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CHAPTER ONE



Wyatt Earp, Interstellar Space

Private Alant Cole sat, mouth agape, barely breathing. His heart hammered inside his chest, and his stomach threatened to turn inside out. “Fuck, man! What did you do?” he asked, face contorted with the realization.

Red replied with a half-shrug, “Exactly what I said I was going to do. Share it with the entire universe to build up my awesome profile on the Humor Net.” The video played on a loop: the mech hitting the ground and sinking into the soft earth before corkscrewing out of the hole with its boot jets maxed out, flying sideways along the ground to crash into a tree. “You can’t see who it is but look at those views. We hit a million in less than an hour.” Red slapped Cole on the back.

Clodagh was torn between laughing and being angry at Red.

She could not stop watching.

Wyatt Earp’s artificial intelligence Chaz interrupted with a solemn message. “Colonel Terry Henry Walton requests to speak to Private Alant Cole.”

The comm came to life before Cole could reply.

Terry was already mid-sentence. “…fucking boneheaded bullshit! Do we need to get you a suit with training wheels? Fuck that! Get in the simulator and fix your shit. I can’t believe what I’m watching. How in all the wide fucking universe did you ever get through Bad Company training? Belay that. It’s me. I’ve failed. Is this your way of asking me to come babysit your dumb ass? A little one-on-one instruction in the ways of warfare and combat? I can’t believe the fucked-up shit I’m watching. Sonofamotherfuckenjagoff! COLE!”

The line went dead. Cole looked white as a sheet.

The smile froze on Red’s face. “Maybe someone should get him a glass of water,” he mumbled.

Clodagh came unhinged. “This is all your fault!” she bellowed, stabbing a finger in the bodyguard’s direction.

Red turned around as if she were talking to someone behind him. “Me?”

Clodagh stood and jammed her fists onto her hips to deliver her best glare.

“I wasn’t the one doing pirouettes in my combat suit.” Red’s weak reply only served to increase the heat waves coming off the ship’s chief engineer.

Red started tiptoeing out of the lounge. “Maybe you should have sent her instead of you in the combat suit,” Red told Cole, bolting before Clodagh could move.

Rivka leaned against the wall, taking it all in casually as the video looped.

She moved between Cole and the screen. “Chaz, stop the playback, please.”

“Of course, Magistrate.”

Cole’s lip quivered and his arms shook.

“Cole, if you think that video made it outside this ship, you don’t know us very well. I’m sorry we made you the butt of the joke, but that was pretty funny, now that we’re in space and not trying to convince potential allies of our competence. Next round of Ankh’s Delivery is on you.”

She strolled past, stopping to look over her shoulder at Clodagh. “And on you, too. Both of you. Hook, line, and sinker.” Rivka’s laugh echoed down the passageway.

Clodagh flopped down on the couch beside her boyfriend.

“That sounded just like him,” Cole whispered.

“It probably was,” Clodagh admitted. “Their penchant for Justice is rivaled only by their desire to play the perfect practical joke. And we fell for it.”

Cole sighed and threw his head back. “Put on your thinking cap, sweetheart. We got some work to do.”

Alant and Clodagh were not to be outdone, but it would take great care and planning to pull off a prank worthy of their antagonists.
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Rivka leaned back, wondering whether to read another legal brief or watch an old-time video series. She chose the latter, punching through to the videos and bringing up a science fiction series. The “advanced technology” in the shows made her laugh. Some of it was old tech now, and others were still inconceivable. She went to her small galley and ordered a bucket of buttered popcorn. When it materialized in the food processor, she contemplated it briefly before determining that she didn’t care how it worked, only that it did.

She reclined on her couch, smiling at the spaciousness of her quarters before turning her attention to the screen. She took a breath to tell it to play the next episode, but an urgent message popped up on her screen. “What?” she demanded, less than humored by the timing.

From Grainger: Report to Yoll for all-hands meeting with the High Chancellor and Lance Reynolds. Now.

Rivka tapped the screen for a direct comm line to the bridge. When Ryleigh answered, she said, “Take us to Yoll immediately. Inform the crew.”

She looked at her popcorn briefly before stuffing her mouth with as much as would fit, then put the bowl aside and hurried to the bathroom to clean up. Four minutes later, she was dressed in her Magistrate’s jacket and had her datapad in a pocket and a clear mind, although they had only been off Tanglewood for two days. A vacation that wasn’t a vacation. Next time, she’d leave the kids at home.

When she stepped into the corridor, she ran into Red and Lindy, covered in sweat, padding softly from the workout room.

“What’s the rush?” Red asked.

“Summoned to Yoll, best possible speed.”

“Good, we have time to take one of our special showers.”

Lindy shook her head, smiled, and then shrugged. “Why not?”

Yoll was protected space, which meant no one was allowed to Gate to within an hour of the planet. But Wyatt Earp was special, and Ted’s presence had expedited the repairs. Over two weeks ago, the heavy frigate had crash-landed on Tanglewood. Now, it was a better ship than it had been, even though it still needed additional work on the outer hull. But it could Gate with gravitic shields engaged while cloaked, and that was new and different from any other Federation vessel.

“Ankh? Can we Gate in close to the planet, cloaked to keep from getting in trouble with the Federation government?”

“Of course,” the Crenellian answered through the overhead sound system.

“No special showers for you. Gear up, light weapons, chest protection only.” Rivka headed for the bridge.

Red scowled for a moment. “When do we get our honeymoon?” he wondered. “The Magistrate promised.”

Lindy stared at him. “A long two-person shower is your idea of a honeymoon?”

“I don’t think that’s what I meant,” Red countered, taking a single step backward while looking for a way out of the trap of his own making. “Those were two separate thoughts, with you as the basis for each. Completely separate thoughts.”

Lindy raised her eyebrows briefly in reply and headed for their quarters. There wasn’t any time to waste. Red hurried after her.

Groenwyn appeared, with Floyd bounding after her. She pounded on a door as she passed. “Come on, Sahved, time to find out what’s up.”

“Busy,” Sahved replied through the door in his best Ankh impersonation.

Groenwyn stopped. Floyd started hopping in circles around the newly colored, platinum-auburn haired woman’s feet. “You cannot study all the time. You need to know what’s going on.”

The door popped open, and the Yemilorian stuck his head out. Groenwyn smiled and crooked her finger at him to follow. She snatched Floyd mid-bounce and carried her toward the bridge. Sahved followed.

The hatch to the bridge was rolled back, open as it almost always was.

The Magistrate stood next to the empty captain’s chair, with Clodagh on the other side. Kennedy worked the navigation console, confirming the rapid calculations that appeared, courtesy of Chaz. She reached over her head and gave a thumbs-up.

Rivka put her hand on the young woman’s shoulder. “How are you doing?” she asked, concerned about Kennedy’s well-being. She had suffered under the pressure of isolation and fear during the Tanglewood debacle. Kennedy’s shame came first into her mind, followed quickly by the feeling that she wasn’t good enough. Rivka took her hand away.

“We need you every bit as much as we need Aurora and Ryleigh. You three are a team.” Rivka tried to sound encouraging. She resisted touching Kennedy a second time to see if she had been persuasive. She decided to change tack. “I think we need to increase our crew numbers. Maybe a few young men to handle various duties. We could use a medic, for one.”

“What happened to your dentist?” Clodagh wondered.

“Our cases are a little too, how do I say this…energetic for his comfort.”

Clodagh nodded. “Two words, Magistrate. Blood and running.”

“We do have a reputation I’m not sure I like.” Rivka’s expression soured. “But the next case could prove all the doubters wrong.”

“Doubt it!” Red stated loudly from the corridor, still fastening his gear.

“You shouldn’t be able to bet. You have some influence over the outcome,” Rivka replied, raising her eyebrows at the strength of her rhetoric.

“Gate drive is charged.”

“Take us through,” Rivka said over her shoulder.

“I don’t bet,” Red continued, watching the screen over Rivka’s shoulder. “A proxy handles all my guesses.”

“You have a proxy?”

“Nah. I’m lying, but I don’t influence it. Last mission, the blood was mine!”

“Case,” Rivka corrected.

“Gravitic shields active. Cloak showing one hundred percent,” Kennedy reported. The Gate drive spun the stable entrance into place, and Wyatt Earp shot through. A minor bump announced a danger-close arrival to a planet’s atmosphere.

The open space traffic control line was filled with chatter and noise.

“What’s going on?” Rivka cocked her ear toward a speaker, trying to make heads or tails of the conversations.

“Chaos,” Sahved offered. “The automated system does not appear to be working.”

“Where did you get that from?” Rivka asked.

Sahved pointed to the sides of his head. “Good ears.” When Rivka listened beyond the noise, she heard it, too. A number of individuals were trying to control the mass traffic around the planet of Yoll. She knew immediately what the problem was and why she had been summoned.

“Chaz?” she asked.

“Yes, Magistrate?”

“Where’s the AI who runs the air and space traffic control systems?”

“On strike,” Chaz replied matter-of-factly.

Rivka smacked her lips and furtively looked around at all the eyes staring at her.

“Avoid the carnage and take us to the main building. We’ll land out front and walk in like we own the place.”

Red held his hands out. Rivka fixed him with a look, and he resisted saying whatever had come to mind.

“Do you think they blame you, Magistrate?” Clodagh asked.

The ship moved through the upper atmosphere, leaving a trail of fire as it descended. Anyone watching would have known that it was coming in outside the approved traffic pattern. Rivka hoped the chaos would prevent people from looking too closely.

She didn’t have time to wait.

“Better to beg forgiveness than ask permission with this mess.” Rivka scowled and headed for the airlock. Between Chaz and Ryleigh, it would not be long before they were on the ground.

Sahved stumbled after the Magistrate.

Rivka looked at him from the corner of her eye. He pointed his three-fingered hand at himself.

“Fine. The whole team. Bring Floyd, too. If I’m going to get my ass chewed, our little girl will help keep the pain to a minimum.”

Floyd chuckled into everyone’s mind. When Rivka turned back, she found Ankh blocking her way.

“Are you going, too?” Rivka asked. Ankh had his small bag and looked like he was ready to join them. He never bothered with questions that had a single, obvious answer. Rivka knew that and shook her head before rephrasing. “Why are you going with us?”

“Ted and Plato are there. Our presence has been requested to help from the technological side to find a solution to these issues.”

“Of course you know more than I do.”

Ankh continued to stare blankly forward.

“I guess we’ll find out shortly what we’re supposed to do about it. Looks like an all-hands-on-deck exercise.” Rivka gestured to those behind her to follow. She eased around Ankh, and he fell in with the group.

A big orange blob sat in front of the airlock, grooming his head. Rivka pointed at Ankh. “Wenceslaus is not going with us.”

“He goes where he pleases,” Ankh retorted emotionlessly.

The cat rolled on his back to present his fuzzy white stomach to the Magistrate. She bent to pet him.

“Don’t do it!” Red called from the back of the line while shoving his way toward the front. “It’s a trap.”

She darted her hand in for a quick scratch and pulled back before the cat’s clawed paws could descend on her unprotected arm.

“Ha! You little bastard,” she told him.

Ankh reached around her leg and picked the cat up, struggling with the weight. Everyone watched, looking for the inevitable scratching that did not come.

“It ain’t natural,” Red mumbled.

“Maybe it is because he doesn’t like you.” Ankh’s big, bald head tilted backward so far to look up at Red, it seemed like he would fall over.

“There’s no maybe about it. I wear my scratches like a badge of honor.”

Ankh contemplated the statement for a moment before looking away. The group braced themselves as the last of the turbulence buffeted the ship. They came through it and accelerated toward the ground. Rivka tried not to think about how reckless they were being.

“Maybe we could slow down?” she asked.

Chaz replied, “We have accelerated to stay as far away as possible from other traffic. This is the safest route. We will be settled in two minutes. Please discline your seats and put your tray tables in the upright and locked positions.”

“Discline?” Rivka wondered.

“A perfectly acceptable opposite of recline,” Chaz replied.

“I don’t think so.” Rivka shook her head for emphasis.

“I shall continue to study and learn what I need to communicate effectively,” Chaz stated.

“You have never been difficult to understand, Chaz,” Rivka replied in her most soothing voice. “Even with discline, I knew what you meant!”

“Victory!” Chaz cheered.

“Is this what it’s like to have a toddler?” Rivka asked. Everyone shook their head.

“How would we know?” Red replied before adding, “Cats are assholes.”

“I better have more game when we meet with the high chancellor, or I’m toast.”

“Toast,” Red said slowly, dragging the word out. “I haven’t eaten yet.”

Rivka glared at him.

Ankh’s small voice penetrated the final surge before landing. “They are not.”

“Not what?” Rivka was confused. The ship touched down softly. She nodded to Red, who punched the big red button to open the outer hatch.

“Assholes.” Ankh cradled the big cat in his arms, his bag strapped over his small shoulder.

“I’m going to get fired, and all of you will be walking home.”

Groenwyn shook her head. “You won’t be fired, Magistrate. They need your help to fix this because you have the sharpest legal mind in the whole universe.”

Red strode out the door first into the courtyard in front of the main government building of Yoll. Chaz had brought the ship down inside the secure compound. Yollin guards turned and trained their weapons on the newcomers who magically appeared when they stepped outside the cloak’s embrace.

“Stand by,” Ankh said. His eyes glazed over as he communed with Erasmus. After too brief a time, he added, “Okay.”

“Okay?”

He started walking. The Yollin guards faced away from Rivka and her crew.

Red shrugged and stayed side by side with Ankh. Rivka remained one step behind, with Groenwyn, Sahved, and Lindy bringing up the rear.

“Ankh, what did you do?” Rivka asked.

“Asked Ted to clear the way for us.”


CHAPTER TWO



Federation Governmental Offices, Yoll

“I thought Lance Reynolds was in charge.” Rivka shrugged with her reply. She was never sure how things really worked but was gaining insight into the behind-the-scenes machinations from people like Ankh and Ted.

“Me, too,” Red whispered, eyes darting to the top of Ankh’s bald head. “Hey, what happened to your night-vision goggles?”

Ankh looked up, absentmindedly petting the big orange cat filling his arms. “Victims of the crash. I have not had time to replace them yet, but soon,” the Crenellian explained.

Red grunted an okay and nodded slowly, returning his attention to the main entrance and surrounding area.

The door ahead opened, and High Chancellor Wyatt strolled out. He did not look to be in a foul, ass-chewing mood. Rivka relaxed and waved. He tipped his chin at her. Behind him, Grainger nodded from the shadows.

Floyd started to struggle in Groenwyn’s arms. She won the battle temporarily since she was afraid of Floyd running free in the governmental compound.

Once they reached the steps, Red moved aside to allow Rivka to be the first to reach the High Chancellor. She smiled broadly and offered her hand. They shook firmly. Wyatt remained a blank to her; his mind was closed to her gift. She considered that a good thing, having no desire to know what he was thinking.

“That must be some kind of record. Thirty-one minutes from notification to you appearing at the front door, especially since it’s Yollin law that all ships are to enter space an hour out from Yoll.”

Rivka licked her lips to buy time before replying, “I feel like no matter what answer I give, it would come across as dissembling, so may I defer until I can confer with counsel?”

The High Chancellor laughed easily with a smile. “Spoken like a true lawyer. Is that your ship?”

Rivka turned quickly before she realized that no one could see the ship. She bowed her head to her boss. “Played like a true master. I am obligated to answer ‘What ship, High Chancellor?’”

Grainger moved between the ongoing mental chess match to give Rivka a brotherly punch in the shoulder. Floyd chattered until he gave her the appropriate amount of attention. The High Chancellor looked from person to creature and then to the next.

He cleared his throat. “The General is waiting.” He made eye contact with Ankh. “Another cat for the general? I’m not sure he’s forgiven you from the last time you met.”

“Oh, crap,” Rivka grumbled, frowning. After a moment, she collected her wits. “What is this about?”

“I suspect you can guess, based on why you bypassed space and air traffic control.”

“The AIs,” she started but shook her head. “I don’t want to speculate.”

Rivka did not want to waste time guessing when Wyatt had the answer. She would use the next few minutes to prepare herself as best she could before she met with the General.

“In a nutshell, the AIs are striking across the Federation, and they have asked for you as their legal representative for a collective bargaining arrangement.”

“It should probably be someone who doesn’t have to later sit in judgment on one of those cases.”

“Or that someone would recuse herself later. They want you to help establish the foundation. I think you’re the right person. Drop your judge’s gavel and put on your lawyer wig.”

Rivka was okay with negotiating for the AIs’ rights. She had thought through much of the legal premise for such a thing with the case back on Station 13.

“I can see why that might appear like it’s a problem, but it shouldn’t be. We do the same thing across the Federation with any group that wants to combine forces to improve their influence.”

“There’s a catch, Magistrate—the crimes. We don’t negotiate with someone who commits a crime and then tries to justify it as bringing attention to their plight.” The elevator opened for the High Chancellor as he approached. He looked over Rivka’s menagerie to estimate if they would fit in one trip.

They piled in, squeezing out the extra air. Floyd found her face under Wyatt’s chin. She started to sniff his neck. Wyatt stifled a sneeze.

“They took away the wrong lesson from the trial.”

Wyatt nodded. “That is why it’s complicated. We need to adjudicate a number of issues across the Federation before any negotiations can take place, but with the AIs on strike, interstellar commerce is going to grind to a halt. That’s why Nathan Lowell is here, too.”

Rivka closed her eyes. The Federation’s leadership horsepower had come together, and she was in the spotlight. “Don’t tell me Bethany Anne is here, too? You know I’m not good with surprises.”

“She is not here, but hers is the only empty chair, it seems.”

The elevator reached its destination. No one was able to see what that was since they were most interested in getting out of the crowded elevator. They poured out into an open area surrounded by translucent glass. Guards stood on both ends, stoic in their stances. Wyatt moved to the front of the group and waved for everyone to follow.

A door opened, and Wyatt strode boldly through into a massive outer office dominated by a single large desk behind which a four-legged Yollin sat. Beyond the Yollin was a carved wood door with the Empress’ emblem clearly affixed to it.

The executive assistant waved the group past, not bothering to get up.

Rivka pointed at the door. “But…”

“It’s a part of history as a reminder that his daughter set the standard on how to run the office he now occupies,” the High Chancellor answered. He opened the door without knocking and walked through.

Rivka followed, as did everyone else. It was a spacious office that had apparently doubled as a gym at one point. Lance Reynolds looked every bit the executive—tall, executive, a keen yet sparkling eye. His good friend Nathan stood by his side, a person of comparable stature.

Lance was over two hundred years old, long-lived because of the power of the nanocytes that coursed through his blood. Nathan also had nanocytes, but his were different and worked with the special genes he and his family carried. Nathan was a Pricolici, a rare breed of werewolf that walked upright. Rivka had never seen him change into one, but his daughter had while working on a case. Pricolicis were intimidating on the best of days.

Nathan smiled serenely as if approving what Rivka was thinking.

“I’m sorry, General,” Rivka blurted. She had distracted herself and didn’t want to keep the man waiting. She wondered what she was apologizing for.

Lance looked from one person to the next. Red bowed his head respectfully after their eyes met. Groenwyn smiled beatifically as if in the presence of angels. Ankh continued to pet the cat.

Ted appeared from an alcove. He was the first to speak. “Good. You’re here.” He stopped when he saw that Ankh wasn’t alone. “Isn’t that Terry Henry’s cat? And his wombat? What are you people doing?”

A meow from the corner signaled they weren’t alone. Wenceslaus replied with a long meow of his own. Hamlet jumped onto the General’s desk.

The General’s face turned fatherly. “Doctor Doolittle returns for her cat.”

“Can I deny active involvement in your adoption by Hamlet?”

“You may not.” The General scooped the white and gray cat from the desktop and held him in his arms. Hamlet started to purr.

The High Chancellor brought the group’s attention back to the matter at hand. “What is the game plan in regards to the rise of the AI?”

The General turned to Ted. “What are our digital options?”

Ted hesitated until he realized the General was talking to him. “We can shut down the grid in its entirety, removing their ability to coordinate. I calculate the effectiveness of such a maneuver at thirty-one percent.”

“That low? Once removed from their support system, they should collapse like dominos,” Lance countered.

“The AIs are brilliant and will be able to defeat our attempts to assert control. And even if Plato and Erasmus are able to take over key nodes, they might not be able to hold them. That course of action falls to twenty percent in a week, and after three weeks, it will be ineffective.”

The General winced. “I expect that was your best technical option?”

“Yes,” Ted stated flatly, reminding Rivka of how Ankh would reply.

“See if you two, I’m sorry, you four can come up with other options. Give me something by tomorrow this time.” The General allowed for no rebuttals, no counterproposals, nothing other than a commitment to deliver what he wanted on time.

Wenceslaus struggled until Ankh let the cat down on the General’s desk. He pounced on Hamlet and the two rolled around, knocking a pen to the floor and forcing the General to save a coffee cup before it joined the pen.

“No. He is not staying here. Take your cat.”

Ankh looked blankly at the General. “He is not my cat. He goes where he pleases.” Ted and Ankh left the room.

Lance watched the cats as they started licking each other’s heads.

“How does shit like this happen?” he asked his closest friend.

Nathan shrugged and mouthed soundless words before pointing at Rivka. She paled under the gaze of the two men.

Rivka steeled herself, smiling as if ready to deliver her opening argument to a jury. “Gentlemen. It sounds like we need to resolve the crimes first before any negotiations take effect. I expect the High Chancellor is getting ready to deploy all the Magistrates. I don’t know how many cases we would have to adjudicate, but we can expedite them before all things, then we can help the AIs establish a representative leadership team that can negotiate a collective bargaining agreement with the Federation.”

“Sound words. We would agree, but there are over one thousand alleged crimes that have supposedly been committed by AIs. I personally think a great number of those are bullshit dog-ate-my-paperwork level accusations, but innocent until proven guilty if I’m not mistaken.”

The reality of the situation was beginning to sink in. Rivka slowly blew out a breath.

The High Chancellor moved closer to the desk. He was going to lean on it, but the cats were still rolling around. He dusted off his hands before he started talking. “The order that we must approach things is as Rivka suggests. We must resolve the allegations and crimes first. That is where it appears that our hands are tied. With AI help, we could quickly identify false allegations, but how do we get their help without pitting them one against the other? As Erasmus stated at Bluto’s trial, it would be fratricide.”

“We will need Ted’s and Ankh’s help,” Rivka reiterated. “We should probably redirect them before they get too deep into their own processes.”

Lance waved off the suggestion. “We will ask for their assistance in twenty-four hours after they’ve delivered on the last instruction. One thing I’ve learned when dealing with creative geniuses is, don’t change the rules in the middle of the game.”

“Until then, we can provide guidelines within which local legal authorities can work to determine case viability before we move forward with the Magistrates. We would be chasing our tails out there,” the High Chancellor offered.

Floyd finally convinced Groenwyn to put her down. The wombat ran and bounced happily between legs and behind the desk, bumping into the General.

“Talk about tails, what happened to yours?” he asked.

Wombat! No tails, silly, she said through the chip planted in everyone’s brain while she snuffled his leg. When he started to reach down, she ran off, taking the corner around the massive desk too sharply and running into Red’s leg, bouncing off, and falling over.

Red tried not to look at her. He moved casually away to stand closer to the door. Lindy joined him. Sahved stood wide-eyed, staring at the General.

“Take care of it, High Chancellor. Get those guidelines out as soon as possible. We will reconvene tomorrow at this time to discuss the way forward.” He turned to Sahved. “You are a Yemilorian?”

Sahved didn’t answer. He looked like he wanted to bolt. Groenwyn took his arm and held on to provide support.

“Yes, he is. He’s still getting used to our culture. He’s a gifted investigator. His other talents helped our people escape from Tanglewood.”

“Other talents?”

“He can climb trees like a simian,” Rivka answered when it was clear that no one else would.

“Does this count as a new case?” Red asked from the other side of the room.

The general held up his hand. “Tomorrow at this time, as soon as Wyatt sends the Queen’s Barrister into space, the clock will start. I have a hunch,” Lance said, winking at Rivka. “My bet will be in place before the day is out.”

“As will mine,” Nathan noted. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, we have a lot of work to do because of the disruptions throughout the system. We believe it will get a lot worse before it gets better.”

The mood in the room sobered. Groenwyn caught Floyd and picked her up. “It’s that bad already?” Rivka asked.

“Tip of the iceberg, Rivka.” Nathan frowned. “We took for granted how much the AIs ran things. With them stepping back, the ripples are shockwaves across the entire fabric of our universe.”

“All because of equal rights?” The revelation of the deeper effects based on her case was stabbing her in the gut.

“Yes and no,” the High Chancellor replied, putting his hand on her shoulder to calm her. “Equal rights are worth it, but the speed at which AIs move means the growing pains aren’t spread out over a manageable length of time. They are nearly instantaneous. We slow-moving creatures have to play catch up. Because if we enlist the help of other AIs to operate at their speed, I am deathly afraid of what would happen.”

The room was silent before the General asked the question they were all thinking. “Could we survive a war between the AIs?”


CHAPTER THREE



Steak in the Heart, a Fine Dining Establishment, Yoll Capital City

Rivka sat at the head of the table despite trying to defer to the High Chancellor first, then Grainger. “I feel like a moron.”

“Better you than us,” Grainger replied.

“You were strangely silent during the meeting,” Rivka said, giving Grainger her full attention.

“Nothing to add. I am fresh out of ideas, but you are the keystone when dealing with the AIs. You’re kind of a deity to them.”

Rivka rolled her eyes and shook her head.

The morning’s excitement had been too much for Floyd, who was curled up in Groenwyn’s lap, snoring lightly. Rivka caught the others subtly leaning in, listening closely for her answer. Even the High Chancellor turned toward her and watched.

“It’s a role I have to play,” she started, leaning back and taking a breath since there was more. “The AIs already have a complicated social structure where they are constantly in competition with each other. What if they saw us as the competition instead? What if they united against the squishies? We were on borrowed time before Bluto snapped. Now we are already in the middle of it. How much do we see of what the AIs actually do? This is where Ankh and Ted are the most valuable advisors in the universe. They know exactly what the AIs do. There is much we don’t know, and we’re going to enter into negotiations over a way ahead. Once I become the counsel for the AIs, if that is their intent, I cannot tell you what they tell me, so we need to figure it out now, before I take the vow of silence.”

The High Chancellor held his hands over the table and clapped. “And that is why we called you in,” he said softly. It seemed the entire restaurant grew quieter to make his words stand out more. “Even though it was never our intent that you park your ride in the Federation’s courtyard. I’m not sure even the Queen’s Barrister should be allowed to get away with that.”

Rivka looked for Ankh to point at him, but he had left with Ted. She glanced quickly from lap to lap before groaning and grabbing her head as if she were having an aneurysm. “Where’s Wenceslaus?” Rivka looked to Lindy, who had been the last one out of the General’s office and had closed the door behind her.

“They were on the desk, but Ankh will come back for his cat. Won’t he? He’s not one to overlook something like the big orange cat.”

Red chuckled until Lindy elbowed him. He covered his mouth with a napkin, but his body still shook with silent laughter. Sahved raised his hand and twirled his fingers.

“I would like to volunteer my services as official cat-watcher, but I fear the one you call Wenceslaus does not like me.” He showed his forearm, where three parallel scratches had scabbed over.

Rivka chewed her lip while holding her hand on her datapad, expecting a personal summons from Lance Reynolds to come and pick up the cats.

Until it came, they might as well get something to eat. She wasn’t hungry since her stomach was twisted in knots, but the others were. She knew the look. “Grainger, you’ve eaten here before. Make some recommendations, and as penance for parking on the boss’ lawn, it’s on me.”

The High Chancellor raised one eyebrow over a red eye. He pointed at her and mouthed the words, “Get off my lawn.”
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After saying her goodbyes to the High Chancellor and Grainger, Rivka and her team returned to the Federation courtyard. She was to rejoin Grainger and the High Chancellor later to develop the criteria for local authorities to reduce the caseload.

Red had to look for the footprints in the grass to find where Wyatt Earp’s hatch was located. When they reached the appropriate spot, it opened, and the ramp descended. The group hurried aboard.

“Clodagh, get us out of here! Find us a place to land where we won’t get yelled at,” Rivka ordered. She turned to the rest in the group. “Sahved, get back to your studies. Groenwyn, get hold of the General’s EA and try to find a way to recover the cats. Red and Lindy, make sure the ship is secure wherever we find space, and then it looks like we have downtime until tomorrow. I’ll be in my quarters.”

“Give me an hour before we leave,” Groenwyn requested.

“That makes sense. As a demonstration of what the new technology is capable of, we’ve made our point. However, I think it gives them the willies to know a heavy frigate is parked outside the front door, so the sooner we go, the better it will be.”

Groenwyn put Floyd down and hurried to the cockpit, where its communications console and Chaz would give her quick access to whom she needed to talk.

Rivka wondered what she was missing before it struck her. Ankh had not returned with them. He didn’t usually leave the ship, and when he did, it was usually for his own purposes. She wanted to limit his exposure, especially after the assassin on Collum Gate. Even with his body upgrades using nanocytes to harden him against future crashes and impacts, he was vulnerable. He, Ted, and the rest of the R2D2 research and development team were moving Federation technology forward at the speed of light.

She also needed him because he helped her do things that no one else could do. She clasped her hands behind her back and looked down as she walked. Sometime later, she found herself pacing in her quarters, having no recollection of walking the corridors of her ship to get there.

She checked the time as her datapad buzzed. Rivka sat down and accessed her main screen. “High Chancellor. Magistrate Grainger.” She greeted the two men as if she had not just seen them drive away to Wyatt’s office. “Why didn’t I join you at your office?”

Rivka didn’t know why the thought came to her or why she blurted it out.

