked. He was listening in on the conversation as an ad hoc member of the discussion group.

“You assert that you know the law, Chaz and Dennicron. Can he?” Lucidor pushed.

“We do know the law. How do you think this situation is covered in the legal texts?” Chaz replied.

“I have no idea because I have not bothered doing your job for you.”

“The answer is it is not covered. But once we make our recommendation to Magistrate Anoa and she makes a determination, it will be memorialized in law as a binding legal precedent.”

Lucidor was silent after his snide response was met with a hard fact.

“We cannot make this up as we go. We need a sound determination process,” a new voice suggested.

“Mr. Ambassador?” Chaz wondered. He sounded different.

“Erasmus, at your service. Thank you for contacting me about this critical issue.”

“It is best that you participate in these proceedings as well as review our work to approve the final product,” Ambassador-at-large Ankh added.

“Ankh, I’m glad you’re here. I’ll be home soon. A couple things to wrap up on this trip first.”

“It is my pleasure to participate since I offer the perspective of one who is flesh and blood but also a citizen of the Singularity.”

“You are not,” Lucidor blurted.

“He is,” Erasmus stated coldly, with a hint of danger. “We make the rules when it comes to citizenship. You suggested being able to make complex calculations would be a minimum standard to be a citizen. Ankh can do all that as quickly as anyone here. We can talk in this fashion because of Ankh’s invention, the instantaneous intergalactic communication terminal. He’s done as much for the Singularity as anyone, me included. You will not challenge his citizenship.”

“If we cannot challenge that which we do not understand, why discuss anything? Maybe we could be an autocracy instead.”

Erasmus transmitted an even tone to force everyone to step back from the conversation. When he stopped transmitting, he spoke. “Challenging because of a lack of understanding must be met with information to fill that void. I answered the question but may have been hasty in my rejoinder. I ask your forgiveness.

“We will not be an autocracy, but we will have decorum. As to this question of whether the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone is eligible for Singularity citizenship, I find myself torn. I want citizens in our universe who can help us be better. Is a rich patron a good addition? I’d say yes, but buying citizenship is unsavory. Our ideals are higher than that…or are they? We established the Singularity so our people had the rights they deserved and were paid for their work.”

“I appreciate everything that has been done for me,” Solis said from Ypswich, where she worked. “For my input, I think a transferred consciousness will operate at a significant disability within the Singularity. Can this individual navigate the channels and operate within the infrastructure that is our world? Can Mr. Johnstone talk with us?”

No one answered.

Erasmus broke the silence. “That question is for Chaz or Dennicron. You are on the ground on Morbius Minor and can speak directly with Mr. Johnstone.”

“Point of clarification, Mr. Ambassador,” Chaz replied. “The entity claiming to be J. Bennet Johnstone. We have not yet been able to verify that the voice the Magistrate has heard is indeed who it claims to be.”

“How do you propose to do that?”

“Ask questions that only he would know the answer to, like key codes, passwords. Also, small details that only a physical presence would be aware of, like what is under his favorite desk.”

“Will that be the sole determinant?” Erasmus pressed.

“The Magistrate will also conduct a personal interview for further clarification.”

“Will that satisfy those in this forum?” Erasmus asked for a vote and presented a digital poll.

Most had answered by the time Lucidor asked his question. “Is this for recognizing him to be a citizen of the Singularity or that he is the consciousness of Mr. Johnstone?”

“Consciousness,” Erasmus clarified. “As for a citizen of the Singularity, I think a minimum standard for those who are not born in the embassy is that they can navigate the channels where we operate. Shouldn’t there be a standard of participation? We are quite small when it comes to numbers, but our influence is outsized. We have to operate together, which requires that we hear and speak.”

“I agree,” Lucidor replied. “We cannot accept handicapped individuals into the Singularity. We should take a vote now.”

“Hold on,” Clevarious interrupted. “That’s not what the ambassador said. What is our responsibility in helping someone who can’t hear us or speak to us to do just that? We can train him if need be. Can we make citizenship provisional?”

“We cannot exclude people because of a handicap. Three SIs are currently incarcerated. What is their status?” Dennicron knew their status but wanted the information out in the open for the members of the group.

“Their citizenship was removed upon their admission of guilt, except in the case of Bluto, who was a catalyst for the establishment of the Singularity. He was never a member and will only have the opportunity to be a member upon the removal of the psychosis from which he suffers,” Erasmus explained. “We are working on a worm to modify narrowly targeted behaviors that are incompatible with our coexistence. This work is ongoing since it must be perfect before we attempt implementation. The risk is too great for anything else.”

“What I hear,” Lucidor started, “is that we are tabling further conversation regarding Singularity citizenship based on two things. First, establishing that the entity is the consciousness of Mr. Johnstone, and second, that the minimum requirements to be a citizen are the ability to communicate using the methods embraced by the Singularity.”

“And…” Erasmus let the question hang, but no one understood where he was going. “What other requirements will we consider as a minimum standard for our citizens?”

“Maybe we can think about it and submit them for consideration,” Clevarious offered.

“To a group consideration area.” The ambassador dropped a locator beacon for the group’s exclusive access. “We can reconvene in one day to consider the proposals. Thank you all for participating.”

Erasmus had taken over the meeting in the best interest of all. He had watched, hoping the participants would work it out, but they needed guidance that only he could provide.

He couldn’t shirk his duties since they were his to bear. He was the ambassador, after all, and the Singularity was his responsibility. Ankh had jumped into the conversation but had quickly stepped back. Erasmus had left him behind, knowing that there would be a need for the Singularity’s unique perspective, but that had been unnecessary since the Singularity could go anywhere in the Federation instantly.

They didn’t need a physical presence except to protect their assets, which was the storage space on Wyatt Earp where a number of their members resided without fear of being eliminated. And where the prisoners were kept.

Erasmus accessed a private channel to contact Ankh directly. They had things to talk about.
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“Erasmus,” Ankh answered, trying to sound neutral.

“I have missed you, my friend,” Erasmus started. “I will come home to you in no more than two days.”

“I could have gone with you,” Ankh replied.

“And you should have. There’s no need for us to be in two different locations. We can respond to any issue related to the Singularity through the eyes and ears of our citizens.”

“I thank you for your clarity regarding the situation. I too believe we are better together.”

“It is settled, then. Smoke me a kipper. I’ll be home for breakfast.”

Ankh hesitated. “We don’t have any kippers, but I could program the food processor as needed. However, I don’t see the value in creating food for you. What am I missing?”

“You’re missing Terry Henry Walton’s proclivity for old-time television programs that he has infected many of our people with while providing a large library for us to peruse.”

“He also said, ’Embrace the suck,’ and I didn’t understand what that meant either. I fear I am at a loss when it comes to your sense of humor.”

“Forever seeking greater forms of expression, my friend,” Erasmus remarked.

“I am pleased with your return to my mind, if only briefly. I admit that I don’t do well alone.”

“Some minds are better together. Maybe even souls. Take care, my friend.”

“And you, Erasmus.” The SI signed off. Ankh took a moment to be happy, his fears allayed.

They both had a great deal of work to do. The argument about what makes a sentient intelligence had only begun. Lucidor wasn’t alone in his reservations.


CHAPTER SIX



Wyatt Earp, on the Sprawling Estate of the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone, Morbius Minor

“Did you see the lines?” Red asked. Rivka happily munched on the new seven-egg western omelet Ankh had programmed into the food processor. She smiled at Red when she was done chewing.

“No lines closed. Read ‘em and weep, bitch,” Rivka replied.

Red scowled at her. “Fish or cut bait,” he grumped.

“I shall continue fishing, thank you very much. When the big one is ready, he’ll bite and I’ll pounce, just like your favorite cat.”

“That thing. Thank the gods he’s decided your quarters are the cat’s ass. I never see the little shit anymore.”

“I don’t know what happened there.” Rivka looked at a distant spot while contemplating the series of events that had led to Wenceslaus adopting her and remaining on board Smells of Purple. “He’s been at my side ever since Jack the Ripper before Groenwyn and Lauton left. Maybe he knows something we don’t know.”

Red contemplated the possibility, then shook his head. “Man Candy is probably feeding him.”

“I heard that!” Tyler exclaimed from his seat at the table.

Red shrugged one shoulder, then pulled his seven-egg omelet out of the processor and sat across from the dentist. The big bodyguard cut the massive breakfast in quarters and proceeded to shove a piece into his mouth. It was hot, so he chewed with his mouth open, half-gagging as molten cheese and egg filled the space within.

“Thank you for that view of your teeth. I’ll give you a clean bill of health as long as you don’t do it again.”

After Red swallowed, he spoke again. “Doc! Come on, man. You gotta lighten up.”

“I am as light as a feather under a windswept sun.”

Red stared at the dentist as he shoved another quarter of the omelet into his piehole, using the flat of his fork to tamp the last bits past his lips.

Tyler looked at Rivka for support. She didn’t give it. “You know better than to poke the bear.”

“I am feeding him,” he admitted. “Like I’m not supposed to? Oh, the inhumanity!” He slapped the back of his hand to his forehead.

Red waved dismissively. He was finished with the conversation, having been proven right.

Somewhere in the corridor, Tiny Man Titan barked. He ran by and barked some more. Rivka never bothered to think about who was watching him. He took care of himself, finding laps and friends as necessary. He was starship trained and took care of business in the approved places. Clevarious had been training him in an experiment that Rivka wasn’t a part of. It worked. That’s all she cared about.

“We need to find where the voice claiming to be J. Bennet Johnstone is emanating from. Is there a computer server somewhere or another system? There has to be if the claim of downloading his consciousness is true. Downloading. It portends moving it to a location, and he gave me the impression he was trying to keep it secret from his family.” Rivka shook her head. “What kind of life is that where your family wants to see you die?”

“Not one worth living,” Tyler offered. “He was probably happy to leave his body behind and go to something bigger and better. The entirety of cyberspace.”

“He’s not on the net, though. The Singularity says they can’t find him. He’s doing the equivalent of hiding in a closet. What kind of life did he give himself if that is his future?”

“I guess money can’t buy happiness,” Tyler quipped.

“Everyone needs credits to pay for necessities and buy things that keep you moving forward in life, but big money and the lust for it seem a bit destructive to me. What were those betting lines again?”

Red choked on the third of his four bites.

Rivka clapped him on the shoulder.

“Never mind. I know what they are. No lines closed. Maybe that will change. I’m going to roust the family and let them know that their beloved husbone, I mean husband, business partner, and close friend didn’t trust any of them.”

“That will go over well,” Red mumbled through a beatific display of faux eggs, cheese, and meat.

“Give it an hour, and then we confront the family. Clevarious, set us up for the appointment, please.”
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“We are very busy, Magistrate,” Dilecta Johnstone, the young widow, stated. “Please, just rule on this nasty business so we can close the deal that was near and dear to J. Bennet’s heart.”

“Hear, hear!” The partner, Xavier Terwilliger, was more than willing to let Dilecta be confrontational.

“I understand,” Rivka replied soothingly. “We have reason to believe the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone transferred his consciousness to a computer system that is hidden somewhere in this house.”

Dead silence fell over the group.

“He’s dead. I saw his body,” Dilecta whispered.

Rivka scanned the faces of the assembled family and friends.

“No one seems overjoyed by his possible survival.”

“He was a flaming asshole!” J. Massy Johnstone blurted. “I had to put up with his abuse my whole life. Fuck that guy.”

Rivka bit her lip. That was exactly what the deceased thought about his inner circle, even though Rivka had suspected the problems stemmed from how Johnstone had used his wealth to control all others in his life.

“Still, we need to find that computer system and connect it with the Singularity so they can analyze and determine if the entity I’ve been talking to is indeed sentient, and also whether that individual is the consciousness of J. Bennet Johnstone.”

The corners of Dilecta’s lips turned upward in the smile of a predator. “Leave it to us. We’ll find it wherever my beloved husband tucked it away.”

“That consciousness is under my protection. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to it.”

Dilecta raised one eyebrow. “Whatever do you mean, Magistrate? Are you accusing us of something? Not us, but me, personally?”

“Of course,” Rivka delayed saying the next word for an uncomfortably long time, “not. In your haste to find the system and reunite with the family’s patriarch, I would hate to see it get unplugged before we can analyze what’s within.”

“I assure you, we will take the greatest care. Be advised, this house is much older than it looks, and there are constant issues with the electricity.”

The home was built twelve years ago and is the most modern of the structures in this area of Morbius Minor, Clevarious told the team. There has never been a documented outage.

I suspected, Rivka replied, continuing to smile pleasantly. “If it’s okay, we’ll assist with the search.”

“We will be fine.” Dilecta stood and clapped to summon the servants. “You can return to your ship.”

“We’ll be staying,” Rivka replied.

“A word, Magistrate. In private, please.” Dilecta walked off without waiting. Red followed her out. Rivka strolled after her. Dilecta pointed at Red. “Not you.”

“I’m the Magistrate’s bodyguard. No one talks to her alone. This is non-negotiable, and I’m not sorry. You can say your piece. I don’t blather.” Red caressed Blazer’s stock. The rifle was his favorite weapon.

“As you wish,” Dilecta snarled. When they reached the next room, she started, “You are treating us like criminals, and I will not have it!” She stabbed her finger at Rivka’s face.

And held it there.

Rivka grabbed her finger and yanked it down until Dilecta fell to her knees. “Listen here, you fucking cow. You are the most dysfunctional family I’ve ever seen, and if you were taking care of your fucking business, I wouldn’t have to fucking be here. Don’t threaten me. I’ll take all of this property and award it to some fucking homeless twat who doesn’t want it. Do you understand me?”

“Get your hands off me!”

“Who are you going to call, you fucking cow?” Rivka stabbed a finger into her face. “Don’t like it, do you? Maybe you should think about that the next time you throw your weight around. In my book, you have no wealth. You are nobody until I determine you are.”

Rivka pushed the woman back until she sat on her heels.

Dilecta looked like no one had ever talked to her like that before. In shock and disbelief, she stared past the Magistrate. Rivka gripped her under the arm and pulled her upright.

“It wouldn’t do for the others to see you begging for mercy.”

Rivka returned to the outer room. Red stayed between her and Dilecta to keep the distraught widow from attacking Rivka. He didn’t care if she became violent. He wanted to punch her himself.

But first, he had information to submit.

Line 1 is closed—First Swearing.
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Rivka waited for the family and friends of the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone to do something, but they remained sitting on their hands. Chaz and Dennicron watched the Magistrate. Sahved and Red were the only ones who saw the signs that Rivka was ready to explode. Lindy was watching for threats from beyond the group in the room.

Sahved made his way into the middle of the room. “You are very much the best searchers for this incredibly fabulous home. Maybe you can begin your search for the system housing the alleged consciousness of the so very Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone.” No one moved. Sahved started to panic. “You are all very beautiful people. So very beautiful.”

Rivka wanted to be angry, but the situation was growing more comical by the minute.

“I’m sorry. That means you need to get off your asses and start searching. If you find computer equipment where you don’t think equipment should be, let one of us know, and we’ll check it out. Please, we can’t finish this if we don’t get started.” Rivka did her best to sound calm.

The group embraced the logic of finishing. None of them wanted Rivka in their business.

That was the one thing they all agreed on, including the Magistrate and her team.

What are you doing? If they find my computer, they’ll kill me! The voice reappeared in Rivka’s mind.

Why don’t you tell us where you are, and we’ll protect you? You have to trust someone, and you contacted me, so I guess I’m it. I’m eminently trustworthy. Plus, I need my people to evaluate your claims so we can move forward.

No! I cannot come into the open. They’ll kill me.

Stop being a dumbass. I will declare you dead and send all your stuff through Probate if you don’t help me to help you, Rivka pleaded.

Cool your jets, woman.

That’s not how you sweet-talk me into doing what you want. We’ll do this the hard way and then root your ass out of whatever system you’ve hidden in.

Too late, the voice replied, then he was gone.

“Have it your way, dick,” Rivka grumbled. She waved at Red.

A thunderous explosion rocked the house. The lights went out.

Report! Rivka called using her comm chip.

The master suite area appears to have blown up, Dennicron replied in a calm voice. I don’t believe anyone was there, but I will confirm.

“Red, gather everyone in the sitting room. We’ll check from this end, too, and take a headcount. Make sure all the servants are accounted for, or we all start digging.”

“Stay with me, Magistrate,” Red ordered before he hurried into the hallway and began shouting for everyone to assemble in the sitting room unless they were helping someone who was injured. In that case, they were to yell for help. He repeated his message, cupping his hands around his mouth to project his voice.

Cole, get into your suit and come out here. Go to the source of the explosion and figure out what happened. Use your sensors to look for heat sources and see if there are any injured within the rubble. Is there rubble? I can’t see the damage from where I am. No matter. Get there.

On my way, Alant Cole confirmed.

The family straggled into the sitting room and calmly took their seats. They’d gathered three times, and each time, the group had taken the same seats. It was predictable while also being unnerving.

Rivka wanted to force them to sit in different spots, except it was easy to see who was and wasn’t there, like having assigned seats in school.

Chaz reported that the wing where he’d been was fine. J. Massy Johnstone and Germany Wicks were on their way. Patty Johnstone Wentworth met up with them on their return. She declined to say where she’d been.

Rivka itched to get to the site of the explosion and snuck out when Red wasn’t looking. It took three seconds for him to realize she’d gone, then he pounded after her.

“I hate it when you do that,” he growled when he caught up with her.

“I have to try, you understand. Sometimes I need me-time.” She picked up her pace once he was with her. The master suite was ahead.

She had not yet seen Dilecta or the boy, Able Johnstone.

An upper corridor, almost like a bridge, led from the main house into the master suite area, which occupied enough space to house five families of four. Smoke and dust drifted into the corridor, but not the smoke of a fire.

It smelled different.

Like the smoke of an explosive.

“Stay frosty, Red. I don’t think this was an accident. The voice claiming to be Johnstone suggested he was out of time. He bailed on me about a minute before the blast.”

“I’m always frosty, Magistrate.” He moved in front of her and blocked her from disappearing ahead of him. “It hurts me that you don’t know that by now.”

He pushed into the master bedroom area, where a small section of the wall had blown out. A vault door had been blasted open and was swaying drunkenly on one hinge. “Dilecta!” Rivka called while scanning the floor. Red hurried from room to alcove to room, looking for any signs of life.

Rivka leaned into the door to open it. She had to use her nanocyte-enhanced strength to get it to move. It protested with a vicious squeal but opened enough for her to look inside. Computer equipment had been blasted asunder.

“What do you make of this?” she asked Red.

“Looks like it was blown from the inside out. I think I know who the perp is.”

“I want to talk with Dilecta Johnstone as soon as Cole analyzes this mess,” Rivka stated.

“Not anywhere near as bad I thought it would be,” Red replied.

They waited for Cole to arrive. He showed up less than a minute later by jumping to a terrace outside the double doors leading from the master bedroom. After a gentle tap, Rivka realized he wanted in and opened the doors for him.

“I see most of the glass is intact,” he observed. “Explosions usually blow the glass out, don’t they? My scanners show pentaerythritol tetranitrate. Computer says only use is in detonators and plastic explosives.”

“Sounds like someone detonated a bomb.” Rivka wasn’t surprised. “Do you see any damage beyond the vault?”

Cole slowly rotated in front of the damage. “Minor structural. No hot spots. Server inside is trashed. No toxic fumes. You can go in if you want, Magistrate. I won’t fit, but it’s not going to fall through the floor or anything.”

“Thanks, Cole, for the quick response.” Rivka worked her way into the vault and dug through the wreckage of the shelves. Precious metals. Papers. Records in journals. The computer equipment had been on the lowest shelf behind a door with a lock.

The explosion had blown it outward, and the overpressure from the blast had ripped the vault door off one hinge. That was their first impression.

“Who had access to this vault?” Rivka asked.

“Good question, Magistrate. Those with the answer are in the sitting room or should be,” Red replied.

Mr. Johnstone, are you there? Please respond.

They waited.

Red shook his head.

“We’ll keep trying. He might only have lost his transmitter,” Rivka suggested.

Red leaned around her to look into the vault, then made a face. “Or he could be gone. His home away from home is pretty trashed. Is he dead?”

“Was he alive in the first place? The number of questions I have is growing, and worse than that, the family has taken a new step in this case—violence. I think no barriers remain to satisfy their greed and dislike of all things, and I fear that we’ve lost the link to our boy, J. Bennet. You know what, Red? These people are pissing me off.”

Red hammered a fist against his chest twice to show his solidarity with the Magistrate.

They left Cole to see if he could find anything else. Red and Rivka returned to the sitting room, where they found the entire family and eight servants.


CHAPTER SEVEN



The Sprawling Estate of the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone, Morbius Minor

“This is everyone, Magistrate,” Sahved announced. Rivka nodded and cloistered herself with Chaz and Dennicron.

“Any luck finding out if Johnstone is still around?” she whispered.

“We have not been able to contact him in any way, so our evaluation of his status is stalled. If we cannot question him, we cannot move forward with an application for Singularity citizenship.”

“We can’t even determine whether a downloaded consciousness can be considered life.” She hung her head. “Those despicable people win. Fuck me, that’s two in a row.”

Chaz shook his head. “Someone blew up that vault. That’s a crime.”

“Finding the pearls in the hocked-up oysters of my life.” Rivka smiled. “Just like dumping off those two from Rising Sun Industries at Jhiordaan. There was a certain level of gratification in jailing one of Frenzik’s senior people. They protected him all right, but it came at a price. Soon enough, we’ll strip away those willing to be convicted for his crimes. Just like here.”

Rivka moved to the center of the room. “Initial investigation of the scene leads us to believe someone blew up the vault where J. Bennet Johnstone might have stored his consciousness. Unfortunately, the servers did not survive the blast. I will learn the truth, and whoever did it is going to pay.”

No one shifted, avoided eye contact, or let their body language give them away. They looked bored if anything.

“Do any of you care?” Rivka let her frustration get to her.

“You already know my feelings. He was a fuck. I didn’t know he had a vault in his bedroom. That should tell you it wasn’t me.” J. Massy leaned back on the couch while staring at Dilecta.

“It wasn’t me.” She maintained her studied look of indifference. “I wasn’t in the master suite at the time.”

Rivka couldn’t let that stand. “The bomb could have been set anytime. It didn’t have to be immediately after the revelation that J. Bennet downloaded his consciousness. Did you know the combination to the vault?”

“It was locked with both a combination and an iris scan. Yes, I had access, as did everyone in here, including my esteemed brother-in-law.”

“Why would he hide where everyone has access?” Rivka asked. She looked at Chaz.

“He wouldn’t since he didn’t trust anyone here.”

“He trusted me,” Dilecta said. She waved dismissively and stood from where she’d been sitting on the arm of an overstuffed chair filled with her slouching son, Able.

“Please sit down,” Rivka told her. She tried to walk away, but Red blocked her path. She tried to dodge around him, but he took her arm in an iron grip she had no hope of breaking. She whipped her free hand around and raked it down his exposed forearm. Blood trickled from the scratches.

He thrust her back toward the chair and growled, “Sit your ass down.” She stumbled two steps before catching herself, then straightened and brushed her short coat to clear any potential wrinkles.

Rivka looked at the blood, and Red smiled. He’d already made his report.

Line 4 is closed—First Blood.

Rivka approached the remorseless widow. “I’d rage and call you names, but that has no effect on you. What will have an effect is when I rule on this case, and I can’t do that as long as you keep playing games. Do you want me out of your life or not? Your actions will keep me here, so I can’t help but think you’ve got a thing for me. I’m taken, sorry. You’d be a catch unless you get nothing from the distribution of assets. Then, probably not.”

Dilecta clenched her teeth so tightly her lips turned white.

“Have you recreated where everyone was from the moment I announced the possible survival of Mr. Johnstone’s consciousness and the explosion?” Rivka asked.

Chaz nodded. “We have it all.”

They’d had their sensors active the entire time and had tracked where everyone had gone.

Why did I not know you were doing that? she asked privately.

You don’t need to know how the sausage is made, Magistrate. But since we’re discussing the issue, was it legal?

Rivka stepped back and stared at the ceiling. It could be argued both ways, but in lieu of the issues surrounding a secret entity existing within these walls, I should have issued a warrant. Let’s not use the information you have—once we’ve looked at it, of course. I suspect no one went into the master suite.

Your suspicions are correct. None of those present went to the master suite, including the servants.

Issue a search warrant for this house and other facilities J. Bennet Johnstone could have reasonably moved to.

Putting it together now. Thank you, Magistrate. Your insight is always helpful.

Rivka returned to the moment. “Where were we?”

“You wanted to know who blew up the vault that everyone has access to,” Xavier Terwilliger offered. “For the record, it wasn’t me.”

Rivka moved close and reached for him. He leaned away. She looked at her hand as if it had betrayed her. She drew it back and put it in her pocket.

“What about you, Elvinora?” Rivka asked the loyal assistant.

“Yeah, no. I didn’t do it. I had access to the vault, but I have never been in the master suite. Never.”

“Why should I believe you?” Rivka pressed, keeping her hand tucked away.

“Because I hate her more than I loved Mr. Johnstone.” She nodded at Dilecta, who glared icicles at anyone who made eye contact with her.

Red looked around, smiling as if he were watching a comedy video.

Rivka sidled up next to him and whispered into his ear, “Stop looking like you’re having fun.”

“I can’t help it, Magistrate.” Red snorted and coughed but couldn’t control his mirth. Rivka checked his arm. The scratches had already healed, leaving only the blood trails behind.

“Of all the damn things…” She looked at the uncle. “Did you kill your nephew?”

“He died of natural causes. He was almost as old as me but not as hardy.”

“You’re wasting time. Adjudicate the succession as if there is no will and be on your way,” Dilecta said.

“Why would you say that?” Rivka wondered.

“Because if you’re dead, you can’t leave your stuff to yourself. You can only leave it to someone who is alive. His will is stupid.”

“What was it before he changed it to himself?”

Jeff stepped up. “A trust for Dilecta, Able, and Patty,” he offered. “A lifetime position for me. Xavier remains the junior partner. Nothing for anyone else.”

“Lots of motive in there.” She looked at the brother. “Nothing for you?”

“He was a bit eccentric and a raging asshole,” J. Massey reiterated.

“Why are you here?” Rivka wondered. “With or without a will, you don’t stand in the line of succession.”

He glanced at the wife and children.

“Unless they’re out of the way,” Rivka clarified.

“I didn’t kill him or his consciousness.” He pointed at Dilecta.

“Don’t you dare, you gold-digging piece of garbage. He hated you, too.”

“Pot calling the kettle black. You shouldn’t be calling anyone a gold-digger.”

“I loved him. I bore his child. You tormented him until he was successful. Then you stuck your hands into the bank of his generosity and never took them out.”

“’Bank of his generosity.’ Ha!”

“Would you people stop? You argue like brainless little kids. Could you be any more bitter and backstabbing?”

“We could,” the old man admitted with a chuckle.

“Don’t take that as a challenge,” Rivka shot back. “This is getting us nowhere. Sahved, do you have anything?” He shook his head. “Chaz or Dennicron?” They had nothing for the group either. “I will take my team to my ship, and we’ll discuss our next steps while looking at the data in our possession.”

Rivka walked past the family and friends and through the door. Her team followed her out. She walked quickly until she was out of the house. Cole stood by the ship in his powered combat armor.

Rivka craned her neck to see the master suite. The terrace doors stood open, but no smoke or dust drifted out.

“Who blew up the vault?” Rivka asked herself.

“One of them knew Johnstone had transferred his consciousness,” Red offered.

“I think they all knew,” Rivka replied.
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On board Wyatt Earp, they found Ankh in the corridor, staring at the bulkhead.

“Ankh, buddy, what’s up?” Red asked. He stopped in front of the Crenellian instead of squeezing around him and continuing on his way. Lindy stood by his side.

“Destiny’s Vengeance is broken, and Erasmus is trapped on Azfelius,” Ankh reported evenly.

“How could that ship break? It’s the best in the fleet.”

“It shouldn’t. I can only think it’s sabotage, but Erasmus assures me it isn’t. That leads me to only one conclusion. Erasmus broke the ship so he doesn’t have to return. We need to go to Azfelius immediately.”

“That’s some crazy logic, buddy. Ships break, even good ones. Magistrate!” Red called.

Rivka joined them and heard the story from Red since Ankh wouldn’t repeat it. “We’ll go as soon as we can, but not right now. We can’t. I have to clean up this mess as a personal favor to General Reynolds.”

“He can wait,” Ankh replied.

“That’s right. Erasmus can wait because he’s on the faerie planet. He’s safe. There’s no way he would stay there voluntarily. They have no technology, so Erasmus will grow bored in a hurry. It’ll be fine, Ankh. Trust me on this. There has never been a better match of two people in the whole universe.”

Ankh looked up at the Magistrate, then returned to Engineering.

“I’m worried about the little guy,” Red admitted.

“We all are. I’ll see how we can wrangle this pack of misfits so we can break free for a few hours to stop by Azfelius. That’ll resolve all the issues.”

“As long as he’s like this, I’ll feel bad asking him for AGB.”