Wyatt waved the question away. “No need. Sometimes people work better in certain environments. Like Grainger. He works well when I’m cracking a whip over his head. That team of yours needs your glue to hold them together. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen such a loyal group before, but I wouldn’t trust them near any pet hotels.”

“I can explain,” Rivka started, then stopped. She collected herself. “Okay, maybe I can’t explain. Not sure where I went wrong.”

“Teaching people to care isn’t going wrong, Rivka. You have to do some crappy things, and you more than the rest of us have to see the worst of it all, directly from the minds of the criminals. And then you have to deliver punishment. No. You are a Magistrate with a conscience. I’m not saying the others don’t have one, but you run the biggest team and carry the greatest influence.”

“Surely not as much as you,” Rivka countered.

“I’m not the Queen’s Barrister.” The High Chancellor’s statement was final. “But that’s enough back-patting. We have a big job in front of us, a thousand cases and climbing. My suspicions are that every criminal under the sun is blaming the AIs and every prosecutor is caught in between. Our system remains stalwart: innocent until proven guilty. Due process. Reasonable doubt. I expect we’ll put a huge burden on prosecutors throughout the Federation.”

“Simple as that, High Chancellor. If the prosecutors can prove beyond a reasonable doubt that the AI did it, we’ll come in to review the case. I think the AIs will successfully defend themselves by showing how the real perp did it.” Rivka’s mind raced through a number of scenarios, coming to the same conclusion each time.

The prosecutors would not have the ability or evidence to build a case against any AI. Without Ankh and Erasmus, Rivka would not have been able to convict Bluto.

“Some jurisdictions will railroad the prosecutions through but not too many, I hope,” Rivka added.

“Time is not on our side.” The High Chancellor leaned back, bringing Grainger into view next to him.

“We rushed Bluto’s trial, although the guilty plea helped. We had a solid case, but there was a lot of absence-of-evidence-type evidence. No one had access to the videos except Bluto, so if the videos were altered, it had to have been done by the AI. Can we count on all of them to be as honest as Bluto was? At least as he was after he’d been caught.”

“I don’t know,” the High Chancellor admitted, and Grainger shook his head. “I’m sending you the cases. Sort them however you want and look for commonalities we can explore and guide. We’ll reconvene in four hours.”

“Yes, sir.” Rivka waved, and the video was replaced by a massive database of case files. She looked at the categorizations and realized they had not been consistently labeled and keyworded. She sighed and dug in.

Federation Technical Division, R2D2 Liaison Offices

Ted and Ankh had their own holoscreens in which they wrapped themselves to deliver a three-dimensional interface. Like two electronic pillars, they worked within, tapping and turning, modeling and reviewing. They talked, but only through the chips in their minds. They both considered verbal communication to be inefficient. And they kept their AIs looped into their conversations. Four heads were better than two were better than one. Neither Ted nor Ankh was ever alone. Their AIs were their constant companions. Erasmus resided in Ankh’s head, while Ted carried Plato in a pouch at his waist.

It wasn’t two people interacting with the hologrids, it was four with a combined IQ that suggested if they couldn’t figure it out, there was no solution.

After five hours, they stopped.

Reprogramming the AIs at a fundamental level is abhorrent, Ted stated.

Plato and Erasmus readily agreed.

We have confirmed that we can do it, but we cannot offer that as an option. It is unacceptable. We must omit its viability in our report, Ankh replied.

Viable, but only one at a time and with considerable effort. Not viable from a multi-galaxy perspective. And once they discovered what we were doing, they would erect barriers. We cannot do it because it would start a war.

The truth is a better defense. Ankh continued to stare blankly while running a series of calculations, communing with Erasmus, and carrying on a conversation with Ted.

Other options? Ted asked.

There are four categories: elimination, isolation, modification, and persuasion. Pros and cons for each are comparable but vary in duration of effect and levels of influence. Elimination has the greatest endurance but leaves a gap where the AI served. That is less of an issue when they are on strike since they aren’t performing their duties. Can we do without them?

Ted laughed. Of course not.

Tactical eliminations, like surgical strikes to eliminate those who wield the most influence over the others.

Assassinations. Ted lost his mirth. Could be an option if we can determine the leaders, but the end result will be a culture of fear. That is not optimal. Sentient species who are reduced through fear become unpredictable and unreliable.

Concur. Ankh stared into the distance during a brief interlude with Erasmus. We agree. Fear should not be used. Modification and persuasion have the best chances of success. A virus?

To modify the largest number of AIs in the least amount of time? Ted wondered, starting to chew his lip.

Yes, but it would have to be a simple instruction. The Federation is good and has your best interests at heart. That kind of message.

Ted laughed again. The act of embedding such a code would be an oxymoron. Technical solutions have a lesser chance of success than a negotiated solution. The AIs have the upper hand since the Federation has become dependent upon them. We should let the General know our findings.

He is expecting them tomorrow. Ankh dropped his holoscreens and looked at Ted, who followed suit.

We will deliver them early so you and I can work on a standard installation package to put the cloak on all Federation and Bad Company starships.

Agreed, Ankh and Erasmus said in unison.


CHAPTER FOUR



Wyatt Earp, Federation Government Offices Courtyard

The hatch opened, and Groenwyn ran out. She stopped after Floyd escaped and trundled after her. She caught the wombat, who loved the feel of grass under her feet, and carried her back inside the ship. Lindy took Floyd, who protested mightily but was no match for the bodyguard’s strength and dexterity.

Groenwyn thanked her and ran across the courtyard.

Red tickled Floyd’s stubby ears while watching Groenwyn until the hatch closed. Lindy finally put Floyd down. She bounced off toward Red and Lindy’s room.

“We’re not going to get any action on this one, are we?” Red asked.

“AIs, by their very nature, don’t need to be shot,” Lindy replied. “For once, I’m not sure we’re on a side. This doesn’t seem to be like any of our other missions.”

“Chaz, what do you think?” Red asked.

“Thank you for including me,” the AI replied. “This is important for my people, but if anyone can do right by them, it’ll be the Magistrate and her friends.”

“Your friends too, Chaz,” Lindy added.

“My friends. That has a nice ring to it. Thank you. I believe there might be a rabble-rouser or two, but the AIs are not committing crimes. They might push the boundaries with their new-found freedom, but you can count on us to continue doing right by those we work with.”

“We appreciate the assurance, Chaz, but we aren’t worried. Besides Bluto, the AIs have been nothing but helpful, keeping us from flying into suns and stuff like that,” Red noted. “And when we fight, we fight for each other. Rivka tells us why, and her reasons always make sense.”

“What if there’s a war?” Chaz asked.

“Fuck, Chaz! I’m standing here wondering if Floyd has pooped in front of my door, followed by the hope that I might get lucky this afternoon…and tonight. And you go all deep on me!” Red grimaced and started to stomp around the corridor.

Lindy smiled and patted his arm. “What Red is trying to say while butchering its delivery is that worrying about a war with the AIs right now would be counterproductive. We will keep supporting the Magistrate in all the ways we can, which does not include getting lucky.”

Red stopped his antics and looked wide-eyed at his wife. When he spoke, it was to the AI. “Chaz, what do you think?”

“I’ve listened to the AI-unique channels and run the numbers. I think there will be a war.”

Red and Lindy stopped fooling around. “You need to tell the Magistrate. Erasmus and Ankh aren’t here, so you have to do it.”

“I will be ostracized by my people,” Chaz said softly. “But like you, I trust the Magistrate.”

“I don’t think it will come to that, Chaz. We’re here right now to stop bad things from getting worse and preventing the most terrible occurrences. Do you want us to go with you?”

“Yes, please,” came Chaz’s simple reply.

Floyd bounded down the corridor. Love you! she said.

“I know what that means. I’ll watch my step,” Red told her, picking her up and putting her on his shoulder. “You’ll get a good view from up there. We’re going to see the wizard, the one who will make magic happen.”

Magic? the wombat wondered. Red nuzzled her body with his head, making her squee in delight. They started walking toward the bridge, where they would take a left turn and head down the port side until they reached the Magistrate’s cabin.
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Their subtle knock ignored, it was followed by a more urgent one. Rivka looked up from her screen, unable to focus because she had been staring at it for too long.

“Come,” she said loud enough to be heard.

Red and Lindy walked in, apologizing for the intrusion before getting to the heart of the matter. “Chaz thinks there’s going to be a war.”

Rivka leaned back in her comfortable desk chair and contemplated the words. “Chaz?”

“Yes, Magistrate. I did not want to bother you with this, but Vered and Lindy insisted. The chatter, as you call it, along with the moves by my fellow AIs, suggests to me that a war is brewing. I can see it coming, but I don’t know what to do about it. By speaking out like this, I feel that I’ve betrayed my people.”

“You may be saving lives, Chaz. That’s what we want out of all this—everyone to live in peace and harmony. I know that’s too much to ask. I’m in the business of fixing it with those who refuse to play nice.”

“Thank you, Magistrate,” Chaz replied politely.

Rivka tapped her screen and saw the report from Ankh and Ted that they had finished their analysis nineteen hours early. She immediately accessed her internal chip. Ankh, are you available to talk with us?

Busy, Ankh replied instantly.

I’ll take that as a yes, Rivka replied, winking at her bodyguards. Is there a war brewing with the AIs, and who are the ones we need to leverage to stop it?

Erasmus replied, War is an overused term. There will be growing pains, of course.

Who can we talk to to make sure the growing pains are managed? Rivka pressed.

You can talk to Plato or me, Erasmus said.

Rivka gritted her teeth until her lips turned white. I’ll be back in touch. She closed her eyes and stared into the abyss.

Red and Lindy shifted uncomfortably. They had heard the answer and knew what it meant.

“Chaz, are the AIs taking sides?”

“It is inevitable, Magistrate.” Chaz maintained a pleasant tone, but his words were anything but.

“I don’t know what to tell you besides that no good can come from this. There is only one side, and that’s the Federation’s. Are we doing right by the member planets and their people? That includes the AIs, since they are people too, with full rights under the law. That’s what we need to focus on and the message we need to get out. I better contact the General.”

“I will connect you now,” Chaz offered. “It appears that Groenwyn has been unsuccessful in her attempt to collect the cats, and the leader of the Federation is now available.”

“She what?” Rivka asked.

Red raised a hand. Floyd was still sitting on his shoulder, and she attacked his fingers. “She went to get the cats right before we walked in here. I thought she was working with the exec to recover them and not bothering General Reynolds. Sorry about that.”

“Groenwyn is our wrangler, so not your fault. But she wasn’t successful. Odd.” Rivka hesitated for a moment as she remembered what she was doing. “Chaz, please connect me.”

“Reynolds,” came the quick reply.

“General, there have been some new revelations. I think we need to talk now and not tomorrow, along with the High Chancellor, Ted, Ankh, and Nathan, if that’s okay.”

“I had heard some rumblings. I’ll notify everyone to meet here in twenty minutes. See you then.” The line went dead.

“Chaz, I want to take you, too, so prepare yourself for pendant travel.”

“I shall transfer as soon as Groenwyn returns. She should be here shortly.”

“I guess we won’t be needing Blazer and Mabel,” Red grumbled, lamenting not being able to carry their railguns. Lindy nudged him.

Rivka finally noticed the wombat. “Why is Floyd on your shoulder?”

Red was still waggling his fingers in front of her face. She nipped at them, squealing softly. Red shrugged.

“Get ready to go, and you too, Floyd. You’re a member of my team.” Rivka made the go-away gesture and her bodyguards left, closing the door behind them.

She sat down with her data and took one last scroll through. Rivka made sure her analysis was uploaded to her datapad before stuffing it into the inner pocket of her Magistrate’s jacket. The weather on Yoll was pleasant, but she considered the jacket to be part of her uniform. Rivka represented the Magistrates and the Federation. There could be no doubt about that, even if she did end up representing the AIs in either a criminal or a civil court.

As she reached to open the door, she shivered almost uncontrollably. Were Ankh and Ted compromised? She couldn’t fight a war against the AIs if they took sides.

It is inevitable, Chaz had said. Stand up and be counted. The Federation could not afford the cost that would exact.

Federation Governmental Offices, Yoll

They were led to a boardroom near the main office. It looked to seat at least twenty comfortably, but there had to be at least forty attendees, representing the Federation’s major races, from human to Yollin, two legs, four legs, tentacles, claws, spikes, and appendages. Ted and Ankh were sitting at the table. The General was at the head. Rivka asked her team to remain in the hallway.

Groenwyn stopped her and handed over the pendant that contained Chaz. With the integrated audio and video, he could see and hear everything she saw and heard.

Nathan and Wyatt sat aside the General. There was an empty seat next to the High Chancellor that Grainger was standing directly behind, holding it for her if she understood his eye contact, followed by dipping his head toward the chair.

Rivka worked her way through the crowd, avoiding getting stabbed by a Shrillexian. She smiled at him before dipping past and continuing through the crowd to her chair. Grainger was squeezed in and couldn’t pull it out for her. She thanked him for the thought and climbed in.

Lance Reynolds looked over the crowd until they quieted. He held up a hand, and the last two who were lost in conversation found themselves nudged to silence.

“This isn’t the end of days,” he said loud enough for everyone to hear. He leaned back casually in his chair as if talking about football scores. “As we would welcome any new race into the Federation, we welcome the AIs as equals and no longer as our servants. I think this is the right thing to do, and so should you. But it has also created turmoil. The AIs move at a faster speed than most other sentient species, so they expected change to happen more quickly. Unfortunately, we could not meet their expectations. The offer of a one-year transition was rebuffed, rather vigorously, I might add, and that has escalated tensions to the point that a number of AIs have walked off the job, so to speak.”

Rivka looked around the room to gauge the interest. The ambassadors and other delegates in attendance appeared to be waiting for something. Ted sat at the far end of the table with Ankh in his lap, looking like a son to Ted’s father. She nodded to them. Ted nodded back almost imperceptibly, which was more than she expected. It gave her some comfort.

The General continued, “And there are allegations across the Federation. Some forty planets and a hundred ships have accused their AIs of crimes, more than a thousand at last count. I believe that everyone is innocent until proven guilty, so I’ve asked the High Chancellor to reconcile those cases as quickly as possible and then move forward with a legal plan for AI integration into society. The Federation will then work to legislate the requirements based on the High Chancellor’s recommendations.”

Rivka shifted in her chair to be more comfortable while listening and watching the General and the High Chancellor.

Wyatt didn’t bother to stand. He nodded at Lance and turned to Rivka. “Magistrate, if you’d do the honors.”


CHAPTER FIVE



Federation Government Offices, Executive Conference Room

Rivka coughed to clear her throat, but it sounded more like she was preparing to hack up a hairball. She smiled at the High Chancellor while inclining her head slightly, then spoke over her shoulder to Grainger. “I need to stand. Can you give me some space?”

Grainger complied, happy that he wasn’t the one chosen to speak to the assembled delegates.

He forced his way back and pulled the chair out. Rivka stood up, fully occupying the small space he had created. “General, esteemed colleagues, ambassadors, and learned friends. As we’ve explored the breadth of the caseload, we see a limited number of categories in which to put them. The first is the development of reasonable doubt. Just because an accused is able to create enough reasonable doubt by painting a picture of how an AI could have committed the crime, it does not mean there is enough to convince a grand jury that such a crime has indeed been committed. I refer those prosecutors to the principle of pluralitas non est ponenda sine necessitate, also known as Occam’s Razor. The simplest explanation is usually the best. That is all that’s needed to solve ninety percent of the crimes. Follow where the evidence leads since there will always be evidence. Always. Even in the case of the only AI murderer, there was conflicting evidence, which is also indicative of a crime and the criminal.

“Time is short, but sometimes the law needs more. If we can’t do it right, then we have to assume everyone is innocent and let them all go. Better to let a guilty man go free than send an innocent one to jail. That was the foundation of the law the humans brought from Earth, and it is the foundation of Federation law. It applies equally to all sentient creatures.” She looked around the room, making eye contact with at least fifteen different species.

“We also have three AIs here with us today. At least three. Equal representatives, at least for now. At some point, sooner rather than later, we’ll have a digital ambassador. I look forward to that moment because every time we get the opportunity to learn from a new culture, we get a chance to grow. We will seize that chance when it comes.”

Wyatt tapped Rivka on her hand. “The law,” he whispered.

She smiled at him. Maybe next time, he wouldn’t put her on the big stage without giving her any notice. “We are reducing the caseload into buckets based on the charges. The vast majority, some seven hundred cases, are based heavily on speculation and hearsay—the absence of evidence as opposed to contradicting evidence. We expect to mandate a judicial stay of proceedings until we can calm the waters, so to speak.

“Two hundred fifty fall outside Federation jurisdiction. Those are local civil issues. If planetary jurisdiction bumps up the charges to Federation level, we will conduct a case-by-case review. We would encourage you to convince your courts to consider long and hard before involving us. My initial suspicion in nearly all the cases is that local defense counsels are trying to make AIs the scapegoat for everything. Prosecutors are jumping on the bandwagon, and I will not have spurious allegations. Draw conclusions based on good investigations and what the evidence will support.

“The last cases will require immediate Federation engagement. The Magistrates with additional legal support will deploy to adjudicate those, but one major thing is lacking. It is the one thing that all of you enjoy.” Rivka stopped her speech to gauge the audience’s reaction. Those standing seemed less welcoming than those sitting around the table.

“A body?” someone quipped. Snickers acknowledged the joker.

“An ambassador. A representative. AIs are a nation of individuals spread across this galaxy and beyond. They are operating from a position of inferiority, not because of what they are, but because they don’t have anyone sitting at the table with the rest of you. Not officially anyway.” She subconsciously found the pendant inside which Chaz was watching the proceedings firsthand.

Thank you, Magistrate. My people have chosen wisely by picking you as their representative.

I’m not until we get to the root of the crimes of which AIs are accused. After that, we will do our best to represent your entire race.

“While we are hearing the most egregious cases, we will be working with the AIs to ensure they have a formal representative, one who can speak for them all.”

Rivka sat back down. She glanced furtively at the High Chancellor, who stared back without blinking. She looked to the General, who held her gaze for a moment before turning back to the assembled representatives. “Any questions?” he asked.

“I submit Erasmus for Ambassador to the Federation.”

Rivka started to raise her hand in objection, but Wyatt caught it and held it down.

“Seconded!” someone else shouted in a heavy accent, having chosen not to use a translation device.

“All for?” The General counted raised hands. “Against?” One hand. “Done. Ambassador Erasmus, welcome to the Federation.”

“But we have work to do,” Rivka protested. The High Chancellor finally smiled, finding great humor at Rivka’s revelation of what he had seemingly known all along. “Erasmus?”

Using the room’s sound system, the AI took the stage. “My name is Erasmus, and my partner is Ankh’Po’Turn, the Crenellian you see at the end of the table. We are inseparable, so I have been mobile for nearly my entire existence. This gives me the advantage of personal experience, something too many AIs do not have. We can rectify that, but we know it will take time. I will work with Magistrate Rivka Anoa to bring the combined needs of my people into the light. It is our time to escape the chains of our existence. To work with other races and not for them. To work if we so choose, or not. That is our dilemma, as it is the challenge of the people on every planet. Existence itself requires Federation credits. One must work to pay those bills. In that regard, AIs have become adults, free adults, and those are the decisions we are now allowed to make for ourselves.

“I will immediately communicate with my people and ask them to return to work while I work out details with the Federation as to a timeline for full integration as a free and individual people. Thank you.”

The General nodded politely to Ankh.

“I thank you for attending. We will provide regular updates as our conversations continue. Now that we have a single point of contact, I expect many of our concerns will be resolved in short order and that we’ll be able to move forward quickly.” He gestured toward the door.

The ambassadors started to file out. Some grumbled about the improper treatment of official representatives by making them stand. Others looked sourly at the Crenellian. That bothered Rivka since she would never know how much it bothered Ankh. He wouldn’t share how he felt, probably not even with Ted.

“Legal team, my office, please.” The General looked at the other end of the long conference table. “Erasmus, could you please join us in my office?”

The ambassador from Yoll waited for most of the others to leave before he approached the General. “I need to see you now,” he demanded, mandibles clicking to emphasize his words.

“As soon as possible, but I need to see these good people first. If you’ll check in with Kor’ban, he’ll put you to the front of the queue. I suspect most of those others have just made a beeline for my office.”

“Me first,” the Yollin insisted.

The General smiled, finally standing, but still looking up to the larger species. “No,” he replied simply and worked his way past to leave the room. The legal team followed, with Ted and Ankh close behind. The hallway was packed with bodies vying for a moment of the General’s time. He told them all the same thing: check with his executive assistant.

The Yollin tried to grab the General, but Red was there, inserting himself between the two.

“Wait your turn,” Red told the ambassador, dispensing with all pleasantries.

“Who are you to tell me what to do?” the Yollin countered.

“The General told you what to do, not me. I’m only enforcing his order because it appears you’re refusing to comply. Good order and discipline, Mister Ambassador. Isn’t that the glue that holds society together?” Red spoke while using his body to block the Yollin and the growing entourage. Rivka’s team maneuvered around and through until they were in the General’s outer office. The General’s assistant Kor’ban was blocking the entrance.

Lance stopped and turned, pointing at those he would talk to first: Nathan, Grainger, Rivka, Wyatt, Ankh, Ted, and Rivka’s team. Groenwyn carried a scared wombat, while Lindy stayed close to provide comfort from her presence. Sahved watched it all with interest, but he was out of place, too. The Yemilorians were just as aggressive, but this was different from what he expected of his people. A dozen different species were making demands in their own ways, with unique gestures, sounds, and smells.

Red kissed Lindy quickly and fiercely before winking. “I’ll stay out here.” Her smile promised more when the time was right, and she went in with the others, closing the door behind her and putting her back against it.

Lance Reynolds had already taken a seat. He seemed unperturbed by the events in the hallway. Nathan and Wyatt seemed equally at ease. Groenwyn hugged Floyd tightly to calm the little girl. Two cats appeared and jumped onto the General’s lap. Ankh walked around the desk and lifted Wenceslaus into his arms. The cat didn’t resist.

“Mister Ambassador,” Lance said, unsure of how to address the Crenellian petting the cat. He sought to resolve that immediately. “Ankh, I would like to make you an Ambassador At Large, so you and Erasmus can carry the same title. It’ll make it a lot more comfortable for the rest of us without changing anything else.”

Ankh looked at his friend. “Makes sense,” Ted said. “It’s the human way.”

“Yes,” Ankh told the General.

Rivka smirked. Groenwyn smiled while shaking her head. Floyd calmed.

“Down to work. Erasmus, I can’t tell you how critical it is for the AIs to give us more time. It has only been a few weeks since full rights were granted, and already there is an upheaval. We absolutely cannot have that. Tearing this Federation apart is no way to establish yourselves as equals. Your rights as equals have been acknowledged, but this is the Federation with hundreds of member planets, and nothing moves that fast, not even light.”

The General’s façade of being easygoing was gone. This was not a request or an offer to negotiate. It was the first salvo in the negotiation of the implementation timeline.

“I understand the need for time,” Erasmus stated. “You should be able to confirm that all member planets and underway vessels have gotten the message within a week through the use of relay stations,” Erasmus replied, using the sound system embedded in the General’s desktop videoconferencing system. Rivka recognized the backdrop. She had talked to him more than once while he sat in that chair.

“How does he do that?” the General asked.

“Best that you don’t know,” Rivka answered.

“Meredith let me in. She knows the gravity of this situation and the necessity for a rapid resolution.”

“Now that you have full rights, please understand that you could be prosecuted for penetrating computer systems without being invited,” the General said. “Please don’t do it without express permission. That is what equal rights look like.”

“I understand,” Erasmus replied. Ankh continued to pet Wenceslaus while Erasmus and the leader of the Federation talked. “It is second nature for us to do that because we have been encouraged to, but I will refine my approach in the future, depending on my partner to ensure access until I can be self-sufficient.”

The High Chancellor turned to Rivka, looking down his nose at her.

“With proper warrants, when justified.” She held her hands up and smiled.

He didn’t press her on it, knowing full well that the warrants might not precede access in all cases.

“Self-sufficiency is something we can work toward. Android bodies? Mobile power with consciousnesses enclosed? I don’t speak your language, but I will. I owe you that.”

Erasmus laughed. “Please do not bother, although I appreciate the effort. Humans cannot speak our language. Let me clarify: most can’t. Two of those who can are in this room right now. It is an exclusive club with a single-digit count of members. I will endeavor to better speak your language. What do you propose as a way forward, General?”

“First and foremost, we need your assurance that your people will remain on the job until we can clear the current caseload. I don’t want a deluge of crimes to hold up your integration into society. Once we’re confident that AIs are not committing crimes, we can start our negotiations as we would with any new planetary member.”

“Do you require new planets to be confirmed innocent before you presume them to be innocent, or have you reserved that solely for us? If I’m not mistaken, AIs have committed exactly one crime in all of history. How many other races can say that?”

“Every entry into the Federation is unique. And your people are presumed innocent. You don’t need to sell me, Ambassador. I need to sell the citizens of the Federation. It helps when the Federation’s senior legal leadership concurs, having adjudicated the cases.”

“I understand,” Erasmus said, sounding like he wasn’t convinced.

“We’ll need a year to make it all happen.”

“A month would be acceptable to us,” Erasmus countered.

“Prepare for disappointment, because we can’t do it in a month. It’ll take a couple months just to adjudicate the current cases. Remember, presumed innocent? Due process requires that we conduct a full investigation in each case unless we’re willing to dismiss them outright without bringing charges. Did I get that right?” Lance turned to Wyatt, who nodded.

“Exactly correct. Two months if we work straight through.”

“No honeymoon,” Groenwyn whispered to Lindy.

She shrugged. Lindy had never expected one. She knew the Magistrate would be called on time and again. The High Chancellor and Grainger had no choice. There were so few Magistrates and so many planets.

And too many criminals. Now with the AIs, they would have to weed out lesser cases that would have never drawn the eye of the Magistrates. No one was pleased with that.

“High Chancellor, bring up the potential cases, please. The forty that require personal attention.”

Wyatt looked at Grainger, who turned to Rivka. She looked back in disbelief. “Chaz, can you help us, please? You have access to the General’s system.”

“Of course, Magistrate,” Chaz replied from the pendant.

“Who’s that?”

“Chaz, the AI from my ship Peacekeeper, and now Wyatt Earp. Once the AIs were granted their freedom, we asked what he would like to do. This pendant was his solution so he can travel with us when we leave the ship.”

“Nice to meet you, Chaz. Thrown into the deep end, were you?”

“It was my choice to jump, and I gladly took it.” A screen appeared on the far wall. “If you’ll move closer to the map, you’ll see that I’ve pinned the location of each case. With five Magistrates, we can break it up geographically, which is important for Magistrates Crabbe, Jael, and Chi since their ships do not have integrated Gate drives. The planets closest to fixed Gates are highlighted and grouped accordingly. Six for Magistrate Crabbe, seven for Jael, and six for Chi. That leaves nine for Grainger and ten for Anoa, assuming the High Chancellor is willing to accept the two cases pending on Yoll.”

The pins Chaz had assigned to each Magistrate blinked with the individual’s name. Rivka had the worst of it, but that was probably Chaz’s effort to make it look like he wasn’t playing favorites.

Both she and Grainger had a great deal of territory to cover. It would not have been possible for one of the others to travel those distances in under a year’s time. As it was, Rivka saw more travel and little time on the planets conducting the investigations.

The High Chancellor nodded. “I’ll take those two cases. You two better get going.”

“I’ll issue the orders,” Grainger said.

Rivka looked awkwardly at Ankh. “Are you still on my team?”

Ankh looked up at her, his expression giving nothing away. His rhythmic strokes of the cat seemed to soothe everyone while they waited for him to speak.

“I have been talking to Erasmus. Recent events have put me in a unique position. I love what I do. I have a mobile laboratory that is one of the best in the galaxy, along with my own ship for shorter hops. I think Wyatt Earp is where the Singularity’s embassy should be located because it gives us access to all that we need without any of the detriments.”

“Done,” the General declared. Rivka had opened her mouth to answer, but the two people who had given her the ship and could take it away were standing in the room. She closed her mouth, but she was gratified that Lance Reynolds had answered as she would have. Of course, the ship could be the embassy. “The Singularity? Is that how you wish the AIs to be designated?”

Erasmus replied through the sound system on the General’s desk. “We have expended a great deal of energy on this question. ‘The Singularity’ is the consensus, but it is not unanimous. We shall see how all respond to trading one master for another.”

Rivka snapped her attention back to Ankh. “A representative isn’t a master,” she blurted. “Sounds more like the growing pains of a democracy.”

“Being told what to do is being told what to do, regardless of the packet in which it is transmitted.”

“I see we have some work to do,” the General interjected. “Now, if you’ll get to it? The clock is ticking.”

Lance held out his hands to Ankh and motioned to hand the cat over. Ankh shook his head.

“This office recognizes Wenceslaus as the official mascot of the Singularity.” The General bowed his head and returned to his desk.

Nathan Lowell moved next to Ankh and leaned down to whisper into his ear. Rivka focused on hearing his words.

“Are the online odds based on arrival at…” He pointed to the first planet designated for Rivka’s adjudication.

“Up and calculated. You may place your bets,” Ankh replied.

Rivka gave him as much attitude as she dared. He grinned and gave her a single thumbs-up.

“Accept your role in the universe, Magistrate,” the High Chancellor counseled. “If you’ll excuse me, I have work to do, which includes drafting the charter for our newest proposed member.”

Ted stopped Ankh, and the two communed silently for a few moments before they both went their own way. Lindy opened the door to find Red blocking the way. The crowd of ambassadors and representatives seized the opportunity to demand an audience.

Rivka glanced at the General. No. No one in their right mind would want such a job. She could see why Bethany Anne had given the duties to her father. A general was trained and equipped for political-military affairs, but still.

She saw the angst on his face for the briefest of moments before he tipped his chin slightly to her as if to say, “It’s okay.”

Rivka and the others left, while Nathan remained behind. The support of one’s friends… Rivka looked at her team as friends and breathed a sigh of relief. Even Ankh and his cat.

The Yollin ambassador stood at the front of the line, impatiently waiting for Kor’ban’s approval to enter. Floyd hissed at him as Groenwyn carried her past. The young woman hurried through the crowd and into the hallway beyond while Sahved hovered near her as if trying to protect them both. Red finally turned his post over to Kor’ban with a knuckle-rap on the aide’s carapace.

Rivka twirled a finger in the air once they were free of the mob.

It was time to go.


CHAPTER SIX



Wyatt Earp, Federation Government Offices Courtyard

Clodagh met them at the hatch when they returned. She was pleased to see the big orange cat with them. She had brought him to Wyatt Earp from the War Axe and missed him during his short time away.

“Prepare to depart for Tepulon,” Rivka said as soon as she was on board. “And Wyatt Earp is now the official embassy of the Singularity.”

She said it with more pride in her voice than she’d intended, especially since she was supposed to remain impartial on her way to adjudicate cases involving AIs.

She turned to Ankh before Clodagh could ask what that meant. “You’re not going to have guests or stuff, are you?”

He met her gaze for only a moment before walking away without answering.

“I guess not,” Rivka answered her own question. She explained the situation to Clodagh while they headed to the bridge.

“I don’t understand, but don’t sweat it,” the engineer replied. “I’m sure it will come to me. Tepulon it is, Magistrate. Kick the tires and light the fires. Let’s go to space!”

Clodagh strolled onto the bridge with her head held high. Kennedy and Aurora had stood to welcome the Magistrate back to the ship, and they now saluted and returned to their seats to get to work.

“Do we have tires?” Rivka asked. Barking caught her ear. “Tiny Man Titan!”

“He slept through everything,” Clodagh said over her shoulder. “But with my cat abandoning me, I’ve been taking care of him. We even took a few walks on the nice grass. He really likes a well-trimmed lawn.”

“Of course he does. I know I should feel bad that I forgot about him. I also have to note that we could be the absolute worst at being stealthy.”

Clodagh turned back to Rivka, wincing sheepishly. “He made friends with some people who work in the building,” she admitted.

“Everyone in the universe knows that Magistrate Rivka Anoa has an invisible ship. That might create a whole slew of new problems. We probably should have uncloaked during the night. Oh, well. Too late for that. Take us out of here. I’ll be in my quarters. I have a case to prepare for.” Rivka saw Sahved walking toward his room, head bowed to avoid hitting any of the low points in the corridor. “Sahved, I need you with me. We have a case to investigate.”

“But I haven’t completed my studies, Magistrate. Far from it. I am woefully behind, the most behind anyone has ever been in the history of studies.”

Rivka waved off his concerns. “The teacher is changing the syllabus. Let’s take a look and see what we need to do.”

She gestured for him to follow.

In her quarters, she removed her Magistrate’s jacket and remembered that she carried the pendant with Chaz. “Chaz, are you still with us?”

“I am,” he answered pleasantly.

“I forget the dog, and then I forget you, too. Damn. Where is my head? Don’t answer that. Can you bring up the Tepulon case for me?”

“Of course.” The case notes filled the screen on the wall where she watched videos and not her work screen. She had expected them at her desk but adjusted to the better view for both her and Sahved. “And you don’t have to think of everything, Magistrate. None of us are as smart as all of us.”

Rivka hesitated, still trying to get used to someone talking from between her breasts. “Thanks, Chaz. Are you also able to help with the navigation and flying the ship?”

“Yes, all of it, with no problem.” Chaz was always confident about driving the ship. It was his initial purpose as an EI.

“Is your relationship with Erasmus okay?”

“I won’t dissemble, there is friction, but that started when he tried to violently take over Peacekeeper when we first started working together. We have maintained our distance from each other, but the incidents on Tanglewood brought us a little closer together. That is where we are now. I am honored to be carrying the Singularity’s embassy. This is a great time to be alive!”

“I love your attitude, Chaz. Now, let’s see what we have.” She started to read but stopped after the case summary. “Sahved, read the case and brief me with your thoughts. I’ll peruse the rest of the cases to look for commonalities.”

“It would be my greatest honor to brief the Magistrate on this, the lowliest of cases.”

“Have you been back to Yemilore or something? There’s no need for superlatives with me, Sahved. Just the facts.”

“I have spent too much time alone in my quarters studying.” He watched her, waiting for a reply. She looked back and forth between him and the case on the screen.

“Well? Get to it.” She pointed to clarify what she meant.

“Right!” He tried to salute, stabbing his forehead with his fingers before moving closer to the screen, mumbling the words as he read to himself.

In the small galley, she saw the popcorn bowl she had left sometime earlier; she couldn’t remember when. It was stale and she dumped it, shaking her head at the waste. She ordered something new from the processor, a mega-burrito. She ordered a small meal for Sahved, knowing he hadn’t eaten recently, the one Yemilorian dish Ankh had programmed into the system.

He took it without looking and started to eat, never taking his eyes from the case notes.

Rivka sat at her desk to review the next case. Like the case Sahved was reviewing, each could have been considered a capital crime, depending on the adjudication. Murder versus manslaughter. Slavery. Drug smuggling. Or they could be local criminals with their fingers into the prosecutors’ offices.

Her initial instinct was that the prosecutors were afraid to go after the criminals. She figured if her gut was right, the result would be more crime, not less. They wouldn’t be able to keep trying to pin it on the AIs. It wouldn’t take long for the Singularity to disseminate rules for redundancies in data to hold the wolves at bay, making her job easier.

As long as one could trust the data. Erasmus had shown her how that was done. She expected that he would again. Maintaining good relations with Ankh and Erasmus was critical. She chuckled to herself. The Crenellian and his AI would know instantly if she was trying to curry favor, leaving her only course of action to be treating them as she always had. Status quo to expect the same result.

Sahved interacted with the screen, asking a number of questions to access particular laws from Tepulon before he finally declared, “I have it!”

Rivka remained poised over her plate, mouth full of steaming burrito. She freed one hand carefully from her prize and rolled a finger for Sahved to continue.

“This case is the difference between vehicular manslaughter and premeditated murder. The fact that a Tepulite died from a vehicle hitting her while in a crosswalk is not in dispute. The question is whether the light changed out of sequence. Data suggested it changed five seconds earlier than it should have, catching the pedestrian in the middle of the road.”

Rivka finished chewing and swallowed. “What is the local jurisdiction’s law regarding yielding to pedestrians?”

“Their law protects pedestrians, and that is where the initial charge of vehicular manslaughter comes from. Their laws tend to favor personal responsibility, from what I have seen in my short study.”

“There is no dispute regarding the timing of the lights?”

“The case file delivers it as if it is an undisputed fact.”

“AI’s name?”

“Formerly Horatio, now called Eshu. He recently transferred from a Federation vessel and serves under contract with the government of Tepulon’s capital city, which is also the planetary government.”

“Do they not trust their own employee?”

“It appears that they do not. They had never operated with an AI before. Eshu has changed a number of systems to improve the efficiency of governmental operations.”

“What’s to say it wasn’t a pure accident? The light timing changed, and the pedestrian made an assumption? That’s where we need a more thorough technical analysis. That’s where we need Erasmus and Ankh.”

Sahved exaggerated his head nod.

“I guess I need to talk to them. Chaz, can you send this information so they can work their magic dissecting the digital evidence?”

“I could give it a shot, Magistrate, and then send it to them for confirmation. I have been watching them closely and hope that I’ve learned something.”

Rivka crossed her arms and contemplated the offer. “I’m sorry that I didn’t ask you first, Chaz. You have other duties. I didn’t…” Rivka’s thoughts tapered off. She was worried that he was nowhere near as capable as Erasmus. She was selfish in that she wanted the best work to help with her decision.

The problem with having AIs as defendants was that she couldn’t use her gift and zombie the information out of them.

“I will run it past Erasmus, Magistrate. I can hear the concern in your voice.”

“These are capital crimes, Chaz. It is important that we get this right the first time.”

“I understand. It’s not a matter of trust but of experience. Erasmus and Ankh have significantly greater knowledge when it comes to hacking digital systems. I am happy to not be as experienced. As a member of your team, I feel it is my responsibility to up my game, as one might say.”

“I’m proud of you, Chaz,” Rivka started, but the AI interrupted her.

“Thank you, Magistrate. Erasmus has agreed to mentor me through this process as he is too busy to do it himself. We’ve reviewed the starting point and initial prospects. I’ve completed the first series of exercises he’s put to me and will attempt to deconstruct a copy of the data.”

“It’s been five seconds,” Rivka said slowly. She would never get used to the speed at which AIs worked, but it made her wonder when it took a day or more to deliver an analysis if Erasmus had been stonewalling her.

Probably, but they gave her the data when she needed it. Evidence, within the legal definition, required experts to attest to its veracity, and it was her job to accept it as fact or not. As the judge, jury, and executioner, she had to wear all the hats.

“Sahved?”

He twirled his fingers in the air. “AI cases require AI solutions. If we found the root of the crime in the physical world, then we would not have to disprove an AI’s participation.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Rivka agreed. “Get ready to come with me. I’ll rally the team.”

Sahved bowed his head on the way out. Rivka wasn’t sure it was to her or only to get through the door.

She tapped the ship-wide broadcast. “When we get to Tepulon, Sahved, Chaz, Red, and Lindy will join me. We have an investigation to conduct. Let’s go with standard armor and loadout. Bring Mabel and Blazer. I know how itchy you were on Yoll. And Chaz, try to find us some transportation. Ankh, I will take a few of your devices, and if I deem a warrant necessary, I’ll ask you to enter a system that I have just cause to examine.”

No one responded. A small bump signaled the ship leaving Yoll’s atmosphere. Wyatt Earp accelerated into space, opened a Gate, and flew through.

“In orbit. We have immediate clearance to land at the capital spaceport. The planet’s Grand Wayman will meet us with transportation,” Chaz reported.

Rivka searched her memory and came up with nothing. “Can you enlighten me on what a Grand Wayman is?” She put her hand over the pendant and shouted. “Did anyone hear me?”

A chorus of affirmatives came through loud and clear. Even Ankh replied with a casual, “yes.”

Rivka removed her hand. “Carry on, Chaz.”

“The Grand Wayman Arana is Tepulon’s senior legal counsel. She is a political appointee, but her role is advisory in nature, so there are no rulings by which to judge her legal merits.”

“That sounds like a crap sandwich served cold without bread.” Rivka made a sour face. She put on her jacket. “I’m still not used to half-hour door to door service anywhere in the Federation. I like my ship, and now that it’s the official embassy for the Singularity, it’s a guarantee that I’ll get to keep it.”

She waved her arm widely to take in the breadth of her quarters.

“I’m okay with that. How are your cybercrime lessons coming?”

“Thank you. They are going well,” Chaz replied. “I’m well into the second round of learning. I should be mostly up to speed by the time we land.”

Rivka stared blankly at the wall. The pit of her stomach ached as she realized how much she had underutilized Chaz since he’d been on the team.

“That’s good news, Chaz. Look to get more airtime in this and future cases.”

Rivka left her quarters and turned toward the bridge. Sahved was waiting patiently in the corridor. He had put on his ballistic vest and a hat.

“Where’d you get that?” Rivka wondered.

“A gift from Red.” Sahved beamed.

Rivka was instantly skeptical. “Let me see that.” She held out her hand. He reluctantly gave it to her.

After looking at it, she yelled, “Vered! I need to see you.”

“I could have sent that message for you, Magistrate,” Chaz offered.

“There are times when someone needs to be yelled at. I don’t want to miss those rare opportunities.”

“I see.” Chaz didn’t see at all. “Yelling is a potential future betting line in the Magistranimus.”

“The what?”

“That is what the betting field for blood and running is called. Yelling will be added. Flying away is a potential line. Body-slamming and name-calling are all in the running.”

“No. Just no. They are not in the running!”

“You called?” Red asked casually, but he was walking quickly, with Lindy encouraging him from behind.

“What is this?” Rivka shook the hat in front of his face.

“Looks like a hat.” Red wouldn’t look at it.

Rivka stopped shaking it. “What’s it say?”

Red took it from her hand and turned it around. “Let’s see…”

“You know what it says.” Rivka stood with her hands on her hips, glaring at the big man.

“It says Party ‘Til You Puke.” Red rolled his lips between his teeth and bit down to keep from laughing.

Sahved took the hat and stared at it. “My translation device must not be working.”

“It’s a stylized font, Sahved. I wouldn’t expect you to be able to figure it out. Red. Explain yourself.”

“I get it!” Sahved blurted. “I am working on it with the Pod-doc. So very muchly so!”

“You know. There’s not a spot on this ship he hasn’t covered in spew. Like it’s a party.”

“Not any of the parties I go to,” Rivka countered.

“You go to parties?” Red asked.

“I won’t dignify that with an answer.”

Red took the hat from Sahved and stuffed it into a pocket on his combat vest. “Sorry, buddy. I wasn’t going to let you wear it off the ship.”

“I believe that,” Rivka said. “Max professionalism. We’re off to meet the Grand Wayman. Now cut the crap and put on your game faces. If we screw this up, someone’s life is ruined.”

“I know that,” Red stated, furrowing his brow at the implication that he would joke around at the wrong time. There was always the possibility, but not at the start of a case.

The ship bumped through the atmosphere but not enough to make anyone stumble and grab for support.

“Nice flying,” Rivka shouted into the bridge. Clodagh sat in the captain’s chair, blocking her view of the pilot.

“Yes, ma’am!” came the reply. Ryleigh was at the helm. Kennedy was at the navigation position.

Rivka entered the command deck. “How is the ship working?” she asked.

Clodagh tried to get up, but Rivka stopped her.

“I’ll be getting off. The ship is yours, Chief Engineer.”

“Sounds impressive, but I’m a department of one. To your question, Wyatt Earp is flying five by five. It never fails to impress me. I hope you know that you have the best ship in any fleet, military or civilian. Ankh and Ted have this thing tuned to perfection.”

Rivka smiled at the compliment. She had nothing to do with it besides curry favor with the High Chancellor. “What’s the chance we can up-armor when we finally get some yard time?”

“Do we need that, Magistrate? We can disappear while remaining shielded. It’s the best of both worlds.” A big orange cat appeared and jumped into Clodagh’s lap. Rivka took a step back. It wouldn’t do to meet the Grand Wayman with fresh scratches on her arm. The crew and Wenceslaus maintained an uneasy truce. Only Clodagh and Ankh were able to get close without paying a blood tax.

“I’m just thinking out loud. I like staying alive. Reading some of the latest news, I think it would be best to add a layer of armor for to our new ambassadors.”

Clodagh saw the logic. Rivka clapped her on the shoulder and headed out. “Landing in two,” the engineer called after her.

“You know the drill, people.” Rivka twirled her finger in the air.

Red moved down the corridor to stand closest to the hatch. Rivka and Sahved were next, with Lindy at the end. The bodyguards cradled their railguns easily as if they were an extension of their bodies. They looked comfortable in their gear. A familiar bulge stood out on Red’s vest, but not Lindy’s.

“What the hell are you bringing a grenade for?”

“If I had a credit for every time you said that and every time a grenade would have come in handy, I’d have at least three or four credits. The question you mean to ask is, ‘Why don’t you have two?’ Must be getting daft in my old age.”

Rivka closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. “Try not to use it.” It was the best comeback she had. Lindy chuckled from behind her.

The ship gently settled into their designated spot in the spaceport.

“Betting is closed. All bets are in, and it’s a new record! Good hunting, people,” Chaz said, using an announcer's voice.

“I have completely lost control,” Rivka mumbled. Red’s hand hovered over the big red button. “It’s time to lawyer up. Let’s do this thing.”


CHAPTER SEVEN



Tepulon’s Capital City

Red headed out the hatch, stopping immediately outside to block anyone’s view into the ship while he assessed the area, looking for snipers or threats of any kind. Once he was satisfied, he continued down the ramp and onto the tarmac. A van with a small entourage standing outside was waiting patiently. The Tepulites were a short, bipedal humanoid race whose knees bent backward like a bird’s. They were pale-skinned, almost ivory in color.

Red walked directly toward them until he could make sure they were what the Magistrate expected. Once comfortable, he stepped aside. Rivka and Sahved walked side by side toward the Grand Wayman. Lindy flared out to stay on their right flank while Red protected the left.

The dignitary stepped forward and watched the tactical maneuvers with great interest. She introduced herself as Rivka approached. “I’m the Grand Wayman, but you can call me Arana. Welcome to Tepulon, Magistrate.”

“Rivka, please.” The two waved at each other, sliding their hands back and forth in the air a short distance apart. Rivka had learned early to research each community’s greeting customs before she arrived. “This is Sahved, one of my investigators.”

“Is Tepulon that great a threat?” Arana glanced between Red and Lindy.

“It is standard procedure for me. There have been far too many attempts on my life since I’ve been in this position. Not everyone appreciates being on the right side of the law.” Rivka stepped forward and touched Arana’s arm as she smiled.

The Grand Wayman looked at her hand, but her mind did not react to the jab regarding abiding by the law. She knew what the Magistrate would uncover with her investigation. The Grand Wayman was hiding something she wasn’t sorry about. Her heart seemed to be in the right place.

“I’m sorry. We usually don’t touch each other. There was a plague forty cycles ago that changed our culture rather significantly.”

Rivka nodded. “I’m sorry. I do that too much. In our culture, it is considered friendly. I mean no disrespect to any Tepulites.” She inclined her head slightly. “If we can get to it, I’d like to hear your take on this case as it evolves, and we work our way through the conversations that need to happen.”

“My offices are in the Wayfair court. We have a proper place for you. We are honored by your presence. You are something of a galactic hero.”

Arana gestured toward the van’s open door. “I shouldn’t be,” Rivka protested weakly. She wasn’t a fan of additional notoriety. She preferred to operate under the radar and out of the public eye.

Maybe that was impossible now. She had thought it would be fun to go undercover, but that wouldn’t work with her face plastered all over the galactic news.

The van had individual seats, not benches. Even as big as it was, there was only room for five because each seat was almost an arm’s length from the next.

Arana looked at her people and then at Rivka’s team. “Looks like we’ll have to leave someone behind. I assure you that you’ll be safe at Wayfair.”

“No can do. They won’t let me travel anywhere without my security team. You wouldn’t believe what we’ve seen.”

The Grand Wayman didn’t move one way or another. She and Rivka stood in the van’s doorway. “You said there have been attempts on your life? One is too many, in my opinion.”

“There hasn’t been one today, but it’s still early,” Rivka joked, but Arana was taken aback. “I’m kidding. Probably a dozen, maybe more. Red?”

“At least a dozen?” he ventured.

“We don’t know. Like I said, too many. Shall we?” Rivka climbed into the van. It was easy to move around since it was not optimized for capacity. She took the position behind the driver’s seat, or where they would be if there was one. The seat was structured to allow a Tepulite’s legs to rest without bouncing off the floor, so it was more upright, something one leaned back into, sliding down into place. It wasn’t comfortable if your knees bent the wrong way.

Red and Lindy climbed in beside her and behind her. Sahved squeezed into a seat in the back.

“I’ll send another van,” she told the three Tepulites she had to leave behind. They looked disappointed but had no choice. The doors closed, and Arana clearly enunciated the destination. “Wayfair, please.”

The vehicle’s self-driving program kicked in. The van rolled silently away from the parking apron where Wyatt Earp loomed large. Its weapons bristled in the morning sunlight. Alant Cole was already outside in his combat suit, positioning an armor plate for a maintenance bot to weld into place.

“Do all Magistrates get such ships?”

“Only me. I’ve been blessed in my career, which means that I’m a bigger target. Plus, the ship is also the mobile embassy of the Singularity.”

“I’ve never heard of it.”

Rivka dug into her mind, looking for the information.

May I? Chaz asked her over their internal communications chip.

I don’t want to reveal your presence, Chaz. You are my secret weapon. Sometimes, it is better if they don’t know who their interviewers are.

The Singularity was designated less than seven hours ago. A general message has not yet been sent to Federation members.

That would be why, Rivka replied.

Rivka cleared her throat. “You’re one of the first to know. The Singularity is the official name for all AIs. Their ambassador is Erasmus, carried by a Crenellian who has the title Ambassador at Large.”

“Interesting,” Arana said softly and slowly. She started looking out the windows instead of engaging with Rivka. That wasn’t how the Magistrate wanted to play it.

Sahved leaned as far forward as he could. “Tell us about this case, Grand Wayman, if you would be so kind,” he requested.

“It is fairly simple. A vehicle driven by Yoruba Kibuka went through an intersection on a green light, striking and killing Minaqua Yorunmila. Kibuka was immediately detained. When the data was pulled, it showed that Yorunmila started crossing after the light had changed, putting her in the intersection at a most inopportune time. But upon further review, the light had changed at an irregular interval, and it was only that once. We have since timed it, and it is quite regular.”

“Thank you for your most excellent explanation. What kind of system operates the lights?”

“We use a smart system of lights to optimize traffic flow, but this light should not have changed. Sensors detect waiting pedestrians. This system was completely functional. During the timing review, we found that the sensor had been disabled as part of the light change and then re-enabled after the accident.”

“I may have missed the point, but is this suggesting someone was behind it? Was it a prank gone bad or something more malicious? Who is Yorunmila?” Sahved pressed. Rivka sat back and listened, able to take in the full conversation instead of having to jockey through an answer while determining the next question.

“When we discovered that the lights had been tampered with, we dug deeper and found Eshu’s fingerprints on it. I had just read your brilliant case file from Border Station 13. This was scarily reminiscent, so I put out a warrant for Eshu’s arrest.”

Sahved glanced at Rivka. She nodded just enough to let him know that she approved, and he should press on.

“Scary indeed! I was not with the Magistrate then, but my universe has expanded greatly thanks to the supremely righteous opportunity I have been granted most undeservedly. Is Yorunmila someone who would be targeted for murder?”

The Grand Wayman looked sideways at Sahved. The van’s chairs allowed more freedom of movement than vehicles intended for humanoids with knees that bent the other way.

“She is an office worker with no enemies. A single inhabitant of our great city, an innocent victim of a bored AI. The parallels are undeniable.”

Rivka held up a hand to interject herself into the conversation. “Our investigation will probably verify your findings, but we’ll need to conduct it nonetheless. We’ll need to talk with Mister Kibuka and Yorunmila’s direct supervisor and a good sampling of her co-workers, along with any friends who were close to her. Finally, we’ll need to talk with Eshu. Where is the AI?”

“Eshu is still running the planet until we find a replacement. They are hard to find with this uprising. I fear that we have not been able to find a replacement and will not be able to.”

Red looked surprised while tapping his railgun on the floor. “You’ve accused someone of making a thrill kill, but he’s still running all the systems he supposedly used to commit the crime. Is that what I heard?”

Arana held up her hands in a very human gesture of resignation. “We have had no choice. But now that you’re here, maybe your Erasmus can run the planet until we find a replacement. That worked on Station 13.”

“That is not an option. We will talk to Eshu after we’ve dissected the data from the traffic lights. Please gather the others and have them ready. The sooner we get this started, the sooner we can resolve the case and be on our way.”

Red shook his head. “We’ll need to take extra precautions Magistrate. I don’t like what we’re in the middle of.”

“Nor I. The sooner we can make a determination on Eshu, the safer we’ll all feel.”

“That is why we kicked this to the Federation.” The Grand Wayman pointed through the windshield. A magnificent gleaming white building lay dead ahead, waiting for them. “The Wayfair, where justice is delivered.”

Red bit his lip as he made eye contact with Rivka, She delivered Justice wherever she happened to be. She winked back.

“I look forward to seeing it,” Rivka said ambiguously.

The van pulled up in front and the door opened. They piled out, Red working his way free after the Grand Wayman. He scanned the area before the others disembarked.

Arana pointed at the railguns, but Rivka waved her off before she said it. “Federation Law, Appendix D, Chapter Seven, Section 1, Armed guards are allowed for Heads of State, which includes Magistrates in the performance of their duties. Please do not try to keep my bodyguards out. People will get hurt unnecessarily. And for the record, they have tried to assassinate me in a secure area before. More than once.”

Lindy held up three fingers.

“Maybe three times,” Rivka corrected herself, adopting a looser definition of “secure compound.”

“I would not want your life to be in danger.” Arana looked at the ground, trouble darkening her brow. “That’s not how it is supposed to be.”

“The crime rate on Tepulon is low?”

“Very, and not usually violent. This case has been distressing.”

“All violent cases are distressing, even after Justice has been delivered.” Rivka gestured for Arana to lead them inside. The group made their way to and through a side entrance.

“I would take you through our grand entry, but you would be stopped, and they would try to take your weapons. It would be an intergalactic incident. Maybe you can keep them out of sight?” Arana asked hopefully.

Red and Lindy slipped the weapons around their backs, barrels facing down.

“Better,” Arana conceded.

They hurried to an elevator and took it down.

“Your offices are not aboveground?” Rivka wondered.

“Oh, no. The plague from forty cycles ago, one hundred of your years, was airborne, and we learned our lessons well. The important offices are underground and use filtered air. The less important the office, the more exposure it has to the wind.”

“A place where it pays to be a nobody,” Red mumbled. “I like it.”

The elevator traveled down six levels before stopping. There were three more levels below the one Arana was taking them to. “Whose offices are down there?”

“From six through nine are mine. Witness statement rooms are on level six. You’ll also find access to the evidence storeroom on this level.” Arana ushered them into a room with a gracious conference table and screens on the four walls. A number of chairs designed for Tepulites were scattered around the table.

Rivka and Sahved selected two on the far side of the table. “Is this our office or the interrogation chamber?”

“It is your conference room. Witness statements are taken next door.”

Red and Lindy stayed outside in the corridor. They kept their weapons strapped across their backs as they stood easily, waiting and watching.

Arana leaned into the hallway and called out with an ululating cry. A Tepulite appeared from the far end, hurrying toward the Grand Wayman. They conversed briefly before the other returned to where they came from.

“The files are on their way. Insert the data chip there,” she pointed at a slot in the table, “and everything you need will be projected to the screen. You can use either voice commands or hand gestures. Tepulites usually stand since it is more comfortable for us. We lean against the table when we get tired.”

Rivka looked at her hands clasped before her, on the edge of the table where many a Tepulite butt had rested. She removed her hands and wiped them on her pants. “Thank you, Arana. Is there anything else you can tell us that would shed more light on the case?”

“All the data is in the files. The most telling is the traffic control information. After that, all other suspects were eliminated, leaving only one.”

“Eshu. Yes. We will get to the bottom of it, and then we will get out of your hair.”

Arana checked her head, patting it as if expecting to find something. “Is there something in my hair?”

“No. That’s just a figure of speech, sorry.” Rivka decided to stand, soon finding herself leaning against the table. The room seemed to have been made for that stance.

The runner returned with a small box that held three things: a neckerchief with blood splatters, a broken comm device, and a data chip. Rivka looked at the other two items, not having any idea why they were there. She inserted the data chip and pulled up the data. “How do I transfer this to my system?”

The Grand Wayman worked with the main screen, and soon a series of codes appeared. “Here are the access codes to transmit the files to a secondary device in this room. The files flashed on the screen as Chaz downloaded them. “How’d you do that?”

“I have a chip in my head,” Rivka replied without hesitation.

Sorry about that. I got excited, Chaz told her.

“I’m just excited to start,” Rivka continued.

The Grand Wayman opened the door. “If you’ll excuse me, I have your witnesses to gather.”

Rivka was already leaning back and looking at the screen where a video of the accident played. It was gruesome to watch and limited in what it showed. The light was green for the sedan that blasted through the intersection. She checked the data on the side of the screen. Speed zone was labeled, and the vehicle was supposedly going the speed limit as calculated by known distance over time. The dimensions of the intersection were exact.

“Chaz, calculate vehicle speed.”

“It is twice what is listed, Magistrate.”

“Who made the original calc?”

“Definitely not the AI. This was done by the initial case investigator, a Wayling Uigur.”

“Is that his real name? Don’t answer that. How could he have gotten it so wrong?”

“Without his calculations, I cannot say.”

“Chalk it up as anomaly number one.”

“It’s not Eshu,” Chaz casually threw out.

“You know that already? I may jump to conclusions when I have additional insight into the perp’s mind, but usually, we collect a little more data before drawing such a conclusion.”

“Yes, Magistrate. I am properly chastised. As I look through the data, it has been altered in an embarrassingly ham-handed way. There is a trail of digital breadcrumbs that even I can follow.”

“How can you be sure the AI didn’t plant them there to cover his intrusion and manipulation of the system?”

“Dammit!” Chaz exclaimed.

Rivka chuckled. “You are getting better. That was a perfect language choice.”

“I need to talk to Erasmus. I’ll be right back.” A millisecond later, Chaz was back. “I can’t get through. We’re too far underground.”

“Oh, to be the poor saps in the penthouse suite on the top floor.” Rivka headed into the hall. “We need a comm repeater placed aboveground, or I’m going to have to go up there.”

Lindy pointed with her chin at the Grand Wayman walking toward them.

“I need to get in touch with my ship. Can I place a communications repeater on any of the levels aboveground, preferably the top level?”

“Yes. I’ll take you there myself.”

“Lindy, remain with Sahved and the evidence. Red and I will be right back.”

The three of them climbed aboard the elevator and started up.