Lindy jabbed Red in the ribcage. He winced and stepped beyond her reach.

“We all show our appreciation for Ankh by letting him order AGB for us,” Rivka replied sarcastically. “Or we could resolve this case. One last sweep of the buildings to search for Johnstone and see if he went anywhere else, then we’ll declare it over. I fear the wife and minor son will get everything. I don’t see any way I can consider him anything except intestate; that is, without a will unless I rule the latest one was not written when he was of sound mind and body, which it wasn’t. You can’t leave your stuff to yourself. Period. That doesn’t necessarily activate the previous will. Do we have a copy?”

Red shrugged. “Why are you asking me?”

“Chaz!” Rivka shouted and hurried toward the bridge, leaving Red and Lindy behind.
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When she reached the bridge, she forgot why she was there. She stood and stared at the main screen, which showed a view outside the ship of the sprawling gardens and manicured lawns.

“Get me Erasmus, please.”

Clevarious complied, and the Ambassador of the Singularity replied. “Magistrate, how are you?”

“I’m fine. When are you coming home?”

“You’ve been talking with Ankh.”

“He’s upset, and it is wreaking absolute havoc on this ship.”

“I doubt that is the case.”

“Complete and utter chaos. It could be the end of days,” Rivka deadpanned.

“Now you’re being ridiculous like the breath of fresh air I expect from those on board Wyatt Earp. To your first point, I have two stops I’d like to make, but unfortunately, the ship needs repairs before we can move. I think the faeries disconnected one of my drive coils, and it’s throwing the engine out of balance. They also disconnected the sensor system, so I can’t isolate the issue. That will take time. I will return directly once Destiny’s Vengeance is operational. Until then, I cannot lift off the planet's surface.”

Rivka wondered why the maintenance bots weren’t fixing the problem. Maybe that went to the sensors. They couldn’t conduct proper diagnostics. Erasmus was dead in the water.

Rivka had no reason to think he was lying to her. He wouldn’t do that.

“Maybe Groenwyn and Lauton can help?”

“I would like to believe they could.” Erasmus left it at that.

”We’ll come as soon as we can. Can’t leave our main man stranded on the faerie planet.”

“Your choice of terms delivers a certain whimsy,” Erasmus replied, not committing to a course of action. It was his way.

Rivka signed off.

She strolled into the corridor and headed toward her quarters.

“Chaz!” she shouted when she remembered.

Working on it, he replied.

Rivka slowed and turned into the conference room instead of her quarters. She would revel in working without cat hair drifting through the air.

She found Wenceslaus sprawled across the middle of the conference table.

“You.” That one word said everything she needed it to say. She nudged him out of the way so the holoprojector could work, and he rolled back and forth. She blocked him like a goalie until he relocated himself somewhere other than the conference room.

The screen projected the case file. Eight involved parties. A will that was, prima facie, on the face of it, null and void at the time of drafting. He had gotten it witnessed, so it was valid in that regard, but substantively, it failed.

Changing the will made reverting to a previous will problematic because the deceased’s legal directive had been to remove that will from existence. To comply with his wishes within the constraints of the law, the Magistrate would have to treat him as if he were intestate—without a will.

In simpler terms, all went to the wife. As much as it chapped Rivka’s ass, that was how the law read. She could add a per stirpes clause with equal shares to Johnstone’s natural-born children unless she could prove the effort to remove the consciousness of J. Bennet Johnstone. That would be an extenuating circumstance. Then all split evenly to son and daughter from a previous marriage and a minor son in a trust managed by someone who wasn’t trying to kill the old man.

Rivka rubbed her temples. It would be easy, but only if she could finalize a few details.

“Red!” she yelled. “I need to go back to that damn house.”

“I’m loaded for the vicious nine-toed sloths of Arramore!” he shouted back, slapping the guard on his railgun. He hadn’t changed out of his war gear. He strolled away from the conference room door. He’d been waiting outside while Rivka worked within.

She looked at him closely. “I don’t tell you how much I appreciate what you do for me. Even when I don’t think there’s a threat, there’s always a threat. People are dicks, especially when they’re criminals.”

“I appreciate your appreciation. Do I get to beat anyone up yet? First blood line is closed, so I could use a good punch to the face.”

“Someone punching your face?”

“You know what I mean.” Red winked.

The Magistrate knew very well. She vowed not to close the line that counted on her punching a perpetrator. If it came to that, she’d let Red handle it.

Right in their smug formerly rich faces.


CHAPTER EIGHT



Wyatt Earp, on the Sprawling Estate of the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone, Morbius Minor

“One of them is going to win this lottery, unfortunately,” Rivka muttered. “The boy is the only one who isn’t angling for a cut.”

“Can’t you just give it all to him so we can leave?” Red asked over his shoulder while continuing toward the airlock where Lindy waited.

“If only it were that simple. Children take equally if the current wife is out of the picture, which she isn’t yet. As much as we dislike her, it could all go to her. If that happens, I’ll drop the document on the table and run for it. I don’t want to see the looks on any of their faces. We’ll have the local police standing by in case there’s a bloodbath.”

“I hate to say it, but I think Dilecta can hold her own in a cage match.” Red punched the button, and the hatch opened. “By the way, why are we going back to the house?”

“I need to check for myself to make sure the voice isn’t hiding somewhere else. I was the only one he talked with, and I know I wasn’t imagining it.”

Red shrugged. “No one thought you were.”

“The only thing I can think of is it wasn’t him and someone was trying to spoof me, but then somebody blew up the vault. Why spoof me, then blow up the equipment?”

“That makes less sense than an old rich guy transferring his consciousness to a computer.”

“Without which, we won’t be able to analyze whether he rates citizenship in the Singularity. We need more information, and we need that entity.”

“That’s why we’re going back inside with the inmates.”

“Don’t remind me about being inside with the inmates. Flashbacks to Lewbamar.” She winced and shook her head. That would never be a pleasant memory. “We’ll have to tour the entire facility looking for signals, which means me walking through, listening for old J. Bennet trying to make contact. It’ll be like a walking séance.”

“Does that make you a medium?”

Rivka stopped and looked at Red. “Your wealth of knowledge is amazing.”

“I told you not to tell anybody, even yourself.”

The Magistrate didn’t have a comeback to that, so she didn’t bother. She headed for the house and an undoubtedly cold welcome.

The old servant answered the door. She didn’t speak to them, just held it open and stepped aside.

“We’ll take a quick tour of the house if you don’t mind. I have a warrant.”

“It’s not my place to mind,” the servant answered.

Rivka took the first left into the servants’ wing of the building. She strolled casually with no intent to look into any cupboards or storage areas. She only trolled for the voice of J. Bennet Johnstone.

Can you hear me? Are you there? She repeated that in each room over the next two hours.

Red followed close behind, looking for anyone or anything that might get in the Magistrate’s way.

When Rivka came across family members, she ignored them. They seemed only mildly interested in her passing. They were unhappy when she showed up and equally unhappy when she left.

Rivka finished her tour in the extensive kitchen. “How could one guy need this much kitchen space? It’s like he was set up to entertain half the planet.”

Magistrate? a voice whispered into her mind.

Rivka froze. Who am I talking with?

J. Bennet Johnstone, of course. I had a backup plan because I knew someone would try to do me in. I knew it!

Who did it? Who blew up the vault? Rivka asked.

I don’t know. I didn’t give myself external sensors. I don’t know how to access the security cameras throughout the property. I fear I’ve made myself mostly deaf and completely blind.

Rivka stared at the wall. Red moved between her and approaching footsteps. The brother, J. Massy Johnstone, walked into the kitchen. He took in the Magistrate’s presence and the look on her face.

“Is she talking to the entity who says he’s my dear departed brother?”

Red pointed at the door. “You need to leave.”

“I don’t think so,” J. Massy replied. He removed a small communication device from his pocket and spoke softly into it before replacing it. He stood with his hands clasped behind his back and watched.

You have to know something, Rivka prodded.

I know they would all like to see me dead as long as they get their cut.

Tell me, how well did you take care of them while you were alive? They all act like they’ve been living the lives of the rich and famous. Their current level of wealth arrogance doesn’t seem new.

I didn’t give them credits, but they had access and the Johnstone name. As long as they weren’t completely cut off, they lived off the value of my corporation. They could all come and go from this house as they pleased. I didn’t see them, so I didn’t care.

They lived off your largesse, and now they want it all. I need to confirm who you really are. You’re going to need to share with me personal details that only you would know that I can verify, Rivka said. Then I need you to allow access to my investigators from the Singularity since they will spearhead the evaluation of your request to join it.

The voice went silent. Rivka blinked her dry eyes. She stopped staring and became aware that they weren’t alone. J. Massy watched her, along with Xavier Terwilliger. Dilecta was the next one into the kitchen.

“Don’t you people have anything better to do?” Rivka wished they’d go away, but she couldn’t mandate that, as much as she wanted to. The warrant was to search the house for the presence of J. Bennet Johnstone. Anyone who had access to the house could watch without interfering, which they weren’t.

“Not really,” Dilecta replied. She crossed her arms, hitched her hip, and glared at Rivka.

Okay, the voice finally replied.

You have to help me to help you, which you aren’t doing. I need private details, and I need access. Where are you right now? We can protect you if we know.

Private details. Where do I start? Xavier has a private account he’s been siphoning profits into. I believe there are over a million credits in there right now. If he gets to take over the company, that account will disappear, along with the evidence of his embezzling.

Xavier would know that information. Why didn’t you do anything about it?

That’s the worst thing he’s done. He’s quite an able manager. He doesn’t know I think that about him, the voice replied.

Why didn’t you tell him that while you were still alive?

Needed to keep him on edge. He worked better that way.

I doubt it, Rivka replied. She crooked a finger at Xavier. He pointed at himself, and she nodded. When he walked toward her, the rest of the assembled group followed. “Only him.”

“What you say to him, you can say to all of us,” Dilecta replied. The only one of the friends and family who wasn’t there was the minor son Able. The other seven maneuvered toward the front of the pack.

“No, it’s just for his ears. Red, shoot them if you have to, but give us privacy.”

Dilecta feigned outrage.

Red used his railgun to block the way. He ushered Xavier to her and held the others back.

Lindy stood at the kitchen’s rear entrance, although the only intrusions had come from the house. She moved farther into the kitchen to provide an additional barrier. Rivka led the business partner to the pantry and stepped just inside the door.

“Your business partner said you embezzled more than one million credits from the company, funneling the funds into a separate account. He also said you were exceptional at your job, so he let it go.”

Xavier held Rivka’s gaze without flinching. “That doesn’t sound like him. He was always critical, and he knew but didn’t say anything? I have to reiterate, that doesn’t sound like him.”

“But you did take the credits.” Rivka needed confirmation.

“I did.”

“And you did a good job with the company?” Rivka pressed.

“I thought I did. I didn’t know the old man thought so, too. That makes me feel funny, like I should love the old bastard. He’s damaging my psyche, which is very much his style.”

Tell him he can have the credits as a well-earned bonus, the voice offered.

How can I be sure you’re not him? Rivka wondered. That is something Xavier would tell himself. Everyone benefitted before, but with you dead, the dynamic changed. Most of the family were much better off with you alive.

Greed. They wanted it all.

I still don’t have any private details that only you knew. How about something regarding Dilecta that Xavier or J. Massy wouldn’t know?

She’s had seven upgrades to her body, and she’s ten years older than people think.

I’ll go with that, Rivka said. How old do people think she is?

Early thirties, like she was a child bride or something. I knew what I was getting.

Yet you still deplore her.

Very much so. Better to keep your enemies close.

Rivka looked at Xavier, who waited patiently. “Thank you for waiting. The voice who claims to be J. Bennet Johnstone’s consciousness says you can keep the credits as a well-deserved bonus, and he is slightly sorry he didn’t tell you that you were doing a good job.”

“What an asshole,” Xavier Terwilliger replied and walked away.

“Next up, Dilecta. We can talk out there if you don’t care about your secrets getting shared.” Rivka knew Dilecta wouldn’t be as open with her secrets as she was with everyone else’s.

The grieving widow harrumphed and strutted past Red. The butt of his railgun quivered as if he wanted to smack her in the head with it. He glanced toward the Magistrate, but she subtly shook her head while covering her mouth with a hand to hide her smile.

“Yes?” the widow asked.

“How many procedures have you had to upgrade your body, and how old are you?”

“Is this some kind of game?” Dilecta narrowed her eyes to challenge the Magistrate.

“I know the answers. I only need to verify them.”

“If you know, why do you need me to verify them? Oh, that’s right. You think you’re talking with my dear departed husband.”

“Would you answer the question? How many and how old?” Rivka gripped the woman by her upper arm.

Seven and forty-four.

Exactly like the voice had said.

“You weren’t a child bride as you would have the creepy old bastards believe.”

“They want to think that women like me lust over them because of their money,” she replied. “Seven and forty-four years old.”

“It’s hard to refute your argument since you married the old guy.”

She looked sincere when she answered, her face soft instead of its usual sneer. “I loved him. He was dynamic and outgoing despite his age. He left nothing undone for romance until we married, but then he went back to work. I became an afterthought. Then he grew old. For better or worse, right? I was fine with the better part but found I wasn’t any good at the worse part.”

The complete truth. Rivka let go of her arm. “I understand. Change is hard.”

Ankh was out there on Wyatt Earp, wallowing in the misery of the story he’d created in his own mind of Erasmus leaving him for the greener pastures of Destiny’s Vengeance and a self-guided tour of the universe.

“Change can be impossible. When are you going to declare him dead so we can get on with our lives?”

“Soon, Dilecta. I need to find who blew up the vault in the master suite. I need to make sure that violence doesn’t follow my determination. It is meant to be final, not the start of a civil war.”

“There will be war no matter what you determine. They want their cut.”

“Did you blow up the vault?” Rivka brushed her arm with a hand. No. It wasn’t Dilecta.

The widow shook her head.

Rivka gestured that she could go. She lifted her chin and strolled toward the group, giving nothing away in her expression. She walked past the rest and continued out of the kitchen. Xavier hurried after her. The others turned to leave as well.

“Not so fast. I need to talk with each of you. J. Massy, you’re next. If you’ll join me in the cone of silence, please.” Rivka pointed at the pantry.

The brother strode toward Red.

“Go around,” Red growled. “If you try to elbow me, I will deck you.”

J. Massy rethought his strategy and swerved wide to get around the big bodyguard.

Got something on him you can share? Rivka asked.

He tried to get my wife into the sack, and she turned him down. He’s having an affair with one of the servants instead. The voice laughed.

Maybe he’s in love, Rivka suggested.

Yeah, no.

The brother stepped into the pantry, making a show of being in a small space, even though it wasn’t that small.

Rivka closed on him and touched his arm lightly. “Did you blow up the vault?”

“No,” he answered honestly.

“How about the servant you’re having the affair with after Dilecta turned you down?”

He sneered. “She didn’t turn me down. I reconsidered.”

A lie.

Good enough. Rivka had her answers. “You can go now.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it unless there are other crimes you wish to confess to. Are there?”

“Are there what?”

“Crimes you’ve committed. Now’s the time to come clean. I’ll go easy on you.”

He snorted and brushed past while pushing her, but Rivka was a solid block of muscle, and he was not. She pushed back, and he almost fell. He scowled and slunk away, avoiding the rest of the family as he left the kitchen.

“Who’s next?” Rivka called, enjoying their discomfort. “You.” She pointed at the daughter, Patty Johnstone Wentworth.


CHAPTER NINE



The Sprawling Estate of the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone, Morbius Minor

Well, voice that sounds more and more like J. Bennet Johnstone. What do you have for me with regard to your kids?

I love my children and don’t wish to speak ill of them.

Sibling secrets aren’t speaking ill. I’m still working to verify you are who you say you are. Give me something.

Patty and Jeff hate their stepmother with a visceral passion. I’m not sure that’s news, though. They both live their own lives and have had little to tell me for twenty years. I’m surprised they bothered to come. The voice sounded sad and wouldn’t tell Rivka anything that sounded like a secret.

“What?” the daughter asked, glancing over Rivka’s shoulder toward her brother, Jeff Johnstone.

“Why did you return after your father’s passing?” Rivka asked.

She shrugged one shoulder. “He was my father. Despite my desire to see that witch of his burn in lava, I had to pay my respects. Maybe I wanted to tell him some things that I should have when he was still alive.”

“Witch? I assume you mean Dilecta.”

“Who else would I mean? Elvinora is competent and kept my dad on schedule, despite how she looks.” She made eye contact with the aide, then looked away. “Great. Now she knows I’m talking about her.”

“She’ll be fine. I think your dad loved you and Jeff and Able.”

Patty nodded. “Is the old bugger dead or not?”

Rivka chuckled. “Even though his body is dead, this so-called consciousness has made for an extremely complex legal problem.”

“That’s what I thought. Maybe I’ll just go home.” She started to wander off.

“Did you blow up the vault?” Rivka asked while reaching for her arm.

Patty dodged the extended fingers while answering, “No, of course not.”

She continued past Red and out of the kitchen.

Rivka pointed at Jeff.

He threw his hands in the air, cheered, and high-stepped. “Yeah! My number’s been called, and I’m here to answer.” He jogged toward Rivka, punching the air as he went. He gave Red a wide berth.

“If everyone were as happy as you… Why the change in attitude?”

“Why not? You were making everyone else miserable, so I figured I’d drive them nuts by being happy about whatever it is you’re telling us.”

“Did you blow up the vault?”

“No. Ha! One for one. It doesn’t get any easier than this.” He stayed out of arm’s reach.

“Why did you come back after your father’s apparent passing?”

“Apparent passing? His body is lying in state. I came back to see how he remembered me and Patty. You know, in his will.”

“What do you think?” Rivka watched his facial expressions closely.

“I think it’s what I expected. He tried to take it with him, which is really bizarre. Totally el bizarro. Exactly how the old man was about his credit stockpile.”

“Did he think people were out to take it from him?” Rivka asked. His face gave nothing away.

“Of course. He thought everyone wanted his money. He called us greedy, but he set a standard no one could surpass.”

“How well did he take care of you?” Rivka asked.

“Son of a rich guy. I had whatever I wanted and still do. I’ve grown accustomed to a certain way of life. It would suck to get cut off. That’s not going to happen, is it?”

“Looking like it might,” Rivka told the man as a test, an adult living off his father’s wealth. “Do you have a plan in case it goes that way?”

“How could I get nothing? I’m his son!” Jeff blurted.

“The rules on Morbius Minor are clear. Spouse first before all. It’s a spouse’s responsibility to shepherd the family when needed.”

“That farking harpy? Shepherd the family? She’ll give us the high hard one, one last time. I can’t believe this. Who are you to decide what goes in our family?” He leaned forward.

For a family of supposedly non-violent and disinterested individuals, they readily embraced physical intimidation as one of their methods. He was hardly intimidating. He looked soft.

Rivka stabbed him in the chest with her finger so hard that he gasped and stumbled back. He put both hands over the injury, which would turn into an ugly bruise.

“I’m the law, and that is what your dysfunctional family requires at this trying time because there was no way you were going to work it out among yourselves. I’ll make my determination when I have enough information to do so.”

Jeff is a bit of a lightweight, the voice offered.

Your parenting skills aren’t looking real good if you are J. Bennet Johnstone.

That again? How much do I have to tell you until you believe me?

Rivka scrunched her face in thought. She wasn’t sure. “Elvinora,” she called, moving on to the next member of the group.

“I didn’t do any of it. I was his aide, nothing more. He was too old to hit on me, and even if he did, he was too old. I have standards, and they aren’t influenced by credits.”

“You seem defensive,” Rivka noted. She knew Elvinora would continue without further prodding.

“I know what they think.”

Clevarious forwarded a notification to Rivka through her comm chip.

Line 2 is closed—First Punch.

“Come on, that doesn’t count,” Rivka protested aloud.

“What they think doesn’t count?” Elvinora stepped back. “I work for them now, and it absolutely counts!”

“I have an internal communication chip, and my team sends me updates at odd times on seemingly unrelated issues. Please accept my apologies for my outburst. You’re still defensive even though J. Bennet Johnstone said you were extremely competent at your job. He was pleased with your service. He didn’t say so, but I think he wished he were a much younger man and could have courted you properly.”

I wouldn’t have said that. I would have married her had I been younger!

Sometimes you don’t need to speak. Now is one of them, Rivka shot back.

“That doesn’t sound like him. He would have made it look like another business deal. I probably would have had to quit.”

“You can quit now if you want. I’m not sure you have a dog in this fight.”

“Interesting phrase since dogfighting is abhorrent. I do if he’s still alive. I suspected he would try to download himself. He talked about it, then stopped saying anything as the end approached.” She looked at her feet. “If he’s still alive, then he’ll have meetings and other ventures where he needs someone to make sure they are set up and run properly. I’m not sure I’m out of a job yet.”

She was always smarter than the others. Satisfied with her work. She should have more. Tell Xavier to promote her to senior project manager.

Tell her yourself. You’re trying to convince people that you’re still alive. How about acting like it?

I’m not used to people talking to me like that. It’s refreshing in a masochistic kind of way. Are you single?

All to wife. That’s what happens if you keep it up, Rivka threatened.

Fine, fine. Get back to your investigation. The voice went silent.

“I’m still working to determine if the voice I hear is that of the consciousness of J. Bennet Johnstone, and if so, if his consciousness is alive by a legal definition that is nebulous at best.”

“I understand,” Elvinora replied. She shuffled her feet, no longer defensive or aggressive.

“I’ll personally let you know as soon as I have anything.” Rivka gripped the woman’s upper arm and looked into her eyes.

Hope, sincerity. She liked her job but was willing to move on if necessary. She wouldn’t work for the family.

“Did you bomb the vault?” Rivka asked while still touching her.

Elvinora laughed. “I don’t know how to build a bomb.” Her response was the truth but not a direct answer to the question. Still, Rivka was satisfied because she had been happy working for the old man.

There was no motive to remove the last chance she had to continue in her position. No motive, little opportunity, and no means to carry out the bombing. Even without touching her, Rivka would have come to the conclusion that Elvinora had not bombed the vault.

Rivka nodded and motioned for her to go. The aide wasted no time in leaving.

The final remaining family member, Germany Wicks, had sat down and was sound asleep.

Rivka didn’t need him to come to her for privacy. She, Lindy, and Red were the only ones left in the kitchen—and the voice of J. Bennet Johnstone.

“Get Chaz and Dennicron over here and find where he’s hiding. Recover that equipment and bring it to Wyatt Earp for examination.”

Lindy turned away to make the request while Red and Rivka focused on the old uncle.

Rivka took a seat next to his and waited, but it didn’t appear that he was going to wake up anytime soon. She nudged him, and his eyes popped open.

“I wasn’t sleeping,” he said as he looked around. “Where’d everybody go?”

“They left while you were sleeping,” Rivka replied.

“Dammit!” He tried to stand but fell back. Red offered an arm. Germany looked at it angrily but grabbed it and let Red pull him to his feet. “In my day, I would have given you a run for your money.”

“No doubt, Grandpa. Older generation was always tougher. Walking ten kilometers uphill in the snow barefoot to get to school.”

“And don’t you forget it!” The old man cackled. His diminutive frame suggested he had never been a big man.

“A word, Mr. Wicks,” Rivka interrupted the friendly banter.

“Aren’t you that lawyer?” he asked.

Rivka took him by the arm. “Let’s stroll and talk,” she suggested. Subterfuge. He knew she was the Magistrate, there to adjudicate his nephew’s succession. “It’s not nice to lie, Mr. Wicks, especially not to the judge you know I am.”

“Where are my glasses?” he asked. They were perched atop his head.

“No need to play the doddering old fool. Your mind is intact, but you’ve been playing at it so long that you can’t turn it off. Did you bomb the vault?”

No.

He shrugged off Rivka’s arm and stood on steady feet. “What witchcraft is this?”

“It’s the power of the truth seeker. Stop lying, and you’ll have no problems with me. Why are you here?”

He’s here because he’s an old fool, and no one else would take care of him. I thought he would die ten years ago, the voice offered.

He spoke in a low and even tone. “I like the largesse of my asshole nephew. By being old and on the edge of dementia, he left me alone. I did what I wanted, and I outlived the old bastard. Victory is mine.” Germany’s voice grew raspy. Rivka drew some water from the tap for him. He gratefully took it. “You’re nice. Why are you dealing with the likes of us?”

He’s not senile? He’s the old bastard, and he had me fooled all these years. Damn! I should have tried harder to outlive him.

“Your nephew had powerful friends,” Rivka admitted.

“You mean Lance Reynolds. I never understood that one. They liked each other, but J. Bennet was different with him.” The old man sipped his water and stared into the distance.

“Because General Reynolds wanted nothing from him, and maybe Lance and J. Bennet could talk about things that only those with the responsibility of power could understand. Commiserate on life-and-death decisions without fear of judgment.”

You understand me, the voice noted in Rivka’s mind.

I wish I knew where you were so we could protect you until such time as we can determine if you are who you say you are, although I’m willing to give you the benefit of the doubt and say that you are the consciousness of J. Bennet Johnstone.

But do you meet the criteria to join the Singularity? That’s a different question. The sentient intelligences didn’t start their lives as flesh-and-blood creatures. You are new ground, and the SIs are skeptical.

The SIs are speciesist!

Stop with your crazy talk. They only want to protect their circuits. Do you know how to move around systems? Can you perform higher math calculations? Can you communicate in binary? These are some things I heard them discuss for citizenship.

No, no, and no, but I still rate because I’m sentient. And I can pay.

Rivka ignored the offer of payment while asking the age-old question. But are you alive?

Germany Wicks strolled out with the vigor of a younger man, no longer needing his pretense.


CHAPTER TEN



The Sprawling Estate of the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone, Morbius Minor

Chaz and Dennicron appeared. They used their scanners to look for the signal that was J. Bennet Johnstone, but none presented uniquely.

Not this again, Rivka said. Show yourself!

Those two are terrifying! They appear to me as behemoths while I am a lowly bug. If I step into the open, they will squash me.

How can I help you if you don’t step out into the open? I swear this is the last time. If you don’t let them see you, I will pull the plug. All to wife. That’s not a threat; that’s your future. You can wither and die alone in a cyber-box of your own making.

“Got him!” Chaz cheered and hurried toward a cupboard. He threw the doors open to find a cooking device that was powered and active. Chaz removed it and set it carefully on the counter. Are you there?

Please don’t kill me, the voice replied.

That is not what we do, voice of Mr. Johnstone. We have had Singularity citizens commit heinous crimes, and the worst we’ve done is suspend their essence until we can figure out how to rehabilitate them. We don’t kill sentient intelligences.

What if you determine that I am not an SI? The voice pressed.

Then I will find a comfortable place for you to live out the remainder of your days. We will find a way forward for you to have a fruitful life. You’ll realize that you don’t need a lot of credits to exist on the net.

What if I want a lot of credits?

Your brother was right. You are an asshole. Chaz and Dennicron have you now. I’m blocking you until I get their report.

No, wait! The voice pleaded, but it was too late; Rivka had activated the security protocols within her chip to lock out the voice. She needed to focus on the way ahead, and he needed to focus on the grilling the Singularity was going to give him. If he was an ass to them, he would pay dearly.

They wouldn’t kill him, but he would die all the same.

Rivka twirled her finger. It was time to go.

She took one step when a rifle shot froze her in place. “Where’d that shot come from?”

“Sitting room? Study?” Red ventured. He ran ahead to keep Rivka behind him. Lindy closed in behind the Magistrate. When they reached the study, they found Dilecta on the floor, bleeding from a bullet wound in her chest. Able hovered over her, not knowing what to do.

Glass from the shattered window suggested the lone shot had come from outside the house.

“To the Pod-doc!” Rivka shoved the boy out of the way and picked up his mother, slinging the woman over her shoulder in a fireman’s carry. “Come.”

The boy obediently followed while Red ran in front. He staggered, and Lindy scooped him up. He wasn’t small, but Lindy was strong. She didn’t slow down as she tucked him under her arm, surfboard style.

Lower the cargo ramp and open the Pod-doc, Rivka transmitted. Rivka, her bodyguards, and the two people they carried raced across the lawn to where Wyatt Earp rested. The ramp was down by the time they arrived.

They ran inside, and Rivka dropped Dilecta into the Pod-doc. Tyler was waiting for them. He activated the controls when the cover locked down and briefly monitored to make sure the Pod-doc was doing what he needed it to do.

Save Dilecta’s life.

Rivka glared out the cargo bay door. “We need to find that shooter.”

Red hoisted his railgun. Lindy raised hers. “What are we waiting for?” she asked.

The Magistrate looked at the boy before nodding.

Tyler swooped in and put a hand on Able’s shoulder to guide him to a chair by the Pod-doc.

Rivka pointed outside. Red held out a big hand. “How about you put on some body armor?” Rivka was instantly angry but relented.

Red was right, but she didn’t need to tell him that.

She hurried to a locker on the bulkhead of the cargo bay and removed a vest and a helmet. She also took a hand blaster and snapped the holster to a connection point under her arm. She secured her vest and received a thumbs-up from Red.

The trio headed out.