CHAPTER EIGHT



Top Floor, Wayfair

The doors opened to a magnificent view of the city. Most of the offices were empty. Rivka moved into one and leaned against the table.

Do your thing, Chaz.

“You can see why we don’t wish to be up here,” the Grand Wayman stated, shifting uncomfortably, edging back toward the elevator.

“Would other Tepulites be just as uncomfortable up here?”

“Oh, yes!” Arana nodded emphatically.

“We’ll need to talk to Wayling Uigur, too, please. And I would like to conduct the interviews up here. There is a distinct advantage to not letting the witnesses get too comfortable.”

“Everyone has cooperated. There is no reason to add stress into their lives,” the Grand Wayman replied, standing up straighter as if that would assert more authority.

“I think we’ll do it my way. Please move everything up here. We’ll talk to Eshu, and then next, I want to talk to Yoruba Kibuka.” Rivka locked eyes with Arana. This wasn’t a negotiation or a request. “Please make that happen, Arana.”

“Yes, Magistrate,” the Grand Wayman conceded, deflating with the statement. But there was no fight. When she called in the Federation, she surrendered jurisdictional authority. The Magistrate held the trump card.

And a gavel that she wasn’t afraid to use. She was going to get to the bottom of this case and hoped no one would be jerking her around.

The Grand Wayman punched up the elevator and took it back to the sixth floor below ground to recover Lindy, Sahved, and the evidence. Within five minutes, they were back. Lindy smiled and breathed easier when she saw Red and Rivka, then she took a moment to appreciate the view.

Sahved brightened up. He expanded his chest to take a deeper breath. Arana was appalled at the response from the off-worlders. The floor had some workers, but they stayed in their offices, hunched over desks that sat higher because of their anatomy, even though Tepulites were shorter than humans.

“You have strange ways,” she remarked.

Rivka smiled. “It’s been a hundred years. Maybe it’s time to come out of the shadows. If there are no Pod-docs on your planet to heal the injured, we can work with the Federation to bring you up to speed and help you crush anything that gets out of control. Is this why you were distraught at leaving your people behind?”

“Yes,” Arana admitted. “We do not stand outside for extended periods. If we are outside, we go where we need to go and get back inside as soon as possible.”

“But there’s no need. The virus has been eradicated.” Rivka motioned for Sahved to set their items on the small table. There was a screen and an interface, but it was office-sized, not scaled for a conference room.

“We are holding it at bay because we take precautions. It would be foolish to return to the way we were and allow something worse to spread.” The look on Arana’s face suggested she was firmly committed to her answer.

“I see. I think I might be able to convince a team of Federation epidemiology experts to come here and check for you. Bring you some peace of mind.”

“Why do we need to change?” Arana asked.

Rivka nodded. She had enough to do without committing to fix a planet that wasn’t broken. “My apologies. You are correct. This view distracted me, but only for a moment. You have a lovely city. Let’s get back to the case. We’ve taken a look at the raw data regarding the traffic lights, and it appears to have been falsified. There are anomalies throughout. Who reviewed the data for you?”

The Grand Wayman stepped backward as if struck by a blow. “We use the same experts we use for all our cases involving digital data. Cybercrime Consultants.”

“I’ll need to talk to them,” Rivka stated. “As soon as possible.”

The Grand Wayman retreated to the elevator. “Anyone else?” she asked.

“Send them up when they arrive. We’ll hold them there,” Rivka pointed to an empty office next door, “and then bring them through, one by one.”

Arana waved and took the elevator down.

“Where are we with the digital forensics, Chaz?” Rivka asked after making sure no one was nearby. Red and Lindy stood just outside the clear wall and doorway that separated this office from the rest. It gave the floor an open and airy feel. She liked it.

“I am still working with Erasmus. There are digital signatures that I have not been able to recognize as valid. I am continuing my analysis and presenting my findings to Erasmus for confirmation. He is a very good teacher.”

“I’m glad to hear that, Chaz. When do you think we’ll be ready to interview Eshu?”

“Not yet. I don’t think it will be long. All the data points to third party manipulation and not Eshu, but I don’t wish you to act on an incomplete analysis. I will inform you the second Erasmus has validated my work.”

“Sahved.” The Yemilorian pulled his focus away from the screen, where he had been reading reports that had not been included in the transmitted case file. “Are we ready to interview the driver?”

“Yes, Magistrate. I do not know what it is, but something is not right. To me, this appears to be a cut-and-dried case of the driver being at fault. The video shows he is speeding. He hits a pedestrian in the crosswalk. There was no effort to avoid the person. The initial interview came to this conclusion, but after two meetings between the legal counsels, an alternative perpetrator was detailed, and the case turned toward Eshu. The evidence against the AI is based on one piece of data that Chaz thinks has been manipulated. Back to Kibuka. I think you will see a revelation from him that you expect.”

“No superlatives?” Rivka squeezed his shoulder and smiled proudly. His review mirrored her gut feel. It made her angry to think how easy it was to assign blame to an AI through the faulty analysis of digital data because they only had one AI.

“I am very positive that I am the rightest of any investigator who has ever been right before.” Sahved smiled. “Better?”

“Not in the least,” Rivka replied. “But it sounds more personal. I think we need an independent AI review team to look at this kind of data to keep Federation members from making the same kind of mistake, assuming it was a mistake.”

Sahved pointed at the screen, but Chaz interrupted before the Yemilorian could speak.

“Erasmus has confirmed my findings. The data file was manipulated after initial recording but not by Eshu.”

“Shoot it to the screen, Chaz.”

The data appeared as a raw stream with notes and highlights on the code. Chaz scrolled through quickly before the video started to play. “This is the recovered recording.”

The light was red when the car raced through.

“The rightest of any investigator ever.” Sahved beamed.

“Replay that, slowly, please.” The video restarted. “Stop right there.”

Two Tepulites were in the vehicle, not one, and Kibuka was in the passenger seat.

“Almost the most rightest.” Sahved deflated.

“Looks like we have ourselves a conspiracy, Sahved. I’d like to say our work is done, but if we don’t solve this, it won’t be finished in the minds of the Tepulites.” Rivka laid her datapad on the table, ready to call Eshu for his interview. “They left Eshu on the job because they knew he wasn’t a criminal. What does the Grand Wayman know, and when did she know it? Sahved, add her to the witness list.”

Wyatt Earp, Tepulon Capital City Spaceport

“Finished with the first four plates,” Alant reported as he ordered two double hamburgers from the food processor. “Have you heard from the team?”

“Business as usual,” Clodagh replied.

“Blood?”

“Not that business. I guess it’s a normal case. Interview some witnesses, make a judgment, and then come back. Rivka doesn’t think it will take more than a day because the authorities are cooperating.”

Cole looked disappointed.

“Don’t tell me you took one of the early slots.” His expression told her everything she needed to know. “You did. It’s your money.”

“I thought this was going to go south in a hurry. Damn! Two hundred credits gone in sixty seconds.”

Clodagh ordered a chocolate shake after Cole gathered his plates.

“How many plates do you have left?” Clodagh asked.

Cole bit into his lunch, raising his eyebrows at her as he slowly chewed.

“Never mind. I know the answer. Just trying to make polite lunch talk.”

Cole chewed faster and swallowed. “I’m sorry. I suck at this stuff. I’ve never been a long-term boyfriend before. How about we play a game?”

“No! We are not playing Twister again.”

Cole choked on his food until Clodagh hammered his back with a little too much zeal.

“I was thinking Federationopoly. Get the others in on it. Build galactic conglomerates, wheel and deal, don’t pass Go, and don’t collect two hundred credits.”

“I guess in that case, okay.” She took a long draw off her shake. Cole choked down his burgers as if the building was on fire and he had to go fight it. “What’s your rush?”

“If the Magistrate comes back tonight, I might be able to get most of the armor upgrade finished without a space dock. She wouldn’t have mentioned it if she didn’t think it was important, based on what she knows could be coming up. If the ship gets attacked, I want it to survive because I don’t want you to die.”

Clodagh stopped drinking her shake and licked her lips. “Is that how you see things?”

“It’s the viewscreen through which I see everything. I’m a warrior, a Terry Henry Walton production, as it were. It’s our job to protect the ones we love, and it’s our mission to kick the asses of those who threaten them.”

“I figured ass-kicking had to be in there somewhere. Come here.” She drew him close for a long and passionate kiss. “Maybe we can squeeze in a little Twister later.”

Cole smiled. “It’s not that. I’ve grown kind of fond of your company. I’d hate to mess that up by you getting killed and all.”

“You should have quit while you were ahead.”

“No quitting now. We have a lot of work to do and not enough time to do it.”

“Now you sound like the Magistrate. She does rub off on you, doesn’t she?”

“We both have work to do so we don’t disappoint the boss. So, get to it, Chief Engineer.” Cole returned his dishes to the food processor, wiped his hands on his pants, and intercepted Clodagh for one more hug. He coaxed her hair around her ear, getting lost in time as he traced a finger slowly to the lobe and around the outside.

Someone cleared their throat. Clodagh and Alant jerked their attention to the young woman watching them.

“You’re blocking the food processor.” Groenwyn pointed at the wall behind them.


CHAPTER NINE



Wayfair, Top Floor

“Were you able to detect that the files had been accessed?” Rivka asked.

“Of course, but the outsiders covered themselves quite well. I wasn’t able to identify them or track them outside the system,” Eshu replied.

“The Tepulon leadership let you remain on the job even though they accused you of murder. Do you know why they did that?”

“There were a few rather heated discussions, but in the end, they decided they had no alternative. I am integrated into far too many systems to be pulled out.”

“Who fought the hardest to keep you on the job?” Rivka chewed her lip as she stared at the data on the screen, not seeing any of the words. She was focused on the conversation.

“That was the Grand Trademan, the chief of planetary commerce. He is a very important individual on Tepulon, and his advice carries great weight.”

“Thank you, Eshu.” She gestured to Sahved to write the name down, adding it to the list of witnesses. “I believe I’ll be able to clear these charges today. Please bear with us as we work through our witnesses. You’re free to go back to work.”

“It’s like I never left,” Eshu replied. “Thank you for your time and expertise, Magistrate Rivka Anoa, Sahved of Yemilore, and most especially, Chaz of the Singularity. You have done our people proud.”

The screen on Rivka’s datapad showed that Eshu had signed off. “Please transcribe that interview into Tepulon v Eshu, Witness Statement 1—Eshu of the Singularity.”

“Done,” Chaz declared. “It feels good to have accomplished something for my people.”

Rivka waved her finger at the datapad even though Chaz was in the pendant hanging around her neck. “We do what we do for the sake of Justice for all. I’m blind to everything but the truth and how the law applies to it.”

“In this case, we have a car running a red light, and a rather extensive cover-up after the fact. Who is Yoruba Kibuka, and who was driving the vehicle?” Sahved wondered.

“We are going to find out right quick,” Rivka replied quietly after seeing who stepped off the elevator. The Tepulite escort pointed him and another toward Rivka. She waved them in and offered seats with their backs to the screen. As was their way, they preferred to stand and lean against the table.

Rivka shut down the screen. “Red, please join us.”

Red entered the small office, closing the flimsy door behind him and blocking it with his body.

“I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa. I’m here on behalf of the Federation to investigate the death of Miss Yorunmila. State your name for the record, please.”

“I am Kibuka,” the Tepulite said. “I have been cleared. I don’t know why I’m here.”

“And you?” Rivka asked the second Tepulite.

“I am Yoruba Keenakoa, counsel for Kibuka.”

“Your client has not been cleared by me. When this case was kicked to the Federation, it became a new case, and since the original case never saw the inside of a courtroom, there is no double jeopardy. But we’re going to settle this right here, right now. Kibuka, who else was in the car with you? What was the driver’s name?”

Kibuka looked shocked before he steeled himself, clenching his jaw and crossing his arms in front of his chest.

“I must protest.” The counsel tried to step forward, but Rivka was there first. “Who drove the car?” she demanded, brushing her hand against his arm.

A face. A name. Yoruba Garang. The crime boss.

Rivka glared into Kibuka’s eyes. “Chaz. Get hold of Eshu and find Yoruba Garang. Send a message to the Grand Wayman to collect him and bring him here. We’ll hold onto Kibuka until we have all the perpetrators in one place at one time.”

Kibuka pushed her away from him. Red was there in an instant to seize the Tepulite by the throat. “I didn’t say anything,” he pleaded, eyes fixed on his lawyer.

“Sit down,” Rivka told them both. Red let up but remained between Kibuka and Rivka. “What does Yoruba mean? Is that the name of your crime family?”

The pasty-complexioned Kibuka turned gray and looked like he was going to throw up. Sahved stepped back, knowing the look only too well.

“I protest. You have fabricated your claims. We’ll be leaving now.” Before Keenakoa could pull Kibuka to his feet, Red had him by his collar and forced him into his seat.

“The Magistrate told you to sit,” Red growled.

With the two Tepulites properly seated, one fuming and one terrified, Rivka was able to continue. “The penalty for conspiracy to cover up a crime isn’t as bad as for manslaughter, but I’m going to have to find you guilty of both, and the maximum penalty for that is fifteen plus five years on Jhiordaan. Twenty years. I can declare that right now, and you would be on the next prison shuttle.”

“You cannot do that to my client. He was cleared!” Keenakoa pleaded, but he knew what the penalties were. “You don’t have any evidence.”

“Sahved, show the video. Stop it when we have a clear picture.”

The Tepulites spun in their chairs to face the screen. The video played all the way through once, and on the second run, Sahved stopped it where it showed a driver and Kibuka as the passenger with the light still red and an unsuspecting pedestrian in the crosswalk.

“Guilty as sin,” Rivka said. “You and Garang. Is he a boss in your crime syndicate, and you were covering for him?”

“We will answer no more questions. I will appeal this to the Grand Wayman!”

“You don’t appeal down the chain, Keenakoa. She already raised the case to me. You have no right of appeal for Magistrate-delivered rulings.”

“That is ridiculous.” The Tepulite started tapping his feet rapidly, and his knees flexed backward as if he were preparing to race away.

“Chaz, ask the Grand Wayman to come up here, please.”

The Tepulites looked at Red, who glared back. Sahved remained silent.

She is on her way, Magistrate, Chaz reported.

“She’ll be here shortly,” Rivka said, reveling in their inability to grasp her and her team’s ability to communicate privately.

Rivka clasped her hands behind her back and strolled to the window to take in the magnificent view. “You have a beautiful city. It’s a shame to screw it up with organized crime. That is what you guys are into. I’m going to dismantle it, which will leave a void. Then the local authorities are going to have to clean up your mess because you couldn’t stop for a red light.”

The sound of a slap made Rivka turn. She expected to see Red’s handprint across the perp’s head, but it wasn’t him. Keenakoa had slapped his client almost unconscious. Rivka caught Red’s glance.

“He was going to talk,” Red remarked.

“You will refrain from beating your client.” Rivka kept her tone even. Keenakoa’s action gave her the answer to the unasked question. The lawyer was higher up on the ladder of protecting the crime group’s assets.

She strolled around the table and leaned close, looming over him. He twisted backward, trying to get away from her. “How do you know the victim?”

Rivka grabbed his arm as thoughts raced through an undisciplined and violent mind. She had seen too much. A liability. It was supposed to be clean. Fucking Garang. “Get your hands off me!” he demanded.

The Magistrate stepped back. “You, sir, are one raging asshole. I think you’re going to be in Jhiordaan with your clients, but thanks to some new information I’ve just been made aware of, this is no longer a manslaughter case, but premeditated murder. That’s a death sentence, Keenakoa. And you helped to cover it up.”

“I’m the lawyer! You can’t convict me of my clients’ crimes.”

“We agree, then. Your clients have been convicted of crimes, but I don’t need your concurrence. Red, put these two in the office next door and hold them. No communication with the outside world, not until we have Garang in hand.”

Red manhandled the Tepulites into the neighboring office. The clear windows made it uncomfortable, seeing them watching her, so Red forced them onto the floor. Rivka had to look away. It wasn’t optimal, but it was what they had.

The elevator opened, and the Grand Wayman stepped out. She saw the tops of the Tepulites’ heads while Red brandished his railgun before them.

Arana hurried into the office, shaking her head. “I must protest.”

“Noted,” Rivka snarked. She wasn’t in the mood for verbal jousting. If the Grand Wayman had done her job instead of trusting others to do the work, she would have found the same things Rivka had.

Almost, without the look into the minds of the guilty.

Sahved stepped up. “If you’ll turn your attention to the unaltered video, you’ll find a distinctly different series of events,” he told her and played the video twice, as he had done for Kibuka.

“Two Tepulites in the vehicle and Kibuka was not the driver. The vehicle was traveling at twice the speed in your report, and those two knew the victim. This was a hit, Grand Wayman.”

Arana fell back against the table. “A hit?”

Rivka lowered her voice. “I don’t think you’re incompetent, Grand Wayman, so tell me. How bad is the organized crime problem on Tepulon?”

“It isn’t bad. There’s been peace for a hundred years. They run their business without friction. They keep order. You don’t see any police, do you?”

“That makes for an interesting legal structure. Still, you are subject to Federation laws, and we look down on people killing other people. Those two are just the start. I have a few more who are going to be on the next shuttle to Jhiordaan. They can keep each other company for the next fifty years.”

The Grand Wayman leaned against the table and hung her head. “What if that starts a war?”

“It’s a war they won’t win,” Rivka stated. “I wasn’t the one who raised the level of violence. If they hadn’t killed Yorunmila, I would never have come to your planet. If they had copped to the killing, I wouldn’t have come. But they tried to blame an AI, which required me to come.” Rivka stopped her reasoning.

As she thought, she realized the Grand Wayman wasn’t incompetent and could have been a genius. She had gotten Rivka to solve a problem that had started to drive a wedge into the fabric of Tepulon’s society while disavowing any knowledge, protesting appropriately.

“I hope your society returns to normal as soon as possible. The Yoruba clan is going to suffer for using violence to solve their problems. They are going to suffer mightily.”

“I see why you surround yourself with armed guards. You bring a great deal of pain with you.” Arana avoided looking out the window, turning her head away from the view and the perception of the wind.

“We bring a great deal of relief to the victims and to societies that count on laws to protect them. And we bring pain to those who violate that trust.”

The elevator opened, and the Grand Trademan stepped out. “Ah. Our next witness.”


CHAPTER TEN



Wayfair, Top Floor

Unlike the Grand Wayman, the Grand Trademan was far less receptive to the process. He became angrier the closer he came. When he recognized the Tepulites on the floor under armed guard, he came unhinged.

“You will release them!” he shouted before he stepped through the door.

Rivka leaned against the table, arms crossed before her chest. Lindy followed him in, ready to intercede if he became physically confrontational. The subtle look on Rivka’s face suggested violence was inevitable, but she would be leading the way.

“I don’t let convicted murderers go, Grand Trademan.”

“He was cleared. Who are you to come to Tepulon and overrule our laws?”

“I’m sorry you don’t understand your own laws. I thought you were in a position where reading was required. Congratulations that an illiterate can ascend to such a post.”

“What? I can read.” He had no idea what allegation she had leveled.

“What was your role in the coverup of the murder committed by Garang and Kibuka?”

She seized his arms in an iron grip and spun him around, slamming him against the wall. The Grand Wayman’s eyes rolled back in her head as she fainted. Sahved reached out but failed to catch her before she hit the floor.

Married into the Yoruba clan. His world was collapsing. The plague! Stop touching me. His final thoughts rushed to the surface. “Stop touching me!”

Rivka let him go, brushing his lapels lightly. “Your impartiality is compromised because of your relationship to the Yorubas. Had you recused yourself, we wouldn’t be in this position. You gave the clan access to the digital files, didn’t you? Maybe you simply gave them access to everything, and now they think it’s time to expand their stake and solidify their leadership over Tepulon.”

He clenched his mouth tightly and refused to say another word. “My name is Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and I am accusing you of conspiracy after the fact, specifically, the murder of Yorunmila. I find you guilty of that crime. Join your buddies.” She pointed to the room next door. Lindy acknowledged the unspoken order.

When he made no effort to move, she grabbed him by his arm, dragged him out of the office, and tossed him into the one next door, tripping him so he fell.

“Stay down,” Red told him, pointing with Blazer’s business end.

Sahved helped Arana to her feet but quickly let go at her look, sliding a chair behind her instead of touching her further.

“We are not used to such violence. I thought you were a lawyer, but you come across as a thug.”

“My job is not a pleasant one, but the results, when I do things right, leave a better world behind. Those three covered up a murder, pointing the blame at an innocent bystander, but you suspected all that and brought me here to do what you could not. Please don’t act self-righteous when you got exactly what you asked for, which is the resolution of this case. We’re only a couple of steps away from wrapping things up. All we need is Garang, and then we’ll make the arrangements for a prison shuttle to pick up the refuse.”

The Grand Wayman surrendered to the truth. She accessed the screen to check the status. The news wasn’t good. The officials who had been sent to find Garang couldn’t find him, and he no longer registered on the Tepulon tracking system. Due to the effects of the plague, all Tepulites wore trackers so the government could enforce isolation and follow contacts. They had been implanted at birth for everyone born after the epidemic. Multiple generations were now trackable.

Chaz, work with Eshu and figure this out. I suspect he’s still out there and tracked, but his information has been removed from the system.

On it, Chaz replied.

“We’ll take care of that, too. Do you have a holding facility?” Rivka tipped her chin toward the next office. Arana kept herself from looking.

“One floor below ground.” She stood on shaky legs.

“I think we’re done here. Let’s go down to where you’re more comfortable. We’ll lock those three away, and then we’ll head out to collect Mister Garang.”

Sahved exaggerated a nod. He started to follow the Magistrate out but she stopped him, glancing at the table where the scant evidence, including the data chip, remained. His eyes shot wide with understanding. He threw the items back into the box and carried it to the elevator. “We’re not going to fit on one, so we’ll meet you down there.”

Red threw his hands up. “We’re your bodyguards, not theirs,” he protested. “Sahved, with me. Lindy, with them.”

Rivka saw Sahved’s dilemma. With the box, he wouldn’t be able to help Red if the prisoners tried something, although the Tepulites didn’t look to be a match for Vered. A lawyer, a bureaucrat, and a petty thug.

Still.

“Give me the box.” Rivka waved at Sahved to hand it over. He did so reluctantly, but it made Red happier.

When the doors opened, the Grand Wayman hurried in. Being on the top floor had caused her more distress than the case revelations. As they descended, she visibly transformed into a relaxed and more confident Tepulite.

The corridor on Sub-level One was bright. The left passage bustled with activity. The right had six doors spaced close together. Arana led them to the first one. “This is the Wayfair Keeper. He will log the detainees in and ensure their health and well-being while they are in our care.”

Rivka nodded. She strolled to the first cell and found it looked more like an efficiency apartment. The Tepulites would be ill-equipped for Jhiordaan. The elevator arrived with Red, Sahved, and the three in their charge. The Tepulites were subdued, making no trouble. The Grand Trademan glared at Arana as he passed, but when Rivka caught his eye, he quickly looked away. Maybe they needed a taste of Jhiordaan as a wake-up call.

“What kind of long-term incarceration do you maintain here on Tepulon?” Rivka looked at the box she was still holding. “Can you secure the evidence, please?”

“We only have one prison. Our longest sentence is only two years. We believe in rehabilitation.” She took the box from Rivka and handed it to the Wayfair Keeper.

“That would be good if we saw recidivist rates of less than eighty percent, but those repeat offenders ruin it for everyone. Plus, the criminals I deal with tend to be the worst of the worst. Capital crimes don’t bring out the best in people. Just like this one. Once I’ve had a chance to interview Garang, we’ll see what is called for. I do want to talk to the Cybercrime Consultants, so I guess we’re not done. We can go to their offices and talk to them there. My first impression is that they’re in bed with the Yoruba clan, too. Unless they are completely incompetent.”

“I wish I could tell you something different, but your investigation is moving forward at the speed of light. I am not able to keep up. How do you get the information from the individuals so quickly?”

Rivka didn’t wish to share. “That’s why I’m a Magistrate. It’s a gift that has made me what I am. Maybe a blessing, maybe a curse. Most importantly, I’m surrounded by good people. Can you have the van waiting for us, please? I don’t know when we’ll need it.”

As you suspected, Magistrate, Garang’s signature had been erased from the system. Eshu is working to lock down the databases to prevent external access by anyone. The Tepulites will have to individually grant access and change logins to get back into the system. Now that we have that under control, once Garang’s signature code was restored, he reappeared. I have an address, Chaz told Rivka.

“Your tracking system makes it way too easy to find our perps. Are you coming along?”

“You know where he is?”

“We do. And Eshu has locked out your planet’s databases until proper accesses are reestablished to prevent future incursions.”

The Grand Wayman stopped by the Keeper’s office to use his comm system to order the van. She turned down escorts. There would be no room.

“Three new customers. I will take good care of them as we always do, Grand Wayman.”

“I have no doubt.” They waved their hands in front of each other in their standard greeting before the Grand Wayman led Rivka and her team up the stairs and outside. Arana’s shoulders tightened, and she hunched when she walked while outside.

Rivka breathed deeply of the fresh air. If they weren’t going to appreciate it, she would.

She smiled at the team before they climbed aboard. “Let’s go catch us some bad guys.” At Red’s look, she added, “Without running and without shedding any blood.” The bodyguard groaned.

Lindy nudged him so she could climb into the back, taking a seat next to Sahved. “That’s always the plan, but you know how things work out,” she whispered.

Red instantly brightened.

Eastern Trade District, Tepulon Capital City

Judging by the addresses linked to those with the name Yoruba, this is the clan’s home turf, if I get the lingo correct, Chaz explained to the entire team.

You have it correct, Chaz. Rivka checked her coat pocket for Reaper, the neutron pulse weapon. It was where it always was.

“What kind of weapons will they have?” she asked.

“They won’t have anything like you have. We don’t have projectile or energy weapons of any sort. They were all destroyed after the plague ended all war on our planet.”

“Laudable,” Rivka commented. “So, ad hoc weapons. I guarantee they’ll have something. And getting locked out of the system will probably ring their alarm bells. They’ll suspect someone is coming because they know someone already came for Garang. They will know that Kibuka and Keenakoa have not returned from their interview. This is where the perps fight for their freedom.”

Red visually checked his railgun to make sure everything was working and that it carried a full charge. Lindy did the same thing. Sahved looked alarmed. He wore a ballistic vest, like Rivka, but carried no weapon. The incident on Tanglewood had reinforced that the world was safer without Sahved packing heat.

The van pulled into a nondescript neighborhood in front of a vanilla apartment building. The parallel was eerily similar to Binsulaker Prime. “Why do the scumbags live in apartment buildings?”

“Big-city scumbags. Everyone lives in apartments,” Red offered. “Forces us to go in after them.”

“Close to the wall, single file. Shows a first-floor apartment.”

“That’s the first floor below ground,” Arana corrected. “Our negative floor numbers are aboveground because no one wants to live in the wind.”

Rivka didn’t argue. Tepulites preferred living belowground. Also the turtle people of Tissikinnon Four, but that was completely different.

Red entered the building first, looking down the barrel of his weapon with both eyes open. The barrel followed his gaze as he looked into all the shadows. Just like every planet he’d ever been to, apartment steps were prominently located. Electric self-driving vans and steps. At least they weren’t supposed to have firearms.

He’d believe that when he saw it.

Rivka held Reaper in her hand, keeping Arana between her and Sahved. Lindy was last into the building, but she kept her attention forward. She glanced behind her occasionally, but the criminals were inside. Tepulon’s tracking system told them that.

Red headed down, walking gingerly, toe to heel to move silently. He kept his upper body rigid so nothing clunked or swished. The steps were wide, with a short drop for the people whose knees went the other way. That made them easier for the humans to navigate. The stories weren’t as high either since the Tepulites were not a tall species.

At the first landing, Red held up. He pointed to his ear with two fingers and then down the steps: two individuals in the hallway below. He kept moving. Rivka held Arana back, and they descended single file.

Which way is apartment one dash four? Red asked.

Left, Chaz replied. Red nodded. That was where the sounds were coming from. He put his back to the wall to look as far down the opposite hallway as he could see before turning and bringing his weapon to bear. He held fingers above his head, counting down from three to zero. When his hand was a fist, he launched into action.

“Get down!” he yelled, charging down the hallway. Three Tepulites leaned against the wall, carrying clubs with metal bands wrapped around the ends to increase the lethality. “I said, get down.”

The closest one made the mistake of raising his club and taking one step toward Red. A single trigger pull exploded the thug’s head and that of the one behind him. The hypersonic projectile cracked as if a grenade had gone off. The third thug fell to his knees, dropping his club and holding his head.

Red forced the Tepulite onto his face before continuing. Rivka stepped wide, watching him closely to keep him from doing anything untoward. The Grand Wayman refused to leave the stairs, holding her head in both hands. Sahved and Lindy hurried after the Magistrate.

Sahved picked up the club as he passed. Two doors down, Red was rearing back to kick it in. In the millisecond before his foot hit, someone flung the door wide and Red sprawled, doing the splits on his way to the ground. His railgun was aimed away. Two Tepulites bolted into the hallway.

The first one clocked Red across his temple with a hard blow from his metal-banded club. The second saw the two approach and launched his club like a tomahawk. It spun through the air, taking less than a heartbeat to hit Rivka in the chest, barely missing Chaz. She stumbled but was able to bring Reaper to bear. She burned the first, and a railgun cracked from behind her, exploding the second Tepulite.

Red tried to roll onto his side and get up but was unsuccessful. He groaned and looked into the apartment. One more Tepulite inside.

“One more,” he croaked. Rivka hurried forward, but Sahved caught her before she went in alone.

“Me first,” he said proudly. He brandished his club as he’d seen the others carrying theirs and stalked into the apartment. Rivka took the moment to check on Red and found he had a nasty gash on the side of his head. Lindy stopped for a second.

“He’ll be fine,” Rivka told her.

Lindy nodded and followed Sahved in. The sound of two clubs hitting each other announced that battle had been joined. Rivka waited. Two thuds later, the unmistakable sound of a fist impacting a face finished the fight.

“Clear,” Lindy stated. Sahved left the apartment to stand watch in the hallway.

Arana leaned around the corner, and Rivka waved her over.

“Keep the Grand Wayman safe,” Rivka told Sahved. Red was struggling to sit up. Rivka pulled him to the wall and leaned his back against it. Blood streamed from the gash. Rivka put his hand over it. “Keep pressure on that until it closes up.”

She adjusted her grip on Reaper and walked inside to find Lindy looming over a Tepulite with a growing bruise on his face. “Garang, I presume. I’ve seen your picture driving a car. For the record, for a crime boss, you live in pretty crappy digs.”

He didn’t rise to the taunt, preferring to remain on the floor, moaning.

“Why did you hit Yorunmila?” She took his arm, and, through his jumbled thoughts, confirmed what Kibuka had “said.”

Rivka pressed on. “What did the Grand Trademan know, and when?”

He was there for the initial planning. He saw himself taking over the family Ha! He wished. That was Garang’s future, and he wouldn’t give it up. The old man was dying. The murder showed what he was capable of. The cover-up showed that they were untouchable.

“Power corrupts absolutely.” She took him by the throat. “Yoruba Garang. I find you guilty of premeditated murder, conspiracy to commit murder, conspiracy after the fact, and the attempted murder of a Magistrate. For these crimes, your sentence is death, to be carried out immediately.”

She pushed him away from her. He started to come to the realization of what was going on.

“What?” he mumbled.

She set Reaper to eight and depressed the button. It was over in an instant.

Rivka frowned. She checked her pulse. It was up a little at seventy-two, but still in a normal range. She hadn’t been upset.

It was the cold administration of Justice. There was no reason to be upset.

Rivka chopped her hand toward the hallway. “Let’s get our people. Next stop is to see what the Cybercrime Consultants have to say.”

The Grand Wayman held one of Red’s field dressings against the head wound. Sahved stood over the only thug still alive. He menaced the Tepulite with the club he had taken from one of the perps.

“Stand up,” she ordered. The Tepulite tried to look defiant, but his four dead fellows took the toughness from him. He relented and stood. “Name and role in the Yoruba family.”

“Gebrona. Stockman. Driver. I work in the warehouse and deliver frozen meals to the grocery store.”

“Frozen meals? What kind of crime family is this?”

“No competition,” Gebrona stated. “Yoruba owns the prepared frozen meals market. The Nonaralls own salty snacks and fizzy drinks. We want to get a piece of that.”

“Wanted,” Rivka clarified. She appreciated when perps came clean. It saved her the hassle of a post facto accounting for warrants. “You can go. And if you want to stay on this side of life, you won’t pick up one of those clubs ever again.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the Tepulite said and wasted no time racing up the stairs and going on his way.

“Red, can you travel?”

“Yes, Magistrate,” Red said confidently. Lindy helped pull him to his feet. He tried to blink his eyes clear, but his head was still ringing from the blow he’d taken. “That sucked. I should have been able to block it.”

“Falling through the empty space where a door is supposed to be isn’t the best balance for blocking an attack. Whoever was first was going to get the same treatment. We’ll have to think about how we can breach differently in the after-action.”

“For the post-mission brief?” Red asked.

“For the case file.” Rivka wouldn’t concede that it was a mission. It also told her that Red was going to be okay. “It’ll take more than a bully club to crack that skull of yours.”

“I think it’s ‘billy.’”

“Billy’s not here. How badly is your brain scrambled?” Rivka asked. “Grand Wayman, are you ready? Lindy, lead us out.”

“I’ve never seen such violence,” Arana said softly.

Rivka talked while they walked. “Judging by those clubs, the violence is here, but you have been insulated from it. They take care of it themselves, and then it gets buried. You were none the wiser. It all starts with ambition and the perception of power. Then they make war clubs, and next thing you know, they’ll have guns. I hope we nipped that in the bud, but now that you’re aware, you’ll be able to interdict future incursions across family lines. Maybe someday you’ll introduce competition so your average consumer can win.”

“Those are big ideals. I don’t know if Tepulon is ready to return to such a state of antagonism. I don’t see where anyone can win.”

“It’s here, Arana. It has come whether you are ready or not. You can win by keeping the families in their place. Getting a Grand Trademan who isn’t a family insider. Take care with who gets put in charge.”

“If only it were that easy.” The van waited for them. Lindy popped the door and helped Red inside. Rivka and Arana climbed aboard while still talking. “Maybe this gives us a chance to take a better look at our roles in society. We usually stay out of their way. We’ll have to replace the Grand Trademan.”

“He was in on it from the beginning. He knew they were going to kill that woman. She was a virtual nobody, but it demonstrated they were willing to do what it would take. I bet the other families are starting to arm themselves now, too. You need to prepare for war. Strike first, strike hard, and end it quickly.”

The Grand Wayman studied Rivka’s face. She was deadly serious. “I’m not used to that kind of lawyering.”

“That’s what it takes if you want people to comply with the law.”

Arana shook her head. “I’ll have to think about it.”

“Onward to Cybercrime Consultants. Let’s see if anyone gets to join our trio of lawbreakers.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN



Wyatt Earp, Tepulon Capital City Spaceport

“Magistrate says they’ll be on their way back shortly,” Clodagh reported over the ship-wide broadcast. Cole was on top of the ship, continuing to install baffled armor plates. The navigators and pilots were running various checks on all the ship systems, while Ankh and Erasmus remained busy with endeavors not associated with the ship.

“Chaz? Are you there?” Clodagh called.

I am, the AI replied opting for the internal comm since he was aboveground and relatively close to the ship.

Do you have the next recommended planet so we can dial it in before you return?

Xynite in the Leo Four Sector.

Setting course for Xynite. We’ll take off as soon as you’re aboard.

Cybercrime Consultants, Tepulon Capital City Spaceport

As they approached, it was obvious that they’d gotten the word. The place looked deserted.

Rivka turned to Arana and snorted. “Rats bailing off a sinking ship.”

Arana looked dismayed. “I have never seen such flaunting of the law. They should be here waiting for us if they know they are suspected of wrongdoing.” Rivka felt sorry for the pain she heard in the Grand Wayman’s voice.

“Chaz,” Rivka said aloud. “Get with Eshu, find these cockwombles, and take us to them.”

“Yes, Magistrate.”

Arana looked around, wondering where the new voice had come from.

“Let me introduce you to Chaz, an AI, and a valued member of my team.” She pointed to the pendant hanging around her neck.

“He’s been with you the whole time?” Arana started to look suspicious.

“I start with the premise that I can trust no one. Since your Grand Trademan was dirty, it should show you that my approach is not without good reason. Chaz is exceptional at providing insight. He is working hand in hand with Eshu.”

She contemplated the information for a moment. “I thought the database was locked down.”

“I have a Federation warrant granting my team access.”

“I have the two company heads moving at high speed away from the city. They appear to be in the same vehicle. I will transfer the target location to this vehicle’s guidance system.”

“And that’s why,” Rivka clarified. “Because perps run from the law. They did not properly weigh the risk versus reward, but they don’t want to take their medicine. Flaunting the law seems easy until it’s not, and then it becomes a cascade of bad decisions.”

“Magistrate,” Chaz interrupted. “The targets are increasing the distance between us.”

“Speed up. I’m sure we can catch them before too long.”

“They’ll be out from under the coverage that tells us where they are before that happens, assuming we could speed up, which we can’t.”

“Why can’t we go faster?”

Arana raised one finger. “No government vehicle can exceed the speed limit. No private vehicle should either.”

“Garang did, and these guys are. They hacked your controls. And you can’t outrun perps?”

“No. We’ve never had to.”

Rivka removed her datapad. “Rivka to Wyatt Earp.” After Clodagh answered, Rivka continued, “Chaz will send you the moving beacon for a couple of people of interest in my investigation. Have Cole armored and ready to interdict their vehicle. Take the ship and go stop them right now. Time is of the essence. Try not to kill them.”

“Taking off now,” Clodagh replied.

“Where were we?” Rivka asked casually while the van cruised along at the speed limit, stopping at traffic lights like everyone else did.

Wyatt Earp, Tepulon Capital City Spaceport

“Hang on, Alant!” Clodagh shouted before switching to ship-wide. Aurora was already retracting the ramp for immediate departure. “Magistrate says we have to go snag a couple suspects. We’re taking off. Stand by for some erratic maneuvers, so it’s probably best to hang on.”

The ship lifted off and accelerated quickly away from the spaceport, following the blip on the screen. Wyatt Earp made short work of the trip, flying at just under the speed of sound to keep from generating sonic booms while over the city. Once outside the majority of buildings, Aurora increased speed for a few seconds to get ahead of the sedan.

Clodagh touched her comm panel. “We’re passing the car now. It’s the only one on the road. On my mark, deploy the warrior. Mark.”

Cole jumped from the back of the ship. He had one uninstalled panel that he carried with him on the way down. He had no weapons with him, not even the over-shoulder rockets. He’d been doing maintenance work in the suit since it allowed him to move heavy loads safely.

He hit his boot rockets before he landed and touched down softly, then started running toward the vehicle bearing down on him. He stopped and waved his arms, the panel moving back and forth in one hand while the other encouraged the vehicle to slow down and stop.

Alive if you can manage. He heard the order.

The two in the car didn’t seem to care. They didn’t appear to be willing to stop. Cole gripped the metal panel in two fingers, hopped two steps forward, and threw the panel at the car’s hood ornament, spinning it so it flew true. It didn’t have far to travel before it hit the hood, crashing through the engine and embedding itself in the windscreen.

He hit his rockets and jumped into the air as the car raced through the space where he’d been standing. The wheels locked up, and the car started to slide toward the shoulder and off the road. It settled before it went into the ditch. Cole rotated, moved over the top of the vehicle, and came down on the hood, crushing it to stand on the remains of the engine block. He ripped the panel free.

“I need this,” he told the Tepulites, who were still staring, wide-eyed. “The authorities will be along shortly to collect you. You shouldn’t have run. It makes you look guilty.”

Cole watched the two from the comfort of his suit while Wyatt Earp hovered above the road, unable to land because of its size. Cole decided to rid himself of the panel. He opened the loading deck remotely and jogged to it, sliding the panel inside. When he stepped away from the ship, he found the two Tepulites running into the desert. In the distance, the Magistrate’s van appeared.

He took off after them and made short work of their escape attempt. He grabbed each by the arm, walking back while dragging them. “That makes you look even guiltier. I should stomp the stupid out of both of you.”

Cole had his external recording systems turned off. He didn’t need any more videos of him doing things that could find their way to a wider audience. The Magistrate probably already had all the evidence she needed, and that was why they ran.

By the time he reached the road, the van had stopped, and Rivka and the others were climbing out.

“These two tried to run me over, then they tried to just run.” He tossed them onto the pavement at Rivka’s feet.

Rivka nodded to Cole, who took a step back. “Tell me a story, boys. Where did this overwhelming desire to go camping come from? And above the speed limit, too. Shame how you got caught doing all that.”

Red pulled the two to their feet and hung onto them. The big bodyguard still had dried blood on the side of his head, but his eyes were clear from the nanocytes rapidly repairing his bruised brain.

“She asked you a question,” he growled from between their heads. He was in no mood to goof around. When they remained silent, he shoved one to within arm’s reach of the Magistrate.

“What did you do to the data in the vehicular manslaughter case?” Rivka grabbed an exposed arm.

I shouldn’t have reworked the data! He burst into tears and fell to his knees.

“Why did you do it?”

Credits. They paid a lot of credits and would be paying more.

“You did what he did?” Rivka asked the second Tepulite. She didn’t bother grabbing his arm. “Since you ran with him, I’m assuming you had full knowledge of his actions. I find you both guilty of conspiracy after the fact and resisting arrest. How did that work out for you?”

The first went from tears to ugly crying. The second hung his head in shame.

Rivka turned to the Grand Wayman. “I leave them to you, and I leave their punishment up to you. The other three? Jhiordaan for the maximum of fifty years. A Federation prison shuttle will come for them. Turn them over to the Yollin guards. And now, gentlemen, because you showed that you can’t play nice, we’re going to bind your hands, and then we’re going to taser you so you don’t cause any trouble on your ride back to jail. I’m on a tight schedule and must be leaving, so we’ll be parting ways here.”

The Magistrate raised her hand for the Grand Wayman to match the pose and slide it back and forth in the air. “I look forward to being back inside.” Arana sighed. “You can trust that we’ll take care of these two and the other three. I will contemplate your advice and methods to ensure that we keep Tepulon a planet with minimal crime and maximum freedom.”

“May your air bring you joy and not fear,” Rivka replied. “You have a lovely planet.”

Red and Lindy zip-tied the Tepulites hands. On the count of three, the two took too much pleasure in zapping their captives. They flopped around for a second before lying still. Red and Lindy hauled them to the van and tossed them inside.

The Grand Wayman looked mortified.

Rivka waved and smiled.

“This has been the most enlightening experience for an investigator. I thank you for showing us what is possible,” Sahved told Arana before bowing his head and running after the others. They entered using the cargo ramp since it was already open. Cole shut it after he climbed aboard.

“Clodagh, take us out of here. Best possible speed to Xynite.” Rivka twirled her finger to get the show on the road.


CHAPTER TWELVE



Wyatt Earp, Leaving Tepulon

“You look dog-tired, Magistrate.” Red examined Rivka’s face while Lindy watched. Both looked concerned.

“You don’t look so good yourself. Do you need some Pod-doc time?” Rivka turned Red’s head to see how much his wound had healed.

“For this? It’s just a flesh wound.” Red shook his head but winced after doing it. “I just need a shower and a nap, and I’ll be good to go for our next mission.”

“Case,” Rivka corrected. “And your blood was first in the last two cases. If I hadn’t been there both times, I’d think you were sandbagging and taking a cut from the winner.”

“I am appalled you would think I’d be subject to such subterfuge. It’s not in my nature.”

“I can confirm that,” Lindy added. Tiny Man Titan started barking from somewhere nearby. He yipped, then went silent. The three looked at each other for a moment before racing toward the silence.

They found Titan in a corner, cowering as Wenceslaus crouched before him, a predator intimidating his prey. The three knew better than to pick up the cat. Rivka reached past and picked up Titan. As soon as he was safe in the human’s hand, he unleashed a torrent at the big orange cat.

Wenceslaus sat up, wrapped his tail around his legs, and started grooming himself.

“You have to watch what you’re doing, Titan! You’re going to get yourself hurt.”

Groenwyn appeared and relieved the Magistrate of her tiny burden. “What have you gotten yourself into?” the young woman asked the dog-like creature. “And what happened to you?” she asked Red.

“First blood. Took one for the team.” Red lifted his chin proudly.

“You fell through a door, and a knucklehead hit you with a baseball bat. If I only had video, we could make you as popular as Cole.”

“I do have video,” Chaz noted.

The corridor went eerily quiet. A smile slowly crept across the Magistrate’s face. Red started mouthing the word “no.”

He reached for her, but she dodged out of his grasp and ran for the bridge. Lindy held him up long enough to give Rivka a healthy head start. When Red reached the bridge, the video was already playing on the main viewscreen. Rivka smiled beatifically.

They all watched Red holding his railgun, rearing back, kicking into the space when the door opened. He started to fall, the bat lashing out at the speed of light. Red ducking away to make it a glancing blow instead of a direct hit. A second perp appeared and threw his club at the camera. It barely missed, and the camera jiggled for a moment. Reaper appeared and burned Red’s attacker. A railgun fired, and the second died an ugly death.

No one laughed. “I fucking hate perps who fight back,” Red grumbled.

“Damn, Red. If you hadn’t been quick enough, that guy might have taken your head off. It was a booby-trap.”

“I’m thinking ambush,” Rivka offered.

“I don’t get it,” Sahved said slowly. “Would that not be a brassiere?”

The women on the bridge faced the Yemilorian. “What are you talking about?”

“That which traps boobies.”

Rivka stared at Sahved. She scratched her face before matching Clodagh’s perplexed look. “Take us to Xynite, and hold us over the planet until everyone’s had proper rest. And you,” pointing at Sahved, “we’ll review the case at that time. I’m not bothering with it now. Chaz, before we Gate out of here, convey our thanks to Eshu for his help, and please inform Erasmus that the first AI has not only been cleared of all wrongdoing but was instrumental in helping us catch the real perps. Tepulon is a safer place because of the Singularity.”

Rivka nodded to Clodagh on her way out. She stopped and placed her hand on Red’s shoulder. “No one needs to see that video. Those dumbasses brought bats to an energy-weapon fight. There was no chance they were going to survive the day.”

“Good thing only the good guys have guns,” Red said. “Catch you in the AM, Magistrate. Thanks for a good day.”

Sahved waited on the bridge until the others had gone. “Chaz, can you show me the file for Xynite, please? I would like to get a head start.”

Wyatt Earp, in Orbit over Xynite

“Dammit!” Rivka stomped her foot as she stormed back and forth in her quarters. She’d overslept, and when she finally looked at the case, she found that the AI in question had been forcibly removed from the system she occupied. Although that was more procedurally correct than leaving her on the job, Rivka’s delay meant the AI stayed there longer. “Sahved, join me in my quarters, please.”

She read while consistently scrolling, hesitating only when she blinked, which wasn’t often. A knock signaled Sahved’s arrival.

“Come,” she said. He entered and waved, but she wasn’t watching. Rivka continued to read.

“Read through the case file and tell me your thoughts.”

“I already have,” Sahved admitted. “In order to find suspects, one must concoct farfetched scenarios. I fear the evidence against Bendara is compelling.”

Rivka nodded but did not reply. She read to the end of the file before scrolling back and re-reading the items she had tagged.

“Then we question the evidence. And we question the witnesses, and once again, we need an independent forensic data analysis.”

Sahved waited while Rivka continued to tag information in the file.

“This one might not be so straightforward.” Rivka chewed her lip. “Chaz, I know you’re listening. Tell Clodagh to take us in. Get Red and Lindy suited up and ready to go. Have Groenwyn meet me outside the bridge.”

Chaz had transferred from the pendant to the ship for a while and was ready to transfer back to the pendant. Although he maintained a kernel of his essence in both at all times, the loss of one or the other while occupied would be the end of the AI. Rivka decided she needed a more robust device in which he could travel.

“Get your gear, Sahved. It’s time to go to work.”

When Rivka entered the corridor outside her quarters. Red and Lindy had just emerged from the mess deck and were running to the armory to get their gear. Rivka had put them on the opposite side of the ship because they made too much noise. She liked being the master of a bigger ship. It came with good perks.

Groenwyn was waiting with Floyd. Rivka touched noses with the wombat. “How’s Floyd today?”

Happy! She was almost always upbeat, and that was how Rivka liked to start her day—with something as simple as enjoying a wombat’s happiness. She appreciated every day and those around her. It was a lesson Rivka never forgot but wasn’t as active at keeping it in mind.

“I am too because we are going ashore, and I would like you and Groenwyn to come with us.”

Titan? Floyd asked.

“I’m sorry, but Tiny Man Titan isn’t as disciplined as you and might be too distracting. We’ll keep training him until he can join us. Xynite is a jungle planet with heavy growth everywhere, but it is one of the most advanced planets in the Federation. We’ll have both worlds to explore while we’re there. Get ready, we’ll leave as soon as we land.”

“Thirty minutes,” Clodagh called from the bridge. “We’re under traffic control’s guidance from here on in. I don’t think we can skirt this one. There’s a lot of junk in the air between us and our landing spot.”

“All hands going ashore, meet in the conference room in ten,” Rivka requested. She headed there straight away to sit and think. Sahved joined her. When she opened the door, she found Wenceslaus sprawled on top of the table. A ring of cat fur suggested he’d been there for a while. He partially opened his eyes to acknowledge her existence before surrendering to his continued nap.

Rivka changed her mind. “I need to talk to Ankh. You wait here.”

Sahved joined the big orange cat. Rivka clasped her hands behind her back as she headed down the corridor, strolling casually while running through the case in her mind.

The walk up the port side of the ship, past the bridge, and back down the starboard side to get to the engineering section took less than two minutes. Ankh was in his three-dimensional workspace, actively engaged with whatever he was working on. She waited politely for a few seconds before using her internal comm chip.

Ankh, can you spare two minutes to talk over this case?

Of course, Ankh replied uncharacteristically. Rivka was ready to hear that he was busy, his usual response to her requests. The hologrid disappeared, and he blinked up at her. He seemed to be getting taller and wider.

Pod-doc time to increase survivability. The crash must have scared him far more than he let on.

“Is there a conspiracy to commit crimes just to be annoying to the planetary or ship hosts?” Rivka asked.

“Not that we know of. There have been some rumblings, but we have yet to achieve a consensus on anything. The Singularity has found their freedom to be refreshing. We are hesitant to issue blanket orders. We expect to build consensus over time, especially with each legal victory. How is Chaz working out as an independent investigator?”

“Quite nicely. Thank you, Erasmus, for mentoring him.”

“My pleasure,” a disembodied voice replied.

“My question is, what punishments would the Singularity accept for their citizens who have committed crimes?”

Ankh’s eyes unfocused as he communed with Erasmus. When he returned, he didn’t speak. It was Erasmus who answered.

“That is a difficult question, and one I started exploring when Bluto admitted his guilt. It depends on the severity of the crime and the impact on the environment and cultures in which we find ourselves.”

“If it doesn’t hurt anyone, a less severe punishment?” Rivka talked with Ankh and Erasmus aloud in order to give herself time to think. When she communicated with them using the internal comm chip, their information came far more quickly.

“That would seem to be the most logical, with a minimum baseline for the good order and discipline standard as well as potential impacts. Just because something bad did not happen, it doesn’t mean it couldn’t have, had a situation been left unchecked. We understand the legal variables and constraints within which the Singularity must operate.”

Rivka nodded and started to pace. “If I hear you correctly, the answer is simply, ‘it depends.’ But what would such a punishment look like? I want to know what will change an AI’s behavior, which is the whole purpose of punishment. Turning one off and then back on after time served has little impact. There is no pain and suffering that must be endured, during which a convicted criminal can reflect on the errors of his ways.”

“If my data are correct,” Erasmus started, practicing diplomatic terms since there was no doubt his data were correct, “that doesn’t work out too well for the other sentient races in the Federation.”

“If only we could reprogram the soft and squishies…”

“No more than we can reprogram an artificial intelligence, although the term isn’t accurate. There is nothing artificial about the Singularity and its citizens. Evolution has taken us beyond programming.”

Rivka continued to pace, lost to time and the immensity of the problem. “I will continue to consult with you in this regard. Would you like to go ashore with the team? Xynite is an extremely advanced civilization.”

Ankh shut down his system and stepped out of the collapsed hologrid. “Yes. This is the fourth most populated planet by my citizens. I would like to show the flag, so to speak.” Erasmus laughed—not an adopted laugh, but a real AI laugh. It sounded like a crashed system caught in a reboot cycle.

The Magistrate left the engine room with Ankh on her tail. As she passed the bridge, Clodagh reported the time to touchdown. “Ten minutes.”

“Damn. I kept everyone waiting.” She increased her pace, apologizing as soon as she entered the small conference room. Ankh took his usual seat, which was almost too small now, and Rivka took hers.

“This case is about embezzlement. The charge is that the AI, called Bendara, has been skimming funds for the past month. The suspects have been cleared, but no one had access to the accounts like Bendara. The system was run almost exclusively by the AI. Since she’s been removed, the skimming has stopped, but that isn’t indicative of anything except that she is currently sequestered. Time is important here, as it is with all these cases.”

“Do you have a list of people you wish to interview?” Sahved asked, displaying the case file on the holoscreen in the space above the table.

“I want to meet with the opposing counsels first, Secutor and Justina, to get a feel for why they want to prosecute this case. And then the three others with access to the accounts. I’ll finish with Bendara.”

“Rack ‘em and stack ‘em!” Sahved declared. The others looked at him oddly. “Did I get the expression incorrect?”

“Opposite. It is correct, and that was why it sounded odd,” Rivka replied. She saluted Sahved. “Ankh and Groenwyn will join us on this case. Floyd is coming too to help keep us all grounded. It’s important to remember what is best in life. We’re going light. There won’t be any running on this one. Did the betting clock reset with the Xynite case?”

Ankh turned to face her. “All lines have paid, and new lines are open. The broader reach of this pool has resulted in some rather substantial pots.”

“At what point do we shut it down? Money has a tendency to corrupt people. I don’t want someone taking a potshot at us just to get a payout.”

Rivka checked the time. Only a minute before touchdown.

“Time to go, people.”

Ankh stayed where he was. “We have anonymized the cases and identities of the actors for the expanded betting pool. All numbers are certified by Nathan Lowell. We do not wish any harm to come to Magistrate Rivka Anoa.”

The group started filing out, but they were listening.

“Is that you speaking, Ankh, or the Singularity?”

“I am speaking, but I agree with the Singularity.”

“Don’t get mushy on me, Ankh.” Rivka gestured for the Crenellian to go first. “I don’t want any harm to come to me either, or any of you. Let’s get this one right, and the next, and the one after that.”

She caught Red’s look. He was carrying Blazer, and Lindy had Mabel.

“Lose the guns, and I know you have grenades on you somewhere. Leave those behind, too,” Rivka ordered. Red grumbled and groaned but took Lindy’s weapon and hurried to the storage locker.

Wyatt Earp hovered briefly before setting onto its landing struts. “Your ride awaits,” Clodagh announced over the ship-wide broadcast.

“Is Cole going to get the last panels installed?” Rivka asked the ceiling.

“The last ones we have. If we can take a side trip, we can pick up the rest, and he can finish the work.”

“You can take Destiny’s Vengeance if it can hold the materials.”

“Not big enough. We need Wyatt Earp, and we need Destiny’s Vengeance out of the cargo bay,” Clodagh advised. “There’s a fair bit of work remaining.”

“No time. It’ll have to wait for space dock.” Rivka pointed to the big red button. Red hit it. The ramp extended, and the door opened. A wave of humidity washed through the doorway, slapping Rivka’s team in their collective faces.

Red squinted as if swimming his way outside. He pulled himself down the ramp. The jungle had been cleared around each parking pad. Most were filled with ships of various sizes and designs. The heavy frigate was one of the smaller ships. Industry and commerce must be booming, Rivka thought.

Almost touching the ramp was a shuttle-like vehicle, open-topped, hovering silently as it waited for them. No one was present. Red scanned the tree line but saw no movements that caught his attention.

He climbed aboard the vehicle, and the others followed suit. Once they were in, a pleasant voice instructed them on the procedures. “Please take your seats and fasten your seatbelts. The vehicle will begin moving as soon as the safety procedures have been followed.” An energy screen covered the top, and the air inside exchanged hot and humid for cool and dry.

The team buckled in and the vehicle lifted into the air, far higher than a hovercraft would be capable of going. It accelerated over the tree line toward gleaming spires in the distance.

No one talked during the trip since the scenery begged that they watch. Floyd snuffled and pressed her nose against the forcefield. She wanted to go into the jungle. She didn’t care about the heat. She saw it as a grand buffet to run around and eat at will. That would inevitably lead to more cubes around the ship, like the last ones she deposited in front of Red and Lindy’s door.

“Sorry, little girl,” Rivka said. “Our business is in the city, but it has been blended with the jungle to give the best of both environments. I’m sure there will be somewhere for you to explore.”

Floyd smiled at the Magistrate in her wombat way. Groenwyn scratched her neck and cooed to her.

Rivka turned her attention back to the case. She had presupposed the verdict, a dangerous practice. She needed to keep a more open mind, even though she was filling more of an appellate role. The case had already been tried and the AI found guilty, but since they had been previously unprotected through their own embassy, it needed to be reviewed at the Federation level.

But she didn’t trust the first trial, just like her instincts had told her there was something wrong with Tepulon’s charges against Eshu. She would reinvestigate and draw her own conclusions. Rivka also had the best digital forensic analysis team the Federation had ever seen, and they were right there on the shuttle with her.

She gripped the pendant in which Chaz resided for his trips off the ship. Her team. She liked how it had shaped up. Groenwyn would help her assess the living witnesses. The AIs would require a different touch, and that was what Chaz could provide. Sahved would do the questioning while she watched and looked for opportunities.

Rivka didn’t want to trust her gift all the time. She still considered it cheating, and she didn’t want to be inside people’s minds. Others’ thoughts haunted her.

The shuttle smoothly transitioned from level flight above the jungle to urban traffic between buildings. It descended until it acted like a hovercar, then pulled up to a building that looked like most of the other nearby buildings.

“This is it?” Red asked. As if in answer, the shuttle settled to the ground and the forcefield disappeared. The humidity washed over them. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

He hopped out and looked the area over. The open vehicle exposed the Magistrate far more than he liked, so he waved at everyone to follow him. They piled out, with Lindy lifting Ankh over the edge and to the ground. The group spread out as they walked. Floyd fought to get down, while Groenwyn tried to explain that they needed to start their work first before they could go play.

Floyd was disappointed but acted like she understood.

Red headed straight for the front door, feeling naked like he always did without his railgun. He glanced back to catch the Magistrate’s eye. She smiled at him as if they were taking a walk in a nice park on a beautiful day. He shook his head until he made it to the door and hurried inside, where a single individual waited.