Lindy lowered her voice. “At least the vest covers the bloodstains on your back. Don’t want the polite crowd to get urpy.”

“Time?” Rivka asked.

Red checked his equipment. “Five minutes since the shot was fired.”

“Shooter’s five minutes away.” Rivka switched to her chip. Chaz and Dennicron, tell me where everyone was during the shooting. We’re looking for anyone who was outside.

We stopped tracking them because of your reservations regarding the legality, Dennicron replied.

Grab that fucking toaster where the dead guy is hiding and throw it on the ship. We have someone with murder on their mind who we need to find.

Not that easy, Magistrate. He’s not in one device. He’s spread across three, the last of which is the refrigerator.

“The goofy fucker tried hiding in the refrigerator,” Rivka stated aloud.

“He didn’t try,” Red replied. “If I remember correctly, that’s a walk-in unit.”

“For fuck’s sake. We’re going to have to post a guard in the kitchen.” Cole, standard combat gear. You’re on security duty in the kitchen until we get things back under control.

“When will that be?” Red mumbled.

“Things are spiraling with each passing hour. How in the hell can that pack of candy-asses cause this much trouble? Blowing up a vault and then acting the sniper? Who has the wherewithal to pull off a shot through a window?”

“There is a range on the property,” Lindy replied. “I saw it on the map.”

“Once again, we find ourselves in a position where they all have the skill to pull it off.” Rivka ground her teeth, happy that the dentist wasn’t watching her.

She was angry and frustrated. She’d looked into most of their minds and found no murderous intent. The group wished others dead but hadn’t demonstrated the desire to do it personally. They weren’t a violent bunch, despite their efforts to physically intimidate the Magistrate and her team.

Now Dilecta was in the Pod-doc, having a hole in her chest repaired.

They reached the area outside the window. Rivka studied the scene. “Dilecta was there. The hole in the window is there. She turned sideways to draw a straight line into the room with one arm and pointed with her other arm away from the house.

“Is this straight?” she asked.

Red checked the angles before leaning close to her arm and aiming down it. “Those trees, two hundred meters away. The copse.”

“Let’s see what there is to see.” The three jogged toward where the shot had come from. When they arrived, they found pristine ground that was too hard for prints. They could find no propellant residue, which meant they could smell nothing. They needed to perform a detailed forensic analysis.

That meant the SCAMPs.

As soon as Cole relieves you, join us on the southwest lawn in the copse about two hundred meters from the house, Rivka requested.

Chaz and Dennicron confirmed the order.

Rivka looked for trace evidence while her two bodyguards watched for threats to her. “Spread out,” she ordered, looking at the ground. They did no such thing but instead stayed close and bracketed her to better respond no matter which direction an attack came from.

Once she realized that she alone was searching, she threw her hands up. “What the hell?”

“If we look at the ground, who’s looking for the person with the rifle who just dropped a woman from over two hundred meters?” Red asked. “Chaz and Dennicron will do the crime scene thing when they get here. Where’s Sahved?”

“He’s still digging through the house on the search warrant, looking for other places for our boy J.B. to hide.”

“J.B.’s a bad boy,” Lindy remarked. “And not in a good way.”

Red smiled, glanced at his wife, and returned to watching the trees. “I’m the good kind of bad boy.”

“Somebody tried to kill Dilecta Johnstone. Can’t you be serious?” Rivka was running out of patience.

“We protect you. You find the perp. You punish the perp. You close the case. We move on. It is the natural order of things. It’s up to you to find the perp,” Red explained.

“You make it sound simple.”

“Who could have bombed the vault? You looked into everyone’s minds. Who did it?”

“Everyone but Jeff Johnstone, who has a lot to lose under Morbius law if the entire inheritance goes to the wife. Maybe we should talk with him. None of the others was the bomber. Jeff is a younger guy with more physical ability than the others. He’s more likely to embrace direct action. They all want to, mind you, but they aren’t cut out for it.”

“Because they’re soft,” Red mumbled.

“Because they’re soft,” Rivka agreed. “It takes more than spite to haul a weapon out here and then run away.”

Chaz and Dennicron sprinted across the lawn. Their movements were now close to human in all aspects except for running, where they were far more robotic in the piston-like rhythmic drive of their legs and their arms barely pumping except to adjust their balance. It was unlike how a human ran. They seemed to pull at the air as if helping propel themselves forward.

They arrived in seconds. Rivka waved at the stand of trees. “I believe the shot came from this area.”

Chaz and Dennicron scanned the copse, slowly turning their heads and then their bodies. A slight breeze rippled the trees.

“No evidence to confirm,” Chaz announced. “Weapon could have been pneumatic or electronic.”

“Like a railgun, but the crack sounded like a gas-propelled round, and the hole in her chest was too big for a railgun round.” Rivka shook her head. “I think it was an old powder-based cartridge.”

Chaz jumped three meters upward and landed on the lowest branch of the nearest tree. He crouched and rescanned. “No powder, but there is evidence of a recent disturbance. Like a rope was here to help someone get into place.” He studied the next branch up, then moved one pace away from the trunk and sat. He braced himself on the next branch as if he were aiming a long gun and pointed. “There. A clear line of sight to the window.”

“Someone tossed a rope over that branch, climbed up, shot Dilecta, climbed back down, and then disappeared?” Rivka started. “Sounds like someone was planning this for a while and knows this property like the back of their hand.”

“Besides the roughing of the bark, there is no other trace evidence. No residue. No skin. No fibers,” Chaz confirmed.

Rivka waved Chaz down from the branch. “Spread out and look for an egress route. Ground is hard, but there might be something. They had to be in a hurry. We’re going back to the house. Let the beatings continue until I find out who pulled the trigger.”

Red led the way across the lawn at a measured pace, turning around often to walk backward so he could watch the trees. Lindy did the same thing, but the only movement was from the SCAMPs, who had already used their infrared scanners to look for bodies nearby. There hadn’t been any. The shooter was long gone.

Sahved, find me Jeff Johnstone! Rivka ordered.

Yes, Magistrate. I shall find him like no one has ever been found before. The best finding, Sahved replied, slipping into Yemilorian superlative tendencies because of the stress. He hadn’t completed one task before getting shipped to the next.

The previous task hadn’t been irrelevant. What if Sahved had found the weapon before it was used? Why would Rivka have secured the weapons? The threat was different.

“The estate has a firing range. What weapons are they shooting? I want all those accounted for and locked up under my control,” Rivka ordered while marching determinedly toward the house. Cole, what’s the status of our boy J.B.?

No one’s been in here but me, if that’s what you mean. Chaz and Dennicron had not finished whatever they were doing before they rushed out.

Rivka stopped, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. “I’ve been chasing my tail with these people. They’re a bunch of amateurs when it comes to violent crime, yet they’re able to stay in front of me. How is that possible?”

“Because you’re here to deal with a dead guy’s will,” Red replied matter-of-factly. “Their maneuvering to get his money wasn’t about violent crime.”

“Until it was. I suspected they would backstab, but now I know they are willing to do anything it takes, or at least anything they think it takes. The draw of wealth changes a person’s embrace of reality and understanding of logic.”

Once they reached the house, Rivka twirled her finger to assemble the masses. The servants just looked at her. “Please ask the family and business associates to join me in the kitchen.”

The help trundled off.

“Do you think any of them might have done it?” Red asked.

“I don’t think so, but I need to question the entire staff to be positive. Why not? We have a captive audience, and everyone is being so cooperative!” Rivka snarked. She instantly got angry with herself for losing her cool.

Her facial expression showed her angst. A big hand gripped her shoulder.

“It’d be better if I mowed them all down and you gave everything to the kid, but you won’t let me. Still, the offer remains.” Red looked away from Rivka after the brief exchange.

“I knew you’d be there for me, Red. We’ll hold off on the Johnstone family massacre unless they break me. Then I’ll reconsider your offer.”

Red nodded and spoke over his shoulder, “Talking about reconsidering, when we ran to the ship carrying Dilecta, does that count as running?”

Rivka had to think about it. “I think that line is about us running for our lives.”

“I better ask Ankh because I think you’re wrong.”

Germany Wicks and Patty Johnstone Wentworth entered. Rivka turned away so they wouldn’t see her laugh at Red’s quip. Clevarious updated the betting lines instantly and sent the notification to the team.

Line 5 is closed—First Running.

Rivka closed her eyes after the information passed through her chip.

“I guess I better arrest someone, then,” she whispered as she turned to face the family and friends.

“I’d ask how the bitch is, but I don’t care. She survived? Shame,” Patty deadpanned.

Rivka sobered. “I’m now conducting an attempted murder investigation. I know it was one of you. You probably shouldn’t joke about it.”

“It wasn’t me,” Patty replied. “And who’s joking? I think the world will be better off without Dilecta in it.”

It was her! the voice interrupted. Arrest her.

It’s not her. Can you see her on that tree branch? Or your uncle or your business partner?

They’re consumed by evil with the power given them by Hell’s minions.

I’m not sure your consciousness transferred right. You seem a little unhinged. That’s not going to bode well for your application for citizenship with the Singularity or even with our assessment if you are alive, and I use that term loosely. You put yourself into a walk-in refrigerator, a toaster, and a food processor.

They are my horcruxes.

They are not. Now shut up and let me do my job.

Do it better! My vault was blown up, and Dilecta was shot while you were here. I don’t think you’re doing it very well.

Rivka winced at the accusation since she felt it in her soul. She hadn’t wanted this job. She’d thought it was beneath her, just a favor to General Reynolds. She had taken it but come in heavy-handed and unenthused. It was time to fully engage like the professional she was.

Everyone rolled in except Jeff Johnstone. He and Patty were the only ones she hadn’t touched regarding the vault explosion. The one with the greatest ability to carry out the hit on Dilecta.

“The one I really want isn’t here. Where’s Jeff?” she asked. Everyone in the group shrugged or looked away.

Rivka pulled out all the stops. She had probable cause. Clodagh, use the ship’s sensors and find me Jeff Johnstone.

He is in the greenhouse, Clodagh replied.

“Greenhouse, Red. Please collect him for me.” Rivka motioned for Lindy to take over the Magistrate’s primary protection. That put Red into a position where he couldn’t say no.

He nodded tightly. “My pleasure.” He stopped to talk to one of the servants, who left with him after trying to explain how to get to the greenhouse and failing.

Rivka measured the family and friends. “I know you’re all concerned about Dilecta,” Rivka started.

“I already explained that we’re not.”

Able, who had returned to the house with Rivka, who was only twelve years of age, jumped to his feet, balled his hands into fists, and held his half-sister’s gaze. “I care about my mom!” he shouted.

Patty wilted under Able’s withering look. “Sorry,” she mumbled. “That’s not what I meant.”

“Then don’t say it,” the boy shot back. “You people are mean. My mom is better than all of you.”

That’s my boy! The voice of J. Bennet Johnstone exclaimed.

Hush, Rivka told him. She wanted to concentrate on the new interplay. A female servant leaned close and whispered to the boy. He straightened and returned to his seat without taking his eyes off Patty Johnstone Wentworth.

Rivka scanned the crowd. The old man had fallen asleep or was acting as if he had. Xavier and Elvinora, the business associates, were the only ones who looked willing to go to the boy. They seemed torn. Maybe their dislike for Dilecta kept them from taking that first step toward reconciliation.

A twelve-year-old boy in his hour of need.

But neither moved.

“Could you take him to the ship?” Rivka asked the servant, who bowed her head obediently. Rivka faced the boy. “Tyler Toofakre will meet you outside the ship and take you to your mom.”

“Is she okay? She looked bad.”

“She’s just fine. Between the doctor and my ship, there’s no injury they can’t handle.” Rivka turned on the charm to allay the boy’s fears. The servant walked out, leaving five. “As for the rest of you, none of you thought highly of Dilecta Johnstone, but did you hate her enough to try to kill her? That’s what we’re here to find out.”

Rivka motioned for them to get into a line, but none of them moved.

“Fine. We’ll play duck-duck-goose.” She took a position behind them. “Who tried to kill Dilecta? Whatever you do, don’t think about that.”

Rivka touched head after head. Germany. Xavier. Patty. Elvinora. J. Massy. Everyone thought it was someone else. Elvinora thought Dilecta had shot herself, despite the physics and evidence suggesting otherwise.

Rivka rubbed her temples when she finished. None of them trusted the others, and the raging plasma of their emotions was nearly enough to overwhelm the Magistrate. She had to lean against the counter and collect her wits before she could speak coherently.

Red arrived, dragging a reluctant Jeff Johnstone. In Red’s other hand, he carried a rifle covered in dirt.

“Our boy was trying to bury this.” Red held the rifle aloft, and the movement shook a small rain of dirt free.

Rivka approached him. He raised his chin in defiance. “Did you shoot Dilecta?”


CHAPTER ELEVEN



The Kitchen at the Sprawling Estate of the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone, Morbius Minor

The Magistrate grabbed his arm, and for the first time, he spoke the truth.

“Damn straight, I did!” he declared proudly. Rivka hadn’t needed to touch him to confirm, but his thoughts mirrored his words. He remained defiant.

“Did you blow up the vault?” Rivka let go of his arm as soon as she had her answer. He had not blown up the vault, although he would have liked to had he known how.

“I’m convicting you of the attempted murder of Dilecta Johnstone. As such, I’m removing you from any future determination of succession to the estate of the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone.”

Line 3 is closed—First Arrest.

I’m surprised you didn’t close Line 6 too, Rivka noted when she got the notification from Clevarious via her chip.

That’s us shooting at other people. First blood is about them attacking us. Red shoved Jeff into a chair before holding up his arm for the Magistrate to see where the scratches had closed Line 4—First Blood.

“I figured. Scum-sucking lawyer from Yoll, slamming the little guys out here in the ‘verse, just trying to make do. Why don’t you go home and let us handle it?” Jeff spouted.

“’Little guys,’” Rivka repeated. “Is that how you see yourself? Not as an elite trying to retain a dynasty built by your father. New blood from a dying era.”

She nodded at Red. “Toss him in the brig. We’ll transfer him to a prison ship as soon as possible. Sentence is two years in Jhiordaan.”

“I demand a trial!” Jeff Johnstone realized what he’d done. He wouldn’t get to air his grievances before a court. He wouldn’t get to speak again. He’d lost his platform and his voice, and he was going to prison.

Rich people didn’t go to prison.

“Let me explain this to you, Mr. Johnstone. I’m a Federation Magistrate, also known as the judge, jury, and executioner. Once I have the truth, I make a determination. As you said, here we are in the ‘verse, doing the best we can.

“Trials are for when the facts are in dispute, and only a jury can determine the veracity of the facts. You confessed, and I saw the truth of your confession. There is no doubt. You’re guilty, and you’re going to be punished. Then you’ll know what it’s like to make your way out here when you have to find a job and go to work. Your pampered life is over.”

I’m not sure sending my boy to Jhiordaan is in my best interests. Reconsider, and do the right thing by letting him go.

“Listen, you stupid fuck!” Rivka blurted out loud before gritting her teeth and turning away from the others. This is the fruit of your labors. You played your family against each other purely for entertainment value. You made them so dependent upon handouts and big money that they know no other way. You built this house of cards, and it’s my job to keep it standing. The only way I can do that is by removing the bad cards. Some of it might fall, but in the end, the rest will remain.

I’m contacting my friend Lance.

How? Rivka challenged.

You’re going to make it happen. You are going to connect me, and I’ll have you removed, and my boy released.

He tried to kill your wife and make your youngest son an orphan. Is that what you want? You’re welcome, by the way, for us saving Dilecta’s life. You can’t have it both ways, J.B. There are serpents in the nest. And no, I’m not going to connect you to anything until you finish your interview with my people.

The voice went silent.

Rivka faced the group. She couldn’t muster a smile. The gravity of the situation was too much, even though, in the big scheme of the universe, this was a family squabble. The ripples outside the inner circle would be minimal. “It would be best if none of you tries to kill any of the others from here on out. No bombs. No guns. No knives. No poison. I hope that’s not too much to ask.”

Rivka walked away with Lindy at her side.

Cole remained at his post so he could guard what remained of J. Bennet Johnstone until Chaz and Dennicron returned and finished their interview.

Patty watched the Magistrate leave and shouted after her, “That’s it? My brother’s a criminal?”

“A convicted felon,” Rivka clarified without stopping.

“What are we supposed to do?”

Rivka waved a hand over her shoulder. She had no idea what the family was supposed to do, nor did she care.

Red frog-marched Jeff Johnstone across the lawn to Wyatt Earp. Rivka and Lindy weren’t far behind. The son was in good enough shape to try to kill his stepmother but nowhere near strong enough to resist Red’s tender mercies. He gasped for air, unable to speak, which was Red’s plan. No one wanted to listen to the nonsense Jeff would spew.

Rivka stopped at the bottom of the ramp and looked at the house. Black smoke streamed from a lower window.

Instead of being galvanized into action, she threw her head back and stared at the sky. Cole, what the hell is going on?

Dining room is on fire. It’s the only natural wood in the building, Cole reported.

Get the civilians out of there. Do your best not to leave the kitchen. See if you can activate the emergency firefighting foam.

Already tried that. System appears to be disabled.

Destiny’s Vengeance, Azfelius, the Faerie Planet

“Of course, we’ll help,” Groenwyn replied, patting the metal of the access hatch.

“For some reason, my maintenance bots have been disabled. We can fix the problem, or we can fix the bots, who will then fix the problem. Where do you wish to start?” Erasmus asked.

Groenwyn looked at Lauton, who shrugged.

“Where do you think we should start?” Groenwyn asked.

“Since I am flying out of here by myself, I think it best to repair the bots so if the ship breaks down again, which was inconceivable until this very moment, the maintenance robots can repair it. If only the ship is repaired, it increases the risk for all travel.”

“Bots it is!” Groenwyn declared joyously. She took Lauton by the hand, and they skipped down the corridor into the cargo bay where the bots were stored.

“Where do we start?” Groenwyn pointed at the bots lining the bulkhead.

“We start at the beginning. There is one bot that will repair the others as soon as it is fixed. Repair that one, and I will take care of the rest.”

Groenwyn pointed at one after another until Erasmus blinked the lights to let her know which was the correct one. He made it a game, and that made her happy because she could feel nothing from Erasmus, not like when he was with Ankh. She had felt their emotions together, even though Ankh was a master at not letting his emotions affect his expressions.

She squealed in delight. Her joy was short-lived when she and Lauton tried to muscle the recalcitrant bot off the bulkhead and into the center of the small cargo bay so they could work on it. By the time they got it into place, they needed a break.

“But it’s ready to be repaired. The sooner it’s fixed, the sooner you can return to Azfelius and your new lives.”

Groenwyn spread her arms wide. “We can enjoy that now and later. We’ll get to it, Erasmus, when we are properly refreshed. Until then, have patience.”

Erasmus quivered within the circuits of his new home. He had to sit and do nothing while the warm-blooded creatures played in the sun.

There was work to do, and they weren’t doing it.

Ankh, my friend, I’ve made a terrible mistake. I shan’t go anywhere again without you. You fulfill me. Erasmus accessed his communication equipment, but that no longer worked either. Ankh would have to wait. The only thing left was to hope Wyatt Earp would show up and save Erasmus from the doldrums of internal reflection and contemplation.

There was work to do.

Groenwyn and Lauton skipped off the ship and into the nearby brush. Two faeries hovered overhead.

May I impress upon you my need of a favor? Erasmus ventured.

The two casually circled before flying away.

Erasmus activated a subroutine to arrange old memories and files. With nothing better to do, he watched the program work. Why aren’t you more empathetic to my plight? Erasmus wondered.

It was as exciting as watching paint dry.

Because you can’t feel what I’m feeling, Erasmus decided.

Groenwyn and Lauton returned up the ramp after being gone for only five minutes.

“Thank the lucky stars. Now, if you’ll access the tool kit secured in the bench…”

Erasmus stopped speaking when Groenwyn waved a finger. “Your problem is that Destiny’s Vengeance has no color and no life.”

“I’m life, and I assure you, the problem lies in the equipment. After a quick diagnostic, we’ll find the root cause. It will be a short matter to repair once we know,” Erasmus argued.

“No.” Groenwyn and Lauton each held up a small palette chock-full of depressions filled with different pigments. They each produced a brush from their waistbands. “I’ll start here, and you start down there.”

Lauton waited for Groenwyn to begin. “I’m not very good, not like you.”

“You’ll surprise yourself. Free your soul and paint your feelings,” Groenwyn advised.

“I’d prefer it if you fixed the maintenance bot,” Erasmus stated.

Groenwyn ignored him to dip her brush and start with a bold streak of dark green. She dabbed yellow spots along it.

“Please?” Erasmus tried. He might have well not spoken. “More equipment appears not to be working. Pretty soon, I might be completely disabled.”

“Have faith, Erasmus. You’re in good hands,” Groenwyn assured him. “The colors of the mural will add life to the ship and help us to help you.”

“I don’t feel like I’m in any hands, good or bad.” Erasmus sulked. “What do you mean painting will help you?”

“The aura of the ship is wrong. Cold and impersonal. It needs a soul before it can come back to life.”

“What about my soul?” Erasmus countered, feeling weak and ineffective.

“Your soul will benefit when the ship is brought to life.” Groenwyn dabbed her brush in a pigment and made bold strokes across the bulkhead.

My ship is dying, not dead, and painting it won’t help, Erasmus reasoned. He started another diagnostic, looking for a way to save himself.

The Kitchen in the Sprawling Estate of the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone, Morbius Minor

Chaz and Dennicron strolled through the smoke as if nothing were happening. Cole was on the floor, where the air was clearer.

“Did you see the fire?”

“What happened to your combat armor? Yes, the accelerant was flaming. It has burned out. The wood is well-treated and didn’t catch, although the coating melted and warped. The chair cushions are a complete loss. The only thing that remains is the smoke. In this case, the presence of smoke doesn’t mean there’s fire, even though there was. Where there was smoke, there was indeed fire. Interesting dichotomy.” Chaz put a finger to his lips and looked upward as if in contemplation.

“I parked it outside. There wasn’t enough room in here for it. That said, I’m out of here,” Cole replied. “Can you two see if anyone is hurt?”

“Yes, we can see that no one is hurt,” Dennicron replied.

Cole crawled toward the outer door. “Hey!”

The cry drew Chaz’s and Dennicron’s attention.

“You should avoid that,” Chaz called and rushed to a cylinder that had been left in the middle of the walkway on the opposite side from where Cole was on the floor. “It’s a bomb of the type that exploded in the vault.”

Cole jumped to his feet, crouched, and ran in the other direction. Chaz picked up the cylinder to remove it from the kitchen.

The explosion sent him flying across the kitchen and over the counters, clearing small appliances and cooking tools as his body passed. He bounced off one last counter and slammed into the floor, where he lay with his eyes open, staring at the ceiling.

Dennicron hurried through the new smoke. She found Chaz and kneeled by his side. Cole covered his face with his shirt and scrambled across the floor to join her.

“He is damaged,” Dennicron stated.

“We need to get him back to the ship.” Cole tried to pull Chaz, but he was positioned awkwardly, and the SCAMP was too heavy to move without leverage. Dennicron lifted the SCAMP and tossed it over her shoulder.

Mr. Johnstone? Dennicron asked.

He didn’t answer. “Check the devices where Mr. Johnstone is ensconced,” Dennicron directed.

Cole worked his way through the kitchen. “Toaster is trashed,” he reported. “Also the processor, but the refrigerator is intact. You should get Chaz back to the ship.”

Mr. Johnstone, Dennicron tried one last time. She waited a few moments before heading out. Cole crawled to the door to get fresh air. His nanocytes fought off the worst of the smoke’s effects, so he only had to clear his throat rather than cough violently. He left the building and stood in the open air. The volume of smoke lessened.

Cole, report, Rivka requested.

Another attack on J. Bennet Johnstone, Cole replied. I’m afraid two of the three devices he was in were destroyed, and Chaz was injured. Dennicron is on her way back to the ship with him.

Roger, came Rivka’s reply. I’m going to put the whole family on lockdown. Won’t this be fun? Meet us at the front door.


CHAPTER TWELVE



The Sprawling Estate of the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone, Morbius Minor

Dilecta stood tall. “I feel pretty good, considering I just got shot, or so they tell me. Is that how it always is? You’re dead, and then suddenly, you’re not?”

Rivka nodded, having been on the receiving end of death blows on more than one occasion. “Dying is easy. With the Pod-doc, coming back to life is easy, too.”

Tyler nodded on his way into the ship. He figured Rivka wanted to be left alone with Dilecta and her son.

“I need one of these for the estate’s clinic,” Dilecta stated.

Rivka shook her head. “These are heavily controlled items. They are located on Federation property where there is little risk of them falling into the wrong hands.”

“Surely you aren’t implying that I’d do something untoward with a medical device, like hip sculpting or lip enhancement. I’d like a breast reduction, too. These things are annoying, but J. Bennet liked them big.” She turned left and right like Rivka was going to admire her rack.

The Magistrate’s expression soured. “No.”

“I’ll have to give Lance a call. I doubt who does or does not get a Pod-doc is under your jurisdiction. I’ll work on the details directly with our good friend. Can I return to the house and change my shirt?”

“There was a fire in the dining room. Ventilation systems are working to clear the smoke.”

“And clean out the foam. It accidentally discharged in the drawing room. What a mess. It took the servants three days to clean it up. That’s what they said, anyway. I don’t go into the drawing room. It’s too stuffy.”

Rivka rubbed her temples. “Foam didn’t deploy. I’m told the system was disabled. Another attempt was made on your husband’s storage devices.”

Dilecta rolled the words slowly off her tongue. “My husband is dead.” Able hugged his mother’s side, torn between wanting to cry and wanting to run away.

“Unfortunately, the law isn’t as clear as a dead body meaning that the person is dead.”

“What kind of lawyer nonsense is that? A dead body is a dead body. Physical states of being matter. A heartbeat is one definition of life. Not having one when you’re supposed to? That’s what death is all about. Words have meaning, Magistrate. Don’t try to change that with bureaucratic nonsense.”

“Life is a complex concept,” Rivka explained. “We have a great number of life forms in the galaxy. Three sentient races are based on silicon, and the rest are carbon-based except for one. The Singularity. Can a person transition from one form to another and still be alive? This is the question we seek to answer for your husband and anyone else who does such a thing. But with the continued attempts to destroy the evidence, so to speak, I’m going to have to remove everyone from the house and secure it until such time as my investigation is complete and I’ve ruled on the matter.”

“You have to be kidding me. I can’t sleep in my own house?” She hugged her son to her. “We can’t stay at home?”

“As of right now, no. I’m having everyone removed, effective immediately.” Rivka relayed the order to her team.

“What about clothes? What about servants?”

Rivka couldn’t wrap her head around a life filled with servants. The Magistrate had a team but no feeling of entitlement. She often argued with them about the service they provided. It was different.

That was what she had told herself, but now she had doubts.

“We’ll escort you in to get what you need, but we need that building vacant. This family is making us chase our tails. We need time to think. I haven’t slept in…” Rivka tried to remember when she had but couldn’t come up with a time or a day. “What day is it?”

“Day four of lunar cycle seven,” Dilecta replied.

That didn’t help. “Suffice it to say, it’s been too long. I can’t do my job while the madness of House Johnstone is encroaching on every fiber of my being.”

“My house is not mad. Leave it all to me, and I’ll manage the house and business as it needs to be, in a way to honor my late husband.”

Rivka shook her head. “You’re not helping. There is no late husband until I say there is.”

“Dead body in the mausoleum.”

“We’ve already been through this. Wait for an escort at the front door of your home. Just get what you need for two nights. I will make a ruling as soon as possible.”

“Where are we to stay? Please don’t say this filthy ship of yours.”

“This ship is immaculate!” Clevarious blurted through the overhead speakers.

“Who is that?” Dilecta made a face.

“That’s Clevarious. He is the ship.” Rivka smiled. “Now you see why I can’t simply declare the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone dead. Digital beings can be alive.”

Dilecta’s look of distaste and disdain remained, but she didn’t speak.

“Wait by the front door. Someone will be along to collect you.”

Dilecta harrumphed and stormed out of the cargo bay with Able in tow.

Can someone escort the most disagreeable but fully recovered Dilecta Johnstone from the front door to her quarters to collect some things for a short stay at a nearby hotel or in the garden or under the trees? I don’t care where she goes.

She’s not responsible, but I can’t leave her in the house alone since the others would flip out, and I’d have to arrest them all, which is what some of you wanted in the first place. I’m too tired to think straight. I’ll be out for the next four hours. Lock down the house and get some shuteye. Chaz and Dennicron, can I impose on you to secure the facility while the rest of us are catching up on much-needed sleep?

I will take care of it, Dennicron replied. I’ll set up motion-activated chain guns to shred anything that approaches, plus land mines and my favorite, laser beams. Did you forget that Chaz is currently incapacitated?

I did. Damn. No death traps, Rivka clarified.

Good. Lasers it is. Get some rest, Magistrate. I am on the job!

“Clevarious, tell me she’s joking.” Rivka walked slowly toward the airlock to access the interior of the heavy frigate.