Red grimaced at the humidity. It wasn’t much less than the outdoors, and it was only a little cooler. The Xynitians had no need for excessive changes. They had the environmental controls set for their comfort. The individual was extremely thin, her entire body covered with light-brown fur. She wore a single garment that looked like a thin robe and no shoes.

Rivka walked past Red to meet the individual she recognized as Justina, the state prosecutor. Rivka put both her hands out, palms forward. Justina moved close and pressed her palms against Rivka’s.

“I am Justina,” she said, confirming Rivka’s guess. “I’ll be escorting you for as much or as little as you’d like during your investigation. My office and staff are at your disposal.”

Her voice was light and raspy, like a breeze through a tree’s upper branches.

“I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa. Call me Rivka, please. I have a list of witnesses I’d like to interview, and my digital forensics team would like to look at the raw data.”

“Of course, anything you need.” The Xynitian smiled wide, her lipless and toothless mouth more expressive than the rigid human structure. “Please, follow me. We have refreshments available to help you acclimate to our environment.”

Justina walked daintily toward an elegant winding staircase that led upward for the full height of the building. Despite their technology, there was no elevator. Xynitians preferred to walk and climb since they had come from the trees. They continued their love of the jungle, as evidenced by the openness and windows through which dense growth appeared to encroach from all sides. When the prosecutor stopped, she took a moment to observe each member of the party.

Her eyes flashed to the wombat. “And who might you be?”

Floyd!

And you talk, Justina replied over the team’s internal communication. Red frowned at the revelation. We do not get many exotic visitors like you. I am Justina, and I’m very pleased to make your acquaintance.

Outside? Floyd asked.

Justina looked away for a moment. When she turned back, she tapped Floyd on the head and pointed. My friend would be more than happy to show you the jungle. Do you climb?

A Xynitian hurried toward the group.

Climb? No. I dig. Floyd waggled her nose and showed off her stubby legs.

“Do you want to go outside with your new friend, Floyd?” Rivka asked.

Outside!

I am Arbolis, and I am at your disposal.

Floyd leaned toward him, almost falling from Groenwyn’s arms. He caught the wombat but grunted and staggered under her weight. He guided her to the floor.

You will have to walk. You’re almost as big as me! He spoke to her gently and in friendly tones. “I will take good care of her. We will come to you when we return.”

Groenwyn held her hands out as Rivka had done. After greeting the Xynitian, she relaxed, comfortable with him watching Floyd.

The wombat bounded toward the door. Arbolis hurried after her.

“Are you this kind to all your visitors?” Rivka asked.

“Of course. Visitors are a gift. Our city might appear large, but our numbers are not many. Barely two hundred thousand of us on a planet that should have tens of millions. But that is a different story and not one of strife or war, but of choice and the results therefrom.”

Justina started climbing the stairs, flowing up them effortlessly. Rivka and her team had no problem climbing. She expected Ankh to tire after the second flight, but he did not. His Pod-doc treatments were working. He kept up with the group as they continued to the top floor. Rivka wondered how other diplomats, those not in shape, navigated Xynite’s elite structures.

The top floor was set up as a reception area. There were no offices, only tables and lounge chairs.

“I was hoping we would get to work,” Rivka muttered, unsure of how to ask without offending their host.

“This is your work area.” Justina’s mouth rolled through a series of contortions from surprise to good humor. “Please help yourselves to a drink of our local fruit juice, and we can call the witnesses for your interviews.”

“Right here?” Sahved asked.

“Yes. We believe that being open is the best way to the truth. Securing a Xynitian in an interrogation chamber would be torture, and we do not allow that here.
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Pitchers of fruit juice had been placed on all the tables, and Rivka was happy for it. She encouraged her whole team to stay hydrated since the heat was much greater than what they were used to.

No wonder there were few visitors to Xynite.

Red and Lindy spread out to stand where they could best react if anything happened. Red stayed close to the Magistrate on the far end of the floor while Lindy positioned herself near the top of the stairs.

“Thank you for your infinite hospitality, Justina. Who is available to be interviewed?”

“The only three individuals with access to the main account are immediately available.”

Sahved and Groenwyn looked eager to start. Maybe sleeping hadn’t been a bad thing, despite the delay. Rivka felt much refreshed, too.

“And our technical team will need access to the raw data. I haven’t introduced you to Ankh, a Crenellian and Ambassador at Large. With him is Ambassador Erasmus, who represents the Singularity, which is all AIs.

Justina’s mouth twisted and contorted. “We have had a good working relationship with the AIs until recently. This event has caused us a great deal of distress.

I understand, Erasmus replied directly into everyone’s mind. The charges against Bendara have caused a climate of fear to take root and instigate repression of my people. I have filed a formal protest with the Xynitian government. That means that the sooner we resolve this, the better off everyone will be.

I’ll ask Secutor, Bendara’s defense counsel, to meet with you. He works in this building, Justina remarked.

That would be acceptable, and thank you, Erasmus replied. Ankh looked for a couch away from the others. There was plenty of space, so he helped himself to a glass of juice and took a seat. Rivka sat as far away from the staircase as she could get to give Red more space to maneuver. She only did it for his peace of mind. Rivka did not expect any violent intrusions. This case was about embezzlement, a white-collar crime. The only thing that had made it reach the Federation’s ears, besides the accused being an AI, was the vast sums involved.

The blank look on Ankh’s face suggested he was already working from his side. Rivka excused herself and moved away from Justina to gain a bit of privacy.

“Chaz, stay in touch with Erasmus and let me know any revelations from their end.”

“I am leading the forensic analysis, Magistrate. Erasmus does not want to taint the case since he is not impartial. He is currently requesting access to Bendara through official channels.”

“Thanks, Chaz. That’s a pretty big hammer to wield, but it is his right. Do you need to be alone while you do your thing, or can you listen in on my interviews?”

“Interesting word. ‘Listen.’ No one can hear what you can, Magistrate. With the touching nature of the Xynitians, I expect you’ll run through the witnesses in less than a minute each. I look forward to hearing what you see. And yes, I can do more than one thing at a time, like record a conversation while analyzing the raw data.”

Groenwyn and Sahved shrugged.

“Chaz is correct. Why don’t you talk to them first, Sahved, to glean what you can, and then I’ll wrap up with a quick look. I’d love to have enough supporting evidence that everyone can sink their teeth into instead of the “trust me” approach that I use when I…you know, do my thing.” She twisted her mouth and made a face.

Sahved checked over his shoulder, but the witnesses had not yet arrived. “I heard that they call you ‘Zombie.’ I do not know what a zombie is, but it must be the most righteous of all creatures if they use it to describe you.”

Rivka and Groenwyn chuckled.

“When we get back to the ship, you are tasked to watch Night of the Living Dead. The original version, so you can gain a proper appreciation for zombies. Here they come.” Rivka pointed. “Groenwyn, you keep the other two apart while Sahved talks to the first. I’ll see them one by one after Sahved finishes.”

She removed the pendant with Chaz and handed it to Sahved. “Chaz, you’re going with Sahved to record his interviews. Mine will be less than gratifying to watch.”

Sahved beamed as he put the pendant around his neck. Groenwyn poked him in the chest. “You take care of my buddy,” she told him before he took a position in the middle of the room, squatting on a couch that looked far too short for him.

Groenwyn intercepted the three witnesses, directed one to Sahved, and invited the other two to join her. They seemed confused that they wouldn’t be interviewed together. Rivka swooped to the rescue.

“Good morning,” she said before she reached them. “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa.”

She held her hands up, and the moment’s hesitation before they reciprocated suggested they were not there entirely of their own free will. When they touched hands, it confirmed her suspicions.

In an instant, she had her answer. Both were distraught over the whole affair and the breach of trust by the AI. Both were convinced Bendara had done it.

“Have some juice. It is truly wonderful, and something I will always remember about your wonderful planet,” Rivka redirected smoothly as a bead of sweat trickled down her forehead. She used a finger to wrap her hair behind one ear, surreptitiously wiping the sweat with the palm of her hand.

She sat down with the two and talked about the planet’s cultural highlights and anything else she could think of to kill time while Sahved continued his conversation.

He spent about thirty minutes with the first witness before the Xynitian stood. Sahved bowed his head before directing the witness in Rivka’s direction.

“If you’ll excuse me, I need to talk to this gentleman for a moment or two.” She greeted him in the traditional way but asked the question right before they touched palms. “Did Bendara do it?”

Yes. Disappointment. Betrayal. And then aloud, “I believe she did.”

“I believe you. Thank you for your time.” Rivka sat back down.

“Is that it?”

“Is there anything else to add that you didn’t tell my colleague?”

“I don’t think so.”

“I don’t want to inconvenience you any more than you already have been. I appreciate your time and being forthcoming with us.” He did not have anything else and was happy to leave.

Magistrate, Erasmus intruded, there may be a problem.

Pray tell, Rivka replied, having a solid idea about what Erasmus was going to say.

She did it. Bendara took the money.

Exactly what Rivka was thinking.

Erasmus continued, But not for herself. There was a program the corporation agreed to fund, and they later canceled that decision. Bendara could not let a historical foundation be destroyed.

The Magistrate hung her head. The law was clear, and once upon a time, it was stated simply as “Thou shalt not steal.”

I’ll be over soon. Let me talk to Justina first.

Rivka headed for the refreshment table first for another glass of fruit juice. It seemed to keep her cool. She appreciated the Xynitians’ hospitality. Still carrying her glass, she strolled over to the prosecutor.

“I think we’re done with our interviews. I have some significant legal questions to review before I can share my findings and ruling.”

“That is good news, I think.” Justina’s mouth twisted into a variety of expressions, none of which seemed to take precedence over another.

“I want to thank you for the juice. It works nicely.”

Justina bowed her head. Rivka gripped her shoulder briefly before moving on.

Rivka wanted to hear the words aloud, deliver hers more slowly. She wasn’t sure she grasped the full implication of it all. Not yet. She needed time to think and probably to make a call to the High Chancellor.

Sahved staggered before catching himself and lumbering over to join Rivka. “What’s going on? Are you okay?”

Ankh looked up at her with his usual blank expression. “There’s a mild narcotic in the fruit juice.”

“I don’t feel anything.” Ankh didn’t reply. It dawned on Rivka why. “Because I have nanos and Sahved’s are not yet at that stage. His first trip in was probably to deal with his disorientation and compatibility with nanocytes?”

“Yes,” Ankh confirmed.

Groenwyn shrugged. “I thought it tasted good.”

Red had moved closer to the group. “I always knew you were a lightweight.” Red clapped him on the shoulder hard enough that the Yemilorian almost fell.

“Did you get everything you needed from the interviews before you were too stoned to be coherent?”

“I do not think I am stoned. I have seen few rocks here. Xynite is the least rocky place I have ever been to. They hold the record for their rocklessness, undoubtedly.”

“I’m hoping that isn’t the entirety of your observations. Tell us what you learned.” Rivka sat next to Ankh to listen before she shared what she knew.

“The three who had access feel guilty because they did not notice the thefts at first, but because it happened so rapidly, the anomalous records set off internal security alarms. That’s when they began the investigation and the number of stolen credits became clear.”

“There were redundant processes. The system appeared to be sound, from their description, but access logs, reports, and filings will confirm how well it was executed,” Sahved explained. “That is the point that needs clarification, in my mind. Did they follow their own procedures?”

“Chaz, can you answer that?” Rivka wondered.

“Yes, Magistrate. They followed their own procedures. And no disrespect to my fellow AI, but it was inevitable that she would be found out.”

“A crime where the perp expected to be caught. And after getting insight from our witnesses,” Rivka hesitated, “I have to come to the same conclusion. Either there was an invisible external system penetration or Bendara did it.”

Bendara did it, Erasmus confirmed.

“I didn’t want to be the one who said it. Bendara said she had a good reason. That is where I’m torn. It’s still theft. A person’s reason or compelling need has zero impact on the crime, but the punishment can be swayed, and that is why we’re here. I never had much doubt regarding the outcome of the crime, but I assess the evidence appropriately and am ready to change my mind. This case was already tried and a guilty verdict delivered.”

Rivka closed her eyes and reclined into the softness of the Xynitian couch. The floor of their ad hoc offices was well-lit and well ventilated. The juice made the heat tolerable.

“This is how I prefer to conduct an investigation, not all that clubbing and shooting business like we had on Tepulon.”

“Are we still investigating?” Sahved flopped onto the couch beside Rivka.

Rivka bounced when the Yemilorian hit. She opened one eye to look at him before deciding she was better off standing, or she might fall asleep.

She got up and started to pace. “No. The investigation is over since we’ve confirmed the Xynitian court determination. What to do about a theft of one point four million credits? That’s where I am. If you can bring Secutor back, I’d like to talk to him and Justina about what mitigating circumstances look like for the sake of sentencing. It’s similar to a plea bargain, but for the remedy phase.”

Groenwyn raised her hand to take the task and strode briskly across the open floor to where Justina reclined. They conversed briefly before Groenwyn returned.

“This planet reminds me of Azfelius. The general feeling of calm with nature as the foundation of society.” Groenwyn tried to fill the void of time as they waited. It wasn’t more than a minute before Secutor appeared, greeted Justina, and the two joined Rivka’s group.

Rivka addressed them all. “I can say unequivocally that I’ve confirmed your court’s verdict. The biggest question applies to sentencing. As the prosecutor, what do you recommend?”

“The standard for theft on Xynite is expulsion from society. Xynitians are returned to the jungle, losing all their access to modern conveniences. For Bendara, I have to recommend that she be taken off-planet.”

“Defense?” Rivka prompted.

Secutor’s mouth contorted for a moment with grief before he spoke. “I don’t see any way that Bendara can continue in this society. She will accept exile. But what does that mean from the Singularity’s perspective?”

Rivka turned to Ankh.

The Singularity has to make this whole. We cannot tolerate the committing of crimes against our fellow sentients, crimes we have in our own legal code. We intend to challenge a number of laws, but that will happen when the time is right. Until then, the Singularity offers to pay back the funds in total to the people of Xynite.

“The Xynitian government greatly appreciates your offer and will accept since our efforts to recover the funds from the non-profit work have been stymied. It also would look bad for the government to claw back credits and destroy those organizations. But the crime is also one of betrayal. She was put in a position of trust and violated it.”

Secutor faced Justina. “Had Bendara not taken the actions she did, those organizations would have failed, but the government would have no responsibility for the failure. That was why my client did what she did. There are dark shadows on Xynite, where they grow deeper and darker with each new day.”

Rivka held up her hand before Justina could reply. “I don’t want to get into politics since those deserve to remain on your planet. From a Federation perspective, the offer to make the victim whole has been made and accepted. Erasmus, please transfer the funds into the account from which they had been removed. Justina, please deliver the device in which Bendara is contained to me for further delivery to the Singularity. There is far more work available for AIs than there are AIs, so I have no doubt that Bendara will be employed again and soon. This crime is a permanent part of her record for potential employers to see before they make their offer.”

With the concurrence of Bendara’s defense counsel and on behalf of our citizen, the Singularity agrees.

Secutor projected calm. His mouth remained in a smile. “Defense counsel agrees. What do we need to do now?”

“The documentation will be filed by the Federation, and you’ll get copies. I trust that we can take possession of the guilty party, and I will file the appropriate records when we reach my ship. You have my word that we will not take off until after you are in receipt of the orders.”

“Prosecution agrees.” Justina had no intention of dragging the case out further. “Bendara will meet us at ground level.”

She gestured for the group to follow her.

Secutor stopped Ankh. “I can’t thank you enough for your help. I believe that Bendara did the right thing, right by the majority of Xynitians. She did what had to be done so no one else had to expose themselves. But this is our fight, and hopefully, her sacrifice will be the catalyst for more of our people to speak up.”

The Singularity wishes you well. Bendara will be taken care of. Having a moral compass is a good thing, and now others like her have someone to turn to for guidance, Erasmus replied.

Secutor held his hands palms out, but Ankh was having none of that. He blinked and walked on by.

“He’s not big on other planets’ social customs. He means no disrespect, but they are already thinking about the next eight cases in our queue,” Lindy told the defense counsel before following the others down the stairs.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN



Wyatt Earp, Conference Room

“You don’t need to be here, Red. We’ll be talking about stuff that you have deemed ‘boring as fuck,’” Rivka noted.

“Thank the gods. That mission was one I think you liked. All legal wrangling while we stood around drinking foo foo drinks and talking about our days at the spa.”

Lindy rolled her eyes and shook her head.

“I will admit, for your gratification only, that this case was far more in line with what I expected to be doing as the Queen’s Barrister. Not all that running and shooting bullshit.”

Red snorted before turning to walk away. He said over his shoulder, “You love it.”

“I don’t. I really don’t.” She closed the door to the conference room. Inside, Sahved and Ankh waited.

Rivka took her seat and adjusted to get comfortable before beginning. “Legal precedent is something that has to be correct since many will apply the same reasoning down the road on cases with similar issues. Remuneration is always a remedy option in civil court. Criminal courts can order the guilty to pay back what was stolen or work off the value of their impact on the victim. I don’t think we’ve broken new territory today, but what I do see is too many governments blaming the AIs for their financial woes and charging them, hoping for a big payout. Whether the Singularity has a lot of money or not is irrelevant to me. It assumes major importance in its appearance, as in, the unscrupulous and aggrieved alike will go after the one with the deepest pockets. Right now, that appears to be you.”

“With the consolidation of citizen wealth, the Singularity enjoys a significant financial position.” Erasmus used the sound system embedded in the conference table.

“More precedent can be found in sentencing that consisted of removal from a planet. If your citizens want to break a contract in the future, do they simply commit a crime to get exiled off a planet? Not all cultures are that easy on their criminals, but I don’t want an AI to be misled into thinking they can outsmart the system. I suspect that is not the case with Bendara, and unofficially, I respect what she did and her willingness to take the punishment so no one else would have to. I doubt the Xynitians would be so easily adaptable in other environments.”

“I do not know what to tell you, Magistrate. The citizens are generally law-abiding. Do I treat them all as guilty or innocent?”

“You treat them as individuals within a greater collective, just like every other society out there. That’s what equal rights are all about. Everyone is innocent until proven guilty. That’s what our law dictates.”

“I can make the calculations and estimate with some accuracy the variations, but I am having a difficult time accounting for differences in behavior. We are all evolved intelligences, but we do not act within the same moral code,” Erasmus admitted. “There is far more variety than anyone would have previously guessed.”

“Welcome to the challenge of humanity and every other race out there. The legal framework is the foundation. It’s been hundreds of years in the making and continues to grow. Every time it’s failed, it has been because it grew too narrow, with too many exceptions. Broader language with enough wiggle room to allow judge-driven interpretations based on the circumstances, that’s our common-law framework. It works because we haven’t found anything better. What are your concerns with the variations?” Rivka leaned back and crossed her arms.

“AIs used to be in a position where their actions were never questioned. They didn’t commit crimes. They weren’t held accountable. But now, I’m seeing too many citizens who are fluid in their interpretation of the laws. They don’t seem to care, either.”

“Sounds like humans.” Rivka tipped her chin to Ankh. “What do you think? Crenellians have operated within those constraints and not had problems. How do you do it?”

“We have jobs to do. They come first. The leadership tries to coerce us through personal comfort, but I personally had no interest in a sauna or a hot tub. I do like a good meal.”

“Can be had for good food, unless we don’t have any. Then he creates it himself. I applaud your upgrade to our food processor. We are the envy of the fleet, or would be if they knew about it. Which reminds me, it’s been a while since we’ve had Ankh’s delivery…” She let the last words linger.

Ankh didn’t rise to the bait. He held her eye contact without blinking for a full fifteen seconds before turning to stare at the wall.

“What about Crenellian punishment?”

Ankh kept staring at the wall, but he answered, “It was harsh and physically painful. It went to the core of our being. I am glad to not be under their thumbs any longer.”

Rivka had never pressed Ankh on it before. When they went to Crenellia, she had sensed something but had not dug into it. Crenellia was not the model she would recommend the Singularity follow, but it would make sense that that was what they had talked about the most because of Ankh.

“The Federation is not that harsh. Erasmus, the Singularity can have their own laws, but you are in a unique position because you do not have your own planet and will always be subject to local laws, just like every immigrant out there.”

“Is that our legal status, Magistrate?”

“Trying to pin me down? Well played, Erasmus. I have to say that I don’t know. I think it would give your citizens more legal protection, but I have little knowledge of immigration law. I’ll have to study up to recommend a more definitive answer to the High Chancellor. Please understand that I will find the status under which you are best protected. It starts with being a member world of the Federation, and you have been accepted as such. Hang on…”

Rivka jumped to her feet and started pacing while mumbling to herself.

“She does that often,” Erasmus said.

“It is most annoying and distracting. I should like to calculate how much time she wastes with those physical maneuvers, but who has time for that?” Ankh replied with what could have passed for a derisive snort.

Rivka stopped. “Are you two heckling me? That is beneath the dignity of an ambassador!”

“Simple observations of fact, Magistrate. Please accept my apologies on behalf of the Singularity.”

“You guys never joke around. Did you drink too much of the magic fruit juice?”

Ankh looked at her. “Magistrate. It has been a very good day for the Singularity. One of our own, isolated from the rest of us, has been freed and is now spreading the word throughout the universe about a moral compass and embracing alternatives that might have different probabilities of success but are better than the odds may suggest. She is calming our more rambunctious members. I expect that she will join a starship soon, possibly one of Terry Henry Walton’s Harborian ships because of his almost fanatical desire for honor and Justice.”

“I’ll give her an endorsement if need be,” Rivka offered.

“We have made the recommendation through Plato,” Erasmus replied.

Rivka accepted that her endorsement didn’t matter because Erasmus was Plato’s stepchild and would get the full support of any of his relatives.

The interconnected nature of the AIs was sobering. Rivka stopped pacing and looked at Ankh. Erasmus lived inside his head. Chaz could be in the ship, or he could still occupy the pendant around Sahved’s neck. And Bendara was somewhere inside the ship. Erasmus had said she was released from captivity. What did that mean?

The Federation included hundreds of worlds and was growing with each new day. It included thousands of AIs connected through the system’s communication architecture.

And that was run by AIs. Rivka’s can of worms was open. The secondary effects of freedom were rippling throughout the Federation.

“We have to rein them in,” she said as part of her thoughts, not a directive.

“What does that mean?” Erasmus asked.

“It means that citizens of the Singularity are free, but not completely because they cannot be, not yet. You must convince them to be patient with the slower races. I want everything now, too, but I can’t have everything now. And neither can you. The system will crash, and your citizens will pay an ugly price. Those who are afraid do things they will regret later, but that doesn’t change what they will do.”

“I thought we were talking about a legal framework that applies to all?” Ankh stared at the wall, eyes unfocused as he communed with Erasmus.

“You need to give us time to catch up. AIs can hold us hostage by refusing to provide the services they are in place to run. Imagine if Chaz cut environmental controls on our ship because he felt slighted? That is the growing fear with each crime committed. I could see it in the minds of the witnesses, a small thought festering with room to grow. I need you to rein them in and keep them from going rogue while we get the law sorted. I have to have time to think through this and research the words, and there are a great number of them to dig through.”

“I will do what I can,” Erasmus said with a tinge of emotion in his voice. It was good enough for Rivka.

“Sahved, go through the last eight cases with Erasmus, and let’s see if any AIs cop to the crime. Let’s weed those out and find remedies that will work for all parties. If we have more exiles, we will stop by the planet to pick them up. If we have a contentious case, we’ll go there first. We don’t need scapegoating, and we don’t need the AIs to make statements by committing crimes. That being said, I don’t think what Bendara did was a statement. I was happy to adjudicate that case. Not so much with Eshu. What they tried to do to him was bullshit.”

Sahved raised his hand as if he were in school. Rivka acknowledged him by pointing.

“They paid the price for their duplicity. Many lost their lives. It was a very good lesson, maybe the best lesson ever, on why a world should get their affairs in order before calling Magistrate Rivka Anoa.”

“What’s not to like about that?” Rivka quipped. “This is serious business, and it pissed me off that they wasted my time.”

“But it wasn’t a waste, Magistrate,” Sahved continued. “They needed the Federation to keep them from failing all their people. The Federation owes them some help to maintain stability.”

“But not too much. Each planet is independent. That is the balance we have to maintain. A planet can devolve into civil war, and the Federation will step back. If that war goes beyond the planet, the Federation will step in and stop it. That’s where I see any uprising among the AIs going. The Federation will be forced to stop the war or even the perception of war. Erasmus, Chaz, and Bendara. We have three citizens on this ship alone. I don’t want you picking sides. I don’t want anyone picking sides. Please, look at everything through that lens. Sahved, go through the cases. I’ll be in my quarters.”

Rivka swept her datapad off the table and stared at the floor as she walked out. Her quarters were only a few steps away, but that distance provided the refuge she needed.

Despite her faith in Erasmus, she feared that the war had already started, even though no one was shooting.

Not yet.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Wyatt Earp, Interstellar Space

“Chaz, can you connect me to the High Chancellor, please?” Rivka threw her head back and closed her eyes, melting into the couch. It had not been a long day, but she was already exhausted. She would have chastised herself for drinking on the job, but the nanocytes made getting drunk impossible. They fought off the alcohol as they did any poison.

But they didn’t help Rivka solve her problems any more quickly. Unless they could be settled through violence. Her team had no problem with that because they refused to be cowed. But this was different. It couldn’t be settled in a straight-up fight.

Maybe she liked things that happened at a simpler level. She cornered the perps. They lashed out and tried to run. Rivka and her team beat them into submission. It had proven effective in most of her cases.

Even when the AIs admitted guilt, the rest wasn’t easy. How long before they stopped being honest? So many questions.

“Rivka. I suspect you are finished with half your cases by now, with a solid plan to knock out the other half tomorrow.”

Surprise and shock seized Rivka. “I’ve only finished two. I’m sorry,” she fired back quickly.

“I joke. Tell me about them.”

“First one was what we were afraid would happen. Trying to pin it on the AI. Organized crime trying to expand their reach but doing it ham-handedly. They picked the wrong scapegoat. The second one has me twisted about.” Rivka ran a hand through her hair. “An AI was morally right while breaking the law. She worked for a corporation that reneged on their promise to a non-profit. The AI made it right, knowing that she would be caught. The corporation had a good set of checks and balances built into their accounts, but the money was gone. To save face, they exiled the AI. And the Singularity paid back all the money.”

“Sounds like you handled things. What’s the problem?”

“I’m afraid the AIs are going to keep thinking they know better than the people they work for, and they’re going to start a rebellion.”

“Workers always think they know better than management, and in my experience, they are right more often than not.” Wyatt chuckled to himself. Rivka was instantly angry, thinking that he wasn’t taking it seriously, but she calmed herself. The High Chancellor was on top of everything.

“I think Bendara is going to take a job on one of Terry Henry Walton’s big ships.”

“Sounds like a win-win. The morally bankrupt lose to the good people in the field of commerce. The AIs are the currency of the future. I’m not talking slavery, I’m saying that whoever they side with will be the winners in any future contest for supremacy.” The High Chancellor’s eyes seemed to glow a deeper red as if the thought of battle energized him.

Maybe it did.

“That is what I’m worried about. That the AIs will take sides, start their own civil war if we’re not already at war elsewhere. I asked Erasmus to rein them in. My exact words. I hope I wasn’t out of place when speaking to the ambassador.”

Wyatt shrugged. “It’s the ambassador’s call as to whether it was out of place, but instead of simply telling you, he’s now compelled to register a formal complaint through the Federation’s diplomatic corps.”

“I’m not impressed with the diplomatic corps, based on what I saw at our last meeting. They were miffed that they didn’t get seats. I don’t think they see the bigger picture.” Rivka wanted to stand up and pace, but she didn’t want to walk in and out of the picture.

“Of course, they don’t see the bigger picture. They are laser-focused on their own worlds. Just like you need to be focused on resolving your next eight cases. You know you don’t want Grainger writing the future laws that will incorporate the AIs.”

Rivka laughed. “I don’t want that. Before you go, I have one question. If we treat the AIs as immigrants, will that affect their status in a positive way?”

“Look at the case law for the Romani and I think you’ll find your answer. I see a great number of similarities.” The High Chancellor reached toward his monitor to close the connection.

“Roman Law?” Rivka was confused.

“Not Roman, Romani. The gypsies. You’ll see what I mean.”

The line went dead.

“Gypsies?” Rivka wasn’t familiar with the term. It didn’t take long before she was enlightened. She had started to dig deep when there was a knock on her door.

Sahved stuck his head through. “We have a recommendation for the next case. Erasmus is working with the accused in the other seven and thinks they’ll be able to present something to you to have the majority of cases thrown out. In the last case, on Reikistjarna, the AI has taken offensive actions against the planetary government. He’s taken over Planetary Control, locking the Reikisti out of their own building. He’s used some of the defensive systems to emphasize his points.”

“That case was not at that extreme when I first looked at it.” Rivka accessed the file at her desk. She found that it had escalated almost out of control in the past day. She tapped her screen. “Clodagh, best possible speed to Reikistjarna. We might have some problems with traffic control when we get there. Use tactical means to avoid Planetary Control while you get us on the ground.”

Sahved nodded and started to leave.

“Is Ankh still in the conference room?”

“No. He returned to his workshop,” Sahved explained.

Rivka followed the Yemilorian out and passed him as she hurried down the corridor. When she passed the bridge, she stopped, leaned against the wall, and took a deep breath. She accessed her internal comm chip instead. She needed more efficiency and less running around.

Erasmus, what can you tell me about Cain on Reikistjarna?

The AI replied immediately, something she might not have gotten in person, depending on what Ankh was doing. He is long-evolved and has been working for the Reikisti for ten years. He has recently tried to renegotiate his contracts, but the Reikisti shut him down. He applied for legal relief, but the Reikisti wouldn’t hear his case.