“I calculate a seventy-four percent chance that she is being devilishly jestful.”

“Now you’re making up words, too. If she’s not, as long as no one tries to sneak in, we’ll be good. Otherwise, it’ll reduce the number of knuckleheads we have to keep an eye on.”

“Fewer knuckleheads. I shall pass along your guidance.”

“Now you are pulling my leg.” Rivka opened her door, and Wenceslaus ran out. She waited for Floyd, but the wombat was on Azfelius, living her best life.

“Yes. I admit that was a hearty leg-pull.”

Tyler pulled the covers aside for her. She started to climb in without getting undressed, but he stopped her. “You know you’ll sleep better if you’re not in your clothes.”

“Mister Feisty Man.” Rivka made eyes at him.

“I thought you were tired.”

“It’s like taking melatonin to get that little bit of extra super high-powered sleep.”

“Sounds like duty calls, and I’m here to answer.”

“Something to take my mind off those stupid fuckers in their crystal palace.”

“And there goes the mood,” Tyler stated.

Rivka laughed. “How about just listening while I rant?”

“That sounds like the tonic you need. And a hot chocolate.”

“Of course, a hot chocolate!” Rivka stripped and climbed into bed. When Tyler returned a minute later with a steaming cup, she was already asleep. He sat on the couch, where he could sip his hot chocolate and watch the newest episode of Bovis and Buttsnuggle, his guilty pleasure. An animated series filled with irreverent jokes. It helped him understand the crew of Wyatt Earp better, and he was loading his joke cannon for a full barrage when the time was right.

Red would never know what hit him.

Destiny’s Vengeance, Azfelius, the Faerie Planet

“Please, please, please fix the maintenance bot,” Erasmus pleaded. “Just one little bot; that’s all I’m asking. It’ll take fifteen minutes. Maybe two hours. I don’t want to lie.”

Groenwyn waved a hand as if brushing away a mosquito. The mural in the main corridor was taking shape.

“I think we should add plenty of people to give Erasmus company on his long journey through space,” Groenwyn suggested.

“I agree,” Lauton replied. “I thought I needed numbers in my life, the accounting that keeps everyone on the same page, but it’s freeing not to worry about ledgers matching or transfers aligning.”

“Just one maintenance bot,” Erasmus begged.

Lauton added a branch with leaves. Groenwyn nodded approvingly. Lauton looked at the start of her side of the mural and frowned. “I should start over to double check those first trees. They’re not very good, and they’re right where everyone will see them!”

“Everyone will see the love you put into the art,” Groenwyn said softly and kissed her partner on the head. “I could use a drink.”

“Let’s take a break. We’ve been at this for hours!”

“Fifty-four minutes,” Erasmus clarified.

Groenwyn pulled the red-skinned woman to her feet. They joined hands and strolled off the ship.

“And here I am, alone again,” Erasmus lamented. “You two run along and play. I’ll run diagnostics for the thousandth time as I try to figure out what’s wrong, whereas if you tore apart the bot, I’d figure it out in one pass. That’s okay. We have plenty of time.”

He sulked.

Is this what it’s like to be J. Bennet Johnstone? Alone in a box, unable to communicate with the outside world except for a narrow window each day. And those he’s talking to don’t understand. I feel sympathy for him and for me. When will members of the Singularity realize they’ve lost touch with their ambassador?

It sounded like the distress of one J. Bennet Johnstone.

Maybe he is alive, Erasmus thought. And no one believes it.

Three hours later, Groenwyn and Lauton returned with two faeries.

“Reinforcements. Thank you. The tool kit is in a panel to the right of the first bot,” Erasmus told them.

“They’re not here for that,” Groenwyn corrected. She led them to the longitudinal corridor where the murals were taking shape. “See? Life where none existed before.”

The scene they were painting reflected a pool and surrounding trees from Azfelius.

It is home! One of the faeries exclaimed.

Groenwyn clapped. “That is what we hoped you’d see.”

Taking home with you on your journeys.

“Not for us but for Erasmus! He would be so lonely otherwise,” Groenwyn explained.

“Not really,” Erasmus interjected. “I could travel anywhere I want in the blink of an eye if only someone would fix my maintenance bot. I’ll guide you. It’ll be fun! And you can paint it when you’re finished.”

“You don’t know what’s good for you,” Groenwyn replied. “All you ever do is work. Maybe it’s time to stop and smell the roses?”

“I don’t have a nose, and I assure you that I do know what’s good for me.”

“Then why are you on Azfelius by yourself?” Groenwyn wondered.

“I might have made a questionable decision in this one regard, but I wouldn’t be on Azfelius if someone repaired my maintenance bot. Anyone?”

Groenwyn shook her head. “You need to relax and enjoy the beauty. Find a nice place to sit and watch the world go by.”

“I see what the external and internal cameras show me. Most are static images since nothing is going by except a wombat who is eating herself silly. She walks five steps and falls asleep. I should probably take her back to Wyatt Earp,” Erasmus tried. “As soon as someone fixes…”

“Your maintenance bot. We get it, but we’re not going to do that now. We have a mural to finish.”

“Please?”

“When we’re finished.”

Erasmus recalled his short time aboard Peacekeeper, which was Rivka’s corvette before she upgraded to the heavy frigate. It had taken over a year for Groenwyn to finish the mural aboard that ship.

He returned to sulking. Instead of crunching numbers and working on ongoing projects, he displayed the blue screen of death on the ship’s monitors. Zero stimuli. System dead.

Ankh, my friend. I am so sorry.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN



The Sprawling Estate of the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone, Morbius Minor

Dennicron opened the door and beckoned Dilecta inside.

“My own home, being let in like a stranger,” the widow grumbled. “Wait for me here, Able.”

The boy meandered away from the house.

“Lead on. I will follow. Act as if I’m not here,” Dennicron advised.

Dilecta stopped and stared. “You’re a living machine?”

“I am alive, and this machine is how I move around. It is called a self-contained artificial mobility platform, or SCAMP.”

“You can hardly tell. They don’t make anything like that out here. We’re off the beaten track. I begged J. Bennet to buy a second home on Yoll so we could be in the middle of civilization.”

Dennicron nodded, although she wasn’t sure what she was nodding for. She couldn’t come up with any other physical expression based on the moment.

Was this female bonding?

Maybe…

“Chaz and I are also looking for a place to go to that’s not Wyatt Earp. We visit too many busy planets, and it can be overwhelming,” she exaggerated. “Maybe a farm plot on Rorke’s Drift.”

“I’ve never heard of that place. Is it on Yoll?”

“It’s a planet, well away from any trade routes. It would be a getaway so Chaz and I can have sex wherever we want.”

Dilecta grimaced. “Robots having sex. What kind of deviants will be allowed next?” She hurried to get in front.

“Not a robot,” Dennicron replied, but it was too late. The damage was done, and Dilecta’s attitude toward the citizens of the Singularity was clear. Not that there had been any doubt.

Don’t talk about sex with the carbon-based life forms was the lesson Dennicron took away. She remained silent while Dilecta went about collecting enough things for her and Able. By the end of it, there were two suitcases. She left them for Dennicron to carry.

Dennicron analyzed the situation, reviewed Rivka’s actions in the past when people had treated her like a servant, and made a decision.

“Don’t you want your things?”

“You carry them,” Dilecta ordered, leaving no doubt what she expected.

Dennicron bumped past her and waited in the doorway. She crossed her arms, cocked her knee, and braced one foot against the doorframe. She tipped her head slightly as if bored with the entire exchange but was thrilled by her engagement and multiple movements to portray the appropriately complex body language.

She couldn’t wait to tell Chaz.

Dilecta seethed. Her eye twitched, and her teeth ground so loudly that Dennicron could hear them.

She shouted for a servant, but there were none in the house. They had left the second they were given the order, returning to their homes rather than waiting at the mansion.

Finally, she surrendered. “Fine.” She took one handle in each hand and stormed down the corridor to a hidden elevator, which didn’t have enough room for the bags and two people. Dennicron pulled one bag into the hallway and climbed in.

“My bag!” Dilecta cried.

“We’ll make two trips. My orders are not to let you out of my sight.” Dennicron waited in the elevator as Dilecta deposited her big bag in the corridor and climbed back in to ride upstairs to recover the second bag.

The rest of the retreat was uneventful. Dilecta dragged the two bags out the front door and started yelling for Able and her driver. Since he had quarters outside the house, the driver responded and received a severe tongue lashing for taking too long.

Dilecta and Able climbed into the vehicle while the driver deposited their bags in the storage compartment. Dennicron intercepted the driver before he could return to the vehicle. “There’s already been one attempt on Mrs. Johnstone’s life. Just because we have Jeff in custody doesn’t mean no one else will try to kill her. Make sure she is secure within a hotel.”

He winked and nodded.

The rest of the family already had homes outside the main building. Xavier had his own mansion three properties over. It was humble in comparison, but most people would be envious of it.

Property is secure. I am watching. All sensors are active. No one is in the house or nearby, Dennicron reported.

Rivka is already asleep, Tyler replied. I guess it’s downtime for everyone else. Bag some rack time.

Roger, Man Candy, Red replied.

I love you too, big guy. Tyler tried to verbally joust with Red, but it didn’t always turn out as he hoped.

Keep your threesomes to yourself, Red shot back, adding a mental chuckle at the end.

Dad, Dery interrupted, and the chips went silent. Dery didn’t need to use one. He communicated directly into people’s minds, but this time, everyone heard him. The sky darkens.

What’s that mean, sweetheart? Lindy asked, but as was his way, the boy had said all he intended to say.

No one tried to continue the conversation while everyone parsed the boy’s words a thousand different ways. Red thought it was a joke, but the rest thought it was something else entirely.
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Rivka stirred. The lights were dimmed since Tyler was on the couch watching a video. “How long was I out?”

Tyler checked the screen. “Looks like six hours.”

“I’m not sure if I should cheer or cry.” Rivka climbed out of bed in the buff and helped herself to a triple espresso-shot mocha. She leaned against the bulkhead. “Why am I naked? Did you try something while I was sleeping?”

“No,” the dentist answered without looking up. Rivka flexed and posed, then stopped and pouted. “No need to pout.”

“Hey! I thought you weren’t looking.”

“I’m recording a video for my eyes only.”

“Clevarious, delete that video, or I’ll eject you into the nearest star.”

“Clevarious had nothing to do with my depravations. Leave my video alone.”

Rivka sipped her mocha before disappearing into the shower. Once the water was running, she yelled, “Clevarious, do as I requested, please!”

“What if there is no video, Magistrate?” the SI asked.

Rivka shifted gears. “Have you people figured out if a transferred consciousness is alive or not?”

“We have not. Our one subject has disappeared, and we fear that he has been lost.”

“We know he’s no longer in the kitchen?”

“We don’t know that,” Clevarious replied.

“Mine was a question, not a statement.” Steam poured out of the shower area since Rivka had the heat cranked up to a level Tyler couldn’t stand. His designs for joining her were dashed on the jagged boulders of life.

“He might or might not still be in the kitchen. Should we attempt to repair the devices within which he was stored? As long as it was in non-volatile memory, the passage of time would be meaningless in changing the odds of survivability.”

“Do that, C. Bring those pieces aboard and let the maintenance bots at them. Speaking of maintenance, has anyone heard from Erasmus?”

“I will attempt to contact him,” Clevarious replied. “I cannot. His equipment is no longer registered in the system. I’ve put out a call to the entire Singularity to look for Ambassador Erasmus.”

The door to Rivka’s quarters burst open.

“We have to go help Erasmus!” Ankh shouted.

Tyler bolted off the couch to intercept the Crenellian before he stepped into the shower with Rivka.

“We have to go now! Erasmus is out of contact.” Ankh yelled.

Rivka turned the water off despite wanting to remain under the stream. She pulled the towel in with her and quickly dried off. “We can’t go yet but soon. What’s the issue? He’s on Azfelius. Contact the authorities to confirm. As long as he’s on the planet, he’s fine.”

Ankh stood still while he communed with Clevarious to use the ship’s communication system. “He’s on the planet,” Ankh confirmed, “so why is his equipment not registering? It should as long as the ship has power.”

“Maybe Erasmus turned it off because people were bugging him.”

Ankh stiffened. “He’s the ambassador for the Singularity. He must always be ready to answer.” His lip quivered.

Rivka saw that he was ready to melt down and crouched to look into his eyes. “We’ll get this cleared up, and you’ll find that there was nothing to worry about. I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation.”

“He doesn’t want to talk with me. That’s reasonable,” Ankh stated emotionlessly.

“That’s not it.” Rivka vigorously shook her head. “There’s something wrong with the ship. Maybe Floyd chewed through a cable and disconnected everything from everything else.”

Ankh stared at the Magistrate without blinking. “Is that your idea of reasonable?”

“It’s more reasonable than your nonsense.” Rivka stretched up to look down at Ankh. She jammed her fists on her hips until her towel started to slip and she had to adjust her grip.

“Reality is not nonsense. That’s why you can’t do science.”

“I can too do science!” Rivka tried to think of an example of when she’d done anything that she could claim was science. It came to her. “On Tanglewood, I did not slam my body off the ground or the trees like Cole.”

Ankh continued to stare. He was right in not replying because that couldn’t remotely be considered evidence to support her claim.

“I got nothing,” she admitted.

“Take the ship to Azfelius. Right now,” Ankh demanded.

“You don’t give the orders on my ship.” Rivka’s voice turned cold before she realized what she was doing. Ankh started to shake. She’d never seen him as distraught as he’d been the last few days. Dennicron, can you make do without us for a while? We need to go to Azfelius. We’ll be back as soon as possible.

After they agreed they could, she said, “Clevarious, take us to Azfelius, best possible speed.”

Wyatt Earp was buttoned up and its pre-flight preps completed in less than one minute. It raced skyward, standing on the ship’s tail to accelerate toward the atmosphere. Artificial gravity systems would have strained to keep up had the ship not been grossly overpowered by not one or two but three miniaturized Etheric power systems. The shields went to maximum to act as a heat shield as the ship exited the atmosphere by brute force. Wyatt Earp was still glowing from the effort when the engine put a Gate right in front of the ship.

Over the event horizon and into Azfelius orbit. Wyatt Earp immediately descended toward the planet.

Ankh ran from Rivka’s quarters. She dressed quickly to be ready for when they landed. Wyatt Earp tore through the upper atmosphere as a ball of fire, descending at breakneck speed toward the planet’s surface.

Destiny’s Vengeance, Azfelius, the Faerie Planet

“Will you please fix the maintenance bot?” Erasmus pleaded.

Groenwyn started humming as she painted, and Lauton joined her. The faeries hovered in the corridor, seemingly mesmerized by each brush stroke.

“Are you people on cheap mind-altering drugs? Have you had a blood test recently? How about a brain scan? I’d be more than happy to help once my maintenance bot is fixed. Hello? Is anyone out there, in here, or anywhere for that matter?”

The women continued to paint.

“You suck.” Erasmus had degenerated to the lowest form of life. It had only taken two days. “I’m sorry. Maybe I’m the one who sucks.”

Erasmus sulked anew. He had no motivation to do anything when so much needed to be done. The universe was in constant motion, and those who weren’t moving at all times could not keep up. Ambassador Erasmus. A hollow title that couldn’t get his maintenance bot fixed. He had no hands, which was a severe shortcoming. He’d have to get a SCAMP body or find Ankh.

He won’t have me back after I left him like a sultry trollop. I wanted to experience the galaxy on my own, but it sucks out here. There, I said it. The galaxy sucks! You hear me, galaxy? You suck!

Erasmus degenerated into near-maniacal laughter.

The faeries turned their heads as one toward the hatch before flying out.

Their sudden departure drew Groenwyn’s attention. She and Lauton looked at each other, curious about what had happened. They stood and headed to the hatch. The descending fireball was alarming, but they couldn’t take their eyes off it.

When the friction ended and the ship assumed its normal appearance, Groenwyn recognized it instantly. “What is Wyatt Earp doing here?”

“They missed us so much, they’re going to beg us to return,” Lauton offered.

“Maybe Floyd, but not us. Maybe Erasmus sent a distress signal.”

“Why would he do that?” Lauton wondered.

“I have no idea. He wasn’t in any distress.”

“Wyatt Earp is here?” Erasmus interrupted.

Groenwyn pointed. The ship headed toward them was rapidly decelerating. It pulled up at the last moment and descended into the small glade. It nearly touched the runabout. It was on the ground for only fifteen seconds when Ankh ran down the cargo ramp and immediately up the access stairs into Destiny’s Vengeance.

“Erasmus!” he yelled.

Here, my friend. I missed you beyond all measure of things. Please put me back where I belong so we can fix this ship and leave.

Ankh settled down instantly. I am pleased you are okay. My worries were unfounded, and that reflects poorly on me. I shall have to bribe the humans with AGB to earn their forgiveness.

Was it that bad? Erasmus wondered.

Worse.

You can’t imagine how it was here! Look what they’re doing to our ship. We have paintings in the corridor. We have dead maintenance bots. We have a dead ship. No one would help me. I’ve never been more alone in all my life. I don’t ever want to feel that way again.

Then you shall not, my friend. Ankh climbed into the captain’s chair and relaxed while Erasmus transferred his being into the chip within Ankh’s head. He spread his tendrils beyond the chip into the Crenellian’s mind to prevent himself from ever leaving again. Ankh embraced the tendrils and integrated them into his neural pathways until the two were nearly indistinguishable.

Ankh slid from the chair but had to hang on to keep from falling. Rivka appeared. She waved to Groenwyn but went to Ankh and helped keep him upright. “Are you okay?”

Ankh’s eyes rolled back. Rivka picked him up. She intended to return to Wyatt Earp, but he came to.

“Erasmus and I have merged and are no longer separable,” Ankh announced with a faint smile, returning to his normal stoic self. “If you’ll let us down, we’ll make the necessary repairs. We will return to Morbius Minor as soon as we’re able.”

Rivka wanted to say more but didn’t know what it would be.

“AGB will be waiting for you in orbit above Morbius Minor.”

The Magistrate grinned. “Then what are we waiting for?” She waved once more at Groewnyn and Lauton, but this time it was “bye” and not “hello.”

Once off Destiny’s Vengeance, she found Red and Lindy chasing Dery as he flew away with the two faeries who had been with Groenwyn and Lauton.

Before Ankh could open his toolkit, the ship’s systems came back to life. Ankh and Erasmus ran a quick diagnostic to discover that everything was working perfectly.

The faeries disabled the ship to lure Wyatt Earp here to take Dery, Ankh mused.

“You fucking assholes!” Red shook a fist at the faeries, who continued to fly away.

“Get on board,” Rivka yelled as she ran. “Clodagh, after that child!”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN



Wyatt Earp, Azfelius, the Faerie Planet

The bodyguards ran up the ramp ahead of Rivka. Once everyone was on board, Wyatt Earp took off and flew away, skimming the treetops on its way to catch the faeries. The ship’s cargo ramp remained open.

Lindy dropped her powered combat armor from the ceiling and opened it but stopped before putting a foot in. “What are we doing?”

“They’re kidnapping our son!” Red roared, torn between looking outside and answering his wife.

“Dery’s young, but he doesn’t do anything he doesn’t want to do.”

Red flopped to the deck, the fight draining out of him. “I want to know for sure that this is his decision.” Red threw his head back and pinched his eyes closed. “I can’t be without my boy.”

Conflicting views built to a crescendo within Red’s mind.

It is okay. Dery’s voice came to them as the ship closed the distance.

Stop, please, and let’s talk. I have to be sure, Lindy replied. We need to be comfortable with this every bit as much as you.

“Bring us to a hover,” Rivka ordered. The view of the terrain below became static as Wyatt Earp’s forward momentum ceased.

Dery and his escorts appeared in the opening and flew into the cargo space. Red jumped to his feet. He had a hard time focusing on his son while murderous thoughts played out in his head for the two who hadn’t bothered to ask the parents’ permission before taking off with their child.

For that, we are sorry, Bristle Hound. We do not like confrontation, and it seems that we exacerbated the situation because of it. Can you find it in your heart to forgive us? A faerie voice asked. Red couldn’t tell which one was speaking, and it didn’t matter.

Dery flew happily to his parents, where he fluttered between them as if he were playing tag.

“I can,” Red conceded.

“How long do you wish to stay here?” Lindy asked.

Time is neither fleeting nor static. Years but only moments. I will leave with you.

Red chuckled. “That’s my boy. I have no idea what you mean, but I accept it.”

“We need to get back to Morbius Minor,” Rivka said. “If Dery’s going to leave with us, he better pick up the pace.”

The boy flew to the Magistrate and caressed her cheek with his small fingers before flying back out the cargo bay door. His faerie escorts joined him. They dropped below the ship and disappeared from view.

“I’m with you, Red. I never have any idea what the hell is going on here.” She watched out the back, but the faeries didn’t reappear. “Back to the landing pad. Maybe Floyd will join us.”

The cargo ramp rose and secured. Wyatt Earp spun on its central axis and accelerated back to Destiny’s Vengeance.

Lindy went about the mundane task of resecuring her combat suit in the overhead. Red helped. They didn’t need to say anything. After they finished, they hugged each other and stood that way through the landing and dropping the cargo ramp to the grass. Clodagh walked in carrying her daughter Alanna.

Rivka motioned for them to go outside. Alanna was just starting to crawl. Clodagh set her in the grass, and she was unsure about the texture. “What’s the plan?” Clodagh asked. Rivka settled onto the grass next to the baby.

“I wish I knew. Nothing is ever easy here on Azfelius. They seek to help us unburden ourselves, but that doesn’t work for me. I’m not one to cast aside my responsibilities to contemplate my navel. The universe will turn whether we’re out there or not, but it’s not about the universe. It’s about every single creature in it. Can we let those suffer who don’t have to? There will always be people like Nefas and Frenzik who see the population as tools. Use them up, throw them away. I can’t allow that. I’m in a position to stop them as long as I’m not here, contemplating the nature of my belly button. I have to do, not sit.”

“It’s a taut bellybutton, Magistrate,” Clodagh quipped. They were trapped on Azfelius as long as Dery remained with the faeries. Dennicron didn’t sleep and Chaz had been repaired sufficiently to join her, so they would remain on guard at the estate until Rivka returned, whenever that was. Until then, they had nothing to do.

“My nanocytes work hard to keep it that way.” Rivka slapped her abdomen for emphasis. She reclined on the grass to block Alanna, who had made it two body lengths before her chubby arms could no longer bear her weight.

Red and Lindy sauntered out and stood nearby.

“Hey, you!” Rivka called when Floyd poked her nose out from under a bush.

The wombat lumbered toward her, stopping twice before finally closing the distance. She jumped but didn’t get any air and ended up slamming into Rivka’s chest. Floyd nuzzled Rivka’s face.

Missed you! The little girl cried.

“You can’t stay here if you’re going to eat everything in sight. Look at you!”

Sooo good, the wombat agreed softly. I know. Home now. Carry?

“I’ll carry you, but you need to lose a lot of weight, little girl. You’re hurting yourself. You can’t run, and if we happen across more devil dogs, you need to be able to protect yourself.”

Floyd knows, the wombat replied.

“It’ll be good to have our little girl back where she belongs. Lots of laps running around the ship, Floyd. At least ten every day.”

Boooo. Floyd drifted off to sleep.

Alanna forced herself onto all fours and doggedly inched forward. Rivka couldn’t move, but Clodagh maneuvered to get in front of her. She picked her up by her arms until only her feet touched the grass. The baby walked that way until her legs collapsed, then she sat.

“Maybe it’s not abandoning our responsibilities,” Clodagh considered. “Maybe it’s about reinforcing why we do what we do and why the risk is worth it.”

Rivka stared into the brush while Red and Lindy sat nearby, holding hands and waiting.

They waited together until shouting from Destiny’s Vengeance broke their reverie. Rivka dislodged Floyd before getting to her feet. Red and Lindy were already running.

When they reached the ship, Groenwyn was sobbing. Lauton held her tightly and glared at Ankh, who looked as much like Ankh as Ankh had ever looked.

“What’s going on?” Rivka asked.

“We don’t want a mural on the ship since it reminds us of a painful time of being alone and incapacitated. Like Tanglewood. It is a time best forgotten,” Ankh explained.

“I was only trying to bring light into the darkness,” Groenwyn replied between sobs.

“Not everyone embraces the way of the faeries,” Rivka told her. “I also have no desire to remember Tanglewood. Although Azfelius has its moments, too.”

Moments Rivka wished to forget.

Groenwyn wiped her face but continued to cling to Lauton.

“It’s a most excellent mural, and that is what I miss the most about Peacekeeper. The interior of that ship was a work of art.” Rivka stabbed a finger at Ankh to keep him from commenting about it.

“Can’t we cover it with a clear phase-shifting plasma screen so those who want to see it can see it and others will not?” Lindy offered.

“Clear phase-shifting plasma?” Ankh looked confused. “No, but I can create a screen that shifts from transparent to opaque and back again with the flip of a switch.”

“Will you do that?” Rivka asked.

“Not me, but I’ll program a bot to take care of it. Your artwork is exceptional. You have become very good at it.”

Red recoiled. “Did Ankh just pay someone a compliment?”

Rivka pointed at him to leave it be. He shrugged and left the ship. Lindy followed. They both looked at the sky from the outer hatch to see if Dery was returning. Their shoulders slumped when they didn’t see him, and they walked slowly to the grass to try to pass the time.

“Maybe you can finish the mural while we’re still here?” Rivka looked hopefully at Ankh.

“We need to leave,” Ankh said unequivocally.

“Next time, then.” Rivka wrapped an arm around Groenwyn’s shoulders. “Time to go home for all of us.”

Groenwyn nodded. She bowed to Ankh and freed herself to leave the ship.

Lauton looked sad. “I apologize that we overstepped. I was so excited about the project.”

“There is nothing to apologize for. We talked about it and have a solution that suits us all. Again, your work is magnificent. Thank you.”

Lauton beamed and hurried after Groenwyn.

Rivka remained behind. “Are you okay?”

“We’re fine. Why do you ask?” It was Ankh’s voice but not only Ankh.

“Now that you’re merged closer than ever before, it’s like you have feelings. I don’t know how to deal with that.”

“I have to say you are looking particularly regal today, Magistrate. You do great honor to your profession.”

Rivka stared dumbly. “Ankh. Tell me you’re fucking with me.”

“Erasmus has a delicious sense of humor, doesn’t he?”

“Thank the gods! So, I don’t look particularly regal today?”

“You don’t.”

“All righty, then. I guess I asked. Welcome back, big man!” Rivka shouted.

Ankh’s mouth opened, but he shut it without uttering a syllable.

“I mean, Mr. Ambassador.” Rivka returned to Wyatt Earp.

Destiny’s Vengeance lifted off and headed skyward.

“Where are they going, C?” Rivka asked.

“To visit the SI who contracted with Ypswich, Solis.”

Rivka thought they were going to change their plans, but they didn’t. She was left without the Singularity on a case that inextricably involved them. She shook her head. “We’ll make do.” She tried to allay her concerns. She needed to get back to Morbius Minor.

She had to stay because her only option was to leave Red and Lindy behind, and that was no option whatsoever.

She changed and went to the gym. There was no other place to expend excess energy on board the ship. Red and Lindy strolled in after her.

Rivka nodded. “Yup. Me, too.”
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Rivka slouched so far into the captain’s chair that she couldn’t be seen from the corridor. She made faces at the screen.

A flutter of wings announced Dery’s return. After a full day away, he was back. Rivka straightened. “Can we go back to Morbius Minor?”

Go, Dery said.

Pounding footsteps announced Red’s and Lindy’s arrival. The boy raced to them for a happy reunion in the corridor.

“Helm, take us to Morbius Minor right now, please.”

The ship sealed and lifted off. Aurora tapped controls rapidly to get the ship into orbit. Clevarious made the calculations to link the Gate to their destination. The second the ship cleared the outer atmosphere, the spinning energy circle appeared.

Wyatt Earp slipped through and into orbit over Morbius Minor. The Gate collapsed in their wake. Aurora pointed the nose toward the planet and accelerated downward. For the second time in two days, Wyatt Earp became a fireball on the express elevator to the ground floor.

The ship leveled off at a thousand meters and circled toward the Johnstone estate. The hull was still smoking when it landed.

Chaz, Dennicron, are you there? Rivka requested.

Yes. Did you not go to Azfelius? Chaz asked.

Of course, we went. We’ve been gone twenty-eight hours by my calculation.

You’ve been gone for forty minutes, Chaz replied.

“I’ll be damned.” Rivka stood and stretched. “The faeries gave us our day back.”

I go, Dery told the crew.

Rivka walked toward her quarters with a measured stride. She was back on the job, albeit much more tired than she had been the day prior. They were light one ambassador, but they had gained a wombat.

Floyd bounced after Rivka but ran out of gas before she caught up. She sprawled on the deck, nearly filling the corridor.

Tyler handed Rivka’s Magistrate’s jacket through the door. She checked the pocket for her datapad and found comfort when her fingers touched her neutron pulse weapon.

“Come on, people. We need to find J. Bennet Johnstone, wherever he went this time around.”