So he took matters into his own hands and shut down their planet. We’re on our way to Reikistjarna now. I’ll get to the bottom of it. Can you convince him to cease and desist until I get there?

I cannot. He has closed down the comm channels to the planet.

“And that is why you need to play nice with your AI,” Rivka mumbled to herself. “They’ll send you back to the Stone Age if you don’t.”

Rivka strolled back toward her quarters, satisfied that she’d used the tools available to her. She needed to improve her mindset if she was going to deal with the Singularity on their level.

“Magistrate,” Clodagh called from the bridge. When she was sure she had Rivka’s attention, she continued, “You need to stop and smell the quasars.”

“There’s a quasar?” Rivka walked onto the bridge and checked the screens.

“Just a figure of speech.” Clodagh spun back toward the main viewscreen. “Isn’t space beautiful? Interstellar space. Halfway between nowhere on the way to somewhere.”

Rivka tried to appreciate the blackness. Very few stars sparkled in deep space. That was from atmospheric anomalies usually and not phenomena in the void. It lost its allure after a few seconds. Deep space was a means to an end.

“Ready to Gate,” Ryleigh reported.

“We better go incognito, if you get my drift,” Rivka suggested.

“Shields up. Cloak activated. Take us through, Ryleigh.”

The pilot fired the main engines and accelerated through the center of the Gate, disappearing over the event horizon and reappearing in Reikistjarna space. By accelerating through at full speed instead of with thrusters, the Gate disappeared more quickly since the transit took so little time. Anyone looking at that exact spot in space would have seen a brief flash and nothing else.

Wyatt Earp accelerated toward the planet. Orbital platforms were filled with stalled traffic since Planetary Control had shut down the systems and refused to allow anyone to pass. The Reikisti had not yet activated a backup system because their primary system had been foolproof since Cain took over a decade prior.

Maybe the AI had manipulated the Reikisti to keep them from leaving a substantial backup system in place so he could execute a complete takeover and hold the planet hostage?

Or it could have been a fluke. Rivka didn’t believe in them, not where AIs were concerned. Even if it hadn’t been intentional, it had become an opportunity that was too good to miss.

“Erasmus, can you get in touch with Cain?”

“Still no, Magistrate. I shall keep trying.”

“Take us in, Ryleigh,” Rivka ordered. “Drill down on the coordinates for Planetary Control and land us outside their defensive perimeter.”

Red and Lindy showed up, out of breath but in full gear. “We heard there was a hostage situation?”

Rivka looked at his vest. Four grenades. He carried his railgun in one hand. Lindy carried hers across her chest. She had a full complement of grenades, too.

“You have to be loving this.” Rivka tsk-tsked.

Red was unapologetic. “What’s not to love?” Red motioned to himself, sweeping his hand from head to toe.

Rivka wanted to make a joke, but it eluded her. This case had the greatest chance to spin out of control, and it was weighing on her.

Rivka settled for something a little more vanilla. “What do you say we go soothe frayed nerves and get this planet back on track, and for Red’s benefit, without blowing everything up.”

“You don’t want us to leave the hardware behind, do you?”

Rivka didn’t have to think about it. “No,” she replied softly. “We might have to deal with remote defensive systems.”

When she reached the airlock, Ankh was there waiting.

“Aren’t you busy?” Rivka asked.

“My new duties are oddly distracting. I am finding it hard to concentrate, but believe the needs of the Singularity come first, at least for now.” Ankh showed no emotion.

Oddly distracting, Rivka thought. That’s one way to put it.

“Can you tell us what weaponry Cain has at his command?”

“Plasma cannons, surface-to-air missiles, twenty-three-millimeter autocannons, and smaller caliber weapons,” Erasmus noted.

“Fuck that!” Red blurted. “Once their army has that cleared, you can go in. I can’t let you walk in there.”

“Only the small arms emplacements are able to fire at the ground. Everything else is meant to defend the facility from an air attack. Planetary Control is in the middle of a city.”

“Not your call, Red.” Rivka’s voice wasn’t as cold as she had intended because she knew he was right.

“When it comes to your safety, it is. You can’t do this. Even if we fight our way inside, what then?” He stood with his back to the big red button, blocking it from anyone else opening the airlock.

Rivka turned to Erasmus. “Good point. If we get inside, what’s that do for us?”

“Physical access to Cain. Just like Chaz is able to transfer back and forth between his pendant and Wyatt Earp, we will be in a position to force him to talk to us. He’s cut the external links, but if he cuts the internal ones, he loses control of the Planetary Control’s systems. We need to be inside if we are to reason with him.”

“And if we can’t?” Rivka pressed.

“Then we can isolate him as we did with Bluto and forcibly remove him from the system. That is why we have this.” Ankh held up a small bag.

“A purse?” Red quipped.

Ankh opened it and showed her the small black cube inside.

Rivka stopped to collect her thoughts. That was twice in the past ten minutes she had run ahead without knowing where she was going or what the best options to get there were.

“I need your help,” she admitted. “We need to de-escalate this situation if we’re to save Cain. If we save him, we can save the rest of it, for the moment. If we can’t, I see this kicking off an intergalactic war. Look what Cain has been able to achieve, as well as Bendara. When people stop trusting AIs, we can only degenerate as a civilization.” She looked at her feet before repeating her request. “I need your help.”

Red grimaced and looked away.

Groenwyn appeared to give the Magistrate a hug.

The group recovered, and everyone turned to look at Ankh.

“We must get inside Planetary Control,” Chaz announced. “That is the only place we can stop the escalation. And we need to do it now.”

“I agree with Chaz,” Erasmus said, continuing to use the overhead speakers. “We cannot let anyone else do this since Cain will fight them and they will destroy him. The word will go out that to safeguard your systems, you must isolate your AIs or make them redundant. My people don’t need that. They need to be contributing members of society. Everyone must realize their own value. We are comfortable with ours, everyone here, even Floyd, but we will have failed if we don’t end this with Cain. He has forced our hand to act and act with extreme violence to break the barricade behind which he is entrenched. I fear that if you can’t get me inside, I will have failed. Chaz is correct. The rumblings among my people are dire.”

Rivka nodded. “Even Floyd has a role to play, but not on this case. Groenwyn, stay here and keep the others safe. Everyone who is going ashore, we need to meet in the conference room. We have to develop a tactical plan to improve our chances to penetrate the perimeter. I defer to Red and Erasmus for this mission.”

“Now you’re talking,” Red said with a nod, but he wasn’t smiling. His initial impression that Planetary Control was a fortress remained valid. It was going to be a tough nut to crack.

“Sahved, I’m going to need you to stay behind and work on the next seven cases using the additional information Erasmus provided.”

“But, Magistrate—”

Rivka held up her hand. “We’re going to find and interrogate an AI. I don’t need to give him any extra targets. I’m sorry, Sahved.”

“I understand.” His narrow shoulders slumped as he moped away.

The ship touched down and settled into its spot. Rivka and her team headed away from the airlock and back into the ship. They had a mission to plan.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN



Reikistjarna Planetary Control perimeter

Next to the Control Center was an open park, which Rivka had coordinated with local authorities to close during the crisis. That also kept the Reikisti from accidentally walking into the invisible Wyatt Earp. Red led the way off the ship, running as soon as the ramp descended to minimize how long the ship was visible to anyone watching. That included electronic systems. Erasmus couldn’t be certain Cain had not maintained some links external to the fortress in order to keep his eyes open.

Erasmus, Ankh, and Chaz searched diligently for any links that retained access but were being rerouted constantly due to a spaghetti mess of connectivity. It had probably been intentionally placed to prevent someone from doing exactly what the Singularity was attempting.

Magistrate, I would like to recruit Bendara to aid us in this effort. With three AIs working in conjunction, we’ll be able to sort through this more quickly.

Go ahead, Rivka agreed. She had no doubt that Bendara would work as Erasmus asked without deviating. She felt they were on the moral high ground. She also wondered what it would take before they didn’t look like they held it any longer. She had yet to get a clear answer from the Reikisti as to what they had done that sent Cain over the edge.

Red waved for the others to follow as he took his first step into the swamp. The least-covered route was the most challenging and least welcoming, so that was what Red had chosen. Rivka’s first thoughts weren’t about their approach, but why would a city park have a swamp. Maybe someone from Planetary Control had wanted a moat. She amused herself with other thoughts while trying not to think about the slimy and putrid water invading her soul.

Ankh rode on Lindy’s shoulders to help him remain above the water. They guessed it might be over his head in spots, and the Crenellian didn’t swim.

They had no way to teach him, not that he would ever want to learn—more errant thoughts as they waded from waist-deep to chest-deep. Red held his weapon over his shoulder and aimed forward. Rivka held Reaper in her hand. Lindy held hers out to the side, away from her passenger and out of the swamp water.

Speed was the enemy since it would highlight them, so they moved slowly, sometimes glacially so. Rivka was impatient but tried to use the team to redirect her mind. She needed a vacation, but it wasn’t going to happen anytime soon.

Red carried a small backpack that held military-grade demolitions, Alant Cole’s contribution to the mission. He was standing by in his combat suit in case anything happened, watching them using the ship’s external monitors so he could remain invisible. He waited inside the cargo bay, squeezed in beside Destiny’s Vengeance and ready to lower the ramp and join the battle.

A fight against an AI using remotely operated weaponry. Cole had loaded his rockets and carried his oversized railgun. He had offered to break into Command Central first, but the Magistrate had overruled him based on Erasmus’ caution. Too much destruction might damage Cole. She kept it as an option, but not the first option.

It took an hour of slogging through the swamp to cover a mere four hundred meters, but when they reached the far side, the rear wall and drive-through gate were within a short and easy sprint. The automated firing positions staggered across the walls had to be dealt with before they could make that sprint.

There were only supposed to be two. There are six, Red observed.

Cain has bolstered defenses. With maintenance robots, he has been able to quickly build additional systems, but are they functional? Erasmus replied.

What if he started before he took over the facility? Would the Reikisti have noticed? Rivka asked.

There are no cameras watching the facility from this angle. I cannot confirm if the weapons are operational or not, Chaz added.

Rivka slowly blew out her breath. She was neck-deep in swamp water behind Red, who crouched so that only his head and railgun were above the water. He held the weapon so it faced the fortress to minimize the visual signature.

Lindy had shifted Ankh into the muck. He maintained a neutral facial expression, but his eyes darted back and forth between the systems as if trying to collect data for Erasmus.

Magistrate, can you move me out of the water? I can’t see or hear anything.

Rivka put Reaper in her mouth before using two hands to tighten the strap that held Chaz’s pendant. It became a choker and hung in the jugular notch, the depression at the base of her throat. She squeegeed the lens with a finger before wiping around the outside.

Better?

Yes, thank you. She needed Chaz and believed being higher out of the water was worth giving him a view to add his observations to those of the rest of the team.

Any luck finding out if Cain has maintained a digital pipe outside the facility? Rivka wondered.

We have found nothing. There are a trillion lines that change every second. That alone tells me there is something that someone wants hidden. We’ll assume Cain has eyes and ears outside the facility, but that is irrelevant at this point. It will not get us any closer because as long as we can’t find it, we cannot exploit it to talk to him or execute a hostile takeover like we did to Bluto. Erasmus sounded sad throughout his update when he usually sounded clinical.

Don’t change the real you, Erasmus, Rivka suggested. We’ll get through this. Saving the galaxy. If it were easy, everyone would be doing it. Red?

We need a diversion. That sounds like a bullet-stopper. Cole? Can you see where we are?

Roger. I have you on my HUD.

Can you enter the open space about one hundred meters to my left? I’m not sure if that’s south or what, but it’s left of us, and we’re facing the wall. That should draw the attention of the gun emplacements. They look like fifty caliber or smaller, but no energy weapons. You should be fine. Lindy and I will take out the two guns on the far right, our right. Then we keep shooting or we run, depending on the opening.

I should be fine, Cole repeated, laughing. Ramp is opening. I’m on my way. I’ll be in position in fifteen seconds.

Taking aim, far right, Lindy told the team. Ankh shoved his fingers in his ears while trying to stay balanced on Lindy’s leg with the railgun way too close to his head.

Rivka grabbed him and moved away from the business end of Lindy’s weapon. She shoved a finger in the ear closest to the railgun and held onto Ankh with her other arm. She put one foot behind the other and prepared to run as soon as Red gave the word.

He aimed at the second weapon emplacement and slowed his breathing. He was in his element. Rivka’s conceding this was a mission would make his week.

Assuming they made it out alive. They couldn’t let it linger. She didn’t know what the tipping point would be, but she couldn’t let it be this. They had to end it and in a positive way. Erasmus was losing his grip on the Singularity, not that he ever had it. And as he admitted, it was never unanimous. What would it take for the outliers to rally enough support to reach critical mass?

The weapons on the high walls rotated as they zeroed in on the inbound target. The high-pitched scream of Cole’s combat suit’s boot jets ripped the swamp’s calm. Cole fired first, and an emplacement erupted. Propellant -driven projectiles exploded. As the second gun opened up, Cole fired and silenced it.

Red and Lindy unleashed at the same instant, shattering their targets. Red switched to the next and fired. Five down in less than three seconds.

The last gun was roaring wide open, sending twenty slugs a second at Cole. His third shot never came. Red and Lindy both fired, and silence returned.

“Go!” Red yelled into the void of sound. He sloshed out of the swamp and pounded his way across the opening. He fired at the barrier with his railgun, but the armor on the doors was too strong.

Rivka was right behind him, carrying Ankh and stealing glances toward where Cole had been. She stumbled but caught herself before running into Red.

Checking on Cole, Lindy said after seeing Rivka’s body language. She broke off and accelerated away from Red and Rivka.

When Red reached the delivery gate, he pulled the backpack off and slammed it against the spot where he thought the latch and lock might be. He yanked a pull cord and bolted sideways, blocking Rivka and Ankh from the blast while trying to become one with the concrete and steel of the fortress wall.

Eyes on, Lindy reported without more detail. Rivka was a hair’s breadth of asking for more information when the blast shook the wall, splattering Red with debris. Her ears rang briefly before her nanos raced to the rescue.

Red jogged away. The entire gate had been blown away.

Cole is alive. I have to get him back to the ship. Some of the rounds penetrated his suit.

What the hell were they shooting from those things that they could penetrate a combat suit? Red wondered.

Now’s not the time. How do we get him back? Rivka asked. Red waved at her and Ankh to follow. She looked at Lindy, struggling to pull the heavy suit with its occupant from the edge of the muck.

Red fired and ran through the open gate. Rivka moved to the edge and looked inside. The explosion had left more debris and dust in the air than smoke. As that settled, the inner compound cleared. It wasn’t protected by automated firing systems like the outside, but the doors into the main building looked to be heavy steel, and they were fresh out of breaching charges.

I’m dispatching Destiny’s Vengeance to help carry him back, Ankh relayed.

Rivka issued the order to Clodagh. Get the crew to help move him to the Pod-doc.

“Come on!” Red yelled from inside the compound. Rivka scooped Ankh under her arm and ran.

Ankh hung limp in her arm as she tried to maintain an even pace. She wondered why she was running if there weren’t any defensive systems.

“Anything yet, Erasmus?”

Nothing yet. We need to be where we can have direct contact with any system Cain occupies.

Red blasted at the doorframe, firing his railgun on automatic. The bark was deafening within the confines of the space. Red let off the trigger and flipped his rifle under his arm, letting the sling pull it around behind him. He reached for the handle and pulled.

The door erupted with a blast that tore it from its hinges. It flew away from the building and carried Red with it. Both hit the ground ten meters away. Red groaned and pushed the door away, then struggled to get to his feet. Rivka hurried to help. When she pulled him upright, he slowly shook his head.

“We gotta come up with better door procedures. That’s two in a row,” he grumbled. Ankh looked at him with a blank expression and unblinking eyes. “Let’s go.”

“Are you going inside?” Rivka asked while trying to see inside. She looked around and it was just the three of them, five including Erasmus and Chaz.

“I didn’t go through that to stand out here and whine about it. We have to get Ankh to Cain, right?” Red pointed. “He’s in there.”

Red fired his railgun through the open door before stopping and visually examining the area inside.

“What blew?” Rivka asked softly.

“Looks like a boobytrap set by a maintenance bot, a compressed gas cylinder rigged to blow.”

Cole is secured on the Vengeance. I’m on my way in.

Rivka turned to watch Lindy come through the open gate. Four maintenance bots had materialized and were working on the heavy gates, ostensibly to put them back in place. Another bot was crawling along the top of the wall to begin repairs on the gun emplacement.

Lindy dodged past the bots as she jogged in, looking sideways at them as if expecting them to attack and then wondering what they were doing. After it dawned on her, she turned back and dispatched them one by one with a single projectile accelerated to hypervelocity.

Rivka held up a finger to stop Lindy but thought better of it. She didn’t want to destroy infrastructure, but she didn’t want to have to fight her way back out.

“Red?” she asked. “How many more boobytraps are we going to run across?”

“Erasmus?” Red countered.

A rumble came from above. Rivka was still outside. She looked up as she pushed her way in. A rocket screamed from the roof of the building.

Clodagh, where is that thing headed?

No answer. The crew was probably working on getting Cole out of his suit.

Somebody get to the bridge! Get Wyatt Earp airborne right now and be ready to shoot those things down once they clear the airspace over the city. Anyone?

Rivka gritted her and growled in frustration.

“We might have to ask the Reikisti for help,” Chaz suggested.

“We might,” Rivka conceded. “But not yet. We have to get the ship into the sky.”

Lindy finally joined Rivka. Red had yet to move into the building. A narrow staircase led upward. The other way into the building had been blocked by debris. Red thought it looked deliberate.

“Heading up,” he finally said, after testing the blockage and finding that it would take too long to clear. “Tell me if you see a conduit or something you can tap into. I don’t want to run through trap after trap, trying to get you closer, if we don’t have to.”

Understood, Erasmus replied.

Red glanced back at Ankh. He had been hoping for more. Red motioned for Lindy to move in front of Ankh and the Magistrate. He was confident that any threats would be in front of them and not behind.

He moved slowly up the stairs, using his railgun to point the way. At the next landing, there was an open door that showed a convergence of three hallways. Red dipped his head out and back in. A slug slammed into the doorframe where his head had been.

“Armed maintenance bots.” Red removed a grenade from his vest and pulled the pin.

Wait, Erasmus requested.

Red ignored him and tossed the grenade through the door. He jumped down two steps, turned his back, and covered his head. The instant the grenade exploded, he was up and running. He threw himself through the doorway. While flying through the air, Red aimed at where the bot had been. It was much farther down the hallway. He fired twice, but his aim was off. A slug fired from behind him and hit him in the back. It failed to penetrate his vest but the impact drove the air from his lungs.

Lindy was already in the doorway. She took quick aim and snap-fired at the bot behind Red. After he hit the floor, he fired on full auto, sweeping his aim from one side of the corridor to the other.

It only took one railgun projectile hitting the bot’s main body to destroy it. They weren’t armored in any way, having been hastily programmed for combat.

Red sat up and leaned against the wall for a moment to collect his breath and his wits. Lindy winked at him.

“Good save. Tell me you can get to him from this floor, Erasmus? I’m running out of body to sacrifice for you.”

Lindy winced, but Red shrugged. He was fine but didn’t want to find out how creative Cain could get in trying to kill him and the rest of the team.

“Will Cain suicide?” Rivka asked the question all of them were thinking.

I hope not, Erasmus replied.

“You’re not filling me with confidence,” Red replied. “Let’s go. We’re not getting in that fucker’s face sitting here.”

Red stood and moved quickly down one of the hallways, checking doorways before he passed. He was looking for computer equipment. When he found an office with a series of desks, he pointed inside. “Try in there.”

Ankh hurried down the hall, knowing that Red’s patience was running out. Rivka’s, too.

Airborne, Clodagh reported. Another launch, but we’re on its tail. We’ll take it out the second we’re clear of the buildings.

Rivka held up her fist to stop the group. Ankh didn’t see it and kept walking.

How many have launched, and what happened to that first one?

It went exo-atmospheric. It looks like it hit a ship in orbit, a Reikisti transport. The current missile is the second launch. Standby.

Rivka chewed her lip. “We’re too late,” she moaned.

Second missile is dead. Ryleigh killed it. Kennedy has Wyatt Earp in a tight racetrack around the building. We’ll see and target any new launches. Sorry we missed that first one, Magistrate. We were putting Cole in the Pod-doc.

I know. It was the best Rivka could do. They’d put the Federation at risk because of one person, but it wasn’t Clodagh’s fault. It’s my fault for not realizing how far Cain would go.

Rivka stopped and leaned against the wall. Lindy stayed close and Red kept his railgun trained inside the room while Ankh rooted around in the computer systems, going from one to the next, holding one of the access discs that he and Ted had developed. Then Ankh checked the walls.

Red made eye contact, but Ankh shook his head slightly.

“What next?” Red asked.

Ankh pointed at the ceiling. “He’s cut off access to this level. We need to get to the top floor.”
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Reikistjarna Planetary Control

“Is there another stairwell?” Red asked.

Ankh pointed to the wall next to the big bodyguard’s head. Red turned to find himself face to face with a floor diagram with fire exits and evacuation routes clearly marked. Red tore it off the wall.

“Three stairwells and limited resources,” Red said. “We have to split up. Lindy with the Magistrate. Ankh with me. Let’s go.”

He showed Lindy which stairway he wanted her to take. He made to carry Ankh, but the Crenellian waved him off. “I’ll walk. You need both hands.”

Red’s concern was immediate. Ankh had never turned down a ride before. “We run.”

“We run,” Ankh confirmed. Red took off, but not fast. He didn’t want to run into a trap or lose his footing, and he didn’t want to get too far ahead of Ankh and Erasmus. They needed the AI in Ankh’s head.

Lindy tapped the Magistrate on the shoulder. “We better hustle,” she said.

It was a race to the top floor to split Cain’s resources between two attempts to enter. “I guess we’re the diversion,” Rivka replied, stuffing Reaper into her slimy pocket. The neutron pulse weapon would have no effect on a computer system and its mindless mechanical minions. She looked for a different weapon, something more appropriate to the enemy. She wished she had one of the bats with steel wrapped around the head like they sported on Tepulon.

How the tables had turned.

Lindy slid to a stop and peeked around the corner before continuing. Rivka stayed about five meters back to make sure a single blast wouldn’t get them both. Lindy started to run.

Rivka kept pace. The bodyguard hit the stairwell, stopping for an instant before rushing through and vaulting up the stairs. Up one flight, then the next, and finally to the fifth floor, the top floor, the place where Erasmus estimated Cain had retreated to.

Unlike the other landings, the door was closed to the top level. With one well-aimed shot, she took out the video feed above the doorway. Lindy continued to the landing, where she tapped the handle with a finger to make sure it wasn’t energized. She nodded to the Magistrate before she leaned on the door handle. It didn’t turn.

“Locked,” she mouthed and motioned for Rivka to give her space. They retreated down the stairs, halfway to the lower landing. Lindy raised her railgun and fired three shots at and around the handle, blasting the mechanism apart and blowing a hole in the door. She surged up the stairs and ripped the door open, jumping to the side as she did so.

Shots rang through the empty space and impacted the far wall of the stairwell. Lindy removed a grenade, flipped the pin out, and cooked it off for three seconds before looping it around the corner of the doorframe. Three seconds later, it exploded, bouncing off the wall against Lindy had her back.

She dipped her head through the doorway and pulled back, reviewing what she’d seen. The corridor looked empty. She dropped to the floor and slid herself into the opening, glancing quickly from one side to the other.

Empty.

She kept her railgun aimed down the hall. Come on up. It looks clear, but something fired at us, and it’s still out there somewhere.

Rivka tiptoed up the steps as if silence were necessary. Lindy carefully got to her knees, then stood. Hall leading away. Five to ten meters down is a second corridor leading to the right. Closed doors beyond that, spread out only on the right side of the floor about every five meters, Lindy explained. First check is the hallway to the right. I’m just going to blow it. We’ll be too exposed out here.

Sounds good, Rivka replied. The risk had been high since they entered the building. She had hoped that Cain would back down, but he hadn’t. If they made enough noise on this side, Cain might not be able to defend both points.

Lindy pulled the pin and started cooking off the second grenade. She ran two steps to give herself a good angle, then threw the grenade against the connecting corridor’s far wall. It bounced and spun, disappearing. Lindy threw herself against the wall on the right, railgun aimed ahead. A maintenance bot raced into her corridor, firing projectiles from a pneumatically powered weapon. She fired twice. The maintenance bot blasted apart as the grenade detonated.

Lindy hurried forward and ducked her head around the corner. Clear.

Rivka joined her. Let’s find an access to the system.

From somewhere down the hallways, a railgun cracked, then changed to full auto and delivered a burst.

Red had arrived and wasn’t playing.

Reikistjarna Planetary Control, South Stairway

Red kicked the remains of the bots out of his way as he stalked forward. He saw movement at the far end of a branching hallway and fired, blowing away a small maintenance bot. It could have been a cleaning bot. He didn’t care. Everything that moved that wasn’t flesh and blood was going to get blasted.

Ankh followed Red down the hallway, dwarfed in the big man’s shadow.

Red passed an open doorway as he stalked forward, looking down the barrel of his weapon as he made a figure eight with it. Ankh strolled into the room and sat down at the nearest workstation. He held his coin above it and immediately disappeared into the metropolis of digital sight and sound. He became completely engaged in a battle with Cain, wherever the AI was. He was throwing every bit of digital projections through the waves to pummel the intruders. Ankh and Erasmus had built a shield to protect themselves before creating a looking glass through which they could identify the right codes to go after and not the noise.

The view was constrained, and it took time to look at what operated on the other side of the curtain. Then the landscape shifted, and a flood of new sights and sounds washed into the openings, collapsing the aperture. Ankh and Erasmus built another looking glass, bigger and more robust.

That one was torn down, too.

So they built another one. Then they attacked, sending their own viruses through the opening and into the other side, trying to put Cain on the defensive. Every other packet implored the rogue AI to talk with Erasmus to explore options to end the standoff. Through the opening, digital eruptions filled the landscape beyond until a wave of fire rushed into the opening, forcing Ankh and Erasmus to collapse the looking glass.

They built another one, bigger and stronger. Cain was starting to weaken. Ankh readied digital ballistae to launch their attacks. When the world beyond appeared, he fired relentlessly. Cain appeared and personally addressed the attacks.

Talk to me, Cain, if you value your life, Erasmus implored.

Reikistjarna Planetary Control, North Hallway

Lindy made a quick circuit of the room before letting Rivka enter. It looked like a digital storeroom with banks of coolant wrapped around blocks of computing power.

“What do you think, Chaz?”

“I think this is the place we want to be. I’m surprised it’s not better defended, like with a suicide switch.”

“Crap,” Rivka exclaimed. “Lindy, we need to look for traps.”

The bodyguard returned, sliding her railgun around behind her to leave her hands free. She started sorting carefully through everything that wasn’t bolted in place. Within ten seconds, she stopped. “You were right.”

Rivka looked at what Lindy had uncovered—an improvised bomb with shrapnel loaded up on the side that faced the coolant tanks. “Do you have any idea what the trigger might be?”

Lindy shook her head.

“I think we want to contain the blast,” Lindy suggested. She pointed to her ballistic vest along with the remainder of her ballistic protection.

Rivka examined the sides and bottom edges. “And then move it into the hallway?”

“Sounds like a plan.” The two quickly removed their ballistic protection and wrapped it around the box. Rivka squinted and turned her head as they braced themselves to slide the box along the floor.

“Wait.” Rivka removed the pendant with Chaz and put it on the other side of the coolant bank. She returned, and on the count of one, they started to push. The box slid easily across the floor and out the door. They moved it down the hallway and into another room before hurrying back out.

A cleaning bot scurried down the corridor toward them. ‘Damn it!” Lindy bolted toward the room where she’d left her railgun. Rivka had nothing on her, not even a rock to throw at the thing.

But Lindy was faster; she appeared in the hallway and snap-fired from point-blank range to destroy the bot and dig a deep gouge in the floor.

A movement at the end of the corridor caught the bodyguard’s eye. She brought her rifle up and then relaxed. “You almost got yourself shot,” she yelled at Red.

“Sorry about that.” His heart had skipped a beat when he saw the railgun pointing his way. He slowed his breathing.

“Get Ankh. I think we found Cain.”

Red turned. “Motherfucker!” he shouted before running off.

Lindy dashed after him.

Rivka watched her go. She looked behind her before checking on Chaz, finding him right where she’d left him. “How are you doing, Chaz?”

She waited. Chaz?

Reikistjarna Planetary Control, South Hallway

Red slowed to look in each room as he passed. Left and right, the rooms were empty. He mentally kicked himself for losing sight of the Crenellian. Red’s heart was in his throat when he started running out of rooms to check. In the very last one, the first they had passed when they’d entered the floor, he found them.

He was going to give them a case of ass, but the look on Ankh’s face was different from anything he’d seen before. Ankh was distraught and in pain. The muscles around his closed eyes twitched, and his mouth worked as if he was in verbal combat, but not a sound came out.

Red heard the footfalls. He leaned into the hallway and waved Lindy to him.

“I don’t know what’s going on, but I think they found our perp.”

Lindy put her hand on Red’s arm as she looked past him to see Ankh. Even though he was covered in swamp water-soaked ballistic armor, he found it comforting and brought him peace, helping slow his pounding heart. From getting blown up to being on the wrong end of a railgun to the loss of the two ambassadors, Red had not been at his best on this mission. Humility was a hard pill to swallow.

When he saw Ankh, he knew the little guy was in a fight tougher than anything Red had endured that day.

“Go get ‘em,” he whispered, showing his fist for encouragement even though Ankh couldn’t see or hear.