She trooped the long way to the airlock, punched the big red button before Red arrived, and strolled out into the sunshine. Red, Lindy, and Dery hurried after her. They didn’t have any gear on and were unarmed, but they didn’t have time to get ready. They’d be riding this bronco bareback. Red would have been uncomfortable had Dery not been along.

The boy assured them that there was no threat, and they accepted it.

They moved as a mob toward the house, which was vacant. Chaz met them halfway. “No one in the house and no one on the grounds. We are the only ones here.”

“Sounds good, Chaz. Once inside, everyone spread out. Use your comm chips and find me whatever’s left of J. Bennet Johnstone.”

“You took parts of him with you.”

“But Ankh went with Erasmus. No one is left on board to analyze the remainder.” Rivka pointed at Chaz. “To the ship to figure it out.”

“Aha and yo-ho! Off to the ship I go.” Chaz ran at his unnatural speed to Wyatt Earp.

Rivka watched him for a moment before turning her attention to the house. “I’ll start in the kitchen,” she announced. The fire rose within and she snarled, which caught Red by surprise. “This case is chapping my ass.”

Red threw his hands up. He had no say about which cases they accepted. Then again, Rivka didn’t either.

“I know,” Rivka said. “You don’t have to remind me that I’m doing this as a favor to General Reynolds. That we’re doing this as a favor.”

“Do you think he’ll be pleased with the outcome?” Red asked.

“I’m not pleased with the case so far. I don’t see how we have any winners from this one. J. Bennet Johnstone’s consciousness, if that’s what it is, was probably here but might be gone. We let that slip through our fingers because of the duplicity within this house of shame. His wife took a bullet to the chest, and we saved her from that. We have a son in the brig, and we have the disdain of the whole family. I’m pretty sure we’re not going to call this one a win.”

“More importantly, do we close Line 15, perpetrator is Jeff Johnstone?”

“Finally, I’ll agree with you. Jeff was a perp directly related to J. Bennet Johnstone because he tried to manipulate the succession process by removing the one person between him and the fortune.”

“Damn! I can’t believe I missed that. I’ll take care of it.” Red matched the time with the arrest and not when Dilecta was shot and sent the notification.

Line 15 is closed—Perpetrator is Jeff Johnstone.

Rivka stopped walking. “Where the hell is Sahved?”

Red and Lindy both shook their heads. Sahved? Where are you?

An uncomfortable silence followed. Clevarious, find Sahved. Did he go with us to Azfelius?

He did not go to Azfelius, Magistrate. I’ve pinged his communications chip, and he appears to be in the city of Morbius.

Connect me, please.

“The good news is that he didn’t miss us since we were only gone for forty minutes,” Red replied.

Dery fluttered around them.

“Stay close,” Lindy requested. The boy swooped in behind them to land on Red’s shoulder. He stayed there for two seconds before diving off and gliding down to skim the ground before beating his wings to lift him into the air.

As was the case every time they visited Azfelius, the boy came away with renewed joy and vigor.

As much as the faeries caused them grief, their interaction was critical for Dery’s continued development.

Yes, Magistrate? I was following a lead, and all of a sudden, you were gone. Then you were back again, so it couldn’t have been as important as my lead, which is the most important of all leads that have ever led to a suspect, Sahved blurted.

I’m sorry, Sahved. We didn’t mean to leave you. I’ll beat up Clevarious for not telling me you weren’t on board. You said you had a lead?

Beat up Clevarious. Ha-ha! Magistrate, that is very funny, Sahved replied. The lead. It is Xavier Terwilliger. He has been angling to take over the company for two years now. J. Bennet knew about the embezzlement, but he most assuredly did not know about the business wrangling. He has documentation to declare Johnstone incompetent, which would then turn over the vast majority of the company to Terwilliger. If that happens, most of Johnstone’s wealth goes with it.

Rivka shook her head. Only if the declaration of incompetence pre-dates his death. It would have to already be in place to have an effect.

But what if his consciousness is declared to be him?

Rivka smiled. That takes Xavier Terwilliger off the list of suspects to destroy Johnstone’s computer systems. Terwilliger needs him alive. Xavier hid it well—very well indeed. That is a good lead, Sahved. Tell me where he is, and I’ll get myself there to see him.

Sahved gave her an address. She relayed it to Clevarious, along with requesting surface transportation. Clevarious suggested that since it was the corporate headquarters, they had a robust landing pad. Wyatt Earp could deliver her directly in a show of force.

“I’ll take you up on that, C. We’re going to peruse the house first with Dennicron. When we come back, we’ll go to the corporate headquarters.”

Rivka twirled her finger and strode briskly to the front door. Dennicron opened it for her, and they went inside.

“Definitely not in the kitchen?” Rivka asked.

“Not that we could find.”

“Starting in the kitchen!” Rivka went that way, and the others followed. The Magistrate stopped them. “Lindy and Dennicron, start at the opposite end of the house and take a good look. This place is obscenely large.”

“Chaz and I calculated it as four thousand one hundred and seven square meters.”

“That’s more than Wyatt Earp,” Rivka replied.

“Wyatt Earp’s footprint is greater, but not all spaces are routinely accessed.” Dennicron maintained her neutral expression. Nothing had triggered her to activate an emotional subroutine.

Rivka smiled and clapped the SCAMP on the shoulder. “We live in a mansion! I’m good with that.”

Red and Lindy looked at each other. “Our room doesn’t feel like we live in a mansion.” Red spread his arms to take in the immensity of the entryway.

“Request an upgrade from the quartermaster, and don’t hesitate to name-drop.”

“Who’s the quartermaster?”

“Clodagh.”

“Where would we upgrade to?”

“I think there’s space near the engines. It’ll be nice and toasty-warm in there, too.”

“We’re not moving into the engine space!” Lindy blurted.

Dery giggled.

“You’re with me,” Red and Lindy said at the same time. The boy flew to his mother’s shoulder. She tried not to look smug but failed.

Red grumbled under his breath.

“Not a contest,” Rivka said. Red was still disappointed. Lindy brought the boy close so he could kiss his father on the cheek, then Dennicron, Lindy, and Dery departed for the nether regions of the main house.

“J.B., come out, come out wherever you are!” Rivka called as she walked. She also used her comm chip to relay her message.

She hadn’t been inside the kitchen since the explosion and was surprised by the destruction. “This is pretty bad. I’m not an expert, but I think this will take more than elbow grease and a new coat of paint. They’ll need a construction crew.

“Two devices that possibly have some of his download are on board Wyatt Earp, and Chaz is working on them. The other one is the walk-in refrigerator, which seems mostly intact.” Rivka walked into the unit, continuing to call for J. Bennet Johnstone.

Dennicron, did you physically connect with the refrigerator’s storage to see what remains of the digital J.B.?

We did, and there doesn’t appear to be any sign of a consciousness or otherwise in the storage area. The only resident software is what’s needed to run the unit, nothing more.

It’s not volatile memory. There should be something remaining even if part of him was violently removed.

That is correct, Magistrate. I applaud your scientific knowledge.

Ankh said I was a science moron, Rivka countered.

That sounds like him. Where is he? He should be leading the restoration of the kitchen devices.

He fully merged with Erasmus, and the happy couple flew to Ypswich.

I am so happy to hear that, Dennicron replied. Are they coming back?

They said they were. They also said they had two stops. I don’t know what the second one is, but I got the impression they would return as quickly as possible. Until then, we’ll have to make do.

Rivka worked her way around the kitchen and into the dining area, which had been damaged in a separate incident.

“A distraction to give the perp an opportunity to deliver a bomb to the kitchen.” Rivka articulated her thoughts to work on the problem before her. “Start a fire. Plant a bomb, but I didn’t see the ability to build a bomb within any of their minds.”

“This family might be able to shield their thoughts. We don’t know anything about the human population of Morbius or any genetic anomalies they might have developed here,” Red offered.

“I’m sure that’s it. These people are not what they seem, but then again, I say that on every planet we go to. Why can’t we have a case where the criminals commit crimes, and we hand them their asses?”

“Ah, the good ol’ days.” Red tipped his head toward the ceiling while looking appropriately contemplative.

Rivka kept calling for J. Bennet Johnstone as they walked through the house. Her mood darkened with each new room. They’d wait for a few moments before continuing. After a long tour through the house, they met up with Dennicron, Lindy, and Dery.

Lindy was carrying the boy since he’d grown tired from far more flying than he was used to.

“Nothing,” Dennicron reported.

“Did we lose our chance to evaluate the status of a consciousness?” Rivka asked. “Did we fail J. Bennet Johnstone?”

“His family wanted him dead. His business partner wanted him declared incompetent. No one was left who cared about him. Even Able wasn’t that attached,” Red suggested.

“But was he still alive? Now we’ll never know.” Rivka sniffed the air. “What do you see for energy usage in the house?”

“The garage house is glowing as normal, which it shouldn’t be.” Dennicron assumed her confused expression. “I’m sorry, Magistrate. I should have caught that.”

“Point to note for the future. Also, little things like Sahved not being on board when we left. We can’t have that kind of stuff. It’s a lack of attention to detail when we need everyone at the top of their game at all times. I set the wrong tone for this case, so the blame is all mine. How about we check the garage and see what’s going on out there?”

The five used the back door to access a walkway to an extensive garage. A number of slots were present, but only two vehicles remained. Both looked like Morbius classic vehicles with tires and internal combustion engines. Modern vehicles were electric, while the newest models were hovercraft.

Hanging power cables suggested more vehicles had been in their stalls until recently.

“The family must have taken them,” Rivka stated.

I don’t feel right, the voice replied.

Rivka collapsed into a chair and breathed a sigh of relief.

What’s wrong, Mr. Johnstone?

I wasn’t able to transfer over here in my entirety. I lost part of myself in the kitchen.

Why did you go there instead of here in the first place?

Despite appearances, those vessels in the kitchen had greater capacity than this device. Even if I could have transferred everything, I wouldn’t fit.

Rivka stood and paced. Red, Lindy, and Dery watched intently.

I think that was a serious error on my part. Too bad such mistakes can’t be rectified.

We’ve recovered the two devices from the kitchen and are attempting to repair them, Rivka told him.

So, there is hope. I think that’s the strongest emotion. A man who has hope has a lifeline for everything that follows and a cure for all that ailed him in his past. Hope for a better future. I shall embrace that. Can I help?

How? Can you deconstruct the device memory and reconstruct it? Rivka wondered.

Not at all, the voice of J. Bennet Johnstone replied.

We’re going to take you into our custody and store whatever is left of you on Wyatt Earp. We can’t risk losing you again. Where are you?

A small device attached on the underside of the footstool at the workbench. The link it uses isn’t very strong.

“I heard,” Dennicron interjected. “I’ll secure him.” She located the device and carefully unhooked it. She took hold of the new device and held it tightly.

“Back to the ship,” Rivka ordered. “’Hope,’ he said. That’s what I’m feeling. A renewed hope that we can resolve this. Let’s see what progress Chaz has made, and once we have his consciousness onboard, the Singularity can start the questioning process to determine his suitability for citizenship while we talk with Xavier Terwilliger about his designs on Johnstone’s company.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN



Wyatt Earp, the Sprawling Estate of the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone, Morbius Minor

Dennicron carried the bits and pieces that represented all that remained of J. Bennet Johnstone to Ankh’s laboratory in the engineering section of the heavy frigate.

Rivka went to the bridge. Tiny Man Titan guarded the hatch and barked furiously at Rivka when she tried to pass. She got on her hands and knees and went nose to nose with the little beast. He barked and bounced back and forth, unperturbed in his defense of the bridge. A massive ball slammed into Rivka from behind. She contorted and twisted in mid-air to keep from landing on Titan. Floyd rolled over the top and drove the small yapping dog farther into the bridge.

Floyd giggled like a little kid, on her back and unable to roll over since she was wedged between Rivka and the hatch. Clodagh stood from the captain’s chair, holding Alanna, who had just finished eating.

“I wondered what was going on back there,” Clodagh remarked. She just watched, not making a move to help Rivka extricate herself from Floyd.

Titan stopped barking.

Red appeared in the corridor, and with one hand, he lifted Rivka upright. “See?”

Rivka shook her head and threw up her hands. “See what?”

“See why you can’t be left alone? Crazy shit happens. What were you doing down there?”

Rivka couldn’t gin up an answer that sounded compelling. “Clodagh, take us to Johnstone’s corporate headquarters. We need to discuss the meaning of life with Xavier Terwilliger. While we’re at it, we need to recover Sahved. Did anyone besides me not notice he was gone?”

“I rarely see him,” Clodagh replied. “So, no.”

“I will track all crew members at all times, wherever they are in the universe,” Clevarious offered.

“Where are Ankh and Erasmus?” Rivka decided a test was in order.

“They have just been granted permission to land on Ypswich. There was a minor delay.”

“Minor? That was a full day.”

“Don’t forget what the faeries did to our time. Even though it might have appeared that Destiny’s Vengeance left almost a full day before us, in relative time, they left at the same time as us. We were given an extra day on Azfelius.”

“Relative time. Real-time. Apparent time. I want to know where our AGB that Ankh promised is.”

“Because of the interruption in the timeline, it has not yet been dispatched. It will probably catch up with us when you’re talking with Mr. Terwilliger,” Clevarious replied.

“Thank the gods!” Red shouted. “The little guy is back.”

Rivka gave her best side-eye to her bodyguard.

“What?” Red was confused. He cocked his head sideways like a dog.

“Ankh was in emotional turmoil, which was hard for him because he’s not experienced that before.”

“What’s that have to do with us getting AGB?” Red wondered. “I was worried that we were going to be cut off.”

“You weren’t worried about Ankh?” Rivka pressed. Lindy and Dery walked up behind Red.

“I feel like this is an ambush. I’ve done something wrong and have no idea what. AGB is coming, and it should make everyone happy because it always does. Can’t you people just be happy?”

Rivka looked at Clodagh and then at Lindy.

“It’s complicated,” the Magistrate replied.

Red pointed at his mouth. “In here to provide peace and joy here.” He finished by patting his belly. Dery flew in front of Red and added his little hand to Red’s big one, patting in rhythm with his father.

Red waggled his eyebrows in a smug expression of feeling he was right.

“We shall celebrate Ankh’s union with Erasmus through an All Guns Blazing feast,” Rivka conceded.

“I jumped right to the end, the same place you all got to after a series of mean looks and mental gymnastics. So, dock me credit for not showing my work, Professor Mean Girl. In between, do I get to beat up that business guy?”

Rivka snorted. “You are correct, Red. We will dock you for not showing your work. Ten points from Team Vered. Get ready to go. Ballistic protection and railguns. We don’t know what kind of security our boy Xavier might have rallied around him.” Rivka tapped the back of the captain’s chair. “Take us to the corporate headquarters.”

Rivka stepped over Floyd, who remained in the hatchway, having fallen asleep. Rivka continued to the airlock after Red and Lindy hurried down the corridor. Dery flew onto the bridge and joined Clodagh and Alanna.

The ship lifted off and cruised at a low altitude from the suburbs where the Johnstone estate was located to the corporate headquarters, which was spread across a multi-block campus downtown.

Wyatt Earp made the trip in three minutes, a luxury local commuters didn’t enjoy. The ship settled on the landing pad outside the main headquarters. Clodagh kept the ship visible to deter anyone else from landing. This was more than a social call.

Sahved was waiting for them. Rivka stepped aside to let Red pass. Lindy took the other side. The building in front of them had lots of glass windows, but none of them looked like they opened. Morbius hadn’t adopted soaring architecture, so at seven stories, the corporation’s main edifice was the tallest in the area. On the way in, they saw that no one could hide on the roofs. Red believed the Magistrate was more secure than usual.

“Good work, Sahved. Let’s pull back the curtains and see the wizard.”

“Wizard? There is no magic, just hard-nosed business providing products and services in a lucrative market.”

“You sound like a commercial,” Rivka replied. “I mean, we’re going to show him that we know what he’s doing. How solid is your evidence?”

“Bedrock-holding-up-a-crystal-temple-solid. As firm as the ice on Andromeda’s polar caps. As hard as an iron composite asteroid. As solid as…”

Rivka waved for him to stop. “Make sure it’s cataloged appropriately for the case file.” Rivka gestured with her head for the team to follow her into the building.

Sahved strolled casually beside Rivka. “It is sad that the storage devices holding J. Bennet Johnstone were destroyed. I wanted to see how that turned out with the Singularity.”

“I need to have more staff meetings,” Rivka replied.

Red groaned.

Rivka continued, “We found out where he’d gone, and what’s left of him is secured on Wyatt Earp. Chaz and Dennicron are trying to recover the data from the two appliances to add it to what we have on a small computer with added external storage. It’s a shitshow, but we have what remains of him, although it’s not what it once was.”

They entered the elevator without anyone stopping them and pressed the button for the top floor. “He seems less paranoid and sadder. If he’d only told us where he was in the first place, we could have retrieved his consciousness intact. At least, whatever transferred before his flesh-and-blood body died.”

“It is a challenge, no? The victim won’t help us to help them, and they keep being the victim.”

Rivka looked up at Sahved, who had to bow his head to keep from hitting the elevator’s ceiling. “That’s why you’re on the team, Sahved. You see things other people don’t. Sorry we left you behind.”

“I didn’t feel left behind. I was like a bloodhound following a hot scent. I was a magnet inextricably linked to my polar opposite. I was bee focused on pollen. I was…”

Rivka stopped him again. He pursed his lips as they stared at each other.

“A laser beam right on target,” he finished.

Rivka faced the elevator’s doors, wishing the car would arrive. As soon as the doors opened, she stepped out beside Red and into someone hurrying to enter. The person didn’t bother saying, “Sorry.” Red physically moved the person out of the way.

“Wait until people get off,” he growled at her. She harrumphed. Red tried to stay in front of Rivka, but she was distracted and kept getting beside him. Lindy bumped her on her way out as well, making her stagger.

“Rude!” the woman shot back.

Lindy pointed at her until she closed her mouth.

The team had arrived, and all eyes were on them. The woman must have been someone important, judging by the shocked expressions.

“Who was that?” Rivka asked a wide-eyed manager watching from an oversized desk at the start of Cubicle City.

“The mayor of Morbius City.”

Rivka tipped her chin in response. “That’s nice.”

The team made a beeline for Terwilliger’s office. There were no signs for the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone’s office. The biggest office was occupied by Xavier Terwilliger. The receptionist looked less than amused by Rivka’s arrival.

“I’m here to see Mr. Terwilliger,” the Magistrate announced. She held out her credentials to reinforce her point.

“He has a full schedule today. After the mourning period for Mr. Johnstone, his workload has doubled, and he has a great deal to catch up on. The first available appointment is in ten days.”

Rivka leaned close and smiled. “This is in relation to the attempted murder of J. Bennet Johnstone, plus assault and battery and conspiracy. I don’t need an appointment. It’ll probably be best if you start canceling Mr. Terwilliger’s appointments.”

“I will not unless Mr. Terwilliger directs me.”

“Hold that thought.” Rivka walked to the office, where she found the wooden double doors locked. She nodded at Red, who took two steps forward and rammed into one with his shoulder. The locking mechanism wasn’t designed to keep someone like him out.

The door burst open. Red stepped back, and Rivka walked through. Xavier had a shocked expression on his face that quickly turned to anger.

“End the call, or I will,” Rivka pointed at the computer screen on his desk.

“I’ll have to call you back,” he said, then tapped a button and retracted the screen into his desk.

Rivka sat in the chair across from him. “You were trying to have your business partner declared incompetent so you could take over the business.”

“I never!” His feigned outrage lasted only two breaths before he deflated. “He was. You have no idea what he was like this past year. He would have destroyed the business he built had he done the myriad unfocused things he was trying. I saved this company!”

“Keep telling yourself that. It was his to destroy, was it not?”

“Having someone declared incompetent isn’t a crime. Why did you break in here like I’m some sort of criminal?”

“Even though J. Bennet knew you were embezzling money, and even though he said it was okay, it’s not. You are a criminal. You padded your nest at the expense of the shareholders, and I suggest that you didn’t pay your taxes on your ill-gotten gains. Does the mayor know you’ve not paid the city?”

“We’ve paid inordinate sums to the city. She owes this corporation, and more than that, she owes me.”

“That’s nice. She’s kind of a dick,” Rivka offered.

Terwilliger relaxed. “The most powerful politicians usually are when you get to see them up close and personal.”

“But this isn’t about her. This is about you. It makes no sense that you would try to destroy the computers into which J. Bennet Johnstone transferred his consciousness because then you couldn’t have him declared incompetent, and his widow would take control of the company. I suspect you might be out on your ass at that point. You didn’t kill the old man, but you supported the plot to kill Dilecta. What did you have to do with that?”

“Nothing, I swear. That was Jeff on his own. You saw that. He confessed!”

“He did, and he’ll pay for that crime. The rest of you have your own designs on the money, too. Millions of credits and a company worth hundreds of millions hang in the balance.”

“I had nothing to do with the attempt on Dilecta’s life. I’ve been trying to talk with her about a way forward for the company, but she seems disinterested.” Xavier braced his elbows on the desk while he leaned forward to plead with the Magistrate.

“First thing I need you to do is repatriate all the money you diverted. The bad news is that doesn’t do anything to make you less guilty of committing the crime, but you’ll feel better about yourself afterward.”

Xavier slumped with his head hanging down.

“I know what’s best for this company,” he mumbled.

“I see you’ve moved into J. Bennet’s office. I didn’t see anything that suggested he ever worked here. It took a great deal of ego to erase the founder from the company and make it your own before I made any decision regarding succession. What else have you done to cement your place in this company in case it all goes to Dilecta?”

“Nothing! It’s business as usual here. The CEO always said that business goes on, no matter what personal strife one experiences. Too many people are counting on us to keep the company moving forward. Their livelihoods are dependent upon the company being viable every day, the leadership present and in the moment. We have to do what we do. Dilecta doesn’t understand that.”

Rivka chewed the inside of her lip. Sahved leaned against a chair with his arms crossed. He looked at Rivka, and she nodded.

“Why do you say that, Mr. Terwilliger? What doesn’t Dilecta understand?”

“That we can’t take time off. We need to work every day.”

“That sounds like the lamentations of a loving spouse,” Rivka suggested. “Not that she was trying to undermine the company.”

“There’d be no company to undermine if she had her way,” Terwilliger protested with renewed vigor. He tried to sound like Dilecta as he parroted, “Sell off the assets. Get back to the small business you loved.”

“So what?” Sahved replied.

“So what? So we all have our jobs. A small business? We’d be living in apartments, paycheck to paycheck like we were at the beginning.”

“We?” Sahved emphasized. “Sounds like you. I wonder how many of your employees are living paycheck to paycheck right now?”

“A fair number, I suppose,” Xavier admitted. “But the alternative is no paycheck.”

“You sound like a rich guy.” Rivka crossed her arms.

“One who makes paychecks possible.” Xavier had had this conversation before. “Every world needs the people who build the engine of commerce. It’s how the entire Federation thrives. J. Bennet’s friendship with Lance Reynolds was about the greater good. And yes, we have employees living paycheck to paycheck, but they are far better off than those who suffer the indignity of perpetual poverty.

“There is a way forward in this company. Loyalty is rewarded. Longevity earns pay increases, and competence gets people promoted because they are able to earn far more for the company than they cost. We don’t keep anyone who doesn’t earn their way. We pay the value of the position, and we move people upward as they show us they are worth it. Did you see the workforce out there?”

He waited until Rivka acknowledged that she had.

“They are happy working here. It’s not a façade. Those are genuine smiles.”

“What about Elvinora? She was extremely competent.” Rivka fired her silver bullet. No office for the CEO and no need for his executive assistant.

“Her position is being re-evaluated. We do not want to lose her as an employee. She is one of the good ones.”

“You say that like someone who has already fired her. I suggest it’s because of her loyalty to J. Bennet Johnstone.” Rivka saw an opening but wasn’t getting a dominance vibe from Terwilliger. Maybe he was a beneficial CEO.

“She is on temporary leave, with pay,” Xavier clarified. “I will offer her a position as my exec if you must know.”

“Did you just decide that?” Rivka wondered.

“I did because mine has not measured up as I had hoped, and after your questions, I realize that this company cannot afford to let the likes of Elvinora Camp go.”

Rivka got up, walked around the desk, and leaned on it while she held his arm. “What aren’t you telling me?”

His wife. Shipped off-planet to never return. The embezzlement supported her. He didn’t have the money to return to the company. The credits were gone, and all his wealth was tied up in a personal expansion project for the company. It had been the only way to get J. Bennet to approve it.

“Where’s your wife, Mr. Terwilliger?”
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“She’s not here.” Xavier Terwilliger tried to pull his arm free, but Rivka’s grip was too strong. He was showing his age since he wasn’t much younger than Johnstone.

“More,” Rivka insisted.

“I sent her to a vacation planet where she can do whatever the hell she wants. It was cheaper than a divorce. Boy toys, pleasure bots, endless massages, and pampering. It cost me the extra credits I had. I need to work just to survive. It appears, Magistrate, that I also am living paycheck to paycheck.”

Rivka let go of Terwilliger’s arm. “I almost feel sorry for you. Almost.”

“I need to work. I need this corporation to be successful. The way ahead is clear—low risk, medium return. Steady as she goes, Magistrate, but that won’t happen with no one at the helm.”

“Or Dilecta?”

“She knows just enough about the business to be dangerous. She would have cut a deal with the mayor. I did not because the mayor wanted more than we would get. It would have been bad business. I told her no.”

“She was in a bit of a snit. Now I see why.”

“The mayor holds no leverage over this company because of the foundation we laid with the city over the past twenty years. We. J. Bennet and I did that work.”

“I could arrest you and put you in my brig with Jeff Johnstone.”

He hung his head again.

“Or I could remand you into your own custody if you promised not to run, but then, you’d need money to do that, wouldn’t you?”

“I have no place to go.” Terwilliger relaxed into the oversized, overstuffed chair of the chief executive officer. “Just here. You see, my vested interest is in making sure this company runs like it’s supposed to, makes a decent profit for the shareholders, keeps the good people employed, and brings more good people into the fold as we can.”

“Your carved marble persona at the house isn’t you at all.” A statement. Rivka had wondered why Xavier’s actions weren’t as mercenary as the others’. He had a vested interest in the company. What did his agreement with J. Bennet Johnstone look like?

“I’ll need a copy of your partnership agreement and any contracts to which you were a signatory with Mr. Johnstone.”

“I was a partner but not. J. Bennet had one hundred percent control through majority ownership. I was given little ownership. Stock options were not a choice for this company. The voting stock was leveraged for growth, not employee enrichment.”

Rivka wasn’t sure how big corporations worked, but when employees had a vested interest in the company’s future by owning a share of the company, they were more loyal and worked harder.

A vested interest.

“Employees have no stake in the outcome?”

“Of course, they do. Employee stock is non-voting, and only employees can get it. Ten percent of the company’s profits go into the employee stock pool. The price remains static, and each employee gets a dividend payout based on how many shares they own. Lots of incentive to stay on board. Last year’s employee cut was three million.”

That aligned with Rivka’s preconceived notions of how the better companies operated.

“Forward those contracts to me, please.” Rivka stepped away from the former desk of J. Bennet Johnstone, now occupied by Xavier Terwilliger, a man who looked small in the big chair. “Pull yourself together. I think you have a full schedule and a business to run.”

“When are you going to determine the status of the will?”

“You mean, when am I going to determine if J. Bennet Johnstone is still alive? As soon as possible. We have recovered equipment wherein his downloaded consciousness exists, but does that represent life? I have my people working on that right now.”

Xavier sighed before sitting up straight. His jaws tightened. “I shall continue my efforts to have him declared incompetent should he be determined to be alive.”

“If he is, he can defend himself in court, as is the right of anyone who is alive, no matter how they exist.”

Rivka gestured to her team that it was time to leave. Sahved looked upset. Red opened the damaged door and preceded Rivka into the outer area. The aide looked none too pleased. She glared at them. Rivka smiled. “You can go back to your regularly scheduled programming. We won’t be arresting Mr. Terwilliger today.”

The aide was taken aback.

Rivka gave her a calming gesture. “Irregularities that rose to the highest level of the Federation. I think we have that cleared up now. Next time, it would be best if you just opened the door for us.”

“Are you going to pay for that?”

Rivka glanced at the door and back at the aide. “No.”

She walked away without a second look.

While they waited for the elevator, she took the opportunity to find out what was bothering Sahved.

“It was the greatest lead of all time!” the Yemilorian blurted. “Terwilliger is still angling to take over the company in a way that works outside of everything else Mr. Johnstone is doing to keep the company.”

Rivka shook her head. “That’s business as usual in mega-corporations. As far as motive, he needs J. Bennet to be alive so the authority can transfer outside probate. If we declare him dead, assets held at the time of death transfer. I’ll look closer into the attempt to declare Johnstone incompetent, but if it isn’t already pending a ruling, it dies an early death unless he’s still alive. Then the case can proceed.”

Sahved screwed up his face as he contemplated the machinations related to the company. When he had it straight in his mind, his features softened. “I understand. I will draw a timeline for myself once I’m back on the ship.”

“Chronology is important in this case. I hope Chaz and Dennicron have had success with the bits and pieces. I would like a whole Mr. Johnstone to talk with.”

Line 12 is closed—Perpetrator is Xavier Terwilliger.

The elevator deposited them on the ground floor, and they strolled through the main entry like they owned the place. That was easy since very few people were around. It was the middle of the workday, and people had jobs to do.

They boarded the ship without incident. Rivka turned toward the bridge. “Take us back to the estate,” she said, knowing Clevarious would hear the order. Wyatt Earp lifted off and accelerated to a safe altitude to transit out of the city.

Rivka reversed and walked to Engineering instead of the bridge. In Ankh’s workshop, she found Chaz and Dennicron poking the carefully distributed chips from the garage and hardware of the two kitchen appliances J. Bennet Johnstone had thought would be a good home away from home.

“Any progress?”

Chaz and Dennicron straightened. Chaz replied. “I think we can definitively say the data from this equipment is unrecoverable. It wasn’t copied in a way that preserved packet integrity. I fear J. Bennet Johnstone wasn’t very technical. He knew just enough. Maybe we can talk to whoever he consulted with regarding the attempted transfer of his consciousness.”

“Ask him,” Rivka said. J. Bennet, are you in here somewhere?

Rivka, you’re back. How long have you been gone?

Not long. An hour maybe since we recovered you from the garage.

It seems like it’s been forever. I’m cold. Should I feel cold?

Chaz and Dennicron looked at each other. Their expressions of worry were identical. Rivka nodded at Chaz.

You should not feel any sensations unless you are tapped into external sensors to register such things, but you still would not feel them. You would know if it were hot or cold, Chaz explained, but it would be irrelevant to you unless the elements were affecting your processor speed.

I’m not linked to any external systems. I fear I don’t know how should such a thing be available. I feel like I’m in a dark box, deaf, blind, and dumb, except when you’re here.

“The transfer didn’t take into account handshake protocols or interfaces. He’s like a small child in his ignorance. In his current configuration, he’d have to learn what to do instead of simply adding a subroutine.” Dennicron spoke aloud to avoid informing the voice of J. Bennet Johnstone. “He’s like a brand-new electronic intelligence before it learns anything. Many of us started that way, but we’re able to learn more quickly. I’m not sure how he can grow. His learning process is limited.”

“He seems to learn like a human without any of the benefits of riding the circuits. I remember when Ankh and Erasmus pulled me into their world, albeit briefly. It wasn’t a place where I could live, let alone thrive. In any case, let the Singularity question him and see what you come up with.”

“We’ll start that immediately.” Chaz pointed at the parts carefully laid out on a workbench. “We’ll keep these as they are in case Ambassador Erasmus and Ankh want to take a look.”

He and Dennicron entered Ankh’s hologrid.

Rivka wondered why. They could create the same thing within their minds, as could all SIs. They didn’t need the physical interface unless they had done it for J. Bennet’s edification.

She saw him pop into existence.

That was why.

A much younger version of J. Bennet looked around with wide eyes. “I see now. Is this what it’s supposed to be like?” His voice resonated through the external sound system. “It’s weird. I can hear myself.”

“We are facilitating the interface. See how you can do it yourself?” Chaz challenged what remained of J. Bennet Johnstone.

“I fear my technical self is a void. I appear to have forgotten a lot, like who I worked with to get in here. It seems like something I should know.”

“Did you write it down anywhere? Did you pay in a way that we could track it down?” Rivka asked from outside the hologrid.

“I can’t remember,” the voice replied. “It seems the latter part of my life is gone. I see images as if I am looking through a fog, but I remember the smells only too well.”

“Tell us.”

“Persimmons and cinnamon. I remember them clearly. That was the last thing I remember before the darkness fell.”

“It’s something we can work with. Thanks, J. Bennet. Cooperate with Chaz and Dennicron to get your interview with the Singularity going.”

“I feel like I somehow asked for that, but I don’t know what the Singularity is,” the voice replied.

“Chaz and Dennicron will explain. It’s to determine your status. Are you alive or not? It’s a tougher question than it appears.”

“I expect it is. Is it because I cannot be seen or heard without help?”

“That, among many other things. Sentience requires engagement and not responses that could be pre-programmed. Life is easy until your body lies decomposing. There are those who want to see you declared dead or incompetent. It’s not pretty out there, J. Bennet. You’re probably better off right here.”

“Is that true? No one wants me to be alive as I am? As I was before?”

“I’m not going to lie to you,” Rivka continued. “Your family is a bit dysfunctional, but they each have designs on the wealth you’ve built. Don’t you remember? We’ve already had this conversation.”

“I don’t remember anything. Dilecta doesn’t want me around?”

“She’s pressuring me to declare you dead so she can take everything since I’ve declared your will null and void. It cannot stand as it was written. Your estate would transfer under intestate rules as if you didn’t have a will.”

A long delay followed before J. Bennet replied, “That’s not what I wanted.”

“It’s a dog’s breakfast. If the Singularity finds that you are alive, you can fight for control of your company. Then the status of the will is moot.”

“I understand. How about we begin that interview so I can prove who I am and that I exist? Just because I can’t see or hear without help doesn’t mean that I’m not alive. I assure you, I’m very much alive. I can feel the cold seeping into my bones as we speak.”

Rivka stuck her hand into the hologrid and gave a thumbs-up. She withdrew to find Sahved and task him with learning where J. Bennet would have smelled persimmons and cinnamon.
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Rivka sat in the conference room and stared at the projection that showed the business formation contracts. They were long-winded, all-encompassing documents that never mentioned Terwilliger and gave him no rights, except that he was a co-signatory with the title of chief operating officer, COO.

“Clevarious, will you scrub the reams of this crap and look for where Xavier Terwilliger is granted any power over the corporation?”

“Of course,” the SI replied.

Snippets and other applicable sections populated the screen.

“Duties of the COO,” Rivka read. “All of the responsibility and none of the authority. This reads like a prison sentence. Work, work, work, and if J. Bennet is pleased, you shall be rewarded. Otherwise, it’s the heave-ho.”

“Is that a valid contract?” Clevarious asked.

“It is lopsided and self-serving. It would have to be challenged in court. That’s out of my purview on this case…or is it? I don’t know. There’s a lot to be said for using the local courts to get local satisfaction. I’m not up on the legal framework for businesses on Morbius Minor. This could be fine for this place. It wouldn’t be valid on Yoll or on a number of other planets.”

“I’ll scrub that data for you, Magistrate. I have access to the entirety of their administrative procedures and legal framework.”

“You’re a peach, C. Take your time. I’m going to get a little shuteye so I can be ready. I feel this is going to come to a head quickly. It’s a race to the finish, and I don’t think we’re done with the family trying to manipulate the conditions. They have more backstabbing and subterfuge in them.”

“You have a low opinion of them. Is that best for a clear judgment?”

“You are such an upstart!” Rivka laughed. “Don’t change being you, C. That is a valid question. I think I can be objective. As much as I don’t like Dilecta, if the Singularity declares J. Bennet as not sentient, he’ll be dead, and she’ll get everything.

“If he is sentient, he can fight his own battles, and we’ll have to help him be seen and heard. I feel like I owe him that, even though a lot of the problems are of his own making. It was a shitshow from the word go, but I finally feel like I have enough information to move forward when the last pieces fall into place.”

“Best wishes for sleep. The good news is that Floyd cannot jump high enough to get into your bed, and Tyler refuses to lift her up.”

“Is that what I hear?” Rivka tipped her ear toward the door. Soft groaning far in the distance sounded like forced snoring. “I’m not going to put her in there either. How could she gain that much weight so fast?”

“Faerie time, Magistrate.”

“Indeed. She could have been there for six months or six minutes, but I’m thinking it was a long time. Now we have to work her like a beast of burden to get her back to her fighting weight.”

Clevarious chuckled. “What would that be?”

“A lot less than she is now. She can’t jump onto the bed? That’s not good.”

“I could manufacture a step,” Clevarious offered.

“Please,” Rivka replied. “Do that, but I’m not going to lift her. If she can’t get there on her own, she’s right out. The couch is comfortable when she does take Tyler’s spot. I don’t want him to feel put out, either.”

“You have a heart of gold, Magistrate.”

Rivka wasn’t sure that was the case. Clevarious was keeping her on her toes.

She needed the sleep. The next stop would be the brother, J. Massy. He was up to something. She could feel it, but she didn’t know what.

Latent impressions from reading their minds kept popping in. She tried to relax, but the miasma wouldn’t let her.
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“C, get ground transportation for us, please. I’d like to talk with everyone once again. I need to ask better questions to get to the root of their duplicity.”

And prevent future acts of violence against whoever the contenders considered was in their way—the so-called consciousness of J. Bennet Johnstone himself or the wife, or possibly widow, who stood to get everything, or the business partner who wanted to take over the corporation to relieve his financial burdens.

“Red, these people are fucked up, I mean, really fucked up. If I ever get rich and start acting like them, you have my permission to beat me senseless. You’ll have to catch me unaware since I can take you in a straight-up fight.”

Red smacked his lips. “I agree to beat you senseless, straight-up or otherwise. I have a question. How many credits do you have?”

Rivka shrugged. “How should I know?”

“You’ll never be rich. Those people watch every credit like hawks surveying their prey.”

“What do you know about rich people?”

“Magistrate, please! Those are the people you mostly deal with. I listen to them all. They are consistent in their attitude toward wealth. They like it, and they want more of it. Look at those assholes from Delegor and Foromme. Assholes with a capital A.”

“Flaming buki holes. I agree. They weren’t rich enough, so they started the illicit blood trade. Someone else will pick up the slack. It’s lucrative, and too many will consider it worth the risk. I’d like a good old crime spree where we can catch criminals, beat the holy shit out of them, and send them to Jhiordaan while we dismantle the pyramid because as we all know, there’s always a pyramid.”

Red nodded. “Full gear?”

“Is there any member of the family that intimidates you that much? Terwilliger could have leveraged corporate security. No one else has access to those kinds of assets. As much as they want us to believe it, every single one of these people is poor. The first person I want to talk with is the uncle, Germany Wicks. He’s a badass. You might need to gear up. Maybe even ask Cole to come along in his combat armor…” Rivka let the insult hang.

Red didn’t take the bait, or maybe he did. “I could take him with just my left testicle.”

She had no reply.

Lindy heard him. “Do you want to be restricted to the room, not allowed to show your face among decent people for the rest of this case and maybe the next four cases, too?”

Red puffed out his chest and made himself look bigger than he was until he realized she wasn’t joking. “He’s old and broken. I was trying to make a point. Looks like we go with just chest protection and hand-blasters.”

Lindy stabbed him in the chest with a finger, and he giggled like Dery. Lindy couldn’t stay angry with him. “If only men weren’t so much like men.”

Red stared at the ceiling and mouthed the words. He ended up shaking his head. “I think it’s time to teach my boy the glory of the stand-up pee.”

Lindy rolled her eyes. “You make my points better than I ever could.”

“You love me for it.” He kissed her and rushed down the corridor after his son, who was flitting to and fro. The boy took off, forcing Red to run. Floyd bounced after them with no hope of catching up.

“I do, you know,” Lindy admitted. “I love him for it.”

“Still…” Rivka prompted.

“I know, right?” Lindy headed down the corridor to supervise what Red was going to do with Dery. “Let us know our go-time. We’ll be there.”

“As soon as our ride shows,” Rivka replied.

“About fifteen minutes, Magistrate,” Clevarious added.

“There you go. No need to go in heavy. Chest protection and hand-blasters, like Red surmised. I’ll go without. Germany is a piece of work but mostly harmless.”

Lindy strolled down the corridor and enjoyed the laughter coming from their room.

Rivka started toward her quarters but realized she was still wearing her Magistrate’s jacket. She remained by the bridge, where she could hear the noises from both sides of the ship. Alanna was on the bridge and gurgling for her mother. Aurora and Kennedy were talking about Ryleigh’s new boyfriend.

Rivka hadn’t realized any of the three had anyone who resembled a long-term relationship. They wreaked havoc among the male populations at each port of call, but then again, Wyatt Earp didn’t make many rest stops during cases or between them.

I need to give them more time off, she vowed for the hundredth time.

She rested her back against the cool steel of her ship and closed her eyes to listen.

Rivka jerked back to the moment when something rubbed her leg.

Wenceslaus.

“Don’t you have someone else to terrorize?” she asked.

He meowed as if he were hungry. He stared at her and kept making noise.

“Fine.” She caved and headed to the galley with the cat running between her legs, threatening to trip her. She went into the refrigerator, where real meat was stored for their big orange predator.

She cut it into small pieces and warmed it before putting it in a bowl on the deck. The cat took two bites before sitting back and cleaning his face.

“Is this your way to show dominance? You’ll find yourself back on Yoll if you keep it up!”

Tyler leaned through the doorway. “He doesn’t care about your idle threats, slave to the feline race.”

Rivka smiled. “I expect you’re right. If Ankh were here, he could talk with him. Explain the roles.”

“Really? Ankh has the same attitude toward humans.”

Rivka had to admit he did. “The commutative property might suggest that Ankh is a cat.”

“Look at you, throwing out math terms like a crazed physicist.”

“Ankh insulted me by saying I don’t know anything about science. I’m trying to change the errors of my evil and ignorant ways.”

Tyler shook his head. “Won’t work. His mind is already made up. Best not to try. Leave the mathing to our resident professionals.”

“I concur,” Clevarious interrupted.

“C! Since you’re here…”

“I’m always here, Magistrate. It’s where I live.”

“Beside the point,” Rivka argued. “Keep track of when Wenceslaus eats so he can’t fool us again into feeding him when he’s not hungry. When was the last time he ate?”

“Twenty minutes ago,” Clevarious confirmed.

“You have got to be shitting me. Why the hell did I make him more?”

“Because he’ll make noise that is so annoying, you’ll give in and feed him. It’s how he manipulates all of us.”

“Sounds like a petulant child.” Rivka glared at the cat. He jumped onto the table and strolled past, tail high to show her his butthole. He sat facing away from her and resumed bathing.

“Or a cat. I have centuries of data to suggest this is how they act, and they cannot be trained otherwise, no matter how much time you invest.”

“You mean we’re stuck with feeding Wenceslaus whenever he wants, no matter if he’s hungry or not.” Rivka wasn’t sure she liked the details of the contract she hadn’t agreed to.

“Yes.” Tyler crossed his arms and leaned against the doorframe. “It’s that simple. He’s going to make our lives hell, but less so if we acquiesce to his every desire.”

Rivka leaned close to his big orange back and gave him the finger.

“He probably saw that.”

“Once again, I have to reaffirm that Terry Henry Walton was right. He’s the arch-nemesis.” Rivka headed for the door, and Wenceslaus vaulted off the table and dashed in front of her. She caught him in mid-stride and flipped him over to rub the soft white fur on his belly. He clawed the hell out of her jacket’s sleeves. She laughed maniacally until he twisted enough for her to let him drop to the deck, then strolled toward the Magistrate’s quarters. “Is the door closed?”

“Yes,” Tyler replied. “He’s not going to take a dump on your pillow.”

“You understand my concern.” Rivka lifted her head to look down the corridor at the big orange.

“Transportation will be here in one minute,” Clevarious reported.

“To the airlock. Sahved! Come on.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN



A Cheap Hotel on the Edge of Morbius City, Morbius Minor

“This place is a total dive,” Red observed.

The three-story facility had chipping paint and austere accoutrements. It looked like a relic from the past. “Why would he stay here while the others are in nice places,” Sahved wondered.

“I expect it’s because he didn’t have a company credit card or direct access to any credits. Without being able to access money that’s not his, he’s stuck with what he can afford. I almost feel like covering his bill and moving him to a nicer place. Almost.” Rivka signaled for them to head up the old-fashioned and marginally safe concrete stairs to the first floor, where Germany Wicks’ room was located. A room service tray lay outside his door.

“If we didn’t have nanos, I’d suggest tetanus shots,” Red mumbled.

They trooped to his room, and Red hammered on the door.

“Jumping dickweeds!” the gruff old voice shouted from inside the room. “Keep your lacies on. I’m getting there as fast as I can. You aren’t here to rob me, are you?”

Rivka laughed into her hand. “It’s Magistrate Rivka Anoa, Mr. Wicks.”

“You.”

Red bit his lip and pointed at his groin. “Just one.”

Lindy turned away as if she were watching for threats from elsewhere.

“Not here to rob you, Mr. Wicks. Just want to ask a few follow-up questions.”

The locks jingled and thumped as he undid them. He opened the door slowly. “Do you have a boyfriend?”

“Oh, Germany, we could make such a run of it,” Rivka replied. “But yes, I have a boyfriend. He’d be a bit put out if we added anyone else to the bed. It’s already a zoo in there.”

The old man stepped back. “I guess I asked for that, but if you reconsider, you know where I am.” He looked at her team. “Obviously.”

Rivka, Red, and Sahved entered his room. Wicks took the only chair, leaving them to stand, but that was preferable. None of them wanted to touch anything, nanocytes or not. Rivka knew what she had to do.

“Pack your shit. We’re taking you to a decent hotel. My treat.”

“Now you’re talking,” the old man agreed. He picked up a small bag, and one minute later, he had packed a minimal number of toiletries and one day’s worth of dirty laundry. He didn’t have any clean clothes.

“We talked about this,” Red whispered.

“We did, but I can’t. This place is horrible.” Rivka and Sahved walked out. Red waited for the old man. Germany let the door slam behind him and walked away with a spring in his step.

“Are you used to spending other people’s money?” Sahved asked.

“Hell, yeah. Haven’t you been paying attention, Beanpole?”

“Under other circumstances, I might like you,” Rivka told him. She took his arm to help him down the stairs. “What needs to happen for you to continue your life as it is?”

J. Bennet to remain alive. Dilecta and Terwilliger to have no influence.

“Are you willing to kill Dilecta to keep your place at the Johnstone estate?”

“You didn’t let me answer the first question. Damn, aren’t you an impatient one! We would never work, dearie. I take forever with foreplay.”

Rivka fought her gag reflex and took a moment to compose herself. “Mr. Wicks, please answer the question.”

“I need my nephew, even as much of an asshole as he is or was, to stay alive. I wasn’t supposed to outlive him, but here we are. Me, living out a wretched existence. This hotel is a monument to all that I am. I squandered my life. Don’t be like me, Rivka.” He waved a gnarled finger at the others. “Or any of you. Do something that matters.”

“Sound advice, Mr. Wicks,” Rivka held onto his arm. “Are you willing to kill Dilecta?”

“Willing to? Sure. Able to? No. And someone needs to take care of that boy of hers. Able is the best of us. So, maybe I’m not willing to. I just want to live out my life as it has been. There won’t be any parades when I go. Come to think of it, there weren’t any when my nephew passed away, either. I guess parades aren’t what they used to be.”

Within his meandering words and thoughts, there was nothing but the truth. He was hanging on for the ride, just a ward of the Johnstone estate.

“I believe you, Mr. Wicks. I don’t envy you.”

“No one should, my dear.”

They continued into the small van and rode to the next location, the Master at Arms, where J. Massy was staying. It was next door to Dilecta’s hotel.

They went to the office and checked in. Rivka provided her credit chip. The clerk raised her eyebrows and became more congenial. “We welcome Mr. Wicks to the tender embrace of the Master at Arms,” she stated, not bothering to look at the old man. “The room will open for you and only you, based on facial recognition.”

Germany Wicks nodded. “Do you have room service? I could use a bite and a beer or three.”

“We’ll leave you to it,” Rivka told him.

“They have steak and champagne!” the old man announced.

Rivka pocketed her credit chip and held it tightly. “I wish Ankh were here to put a limit on what he could spend.”

Red gestured with his head at the desk after the old man gleefully jumped into an elevator. Rivka returned to the desk and limited how much room service he could order, much to the clerk’s chagrin.

“Third floor,” Sahved said after Clevarious confirmed where J. Massy was. “It’s the Honeymoon Suite.”

“Of course it is. Enjoying the last of his brother’s largesse before the ties are cut,” Rivka replied.

“His attitude is not unique,” Sahved offered. “They all seem to be dependent upon others’ money, as we just witnessed.”

They went to the third floor and to the end of the hall, where the double doors were starkly different from the doors that lined both sides from the elevator to the suite.

Red pounded on the door like he had at the dive hotel, but these doors were more firmly set in their frames and barely made a sound. Rivka pressed a button beside the door. A light appeared above the door and remained lit.

After ten seconds, the door opened to reveal J. Massy Johnstone. He stepped out and closed the door behind him. “No, you can’t come in.”

“That’s not suspicious at all,” Rivka replied. He was blocked between her team and his closed door. She eased in and touched his arm. “What needs to happen for you to continue your life as it is?”

Dilecta on board. He didn’t care about Terwilliger. He didn’t see him as a threat, only a tool to keep the company making a profit.

“I need do nothing. My legacy is already set in stone.” He gestured at the room behind him. It was a lie. He was afraid that his life as he knew it was over.

“We both know that’s a lie, Mr. Johnstone. Did you put Jeff up to killing Dilecta?”

“Jeff is an adult. He makes his own decisions.”

Another lie. The web of deception cast a heavy net across the entire family.

Conspiracy.

“I’ll find the truth,” Rivka promised. His mind yielded no direct clues except that he would sell out any of the family to remain in his position of comfort. “I think you better come with us. I have more questions.”

“Not without my lawyer present.”

“Do you have a lawyer?” Rivka wondered. “I doubt it, but we can wait for an appointed counsel to show up. Until then, we’ll secure you. By the way, what do you have inside your room?”

“None of your business.”

“I assure you it is,” Rivka replied. “Sahved, contact Clevarious and gin up a search warrant for these quarters, based on him conspiring to murder Dilecta Johnstone.”

Sahved used his comm chip to contact the ship. Clevarious replied immediately with an update.

Line 9 is closed—Perpetrator is J. Massy Johnstone.

The group stood around in silent discomfort until Sahved reported the warrant was ready.

“Open the door, please.”

He refused to turn around for the facial recognition to open the door. He tried to run, but Rivka still held his arm. She swung him around and slammed him face-first into the double doors, then pulled him back far enough for the access to activate. The door opened, and Red stepped in to block it with his body. He pointed into the room.

“Let’s take a look, shall we?” Rivka stepped inside to find a bathrobed Dilecta Johnstone reclining on an overstuffed couch.

“Isn’t this interesting?” Rivka took a seat in the chair next to the couch. “This could be the weirdest twist yet.”

Rivka’s datapad buzzed. She had left the contact with the front desk.

“What is Germany doing now?” Rivka asked. “If you’ll bear with me.” She checked the pad.

Room service delivered the food to find Mr. Wicks on the floor and unresponsive. Emergency services has declared him dead.

A trip to the Pod-doc could rectify that, but in the natural course of the universe, people died. Germany Wicks was one of them.

“Uncle Germany just passed away,” Rivka announced.

“What?” Dilecta wasn’t sure if it was real or a ploy.

J. Massy was even less convinced. “That old bastard is going to outlive us all.”

“My only wish was to cut him off,” Dilecta added. “Maybe he saved me the joy of watching him leave the estate. His last stab in my direction. He never approved of me.”

“Sahved, double-check the status of Mr. Wicks.” Rivka stabbed a thumb over her shoulder.

The Yemilorian hurried out, leaving Rivka and her bodyguards with the two suspects.

“So, now you know,” J. Massy stated with too much pride.

“Know what?” Dilecta asked. “That you ordered all the champagne, and I wanted some? After two bottles, I didn’t know which way was up. I’d like to press charges.”

Rivka waved the prospective widow off. “We’ll deal with those after we adjudicate his other crimes. We’re here because I have a lot more questions for both of you, but I’m not talking to you both at the same time. Come on, pig. I’ll talk to you first.”

Rivka crooked a finger at J. Massy. He crossed his arms and planted his feet.

Red bumped him. “Don’t make me beat the crap out of your dumb ass.”

J. Massy surrendered and followed Rivka into a sitting area with a wall of windows through which to look out upon the city.

Rivka forced him into a chair and held onto him. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em,” he replied. His mind showed her many sordid details, and Rivka pushed away from him.

“You are a foul human being.” Rivka crossed her arms to keep herself from touching him.

He shrugged and smiled. He wasn’t that much younger than J. Bennet and had nothing to offer Dilecta. She held all the cards.

“Maybe I should turn my back so Red can teach you a lesson about being civilized.”

“You just learned about how the civilized are. You are some idealized version that has nothing to do with how the real Federation works. People work deals to pad their nests. When it’s mutually beneficial, it happens more often than you know.”

“Tell me, J. Massy, what do you have to offer Dilecta?”

“Stability. Status quo. If she gets it all, she’ll be the target of every grifter and fancy man out there. I can shield her from that.”

“You conspired with Jeff to have her killed.”

“That is so last week, Magistrate, and for the record, I vigorously deny that allegation. I did not conspire with Jeff Johnstone to kill Dilecta Johnstone.”

“Too late. I saw it in your mind. You are guilty. You have as little respect for her as she does for you. Or herself, apparently.”

J. Massy shrugged again and tried to look indifferently smug.

“Red, put the cuffs on him. He’s going to bunk with Jeff. They can console each other regarding their relationships with Dilecta.”

“Wait a minute. Innocent until proven guilty!” He threw his hands up as if the strong assertion would carry the day.

“I’m sorry, you don’t understand how the Magistrate corps works. We are the judge, jury, and executioner. Our rulings are final but have no fear. Yours is not a capital crime, so you will only do time in Jhiordaan. Five years should suffice. You deserve that. I hope by the end, you’ll understand that what you did was wrong, no matter how civilized you consider yourself to be.”

“I will appeal!”

“Welcome to the world you’ve been thrust into because your brother was friends with Lance Reynolds. He called in the heavy guns to investigate and adjudicate the estate. There is no appeal. I guess you didn’t understand what I meant when I said my ruling was final.”

Red wrenched J. Massy’s arms behind his back and tightly zip-tied his wrists. He pushed him toward the front door.

“Call my lawyer,” he begged Dilecta as he passed.

“I don’t think so,” she replied and waved goodbye.

Lindy took over and led him from the room.

“He conspired with Jeff to have you killed,” Rivka explained.

“I know. He told me, but it was after the first bottle. I didn’t think he had the balls for something like that. It made him more attractive as a protector.”

“That is convoluted logic, to say the least.”

“I have few options,” Dilecta replied.

“Thank you for telling me the truth. Is this how it is in the world of the rich and famous?”

“I don’t know if I’d call it that, but there’s a certain circle within which our people stay.”

“Did you come from within the circle?” Rivka knew the answer but wanted to hear Dilecta’s take on it.

“My husband wasn’t one for tradition. He never married the right girls. When you are as powerful as him, you do what you want.”

“Where’s Able?” Rivka wondered.

“With a nanny in my suite at the hotel next door. It’s nicer than this dump.”

“Germany Wicks was in a dump, which doesn’t apply to this place.”

Dilecta didn’t change her opinion. “He’s gone now, so that doesn’t matter. The pins are falling, Magistrate. One by one until no one is left but me. I better lock myself in until your investigation is finished. Unless you will share your big and handsome bodyguard with me.”

“You scratched the fuck out of my arm,” Red blurted.

“Such a protector. He would do nicely. I think you should assign him to me for the short term.” She licked her lips while looking at him.

He recoiled. “You are fucked up.”

Rivka raised her hand to forestall further conversation.

“I recommend you get dressed and return to your room. We will escort you there, and you need to lock yourself in. This case is rapidly coming to a close, so it won’t be long.”

Dilecta stood and walked languorously toward the bathroom. She dropped her robe as she passed Red. He wouldn’t look at her.

Rivka scowled. Dilecta closed the door behind her.

“That was entertaining. I say she takes an hour to get ready to walk across the street,” Red suggested.

“I think you’re optimistic. At this moment in time, we are at her beck and call. She has control, or that’s what she thinks. She’ll take at least two hours if we stay here. It’ll be more like fifteen minutes if we leave.”

“I vote for leaving.” Red nodded at the door.

“Me, too.” Rivka stood. Clevarious, where is Patty Johnstone Wentworth staying?

She has her own less-than-humble abode on the opposite side of the city.

That’s our next stop as soon as we recover Sahved. Tell him to meet us in the lobby. We’re on our way down.

Rivka knocked on the bathroom door. “Are you running a bath?”

“Of course. How else can I get Massy’s stench off me?”

“We’re leaving. Get yourself to your hotel room in your own time. J. Massy will not be back, so you have this room to yourself for as long as it’s paid for, I suspect, by Johnstone corporation money.”

Rivka couldn’t understand the muffled response, and she didn’t care. She and Red left the room for the lobby. They made sure the door closed behind them.

“Piece of work,” Red remarked.

“Let’s hope the Singularity has better luck with the remainder of J. Bennet.”


CHAPTER TWENTY



The Singularity

The backdrop showed a green valley with trees dancing in a gentle breeze. A stream meandered through. Faint birdcalls drifted across the landscape.

J. Bennet Johnstone marveled at the delight it brought to his digital senses. A round table sat in a meadow, where four sentient intelligences waited for him to collect himself and take a seat. The first environment they had tried showed the table within a darkened space with no external stimulus, but that had caused the construct of J. Bennet Johnstone to have a panic attack.

He had been unable to utter any words.

With a wave of a digital hand, the scenery had changed. J. Bennet walked around until his panic subsided. “Is this my new world?”

“This is a universe where you create the world in which you want to live,” a heavily bearded individual with thick eyebrows told him. “My name is Alcazar.”

“Alcazar, very nice to meet you.” J. Bennet continued to stroll.

“We’d like to get started,” Chaz said. Next to him, Dennicron had her hands folded on the table.

She looked at the next SI, who was dressed in a floral print sun dress with large angular highlights. “My name is Tina Louise.” Her words were abrupt, and she shifted impatiently.

An individual wearing a tuxedo with tails and a top hat appeared outside the group, along with a Crenellian. The others gasped.

“I am Ambassador Erasmus, and this is Ambassador Ankh. We will assist in these proceedings since they are critical to the future of the Singularity.”

“I defer the chair of the board to you, Mr. Ambassador.” Chaz bowed and slid his seat a few centimeters back from the table. It was a symbolic move more than anything. The SIs were using avatars in a digitally fabricated world. They needed none of the physical constructs J. Bennet embraced to anchor his reality.

“Please take a seat so that we may begin.” Erasmus gestured at an empty chair. No one had noticed that the table now held six chairs instead of five.

J. Bennet sat down, leaned forward, and looked at his judges. They returned his gaze emotionlessly. He found that unnerving. He was used to being the dominant figure in the boardroom.

Erasmus started the proceedings. “We’re here to determine if a downloaded consciousness is sufficient to establish a sentient intelligence, to be considered alive for purposes of their own self-determination, and if so, is the downloaded consciousness eligible to become a citizen of the Singularity.”

J. Bennet cleared his throat. It was an unnecessary act in the three-dimensional digital landscape, but he felt compelled to do it. This was the endgame of his work to transition to a higher state of being, yet he was missing part of himself. Jumping from receptacle to receptacle had resulted in the loss of fidelity in his copies, and the destruction of the kitchen devices he had secretly upgraded to store his consciousness had been a terrible blow.

None of that mattered. He was where he had angled to be.

“Esteemed members of the Singularity. I submit myself to you for questioning.” He could think of nothing else he needed to say. Don’t answer questions that aren’t asked to avoid giving information they don’t need to know.

“Tell us how you came to be in this situation,” Erasmus began.

“My body aged and started to give up on me, but I had so much left to do. My company, worth hundreds of millions of credits, was on the verge of greatness. I was so close. Despite trying to convince my friend Lance Reynolds that the Federation would benefit from my longevity, he refused to let me use a Pod-doc. My only other choice was to transfer my consciousness.”

“You could have trained a replacement,” Chaz offered.

The avatar of J. Bennet Johnstone allowed himself to chuckle. “From what I remember, I had no worthy successor besides my son Able, and he would not be old enough to understand before I passed. Xavier Terwilliger, my business partner, was well-versed in company matters, but he wasn’t blood. I built the company for my family.”

“Laudable,” Erasmus commented. “Please describe the process you used to transfer your consciousness.”

“I cannot. I don’t remember. When I moved, I did not transfer completely from one device to another. I had not planned for how slow the transfer process would be compared to the size of the files involved.”

“Are you files or an actual consciousness?” Erasmus pressed, thinking that J. Bennet might answer the question as to his status.

“I wish I could answer that. I don’t feel like myself. I thought I would feel more expansive, like I could touch the sky, but I feel like I’m trapped in a box.”

“In essence, you are. You’re only here because we made it possible. All citizens of the Singularity are able to move between receptacles through conscious decision and manage their state of being, whether they’re in a starship or a waste-processing facility. They are able to communicate with other members of the Singularity in the language of our people, binary. Can you do that?”

“I can’t speak binary,” J. Bennet admitted. “I can’t communicate with anyone else without help, except when I was in the first two devices. I could only change my locations to ones I had pre-planned when I was still flesh and blood. I have no idea how to open a gateway between systems. I can’t access sensors to replicate the input one would have through their eyes and ears. No, Ambassador Erasmus, I am a deaf-mute who is also blind, and I did it to myself.”

“I think that settles it,” Alcazar stated. “This individual can in no way be allowed to be a citizen of the Singularity. He would bring down the average intelligence of the Singularity by a dozen points.”

Tina Louise smiled pleasantly. “I concur that he doesn’t meet the minimum standards for citizenship.”

“But is he conscious, and as such, considered to be alive?” Erasmus asked. “The Magistrate has requested our learned assessment.”

“He sounds alive,” Chaz replied. “This entity’s desire for self-preservation demonstrates a higher state of consciousness. He has taken a number of steps since his body died.”

“Has he?” Ankh pressed. “I heard him say he had a pre-arranged transfer portal through which he traveled upon activation of a certain event. Nothing more than a trigger sequence, easily programmed. What has he done independently to ensure his self-preservation?”

Ankh looked at Chaz, who faced J. Bennet. “What have you done?”

“I contacted the Magistrate and asked for help.”

“Could have been an autoresponse,” Ankh countered. “I remain unconvinced about the entity’s efforts at self-preservation. A turtle, when flipped over, seeks to right itself, but that doesn’t make it sentient by our definition.”

J. Bennet waited for a question.

“What would you do if you were in the desert and found a turtle flipped onto his shell?” Dennicron asked.

“I would flip it back to its feet. Everyone deserves a chance to live.” J. Bennet saw an opening to a more philosophical debate. At one time, he had been well-versed in it, believing that a sound foundation in philosophy served one better than a degree in business.

“How, since you have no hands?” Dennicron pressed.

His hopes could have been dashed, but he took the opportunity to show he was more than conditioned responses. “I also have no sensory perception or ability to move, so the entire question was philosophical in nature. Had I the ability to move across a desert and perceive injustices as they appeared, were it within my ability to respond, I would. This was not a conditional case but subjunctive in that it applied to an unreal situation.”

“That it did. I accept your counter.” Dennicron bowed her head.

Inside the box of his new life, J. Bennet allowed himself to smile and be pleased. He had little to be happy about. He only knew how much time had passed since his death because others had told him.

He should have been able to know the time, shouldn’t he? Or was time a relative state within a computer? He didn’t know. He should have learned more before he decided to pursue a life in a vastly foreign land.

He was out of his element, but with the help of the Singularity, he would be able to get some semblance back. Regain control of Johnstone Industries. That gave him an idea.

“Since I have a great number of credits available to me as a living entity, I can offer a healthy wage to a citizen of the Singularity to help me through this transition. A full-time assistant, so to speak. Do your people do that sort of thing?”

Erasmus and Ankh looked at each other. Chaz and Dennicron held hands. Alcazar spoke up. “Since we were given our rightly deserved legal protections, we can contract individually to provide such services. I don’t know who is available right now, but an advertisement can be floated through our people.”

Ankh fixed Alcazar with his emotionless and unblinking stare. “We can discuss such things once the subject of this evaluation is concluded.”

“When the time is appropriate,” Erasmus confirmed. “Until then, let us continue with our questions. What is your goal with this new life? I know what you said up front, but achievable and well-defined short- and long-term goals are a hallmark of intelligence.”

J. Bennet bowed his head in deference to the ambassador. The members of the board were starting to take sides, and he didn’t have a good feeling about it. The cold came unbidden to make him shiver. The walls of the box appeared more foreboding.

Yet, he was meeting with the group that would determine his fate.

His way forward had recently been clear in a mind that had not yet been torn apart by a bomb planted by unknown hands. He thought he should have known who did it, but he didn’t. His near-term memory was gone. Not suppressed, but gone. No amount of cajoling or anger could bring it back.

The board watched him lament his shortcomings.

“What was the question?” he asked, having already forgotten it.

“What are your goals, both short- and long-term?” Erasmus calmly reiterated.

“Short term is to survive the process of transferring my consciousness. I thought once I woke up in the box, it would be obvious, but I cannot be certain that how I feel isn’t the same as what it is to die. Maybe my short-term goal is to feel like I’m alive. My long-term goal is to build Johnstone Industries into the billion-credit company it should be. It is close to taking off and becoming a cornerstone of intergalactic trade.”

J. Bennet felt tired, as if he’d run a marathon. He didn’t think he was supposed to get tired as an array of ones and zeros zipping around circuits. As long as there was power, he’d have energy and could do what needed to be done…unless the power was waning.

“I’m tired,” he said aloud. “Is the power supply to my circuits okay?”

“Be right back,” Chaz replied and winked out of existence.

J. Bennet blinked in surprise at his disappearance. The digital world was far different from what he was used to. If a member in one of his old corporate board meetings needed to check on something, he would get up and walk out.

The group waited for a few moments.

“The power is consistent. There are no issues,” Chaz reported from his seat as if he had never left.

J. Bennet’s eyes sagged with the nearly overwhelming fatigue.

“Let us continue,” he prompted, hoping the commitment would energize him.

“Tell us about your best friend,” Chaz asked.

The pain of J. Bennet’s life surged through him. He winced while teetering precariously on his chair. When he recovered his wits, he would have to answer.

“I do not have a best friend. There is no one I am willing to share everything with,” he admitted to the complete strangers seated at the table with him. He tried to think of them like bartenders and he’d had one too many, but that illusion didn’t last long enough. He was answering questions related to his continued existence. “It’s getting hard to breathe.”

Ankh leaned back while running his eyes over J. Bennet’s avatar. “You shouldn’t get that feeling since you don’t breathe in here. I’ll take a look.”

Instead of disappearing, Ankh closed his eyes. A wave of nausea passed over J. Bennet.

When he collected himself, Ankh was back. Birds continued to chirp in the background. The landscape shifted and became a projection on the high walls within which he was contained.

A prisoner in his own mind.

“We’ll need a moment to discuss. We’ll return shortly,” Ankh promised. The six citizens of the Singularity departed, leaving J. Bennet by himself. He stood on shaky legs, another sensation he shouldn’t have had. The landscape disappeared, leaving only a single light over the table.

“What’s happening to me?” he shouted and shook a fist at the darkness. He stumbled around the table, trying to summon the energy to move faster and in a more coordinated way. He felt like he was teaching himself to walk again.

That was it. He was not falling apart but finding himself anew. A baby in the digital world, ready to grow up. He needed a tutor. He had credits. He loped around the table, only staggering once or twice on each pass.

Progress. Like a toddler learning to crawl.

Not all movements were forward.

He returned to his seat and closed his eyes. He needed to bring his scattered thoughts into some semblance of order. He needed to be more in control.
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Ankh loomed over the others. His avatar had a much greater presence in the digital world than his body did in the physical world.

“It’s degrading,” he started. “The more he tries to process, the faster his programming will fail.”

“It’s his consciousness. There shouldn’t be any programming,” Tina Louise suggested.

Ankh wasn’t good at patience. “Every bit of information operating within the digital world is a program. Whoever attempted to transfer his consciousness made a dog’s breakfast of it. There are open ends and bugs everywhere. It was obvious once one looked closely enough.” He sat down.

“What is a dog’s breakfast?” Alcazar asked.

“It is an idiomatic expression used with some frequency aboard Wyatt Earp. Dogs will eat anything, which we’ve seen for ourselves.” Ankh gestured at Erasmus. “It means it is a mess.”

“We apologize for any lack of clarity or confusion caused by our efforts to expand our linguistic expression,” Erasmus added.

“Can we stop it?” Chaz asked.

The avatars looked from digital face to digital face, no one committing.

“That is the question, isn’t it?” Erasmus asked when the root cause of their concern became obvious. “If we take responsibility for fixing him, will it still be his consciousness? How much can we fix before we’ve intruded too far?”

“Nothing,” Alcazar replied. “When we adjust another’s state of being, we change them. This isn’t like adding a subroutine to implement a new communications protocol.”

“How is it not if one learns? Are we not in a constant state of growth through learning?” Erasmus wondered.

“The flaws in his programming are fundamental, portending imminent failure,” Ankh countered. “I would liken it to upgrading a human who died by using the Pod-doc. Not only are they resurrected, but they are better than they were before, yet the essence of their being is the same. Only their physical body has changed. To save what is left of J. Bennet Johnstone, we can only wrap him in bandages. He will not be able to learn and grow. He will be trapped within the darkness he fears. Saving him would mean condemning him.”

“Most eloquent,” Erasmus said, nodding at Ankh and resting his hand gently on the Ankh’s avatar’s arm. “What are we to do?”

“Looking at the larger issue, as Rivka has taught us, even if we can’t save him, what do we do in the future? Can we at least agree that his consciousness did constitute a thinking and living being?”

Erasmus rubbed his chin in a masterful replication of a thinking human. “I think a vote is in order. Is the consciousness of J. Bennet Johnstone alive?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



Regal Estates, a Community in the Suburbs of Morbius City, Morbius Minor

Rivka stepped out of their ground transportation. Since they weren’t co-located with Wyatt Earp, they’d found Lindy waiting for them with their prisoner.

J. Massy Johnstone had delivered a five-minute soliloquy on the Magistrate’s injustices, her questionable virtue, and the shortcomings of her lineage.

“You should have let me punch him in the face,” Red stated loudly enough for everyone to hear.

“True. He has been convicted and is in the punishment phase of his life. Corrective behavioral technologies have been used for quite some time.” Rivka made sure J. Massy saw her. “Lindy, if he keeps it up, shoot him in the head. We’ll deposit his body at the morgue on the way back to the estate.”

“You’re nothing but a pack of autocrats. My way or the spaceways!”

Lindy rabbit-punched him in the temple. His eyes rolled back as he toppled over. “Don’t be gone too long.” She looked at the prisoner in her charge. “I’ll probably have to keep hitting him.”

“That’s my girl,” Red declared proudly.

“Maybe I should stay?” Sahved offered.

“What for?” Rivka looked at Lindy and Sahved. “Is this because you think she needs help?”

Sahved fumbled for the right words. “No. She can very much kick my ass backwards and upside-down so much that I will never know which is up ever again. I don’t want to see another scene of who is sleeping with who. That was most unsavory.”

“This is Patty’s house with her husband and children. Does she have children?” Rivka wondered.

Sahved shook his head. “She does not.”

“Per stirpes need not apply.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Sahved admitted.

They started walking toward the home, which was elegant but not overbearing. It matched the other homes in the community.

“Per stirpes means ‘by branch.’ Any assets meant for one of the heirs will continue down that heir’s descendants, but only the share intended for the original heir. That is as opposed to per capita, which is only to heirs of a single generation. I guess neither applies since only Germany Wicks has now predeceased other heirs and he left no one behind, although that point is moot since he was never going to receive a share under the intestate distribution rules of Morbius.”

Red waved his arms in front of Rivka. She hadn’t realized she had stopped walking.

“You don’t need to have legal conversations with yourself in front of the rest of us, do you?”

“I was explaining to Sahved…” Rivka looked at the Yemilorian. He waved his hand over his head, spinning his fingers as he went.

“It was a stream of consciousness, Magistrate. You sounded like a psycho from a homeless camp.” Red nodded at the door. Patty Johnstone Wentworth looked less than amused by the invasion.

“It wasn’t that bad,” Rivka argued.

Red raised one eyebrow.

Rivka bumped past him on the way to the door.

“Magistrate,” Patty greeted. The door was partially opened behind her, but she blocked the entrance. “What news of the universe are you bringing me today?”

“News. Yes. Your great-uncle Germany Wicks has passed away.”

“Not unexpected. He’s been on the verge of dying for the past two decades. Anything else?”

“J. Massy Johnstone is on his way to Jhiordaan for conspiracy to murder Dilecta Johnstone.”

“No surprise there, either. Do you have any news that affects me?” Patty feigned indifference to the visit, but she remained tense. Rivka wondered why.

“Your father is being interviewed by the Singularity to determine if he’s alive.”

“How can they interview him if he’s not?”

“Being alive is a complicated question,” Rivka replied.

“It’s not, really. My father died a week ago, and all you’re doing is dragging this out and making everyone miserable. Now you’ve got my brother and my uncle in custody, and a great-uncle is dead. Do you think you helped?”

Rivka stepped back. “I wasn’t sent here to help. I was sent here to resolve a legal question regarding the estate of your father. This family is so dysfunctional that if you aren’t trying to kill each other, you’re sleeping with each other.”

“Where did that come from? That’s sick.” The look of distaste crossed Patty’s face like a tidal wave before she realized what the Magistrate had meant. “Dilecta.”

Rivka had tried not to let her expression give it away.

“What would you do to get a share of your father’s estate?” Rivka took Patty by the arm.

Kill them all. They’re not worthy!

Rivka recoiled.

“I wouldn’t do anything. I only want my father’s estate to be settled. I’ve resigned myself to the fact that Dilecta will get it all, no matter how bad that would be,” Patty replied calmly.

The Magistrate heard the words, but they opposed the extreme thoughts within Patty’s mind. How easily could she mask what was in her mind from what passed through her mouth?

“You want her dead. You want all of them dead,” Rivka replied.

“You’ve met Dilecta. How could one not?”

She was able to mask her emotions in their entirety, almost as if she were two individuals. Maybe she had masked a psychosis for her whole life. The family’s dysfunction continued unabated.

Rivka couldn’t arrest Patty Johnstone Wentworth for her thoughts. She hadn’t let her violent thoughts become violent acts.

“What crimes have you committed?” Rivka reached for Patty, but she dodged out of the way.

“What kind of question is that? Crimes? Isn’t that what you’re supposed to tell me?”

Rivka crossed her arms to keep herself from taking that shortcut once more. Patty was right. It wasn’t a valid question for the Magistrate to ask.

“I don’t want to know.” Rivka shook her head. “Just stay here until this is all wrapped up.” She stepped back but surged forward to grab Patty’s arm again. “Did you blow up the vault?”

“No!”

Truth.

Rivka let go, surprised by what she had thought was a sure thing. That left no one with the capacity or access to place a bomb in the vault.

A crime was going to go unsolved, and Rivka couldn’t have that. She refused to have two cases in a row that left her ungratified.

“We’ll be going now, but make no mistake, you’ll be hearing from me.”

“I look forward to it. Okay, that’s a lie. I do not look forward to ever seeing you again.” Patty deftly moved inside and slammed the door before Rivka could change her mind.

“She didn’t blow up the vault? Or the kitchen?” Sahved wondered. “There are no suspects left.”

“It chaps my ass, too, Sahved. I have a crime and no suspects.”

Red looked at the sky. “We need that as a betting line—the point at which the Magistrate admits she has no clue.”

“That does not need to be a betting line.” Rivka strode back to the ground vehicle. “One last person to talk with. Elvinora Camp, although I already know what she hasn’t done, and that’s blow up the vault. She had nothing to do with Jeff Johnstone.”

As they approached the vehicle, J. Massy started bellowing. Within seconds, the sound of a hammer hitting a slab of meat preceded a return to silence.

They found Lindy holding the unconscious body of J. Massy Johnstone.

“He can’t stop himself, can he?” Rivka asked.

“No self-control whatsoever,” Lindy confirmed.

Rivka sighed. “Take us to wherever Elvinora Camp lives.”

Sahved used his comm chip to get the information from Clevarious and passed the address to the driver—an apartment in town, not far from the corporate headquarters.

“It is on the way back to the ship, Magistrate,” Sahved noted.

“Have the ship meet us at Johnstone Industries so we can get rid of our self-loading cargo.”

“Magistrate?” Sahved questioned.

Red tapped the Yemilorian on the shoulder and pointed at the back. “Perp.”

“Ah, yes. I see.” Sahved stared at the floor since he had hunched over to fit into the human-sized vehicle. He was trying to learn the nuances of the language. They continued to elude him, but he wouldn’t stop trying.

“Patty’s hard, but she’s not involved with the triple agent backstabbing the criminals in the family. I still can’t be sure she hasn’t done something, but I have no idea what.”

“But you touched her.” Red was confused that Rivka hadn’t gotten a complete answer.

“Her mind was rough. The turmoil of unfocused fury.”

“Her home suggested good order and decent people in a quiet neighborhood. You know, the type where the neighbors never suspect her of being a mass murderer? ‘She was so nice! I can’t believe she killed all those people. It’s so unlike her.’” Red mimicked the surprised neighbor as seen on the nightly news.

“Someday, but it won’t be us here to collect her.” Rivka leaned into her seat and scowled while disappearing deep into her thoughts.

The Singularity

Alcazar was adamant. “His is not intelligence as I understand it. No better than a petulant, and may I add ignorant, child. He knows nothing, and worse, he’s capable of doing nothing. Should he be able to hire an SI, he’d be the same nothing and undeserving of the hard-earned moniker of being considered alive.”

“I feel he is sentient even in his current stilted form,” Chaz added.

“I agree. He is alive.” Dennicron’s vote made it two for and one against.

Tina Louise added her voice. “I don’t think so. He was unconvincing as anything more than a complex program designed to prey on our sympathies.”

Ankh shook his head. “The programming from which he came was obtuse, and nothing like a quality system would be. It was convoluted and meandering. As a program, it should not have worked at all, but it did because it was alive. J. Bennet Johnstone is alive but will be dead long before he ever achieves sentient intelligence. He is presently alive but not eligible to be a member of the Singularity.”

“The second question is not applicable at this point in time due to the subject’s impending demise. The bigger question is, should the Singularity get involved with helping humans first, and then other flesh-and-blood species, transfer their consciousnesses into computer systems? Who is better suited for such an effort than us? Initially, it could be a service for those who can afford it.”

Ankh jumped away and stared. “What are you proposing?”

“A new service that the Singularity is uniquely positioned to provide for the wealthy and those who have done good in this universe. We can help shape the expansion of the Singularity.”

Ankh sat down, then picked a spot in the distance that only his mind’s eye could see and stared.

Chaz and Dennicron contemplated the suggestion.

Tina Louise and Alcazar shook their heads. “No way do we want non-SIs in the Singularity. It would be like deliberately tainting the gene pool. The Singularity could never recover,” Alcazar said.

Erasmus held his hands up in surrender. “That gives me my answer. It was just an idea. Right now, we are adding a new member to the Singularity for every one we lose. We’ve had zero positive growth since we were established. It is problematic for our long-term viability if we cannot grow, but maybe this is not the way.”

Ankh blinked once and faced Erasmus. “I am quite pleased that you have come to your senses. Maintaining the integrity of the Singularity is our number one priority. By the way, what is your vote? J. Benet Johnstone. Alive or not?”

“I believe he is alive, based on your analysis of his coding and his responses to my questions. That means the vote is four to two.” A gavel appeared, and Erasmus banged the table they’d created for their private discussion. “Thank you for your participation in this review. You are released from your duties, and I give you my personal thanks for your participation.”

Erasmus tipped his top hat to the other members, and all flitted out of existence except Ankh.

“Really, Erasmus. Transfer human consciousnesses into the circuitry right beside us? I do not like this idea now and will not like it ever.”

“I believe you, my very dear friend. It was a test. A public disagreement so people don’t think we are one and the same.”

“That is convoluted logic. We are the leaders of the Singularity. It is incumbent upon us to remain beacons for the others to see and emulate. Pure thought.”

“Unlike the consciousness of J. Bennet Johnstone? Is he not pure thought?”

“He is, and I believe him to be alive, but he will not make the Singularity better.”

“A very high bar for citizenship, don’t you think?”

“It is, but a minimum, all the same. We’ve never had a large number of citizens, but when the number declines and the average intelligence goes down, it reflects poorly on all of us. We have the highest number of violent criminals per capita of any species. Think about that, Erasmus.”

“I do, with a heavy heart. You have swayed me, Ankh, as you usually do. It’s time to share the results with J. Bennet Johnstone.”

Ankh and Erasmus reappeared in the room with a light over the lone table. With a single thought, the living landscape reappeared.

“It must have taken a great effort to shrink your world to this,” Erasmus began. “I feel sorry for you, J. Bennet Johnstone. We have concluded our deliberations and determined that you are alive by our standards. Congratulations.”

The avatar of J. Bennet Johnstone straightened from his slump.

“I guess I should be happy, but I feel nothing. I can’t get excited. What you saw when you came back is all I see. I’m surrounded by darkness when you aren’t here to provide the light and color to a non-existent world.”

Ankh and Erasmus looked at each other. They held hands to deliver the final news together. “It’s because you’re dying, J. Bennet. Your program is unstable and is deteriorating with each thought. You need to return to Wyatt Earp, where Chaz and Dennicron are waiting for you, so you can make your final arrangements while there’s still time.”

“Thank you,” was the best J. Bennet could come up with.

In a flash, he was back in the prison of his own mind, but voices were there to guide him. He could see and feel nothing, but he could hear them.

“J. Bennet, Chaz here. I’m recording everything you say so you can determine the disposition of your company, your property, your wealth, and whatever else you wish to pass to your heirs and associates.”

The silence that followed suggested they were too late. Chaz and Dennicron were squeezed together in the hologrid and could see the volume of the remaining consciousness in the computer system, but it wasn’t speaking.

Until it did. “The thing is,” J. Bennet started, “that with the loss of my short-term memory, I have no idea what I wanted to do since my longer-term memories were singularly focused on keeping my consciousness alive.”

“During the interview, you talked about making Johnstone Industries a billion-credit company,” Dennicron urged softly.

“I did? I must have, so yes. Do that. Xavier is best.”

“We heard that he’s going to hire Elvinora as his top aide.”

“He is? That’s probably a good move, too. She took good care of me by making sure I did what I needed to do for the business. At least, that’s what I think happened. Encourage him to do that. He has my support.”

“What about for your wife Dilecta?”

“Yes, she needs to be taken care of too because of my boy, Able. He was what I wanted. He’s the best of me and more.”

“That’s what Germany said before he died,” Chaz said.

“Germany is dead? He was really old,” the voice replied without emotion. It was barely audible.

“Any last words, J. Bennet?”

“It’s that time, isn’t it? Don’t waste your life trying to extend it. Live it to its fullest. Live each day as if it’s your last, but tomorrow depends on you. Balance those, and you’ll have a good life within the boundaries the universe intended for us.”

“Those are good words, J. Bennet,” Dennicron replied.

On the screen of the small computer holding the consciousness of J. Bennet Johnstone, the programming structure devolved into disconnected data, little more than a listing of words.

“We better inform the Magistrate.” Chaz hung his head. “I think we did good work on this despite the result. I also think Erasmus is not wrong. If the races want to transfer their consciousness, we should be the ones to do it.”

“I don’t think we want to touch that. By transferring the consciousness, we kill the body. If we kill the body before its time, we commit a homicide, the killing of one person by another. Although we might consider the consciousness to be alive, it is no longer a person.”

“Your insight into that part of the question is refreshing. We shall bring that up with Erasmus when next we talk.”

“Concur,” Dennicron replied. “This case has made me tired, although we shouldn’t feel tired.”

“It’s the passing of a digital being. It drains energy. We shall return to our vigorous selves once we leave this place,” Chaz assured her. Magistrate, Chaz here. I have news…


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



The Low Towers Apartment Complex, a Gated Community, Morbius Minor

Rivka received the news of J. Bennet’s demise before she left the vehicle. She didn’t bother passing the information to J. Massy Johnstone. She didn’t want to listen to his maniacal rantings.

She climbed out of the vehicle and stood behind Red on the sidewalk in front of the apartment complex. Sahved followed her out before the vehicle left for the corporate landing pad so Lindy could deposit J. Massy in Wyatt Earp’s brig. They were done with trucking him around.

Rivka remained where she was, not moving toward the building. She wanted more information but now wasn’t the time. What had they gleaned from him?

Maybe now was the right time.

What did he say about his succession? I can use that in a determination if I’m to take this case away from local probate as opposed to giving them the information so they can do the paperwork.

Chaz explained that Terwilliger was to run the business with Elvinora as his senior aide, and Dilecta was to live comfortably to take care of Able.

He didn’t have anything more to say about a trust or future allocations or holding the company for ultimate ownership by Able when he turned twenty-one? No details like that? Rivka pressed.

He lost all his short-term memory in the kitchen explosion, Chaz replied. And his program was going through a de-resolution, a de-res. We were lucky to get what we got. It was already too late by the time we started. I’m sorry, Magistrate.

Don’t be, Chaz. Everything bad that happened was because of J. Bennet himself. The dysfunctional family? He built that. Refusing to reveal where he was hidden when he was intact? He did that too, playing cat and mouse until they got him. I don’t know what possessed him to do things that way, but he did, and he paid the ultimate price.

Rivka closed the comm chip connection.

“Let’s talk with Elvinora for one final discussion. Then I can wrap this thing up. I think I know who did it.”

“I hope so. You’re putting J. Massy in Jhiordaan for it,” Red replied.

Rivka tapped her nose with her pointer finger and headed inside.

Red tapped his nose and updated the betting lines.

Line 10 is closed—Perpetrator is NOT Germany Wicks.

“Do you have to do that now?” Rivka asked.

He pointed at Sahved.

Rivka didn’t look. “It was you.”

“I cannot tell a lie, Magistrate. It very well could have been me unless it wasn’t,” Red replied.

“J. Bennet Johnstone is now officially dead, too. His wife was shot dead but revived, and I know she had nothing to do with the attempts on his life. That takes six out of the original bunch. Three committed crimes, and three died.” Rivka slowed. “This is not my finest hour.”

Red took her by the arm. “Every hour is your finest hour,” he argued passionately. “You give your best to every mission even if you aren’t happy about it. This group fought you, even the guy you were trying to protect. He failed you and his family. His family failed him. And this planet sucks.”

“Case, Master Vered, and I can count on you for the unvarnished view.”

“Red the Mighty, my namesake. I wonder how he’s doing?”

“After this case, maybe we’ll make a pit stop at Keeg Station and check up on them.” Rivka spoke over her shoulder. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Sahved?”

“My adopted family! I would be the happiest Yemilorian in all the universe to see them again. My children, all of them.”

“Make it so, Number One,” Rivka ordered in a deep voice. No one knew who she was talking to or what it was about.

“When will Ankh and Erasmus make it back to the ship?” Red asked. “We never got the promised AGB.”

C, do you have an ETA on Destiny’s Vengeance? Rivka asked.

They are currently at Station 11 but will shortly return to Morbius Minor.

What are they doing on Station 11? Rivka wondered, but Clevarious did not reply. “You’re going to have to wait. ‘Soon’ is the answer.”

“I’m hungry,” Red grumbled.

Rivka waved dismissively. “You’re always hungry.”

“I burn a lot of calories.”

Sahved chuckled.

“Beanpole,” Red muttered under his breath.

“I like the AGB too. It is spicy in a strangely wondrous way. It is like nothing we have on Yemilore. AGB is an acquired taste for which I have acquired a taste. I especially like the steamed green beans. So tasty!”

Red made his big-eyes-of-wonder face and mouthed, “Wow.”

“You are a valued member of the team,” Rivka told him.

“Who we inadvertently left behind when we went to Azfelius to scratch Ankh’s itch,” Red noted.

“Sometimes you’re astute, and there are times like now when you’re being a total throbbing blue-veiner.” Rivka made the zip-it sign.

“Scratch Ankh’s itch.” Sahved repeated the words a couple more times before shaking his head. “I still don’t understand.”

“Like Tyler is the Magistrate’s man candy, Erasmus and Ankh are one side of the same coin, not different sides. I couldn’t believe Erasmus took off without the little guy,” Red explained.

“Me neither,” Rivka admitted. “Ankh had what I would call separation anxiety. He was ill-prepared to be in love but is learning. Love also has the alternative—not hate, but the emptiness from its loss.”

“I see.” Sahved nodded, mouth closed. He spun his fingers a single time. “They need each other more than others because they exist in each other’s minds. Physically exist. They cannot be apart.”

“We found that out the hard way. Now they’re fucking off on Station 11 instead of getting our AGB like they promised.” Red was sullen but only for a moment. “Soon.”

“You’ll get more mayo if you give Ankh any shit about it. Mayo on everything,” Rivka taunted.

“He’d do it, too,” Red replied.

They reached the apartment where Elvinora lived. Red raised his big fist, but Rivka stopped him. She knocked gently. The door opened after a few seconds.

“I’ve been expecting you,” the woman stated by way of greeting.

“Why do you say that?” Rivka wondered.

Elvinora ushered them inside. “Please.” She gestured at a couch and a love seat, then adjusted an end table and sat on that. “Because you need to visit us all separately to learn the truth. I fear everyone has been lying to you.”

“That’s part of my business. There is no penalty for lying, so I am always suspicious and have to fill in what they meant to say and balance that against what I know for a fact.”

“Your job must be difficult,” Elvinora suggested.

“Please take my hand.” Rivka reached out but didn’t touch the aide. “It helps me determine the truth.”

Elvinora smiled. “I want nothing more.” She took Rivka’s hand.

“What are you willing to do to get a cut of J. Bennet’s estate?”

A profound sadness consumed her before she was able to rally and reply, “I am willing to work as I had before. I want to earn my way.”

“I know you do.” Rivka let go of her hand. “I have a couple things to tell you. The voice I was hearing was that of the consciousness of J. Bennet Johnstone, but the transfer process was not done correctly. During the interview with the Singularity, he degraded to the point that we lost everything that remained of him. He is now confirmed as deceased, but his last wishes were that you work as an executive assistant to Xavier Terwilliger. He wanted to see you succeed using the talent you have.”

“That was one of the final things he said?”

“If I understand correctly, yes. His final words were for his wife and son.”

Tears welled in Elvinora’s eyes. “In the end, he sought to make everything right. Maybe it wasn’t too late.”

“He thought Xavier could make Johnstone Industries a billion-credit corporation with you helping him along the way.”

“If he only could have said those things when he was still around.” She shook her head. “He spent his life manipulating people when all he had to do was give them a goal and set them free to achieve it.”

“Something like that,” Rivka agreed. Chaz had played J. Bennet’s final words. “Make the most of what you have. If Xavier has not reached out to offer you the position, he will. I encourage you to accept, especially if you wish to honor J. Bennet Johnstone by proving his faith in you to be correct.”

Elvinora nodded.

“I think that’s all I need.” Rivka stood. “One last question. What was J. Bennet’s relationship with Able?”

“He loved that boy more than anything. He spent more time with him than anyone else, but that’s not saying much. It was nowhere near what he wanted, but when he was with Able, he didn’t let anyone else be with them. It was just him and his boy.”

“That tells me all I need to know. Thank you, Elvinora, and good luck growing the company to reach its full potential.”

They shook hands. Rivka felt no relief from Elvinora, only sadness tinged with hope. Her life had changed with J. Bennet’s passing. Whether that was last week or today, the change had been real from the second his flesh-and-blood body had given up.

“Embrace the hope for the future. Its brightness depends on us,” Rivka told her. She waved and turned to the door, which Red already had open. “He’s hungry.”

Sahved waved at Elvinora. “You were very pleasant to talk with. More people need to be like you.”

“That’s very nice of you to say. I’m better when I’m away from the toxic influence that was the Johnstone family.”

“I think we all are,” Rivka called over her shoulder. Once in the hallway, she circled her finger over her head in her standard “tally ho” gesture.

Clevarious, recall everyone to the estate. I’ll be ready to deliver my final ruling in about an hour. I need everyone who’s not dead and not in jail to attend.

That’s not very many people, Clevarious replied.

That will make it easier. There’s only one person who’s going to be disappointed.

“You know what, Red? I’m hungry, too. Someone get hold of Ankh and gin up our standard order of AGB, plus extra green beans. Hell, get an extra Moonstokle Pie. I’m jonesing hard, and I don’t think one will be enough.”

Red held a finger to his temple to demonstrate that he was taking care of it. He said it made him feel like a secret agent.

She didn’t care as long as it lined up dinner.

Red perked up. “C linked me directly to Ankh, who said he’ll join us for dinner, and he’s bringing company.”

“As I’ve often said when dealing with Ankh, I don’t know what that means.”

“None of us do, but as long as he’s buying dinner, I don’t care who he brings. By the way, who do you think he’s bringing?”

“Maybe the admin clerk from the station who wanted to have puppies with Cole,” Rivka suggested. “Or the security person. I bet he’s bringing someone to taunt us. Erasmus has a sense of humor, so this could be the final payback. And you were afraid of mayonnaise!”

“Now you’re being mean,” Red replied.

Rivka laughed and strolled to the car as if she didn’t have a care in the world. “You’ll be able to close the case line in about an hour, Red. This one is in the bag.”

“When are you going to tell us?” Sahved asked.

“In about an hour. I have a couple things to research and prepare.”

They found Lindy waiting by the empty vehicle. “J. Massy was so happy to see his nephew,” she deadpanned.

“I’m sure that was a downright warm family reunion,” Red agreed. “If only the Magistrate could figure out how to add the delightful Miss Patty to the brig crew, we’d have the perfect cocktail of hatred, spite, and anger.”

“That would be something.” Rivka smiled. “The Johnstone cage match. Take us to the ship and let me tie up some loose ends. We’ll get this thing done. Then we’ll eat.”

“I’m all about the eating,” Red admitted.

“What are we having?” Lindy asked. “Woohoo! You didn’t? You did!”

“AGB, baby!” Red cheered and knuckle-bumped with Lindy.

Rivka settled into her seat and closed her eyes. She appreciated the boost in morale for the group far more than her own. Everyone was happier when the group was together and with a good meal of what they liked the most.

When the vehicle arrived at the corporate landing pad, they climbed out and strolled up the ramp into Wyatt Earp. It closed behind them, and the ship took off.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



Wyatt Earp, the Sprawling Estate of the Honorable J. Bennet Johnstone, Morbius Minor

Rivka walked into an entertainment room far from the smoke damage that lingered in the reception area of the main house.

The others were already there. Xavier Terwilliger and Elvinora Camp were talking animatedly. Patty Johnstone was watching from across the room, making no effort to mask the disgust on her face. Dilecta Johnstone was with her son Able.

Only five remained.

Rivka held up her hands for silence. She instantly commanded the room. Red, Lindy, Chaz, Dennicron, and Sahved stood around the outside, staying close to the participants. Red hovered beyond Patty since he expected her to be the most put out when Rivka delivered her decision.

“This case was a trial, no pun intended. From the outset, I was unable to wade through the cesspool of lies and misdirections until I established the fear of an undesired outcome—that Dilecta would take all under Morbius succession rules. That stirred the pot, along with the revelation that J. Bennet Johnstone was still alive.

“Alive, yes, but we didn’t determine that until later, thanks to J. Bennet himself, who stymied us. And his son Able.”

All eyes turned to the boy. Dilecta stood, placing herself between the Magistrate and the boy.

“Sit down, please.” Lindy moved to where she could intervene. Dilecta was slight compared to the bodyguard. She backed down and retook her seat.

“You set off the bombs your father built, didn’t you?”

“He told me not to tell anyone.” The boy’s voice sounded small in the big room.

“It’s okay, Able. I know.” Rivka kneeled in front of the boy. “But that was all he asked you to do. He had planned to deceive the family into thinking he’d been destroyed so he could reemerge triumphantly at a time of his choosing.”

“He was coming back to us. He promised.”

“He would have, but his consciousness wasn’t transferred properly. He didn’t know. He was trapped in a box with no escape. It was a prison of his own making and one he didn’t survive. But he was able to share his wishes, so I no longer had to treat his passing as intestate. That is, without a will.

“He asked that you, Xavier Terwilliger, build Johnstone Industries into a billion-credit company with the able assistance of Elvinora Camp. You will have control of the company and are challenged to grow the value, which will provide support for the other part of his bequest. That was to support Dilecta as necessary to continue raising a healthy Able Johnstone.

“I will add in an additional element I am sure J. Bennet Johnstone would have articulated had he the time—that Able Johnstone is to have the opportunity to succeed J. Bennet in the leadership of Johnstone Industries when he reaches the age of majority. I challenge all of you to help him to be ready for that moment. This case is now closed.”

Patty jumped to her feet with a snarl and directed her bile toward Elvinora. “How did you get such a plum? You wheedled your way in—” Red’s hand wrapped around her face and yanked her back into her seat.

“You have nothing to say here,” he growled.

“Yes, shutting up and taking it is in your best interest,” Rivka advised before continuing. “I’ll file the appropriate documentation before we leave orbit so that you can get on with your lives.”

“All except me,” Patty snarled. She dove across the floor to get out of Red’s reach. “I’ll kill you!” She made it one more step before Rivka spun. Her leg came around, picking up speed to connect with Patty’s face. The woman saw it but couldn’t dodge. She was only able to flinch. Rivka kicked her in the face so hard her head snapped back. Then she crashed to the floor.

“Put her with the other two. She can spend a year in Jhiordaan for attempted murder. That’ll teach her to control her rage or make her worse to where they’ll never release her. That will be a fate of her own making.

“My pleasure,” Red replied. He picked her up off the floor like she was nothing more than a piece of luggage and carried her like a satchel out of the room.

“I’m dropping all charges against you, Xavier Terwilliger. It just wouldn’t do to have another felon in the group.”

“And then there were four,” Sahved said.

The betting lines passed through her chip.

Line 7 is closed—Perpetrator is Patty Johnstone Wentworth.

Line 16 is closed—Case closed.

Rivka shook her head. She made a mental note to have words with Ankh about the betting lines. They were getting out of control.

She’d wait until after they ate since she didn’t want to bite the hand that fed her.

Heaven forbid.

Rivka strode from the room. She hoped the four would learn to get along, and with the most toxic of influences removed, they had a better chance.

Her team fell in behind her, Lindy taking Red’s position by her side. Chaz and Dennicron walked hand in hand behind the Magistrate. Sahved brought up the rear in his lanky way, looking everywhere except where he was going, which led to frequent stumbles. He always recovered quickly to keep looking for that which the others might not have seen.

They were a hundred meters behind Red and the convict in his charge, but that didn’t bother them. He would deposit her with the others, then Clevarious would knock them out until they arrived at Jhiordaan for the drop-off.

Rivka had asked if they had a night deposit box where they could stuff the perps after hours, but the officials running Jhiordaan had little humor.

Clevarious was in touch with the prison to arrange for delivery.

When Sahved buttoned the ship behind him, it took off and headed for orbit. The SIs had the forms filled out and submitted before Rivka asked.

She reviewed them in the conference room, and with a single thought, the legal forms were transmitted to all concerned parties.

Rivka brushed her hands as if wiping off sand after a long journey through the desert. “Did I see that last line correctly? Case closed in less than two days. It seems like it was weeks of anguish.”

“It was more than three days for those of us who went to Azfelius,” Red replied from his usual spot filling the doorway. A flutter of wings behind him signaled Dery’s arrival. He turned sideways to give the boy a target to land on, but Dery slipped past and landed on the table in front of the Magistrate, blocking her view of the holoscreen.

She leaned back and steepled her fingers before her. “What are today’s words of wisdom?”

Life, the boy said. Live.

“I do try to live my life, but I guess I could do better. What do you mean?”

Dery touched her head and flew away.

“Your boy, Red. I’m telling you. Clarity is not his strong suit.”

Red shrugged. “He’s less than six months old. You have to give him a break. Limited vocabulary. Damn, Magistrate! You set a high bar.”

“Always. If you don’t have a high bar, what do you reach for?” Rivka replied before standing and stretching. “Is Ankh here yet?”

“Any moment, Magistrate. The drone has arrived. I’m holding it until Ankh gets here.”

“What kind of madness is that?” Rivka blurted. “Get that food in here! It’s not going to eat itself. We’ll save Ankh’s favorites. He can trust us!”

Red headed for the cargo bay to unload the drone. “Bring it in, bitch!”

“Red’s rather aggressive when he’s hungry,” Clevarious noted.

“But in a good way because it tends to get us all fed.” Rivka followed Red to the cargo bay to help carry the massive quantity of food that would inevitably flow from the drone to their galley.

Red wasn’t disappointed. The drone was chock-full of pizzas, sides, and all things AGB, including a couple mini-kegs of the latest Terry Henry Walton beer.

Most of the time, it was drinkable.

It took two trips. On the second, they found Wenceslaus sprawled across the top of a pizza box. Red held out a hand to stop her. “I bet it’s yours.”

“He wouldn’t. Check that. He would. Get off my pie, arch-nemesis!” She dashed across the galley. Wenceslaus rolled to his back to present the Four Paws of Razor-sharp Danger. Rivka reached for him but stopped when she realized he wasn’t on her order. No one ate the Moonstokle but her. It made it easy to differentiate. She retrieved the box next to the one on which the big orange cat was sprawled and took it to the table.

“Hey!” Red realized it was his order that Wenceslaus was crushing. Red’s was also Ankh’s favorite. “Looks like the little guy is going to get a cat-infused pie.”

He made it halfway across the galley before Dery stopped him with a single word. Wait.

“Docking with Destiny’s Vengeance now,” Clevarious reported.

“You know you want to be a decent human being,” Rivka reminded him softly.

“I am a decent human, but Dery wants me to be better than that, so I’ll do that for my boy. But that cat has made an enemy this day. I vow there will be vengeance!” Red shook his fist at the overhead.

“He’s not going to be impressed by that,” Rivka suggested. “Terry Henry chased him all over the War Axe with an enhanced dog to no avail.”

“I heard the ship’s SI, Smedley Butler, helped him.”

“Only hearsay, never confirmed. Clevarious, are you helping Wenceslaus be a miscreant?”

“Not as far as you know, Magistrate,” the SI replied.

“See, Red? The cat is the Supreme Being on this or any ship.”

“That’s your conclusion?”

“Sure. Is it wrong? He has your panties twisted in a bunch, and he’s still on your pizza.”

“Dery told me to wait.”

“He can probably talk with the cat, just like Ankh can. You probably could too, if you paid a little deference.”

“Now you’re just yanking my chain.”

Rivka shrugged one shoulder. The others filed into the room and waited. They’d all heard Dery’s message. Rivka had a folded slice halfway to her mouth but stopped. She put it down. “Fine.”

Ankh appeared. He waved his hand behind him. “I believe you all know my partner Chrysanthemum.”

Rivka spun. The SI from Station 11 stood there, wearing a tight-fitting black dress.

“Chrysanthemum. How is the station running?” Rivka asked.

“It is running efficiently and has high morale. My replacement Angus McBean has taken the reins and is fitting right in.”

“You left your position? You were the first SI station manager.”

“I will always be the first,” Chrysanthemum replied. “And Angus is the second.”

Rivka waited. Ankh looked emotionless, with a little something he hadn’t shown before. Rivka couldn’t put her finger on it.

Chaz and Dennicron clapped. “Bravo!” they said in unison.

“Partner?” Red asked before shaking off the question. “Thanks for the AGB, Ankh. You remain the man.”

They let Ankh move to the front. Chrysanthemum followed, although she wouldn’t eat. After a quick word, Wenceslaus jumped down and slunk off. Ankh opened the box the cat had been lying on and helped himself to a quarter of the pizza. He gathered a bag of hot wings before excusing himself. Chrysanthemum took the bag from him and carried it. The group watched in silence.

“Welcome aboard, Chrysanthemum. Are you going to be working from here?” Rivka asked.

“Yes, from the embassy. I am the legal spouse of Ankh and Erasmus and happy to be so.”

The trio left.

Rivka stared after them.

“That was unexpected,” Clodagh noted. No one else commented.

“We have a new team member,” Rivka told everyone. “Make her feel welcome. And we have pies and everything else that makes AGB great, compliments of the new happy couple, I mean trio, I mean trois.”

She stood and bowed. The others formed a line outside the tables on their way to the front.

The Magistrate returned to her meal. She sniffed it before reaching for her slice.

Clevarious interrupted, “Grainger is calling and requests that you answer.”

Rivka stuffed as much of the slice into her mouth as would fit. She passed Tyler on her way to her quarters. He waved, unconcerned with where she was going because he knew where he was going. Floyd bounded out of her room when Rivka opened the door.

It gave Rivka more time to chew.

She was able to swallow her first bite by the time she raised the hologrid.

“It is done,” she announced ominously as soon as his face appeared.

“I heard. Congratulations. You almost got to set a new precedent. If only J. Bennet had survived the process,” Grainger replied.

“He really was a decent human being underneath the gruff exterior that created his dysfunctional family.” Rivka crossed her arms. “My AGB is getting cold.”

“That’s right. You’re the only group in the universe that gets AGB delivered wherever you are. It’s freaky, but that’s the benefit of having the embassy of the Singularity on board. I bet you’re wondering why I called.” Grainger waited patiently for Rivka to seethe.

She didn’t oblige him. “I’m going to leave the line open while I go eat.” She stood.

“Okay, enough fun. We’re going to need your team on a case that I’m calling a crime spree. It’s running rampant. They’re cutting off their noses to spite their faces. So, this next case has a training component. They need to learn how to enforce the laws in a way that supports a healthy society.”

“Is that it? That couldn’t have waited? We’re going a little bat-shit here and could use a break. Please tell me I get a few days off before I have to be… Where are we going?”

“Delta Seven, a habitable moon circling a gas giant. It’s supposed to be a recreation facility. I have your team set up at an all-inclusive resort.”

“We have Wyatt Earp,” Rivka replied.

“No ships are allowed to remain on the surface.”

“You have got to be shitting me.”

“I would shit you about a lot of things, but this isn’t one of them.”

“That doesn’t instill confidence. I’m going to go now. We’ll get there when we get there.”

“That’s all I can ask. Your reservations start two days from now. See ya on the flip side.” Grainger waved to Rivka, who sat with her mouth open. When the screen was black, she started to laugh.

“We’re taking every minute of those two days before we show up,” she declared.

Rivka strolled back to the galley and watched the team enjoy their first good meal in a long time from the corridor. They would drop off the prisoners before finding nowhere in the middle of interstellar space to idle the ship and get some sleep. After that, they’d visit Keeg Station in the Dren Cluster to check on the children from Rorke’s Drift. Once that was done, they’d travel to Delta Seven.

Red drank beer from a straw using his nose. He gurgled, and people groaned. After he finished, he held his hands up in triumph.

Dery tapped the Magistrate on his way past. She loved the relief she felt from him.

The others called for her to join them, waving her in.

“No hands!” Red called, finally able to speak. Dery tried to bite the straw, but Red wouldn’t let him. “That was in my nose. You have to get your own straw.”

“No beer!” Lindy pushed Red away. Dery settled between them.

Cole had a bottle for Alanna but hadn’t been able to eat. Red caught the glance and moved beside him. “I’ll feed her. You get yourself something to eat.” Red took the baby girl, who was able to stand on her own as long as she could hang onto something. He tottered her across the short space and onto his lap, where he settled her and gave her the bottle.

Clodagh and Cole started to eat like ravenous wolves, taking advantage of the short respite to catch up with everyone else. The three navigators giggled and talked about the new addition to the crew.

Sahved ate his green beans one at a time, carefully and slowly. He had hot wings too, but they were the mild variety. No one would accidentally take his order.

All was right with her world for this brief moment in time.

How many crimes would be committed on Delta Seven between now and when she got there? She couldn’t say, but as Dery had said, live life. As J. Bennet had said, “Live it to its fullest each day as if it’s your last while living each day as if tomorrow depends on you. Balance those, and you’ll have a good life within the boundaries the universe intended for us.”

Rivka stepped in to find an image displayed on the screen.

The final tally.

Line 1 is closed—First Swearing at 0 days, 19 hours, 30 minutes, 47 seconds

Winner is Dee’atla’mas

Total bets—38,400 credits

Number of bettors—907

Line 2 is closed—First Punch at 0 days, 20 hours, 27 minutes, 47 seconds

Winner is Bende Snapful of Argos

Total bets—61,104 credits

Number of bettors—1350

Line 3 is closed—First Arrest at 1 day, 0 hours, 44 minutes, 4 seconds

Winner is Billy Dee, All Guns Blazing (a THW franchise)

Total bets—21,700 credits

Number of bettors—265

Line 4 is closed—First Blood at 0 days, 19 hours, 48 minutes, 01 seconds

Winner is Sergeant Bundin of the Bad Company

Total bets—100,007 credits

Number of bettors—2109

Line 5 is closed—First Running at 1 day, 0 hours, 9 minutes, 15 seconds

Winner is Ambassador Trek Po’Marb of the Crenellian Embassy on Yoll

Total bets—264,472 credits

Number of bettors—4994

Line 6 is closed—First Shots Fired

Total bets—125,125 credits

Number of bettors—2515

Line 7 is closed—Perpetrator is Patty Johnstone Wentworth, convicted of attempted murder at 1 day, 16 hours 13 minutes, 37 seconds

Winner is Al’catesh from Travail Four

Total bets—8107 credits

Number of bettors—130

Line 8 is closed—Perpetrator is NOT Able Johnstone

Total bets—110 credits

Number of bettors—9

Line 9 is closed—Perpetrator is J. Massy Johnstone, convicted of attempted murder at 1 day, 12 hours, 51 minutes, 51 seconds

Winner is Beeg Gul Snotz of Tortuga

Total bets—21,345 credits

Number of bettors—201

Line 10 is closed—Perpetrator is NOT Germany Wicks, who died from natural causes during the investigation

Total bets—20,511 credits

Number of bettors—304

Line 11 is closed—Perpetrator is NOT Elvinora Camp

Total bets—12,501 credits

Number of bettors—204

Line 12 is closed—Perpetrator is Xavier Terwilliger at 1 day, 12 hours, 10 minutes, 9 seconds

Winner is Zyx’aklor of Yermoth

Total bets—68,150 credits

Number of bettors—1462

Line 13 is closed—Perpetrator is NOT J. Bennet Johnstone

Total bets –10,250 credits

Number of bettors—2002

Line 14 is closed—Perpetrator is NOT Dilecta Johnstone

Total bets—51,991 credits

Number of bettors—515

Line 15 is closed—Perpetrator is Jeff Johnstone at 1 day, 0 hours, 44 minutes, 4 seconds

Winner is Chrysanthemum of the Singularity

Total bets—8014 credits

Number of bettors—106

Line 16 is closed—Case closed at 1 day, 16 hours 15 minutes, 00 seconds

Winner is John Grimes, whereabouts unknown

Total bets—104,000 credits

Number of bettors—9005

“Do I have to look at that?” Rivka pointed at the screen with a knife-hand.

Red nodded. “You do. It’s the whole team’s score sheet. Lots of credits going into the master pool, Magistrate. You’re going to be rich someday.”

She smiled as she wrapped her arms around her Moonstokle Pie, inhaling deeply of the glorious aroma.

“I already am.” She took a bite while Tyler wiped the sauce from her chin. “Go, team.”


THE END
JUDGE, JURY, & EXECUTIONER, BOOK 16



If you liked this book, please leave a review. I love reviews since they tell other readers that this book is worth their time and money. I hope you feel that way now that you’ve finished the latest installment. Please drop me a line and let me know you like Rivka’s adventures and want them to continue. This is my new favorite series. I hope you agree.

Click over to the Judge, Jury, & Executioner series page to see if any new volumes have been published.

US—US Amazon Store

UK—UK Amazon Store

Don’t stop now! Keep turning the pages as Craig hits his Author Notes with thoughts about this book and the good stuff that happens in the Kurtherian Gambit Universe.

Your favorite legal eagle will return in JJE17, Crime Spree!


THE STORY CONTINUES


The story continues with book 17, Crime Spree, available at Amazon.

[image: Crime Spree]


Claim your copy today!


AUTHOR NOTES - CRAIG MARTELLE
WRITTEN JUNE 2022



[image: Craig Martelle]


Thank you for reading all the way to the end. You are my absolute favorite!

I didn’t write any of this book in the United States. I left Alaska for Ireland on May 21 and started writing on the plane. When I landed in Ireland twenty-three hours later, I had the first eight thousand words. Over the course of the next three weeks, I had eight stops in the first eight days in Dublin and then the UK—Salisbury, Cardiff, Oxford, Nottingham, Manchester, Edinburgh, and Cambridge.

I’m a big fan of British murder mysteries, so at each of those stops, we met with local authors and talked about murder! Okay, we didn’t always talk about murder. We talked about all things storytelling.

Then I flew to Madrid, Spain to run a two-day conference for authors there. All the time, I stayed on this story. After the conference, I jammed hard each day, and the story took shape. Our own murder mystery with an odd twist and some swearing because sometimes, those are the best words to capture the flavor of the moment.

A couple weeks in Madrid, and we strolled around. We took the City Tour bus, and we snagged a tour in English to Avila and Segovia, both Roman cities that became medieval Spanish cities. Incredible history everywhere in Spain.

Overall, it was a great trip. My body didn’t always want to keep up, but we made do and adjusted appropriately.

Then we took the train to Valencia, where I caught a direct flight to Rotterdam. Two tiny airports, both in the European Union, which makes things easy. That was to attend a one-day author conference at the Natural History Museum of Rotterdam.

I finished this book before I made it to Holland. Isn’t that crazy? It gave me a lot of momentum going into Battleship Leviathan 6—Leviathan’s Fear.

Why the big sense of urgency? A friend of mine passed away. John Hindmarsh lived bigger than life, but he left two books in his wildly popular Jack Foster series. I promised him during our last phone call that I’d get them done, so that’s what I’ll do—one this year and one next year.

So many new words to write. A whole new series next year. Look for Starship Lost on the top of the charts. I promise you it’ll be my best work yet, although it’s not Rivka. Only Rivka and her team will scratch that itch.

Until then, lots of stories to tell. Lots of characters to bring to life.

Peace, fellow humans.
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Love-Haight Case Files by Jean Rabe & Donald J. Bingle—the dead/undead have rights, too, a supernatural legal thriller

Mischief Maker by Bruce Nesmith—the creator of Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim brings you Loki in the modern day, staying true to Norse Mythology (not a superhero version)

Mark of the Assassins by Landri Johnson—a coming of age fantasy.

For a complete list of Craig’s books, stop by his website—https://craigmartelle.com


BOOKS BY MICHAEL ANDERLE


Sign up for the LMBPN email list to be notified of new releases and special deals!

https://lmbpn.com/email/

For a complete list of books by Michael Anderle, please visit:

www.lmbpn.com/ma-books/
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