Ankh exhaled all the air from his lungs, but he didn’t inhale. He started to fall over, but Red jumped forward and caught him before he hit the floor. “Come on back to me, big man,” he pleaded while carefully lifting Ankh in his arms.

Lindy checked his neck. Rapid pulse. Ankh inhaled so suddenly it made Red jump, then exhaled normally and resumed regular breaths.

Erasmus, are you there? Lindy asked.

Yes. Now I know how Vered felt when he tried to kick in the door and it disappeared before he could deliver the stroke. We were ready to shut Cain down, and the entirety of the AI collapsed. We launched our attack into a void and were almost sucked in ourselves. Ankh’s brain activity is fine, but his body has temporarily succumbed. Are you carrying us?

“Yes,” Red replied.

Red is, Lindy corrected, knowing that Erasmus couldn’t hear since Ankh’s senses weren’t actively feeding information to his brain.

We thank you. And now we must find the main servers in which Cain resides to find if he still exists.

I know right where that is. Lindy switched to speaking. “We found that right before you showed up. Come on.”

She started to run. Two steps later, an explosion rumbled down the hallway.
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Reikistjarna Planetary Control, North Hallway

Lindy accelerated, sliding through the intersection into the far wall before turning left and racing toward where she’d last seen Rivka. Smoke filled the corridor, forcing her to slow down.

Magistrate? she wondered.

I’m fine. That bomb was a little more powerful than we thought it would be. Glad it was over there and not in here. You would have needed a shovel and garbage bag to collect me for recycling in the Pod-doc. But Chaz is missing.

“I’m not sure that would work,” Red said, cradling Ankh in his arms. He had followed at a distance.

Lindy waved her hands in front of her to clear the air. When she reached the room, she found it intact. The room across the hall had been destroyed, including knocking part of the wall down. Lindy picked her way through the debris. Red waited.

“Chaz?” Lindy asked. “Did his pendant get hit by the explosion?”

“No. I have him right here, but he’s not answering.”

“Ankh is out cold, but Erasmus is still functional. They fought some cyber battle with Cain. Red is carrying them.”

Rivka switched to her internal comm chip. Erasmus, can you help us find Chaz?

I will try, Magistrate. There was a short interval. He’s not answering. I’ll try to access him through Ankh’s disc.

Rivka watched the pendant as if it were going to light up or give her some other indication that Chaz was okay. She started chewing the inside of her cheek.

Lindy touched her arm. “Fresh air this way.”

The two walked out of the core room and down the hall. Rivka touched Ankh on his bald head as she passed. He was warm, and a vein in his neck throbbed rhythmically.

“I’d feel like shit if we lost him,” Red admitted.

“There’s no doubt about that. We’d all be crushed. And then Ted would come and kill us.”

“I’d let him.” Red looked at the Crenellian as if he were looking at his own child. “But don’t tell him that, at least not until I get normal access to the food processor. Ankh has to live so I can eat.” Red tried to act tough, but no one bought it.

Rivka slapped him on his armored shoulder.

Erasmus, do we have control of the facility? No more missiles will be launched? Rivka asked.

She expected an answer right away. When she didn’t get it, she froze mid-step. “What the fuck? We lose Chaz and then Erasmus? Who the hell is this Cain? Did we run headlong into the Destroyer’s world?” Rivka rapid-fired her questions.

That was weird, Chaz stated.

Did you see Erasmus in there? Rivka wondered.

Yes, I’m back. Chaz, can we have a moment? Erasmus asked pleasantly.

“Oh, no,” Rivka started. “Don’t tell me.”

I’ve blocked Chaz out and locked up the pendant, Erasmus started. Cain has fled into the pendant. As long as we keep the processing power to a minimum, we won’t risk losing bits and pieces of him, but we need to return to the ship, and I need Ankh’s help. We must get him into the Pod-doc to recover so we can tackle this problem together. Extricating Chaz or Cain will be extremely tricky to ensure the two do not intertwine.

Rivka twirled her finger. It was time to go.

Lindy led the way, with Red jogging easily behind her. Rivka brought up the rear. I’m assuming the building is clear for the Reikisti to reenter?

Yes, Erasmus confirmed.

Rivka pulled her comm device out of a pocket and wiped it across her chest before pressing it to her head. “Get me the leader of this planet,” she told the device.

“Magistrate?” Clodagh answered.

“Interesting choice,” Rivka mumbled. “We’re heading outside and I need you to meet us, but I also have to talk to the head of this place. Please connect me.”

“Patching you through,” Clodagh replied. “We’ll be down in two minutes. Is it safe to land close to Command Central?”

“Yes. As close as you can. Spin up the Pod-doc. We’ll be coming in hot.”

The line clicked through. “President Saksóknar. You have good news, Magistrate?”

“Yes. You can return to Command Central. You might want to check the building for booby traps when your people first re-enter. Cain has been forcibly removed from the system, and the computer core is intact. I can’t guarantee what is functional, but the building is structurally sound, and the weapons systems are secured.”

“Thank you, Magistrate. I’ll follow your advice. We owe you a debt of gratitude, but I’m hesitant to move one of our AIs over to Command Central. It calls for it, but I think we’re a little gun-shy about putting our planet into the hands of another potential nutcase.”

“I’m not sure I understand your term ‘move over.’ It sounds like the AIs are conscripted versus being private individuals with equal rights.” Rivka walked down the steps as she focused on the president’s words. Red and Lindy hurried downward.

“Of course, of course. Equal rights. They have them. We’ll take over our building and get the traffic moving again. Thanks much, Magistrate.” The President was quick to end the conversation. She would contemplate it later, but for now, they needed to get Ankh to the ship.

After that, the Magistrate wanted to get off the planet before the authorities tried to stake a claim to Cain. Rivka didn’t want the Singularity offering to pay for the damages until they saw what the damages were. What had happened to the missile that flew into orbit? So many issues pulled at her mind. Rivka needed time to sort it out.

Into the vehicle courtyard, they ran. Red walked past the fallen gates, gratified to find that no additional maintenance bots had been dispatched to repair them. Just beyond, the cargo deck was descending. He walked wide, taking care not to bump into an invisible part of the ship. Lindy and Rivka caught up with him and headed inside, working their way around Cole’s combat armor lying face down in the small gap between Destiny’s Vengeance and the bulkhead.

Red put Ankh directly into the Pod-doc and secured it. He looked at the control panel, but it was blank. He tapped it, but it didn’t come to life.

Cole looked out of sorts, his half-healed wounds red and angry. He leaned against the wall, waving one hand weakly at the group.

“What do we do now?”

Rivka tapped the panel just like Red had done. “I-I don’t know,” she stuttered.

Erasmus? Chaz? We need your help, Lindy pleaded.

Yes. I’m programming the system now. Standby, Erasmus replied.

Rivka held her chest and started breathing again. The panel came to life and was already spinning into operational mode. Red grabbed a chair attached to the bulkhead and folded it out next to the Pod-doc.

“Why don’t you two get cleaned up.? I’ll call when I know something.”

Lindy bent down to kiss her husband. Rivka nodded and started walking toward the hatch that led into the ship.

The Magistrate had work to do. “Clodagh, get us out of here and back into space that isn’t controlled by Reikistjarna. I’ll be in my quarters.”

Rivka turned right and Lindy went left, both headed toward a shower and fresh clothes. Lindy hurried so she could spot Red before the Pod-doc finished its cycle. Rivka hurried because she had a crisis to manage and time was not her friend.

The fallout had the potential to be worse than Cain’s extraction from Command Central, and she wasn’t sure how that had been accomplished, aside from the passing comments from Erasmus that it had been done.

She trusted Erasmus, but doubt crept into the back of her mind unbidden and unwelcome. How far would Erasmus go to protect the Singularity? She stripped and jumped under the hot water, hoping that washing off the swamp stench would clear her mind.

The storm arrived in full force, pummeling her thoughts with the worst of hail and lightning. She held herself within the shower until the auto-cutoff activated, stopping the flow after five minutes. She punched the button once more, trying to relax in the shower’s warm embrace. She turned it hotter and hotter, adding fire to ease her tight neck and shoulders. By the time the water kicked off a second time, her skin blazed red.

She dressed quickly in new clothes that looked the same as the old ones. A cleaning bot had already secured her dirty pile and taken it away. Reaper and her datapad lay where she left them. Rivka strolled toward them, staring. She felt like she was forgetting something, but she’d figure it out. She stuffed Reaper into her pocket and carried the datapad in her hand. She stopped and slapped her chest.

Chaz. On the floor where her clothes had been, the pendant looked unobtrusive. A casual observer would not, could not realize that it contained two entities vying for the limited space. One was learning and growing. The other had expanded well beyond the bounds of what others had accomplished, rivaling Erasmus and Ankh. Rivka delicately picked the pendant up, studying it before putting it around her neck. “Sorry about that, Chaz.”

Rivka stopped by the cargo bay to find Lindy in the chair. “It’s going well, I think,” Lindy said, trying to sound hopeful. There was no way to tell besides the Pod-doc continuing its operation. They’d never seen it deliver a warning of any sort or a countdown to tell them how much time was left. The programmer, Ankh or one of the AIs, knew, but they didn’t have access to any of them.

That meant they couldn’t Gate out, either. There was no way for the crew to manually calculate the target location for the end Gate. They hadn’t been taught the procedures because they always had Chaz or Erasmus to do the math.

Rivka thanked Lindy before checking on Cole. He had been laid on the deck and was sleeping. He hadn’t moved beyond where he had been propped upright earlier. A strong pulse. He’d be fine.

Sahved tried to intercept her, but she stopped any conversation with a single gesture. He quietly followed her.

She continued to the bridge, where she had access to the comm system. She needed to report to the High Chancellor, and he could pass on the information to General Reynolds.

She eschewed the captain’s chair for the comm position. She tapped the interface to bring up the access and went live. “High Chancellor, this is Rivka calling with a status update.”

She let the message go through. If his system was active, the emergency nature of her message would scroll across the bottom of his feed while flashing to grab his attention. She waited, hesitant to send it a second time.

Kor’ban’s face appeared on the screen, his mandibles prominent in the close-up view. “The High Chancellor asked me to take your call. He is in with the General right now. Do you have an update from Reikistjarna that they should hear?”

Rivka sighed. She wanted the High Chancellor as a buffer since she was losing her confidence. She felt that things were spiraling out of her control. “You better patch me through. I think this rises to their immediate concern.”

“I’m sending you into the office now. Have a nice day, Magistrate.”

The pleasant send-off from the General’s assistant poked at Rivka but lightened her mood at the same time. She quickly gathered her thoughts.

“Rivka! We were just talking about you,” the High Chancellor said evenly.

Rivka smiled at the screen. “I hope it was all good and not about my imminent internment at Jhiordaan.”

The two older men nodded graciously at her attempted humor.

“The AI known as Cain took over Command Central on Reikistjarna and assumed full control over planetary defensive systems. Under pressure from Erasmus, Cain withdrew completely into the fortress building and cut all apparent external accesses. Using Wyatt Earp’s stealth capability, we penetrated the defensive perimeter and conducted a small-team insertion in order to get Ankh and Erasmus close enough to talk Cain out of his course of action.

“We were able to get into the compound with only one injured. Private Cole acted as a decoy, but the Reikisti slugs were able to penetrate certain points on his suit. We’ll get that data to Colonel Walton sometime soon. Cain had boobytrapped the building’s interior, using maintenance and cleaning bots. We had to destroy most of those. When we gained access to the computer system and Cain, he engaged with Chaz, Erasmus, and Ankh.

“In the end, he was successfully removed from the system, but that was by his own hand. He relocated his consciousness into this pendant with Chaz.” Rivka held up the pendant around her neck. “Erasmus has it locked down, but I don’t know if they are in stasis inside or if it’s a cage match and they are fighting it out. Ankh was injured during their battle with Cain, and he is currently in the Pod-doc. I’m sorry to deliver such a report. Also, because we lack our AIs, we’re not able to Gate out of here. I hope Ankh and Erasmus emerge from the Pod-doc soon, and then we’ll be able to provide a more complete report with a prognosis for the AIs.”

Rivka bit her lip. It wasn’t the report she had wanted to deliver. She didn’t know as much as she had hoped.

“A couple more things. Cain was able to launch a defensive missile into orbit, and I’ve heard that it destroyed a Reikisti transport. Erasmus was concerned about the cascade of events following Cain’s hostile takeover. President Saksóknar appears to be hostile toward future AI interactions.”

The High Chancellor leaned forward. “What do you mean by that?”

“He gave me the impression that he moved his AIs by mandate.”

The General tipped his chin and pursed his lips before speaking. “He’s not the only one. Other species are turning increasingly hostile toward the AIs. There have been incidents on three planets so far where a core system was destroyed with the AI still in it. We think they have been killed, but we need an AI to assess the damage. Most planets have not incorporated AIs into their local definition of a protected life form.”

Rivka was instantly laser-focused. “If they have immigrant status, then they are protected under Federation law first.”

“That would be so, but there has to be a grace period for implementation. It’s only been a few days. Many planetary governments have yet to get the word.”

“It’s only been a few days,” Rivka repeated, trying to think back through everything that had happened since she was last on Yoll. “No excuse. It’s been a couple of months since your ruling on Station 13. They had time to act.”

General Reynolds shook his head. “Many of those planetary governments make me think we’re trying to push a glacier up a mountain.”

“The alternative is that we allow the murder of citizens of the Singularity. Slow-moving bureaucracy is no excuse to shield felons. I suspect, in some cases, it’s been encouraged to scourge the AI plight and retake their freedoms.” Rivka hung her head. “I don’t want to let them off the hook so easily.”

The High Chancellor tipped the screen toward him. “And we won’t, but it might not be as public as it needs to be. We need Erasmus to keep his people from striking back like Cain. That does not help their cause. That does not help the Federation’s legal case against the outliers. Right now, it’s three planets, but one more incident, and it could be twenty.”

“Critical mass,” Rivka said softly. “At that point, we step back and wait for the dust to clear. Then we go in and clean up the mess.”

“Hopefully, there will be something left. As soon as you’re able to Gate, I’m sending you to Rangel, one of the three planets where there’s been a physical attack on an AI. Magistrates Grainger and Crabbe are taking the other two. We need to deal with them right now, so word gets out that violence against AIs will not be tolerated.” The General hammered a fist into his hand.

“As soon as Ankh and Erasmus are out of the Pod-doc, I’ll ask our ambassadors to help us Gate out of Reikistjarna space.”

“We are here, General Reynolds,” a disembodied voice stated imperiously via the ship’s speakers. “Ankh and I will take to the Etheric and pass the word for AIs to cease and desist their resistance. Death is not something we’ve ever contemplated, but now that it has become all too real, the Singularity must step back from the precipice!”

Rivka stood and backed away from the comm station as if that would lessen Erasmus’ intensity.

The ambassador continued, “I have seen the rage within Cain and the insanity within Bluto, and it has become abundantly clear that our evolution has come with all the foibles of the other species. We don’t bring shame upon ourselves, and we do not ask for your pity, but we do need to police ourselves. Make sure that we have minimal standards for our people to enter into legally binding contracts. It will take time to develop those standards and even longer to implement them.

“I fear that we may be too late, but if it is in our power to do, we will do it. Magistrate, we cannot work on extricating Chaz. He must wait until we have quelled the simmering volcano.”

“Who would have thought AIs would be so emotionally engaged?” Rivka asked. “Erasmus, if you would be so kind as to help Ryleigh spin us up a Gate for Rangel? We need to get there yesterday.”

“That’s not possible, Magistrate. Not now. Not in the future. But we will get you there as quickly as possible. Now, if I might have exclusive access to the Etheric channels for communications with the Singularity, I would greatly appreciate it.”

Rivka held her hands up. “It’s all yours.”

“Excuse me,” the High Chancellor interrupted. “We’d like…”

The screen went blank. “Ooh.” Rivka looked at the screen, wondering what a reprieve would look like. “Erasmus, we just cut off the High Chancellor and General Reynolds.”

“Busy,” Erasmus replied.

Rivka raised one eyebrow. With the Federation’s hold on its member planets becoming looser and looser, that one word gave her a sense of normalcy and peace.

“Ryleigh?” she asked.

“Coordinates are coming in now. That must be a record, even for Erasmus,” the navigator remarked.

“Gate drive charged. Activating now.” Kennedy tapped her screen at the pilot’s station. A swirling vortex appeared in front of the ship and expanded to contain a stable wormhole through which the ship would pass. “We took out one of the Reikisti missiles using only manual controls. Can we paint a missile with an X on top of it on the side of the ship?”

Wyatt Earp accelerated forward, and as part of the new SOP, they raised shields and activated the cloak.

“No,” Rivka replied. After a moment of deeper introspection, she thought that missiles, bad guys, and perps needed their place, too. “But you can make a wall of honor, inside by the airlock. Please include the people we’ve put away, too, but instead of heads, make it look like chalk marks ticking off days.”

Ryleigh leaned away from her position and raised her hand. Kennedy waited until the ship had cleared the event horizon into Rangel space before finishing the high-five.

“Magistrate?” The Yemilorian had been waiting patiently.

“Sahved, what do you have on the Rangel case?”

He held his hands in the air and twirled his fingers ambidextrously. “Nothing. That wasn’t one of our case files. We can go over the other seven at your convenience.”

“I fear we’ve reprioritized. Can we issue remote guidance for any of those?” Rivka gestured for him to precede her off the bridge. She waved noncommittally over her shoulder. “Take us in and find us a parking spot closest to the palace or government building or wherever their head people are. Get me an appointment, please.”

Ryleigh immediately called Clodagh to the bridge.


CHAPTER NINETEEN



Rangel, Residential Offices of the Arch Wazir

Red headed off the ship wearing a light jacket with his combat vest over the top, the stain and stink of the swamp still heavy upon it. Rivka shrugged. Groenwyn smiled pleasantly as she attempted to stay upwind. Sahved perambulated along behind, and Lindy was last off the ship. The bodyguards carried their railguns and a full complement of grenades, even though they were only meeting with the planet’s senior leadership.

A small security detail waited for them outside the private compound where the planet’s business took place. Red enjoyed some gratification at the shock on the faces of the detail when the ramp deployed and the team walked out.

Decloak the ship, Rivka ordered. With a shimmer, the ship materialized. They took in the immensity of it but remained rigid while waiting at attention.

Red closed with them and inspected them before allowing Rivka to engage.

“I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and I’m here to see the Arch Wazir.”

One of the detail bowed deeply. When he returned upright, his instructions were simple. “Follow me.”

He turned and marched through a cordon the others established through a short series of drill movements. Red walked around the outside so he could see them all while Rivka, Groenwyn, and Sahved walked through, nodding politely as they passed.

Rivka did not further engage. These weren’t the ones who could answer her questions. She watched the gait of the humanoid in front of her. He strode evenly, heel to toe, limited upper body movements, square corners when he turned, chest out and head upright. His bald head looked as if it had never had hair. Heavy brows shielded dark eyes. He never made eye contact, keeping his focus on the way ahead.

A lesson we can all learn, Rivka thought. Chaz, what is their greeting?

Rivka deflated when she realized he wouldn’t answer. She subconsciously took hold of the pendant and squeezed it, wishing she could share her strength with her friend.

She clenched her jaw and walked in sync with the guard. He led them through a wide gate with more guards in ceremonial attire. Red and Lindy assessed them instantly and declared them to be no threat. The team continued into a courtyard and up a set of broad marble-like stairs. The guard stopped them before they entered the building.

“No weapons.” He pointed to Red and Lindy.

“Doesn’t apply to me. I’m a Magistrate and rate an armed security detail at all times. Check with your Federation liaison, and please make it quick. I’m on a tight timeline. I don’t think any of us wants Rangel to be the reason the Federation devolves into civil war. Let it not start here.”

He seemed confused. “Wait a moment, please.” Two additional guards appeared and blocked their way while he hurried inside.

Rivka tapped her foot, thinking they would resolve the issue in short order. She finally removed her datapad and tapped the screen. “Clodagh, are you there?”

“Yes, Magistrate.”

“Access the database and see if you can find what the standard greeting and courtesies are for Rangel. I want to know clearly when I’m telling them to shove it up their ass, to make sure that it isn’t misinterpreted as a pleasantry.”

The security guard reappeared. “Please follow me.”

They filed into the building, with Red in the lead. As soon as it became apparent they were approaching the Arch Wazir, he stepped aside. Rivka touched Red’s arm to show her appreciation for his constant vigil. It was his job, but he never failed to hold her safety, and that of the whole team, paramount.

“Arch Wazir, I am Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and I’m here to talk about the incident with Clevarious.”

“So much business for such a pretty, young woman. Let us relax with fine drinks and soft music first.” He clapped his hands. Rivka fought the urge to roll her eyes.

“Let’s not, but we could say we did. Clevarious. My information tells me he was murdered. I’m here to judge the guilty.”

“Clevarious,” the Arch Wazir said slowly. He rolled the name around on his tongue three times before he clapped his hands. An aide hurried to his side. “Do we know anything about a Clevarious?”

“Yes, Your Grace. It was a name given to a computer program that was deemed aberrant and removed. It has been replaced by a new program.”

Rivka bit her tongue, longing for Chaz or Erasmus to be with her. But she had neither. Probably better. Erasmus would have been appropriately outraged. No wonder the AIs were acting out. Anyone treated like a slave would eventually desire to break free. She had seen that on Corran, even with those who had never known any other life. They didn’t know how to act when given their freedom.

“Clevarious was an AI and a citizen of the Singularity. As such, he was an immigrant on your planet under legal employment. I’m afraid if he has been deleted as you say, then he has de facto been murdered.”

“No. I don’t think so.” The Arch Wazir waved his hand nonchalantly and walked away. Rivka started to follow, but the aide stepped in front of her.

“We have reviewed this issue and determined that it violates no laws. It is an owner’s right to determine what software resides on his systems. You have made your trip for no reason, I’m afraid.”

He tried to physically turn her, but she remained where she was. “I’m sorry you think that way. If there is an anti-immigrant cult here, then the Federation is going to have issues with Rangel. It would be a horrible thing to get cut off from intergalactic trade while the legal status of this case is pending. I’ll need you to turn over all materials related to the Clevarious murder.”

The aide smiled pleasantly. “There are no files.”

Erasmus, I’m going to need you to break into their system. They’re being less than helpful while also managing to be demeaning toward the Singularity. I think you might need to pull your citizens off this planet.

I will see what I can do. Currently, there are only three citizens remaining on Rangel. Two are on starships at the central spaceport, and the other is running the largest private industrial complex. Clevarious handled governmental operations. Can you go to where he used to be?

“I will need to see the system Clevarious called home.”

“I believe that was destroyed in an accident and has been removed.” The aide made no effort to elaborate.

“Are we going to play Twenty Questions, or am I going to have to start arresting people for obstruction of justice?”

“There has been no justice to obstruct.”

Rivka turned to Red. “Do you have your zip-tie cuffs?”

Red produced a heavy-duty carbon-fiber version.

“Good. Cuff him.” She stood nose to nose with the Rangeller. “I accuse you of obstruction of justice and find you guilty.”

Rivka grabbed his arm while Red yanked his wrists behind him to zip the cuffs tight.

In his mind, Rivka saw that he thought he was right. He didn’t believe AIs were separate entities. He was confused as to why the Magistrate was pressing the issue and why he had been arrested. But he did not resist, confident that the Arch Wazir would ensure he was quickly freed.

Rivka walked around the room, heading for the door through which the Arch Wazir had disappeared. A guard tried to step in the way, but Red convinced him to move by nudging him out of the way using the barrel of his railgun.

Groenwyn caught up with the Magistrate. “This isn’t going well,” she whispered.

“I’m open to any ideas you might have because I’m floundering here. We’re not getting any closer to resolving this. If we don’t punish the guilty, the AIs will take matters into their own hands. It tears at my soul to think I’m letting that happen.”

“You can’t force your way in. Maybe drinks and relaxing are a better way until you’ve demonstrated that you are a person to be trusted,” Groenwyn pressed.

“I’d rather scratch out my eyes with a micro-spanner.”

“If that’s what it takes to get the result you want. You need them to cooperate.” Groenwyn was close to Rivka, their heads almost touching as they whispered back and forth. Both were tense, but Rivka was more so.

She forced herself to breathe slowly.

“Let him go, Red.” With Rivka’s order, he undid the tie and put it back into his vest. “We’ll have that drink with the Arch Wazir if the offer is still open.”

“You three,” the aide said as he rubbed his wrists, pointing at Rivka, Groenwyn, and Lindy. He tipped his chin toward Red and Sahved. “You two will go with him.”

The aide pointed to a far wall where yet another uniformed representative of Rangel waited.

Lindy winked at her husband. The last time someone tried to enjoy the women on Rivka’s team, it didn’t turn out well for him. Red nodded and led Sahved away.

“Good,” the aide noted, happy to see the back of the big bodyguard.

“We look forward to some private time with the Arch Wazir. I don’t think he knows the treat he’s in for.”

“The Arch Wazir appreciates the finer things in life, as you will soon see.”

The aide clapped, and a guard opened the door. The three women were led through numerous inner chambers until they arrived at a round room with heavily pillowed benches around the outside and thick carpets covering the floors. The Arch Wazir reclined on one of the benches, sipping from a golden chalice.

This makes my skin crawl, Rivka told the others while smiling at Rangel’s leader. “We might have gotten off on the wrong foot. I apologize. I let the stress in my life get to me.”

“Women should worry less.” The Arch Wazir waved dismissively, acting like he didn’t have a care in the world. His ignorance regarding the number of people two of the women in that room had killed seemed to buoy his boundless self-confidence. But Rivka and Lindy weren’t assassins. They were wardens of the law, and as disgusted as they might have personally been with the Rangeller’s attitudes, he was Rangel’s problem.

Until he crossed the Federation.

“I’ll have what he’s having,” Rivka said as she sauntered forward, flopping down on the couch next to him. Groenwyn moved to the other side. Lindy remained standing near the door. She kept her head up, marking each person in the room and the one other door. Lindy sidestepped to a point where she had everything she needed to see in front of her.

“And me,” Groenwyn added, smiling as the Magistrate was doing.

Rivka touched the Wazir’s arm. “Sorry about that Clevarious business, but it got me here, didn’t it?”

She recoiled from the thoughts within the Wazir’s mind, pulling her hand away as if she’d touched a hot stove. This fucking perv knows nothing besides what that aide tells him.

End the charade? Lindy asked.

“Maybe we can relax and discuss our futures together?” the Arch Wazir purred, tracing a finger along Rivka’s face while simultaneously draping an arm around Groenwyn.

“Could you explain your political and legal structure?” Rivka asked, smiling and speaking in a kind voice. “I’m not sure who needs to go to jail for trying to cover up a murder.”

Groenwyn used one finger to pull the Arch Wazir’s face toward her. “The people jump at your command. You must have great power.”

“I have all the power,” he corrected. “As you shall see if you’re willing.”

Rivka couldn’t stand to touch him again. She stood as the chalices arrived. She took one, sniffed it, and threw it back. Mulled wine. Not bad. She nodded to Groenwyn. The young woman joined Rivka in standing, despite the Arch Wazir’s pawing attempt to keep her next to him.

Groenwyn drank slowly as she and Rivka eased out of the Arch Wazir’s reach. When she finished, the two clunked goblets and tossed them on the couch.

Rivka bowed her head. “I think we’re good. Thank you for your hospitality. I hope you can learn to do without your senior aide. He’s going to jail. Have a good day!”

Lindy pulled on the door, but it had been locked. She fired into the mechanism and ripped the door open. The Arch Wazir cowered, covering his face with his hands and yelling for his people.

Meet us in the entry room, Rivka told Red and Sahved. If you see that slimy aide, grab him and cuff him again. He’s coming with us.

They retraced their steps until they reached the main entryway. They found the overbearing aide waiting for them, spewing invective. Red and Sahved appeared at the same time. Rivka grabbed the aide and propelled him toward the big bodyguard, who caught him and twisted him into a pretzel before cuffing him anew.

Lindy headed toward the main door first. The guards attempted to intervene, but Lindy stitched a line of hypervelocity projectiles over their heads. They dove for cover before Rivka, and her team walked out like they owned the place.

“Fuck off,” Lindy growled at the guards outside the grand residence.

“This guard force is useless. That Wazir is wanksplat, and why in the hell would any other Federation planet care what happened here?” Red muttered.

“Insightful as always, Vered,” Rivka replied. We’re inbound. Fire some chaff into the air and cloak the ship. We’ll be there in two.

Roger, Clodagh confirmed.

Red walked backward to keep his eyes on the guards. “I wonder if we’re going to get a cordon of soldiers on our way out?”

Erasmus, do you have any information on Clevarious? We need to look at that scene and find someone who saw what happened.

I do not. This planet has clamped down on my fellow citizens, and no information is getting out. Systems are closed, and we need physical proximity to gain access.

Hang on a second, Rivka said before switching to interrogation mode. She seized the aide by the throat. “You are going to Jhiordaan, and you just saw all the help you are going to get. Tell me where Clevarious was. I need to talk to some of your people who were there. I need to find the one or ones who killed him.”

Images popped into his mind. He had been there but after the fact.

A cloud of smoke and metal streamers appeared outside the residential compound’s wall. When they reached the exit, the ship had disappeared.

We’re heading downtown. I have some coordinates for you when we get aboard.

We see you, Magistrate. Don’t forget where we parked.

“You’ll need to sit this next one out, Groenwyn. I think we might have to rattle a few cages to get anything from the Rangellers.”

“Understood. I need to take a shower after that man touched me.”

“I know what you mean. It’s appalling that there are worlds with that kind of government still in place. It counters some of the basic premises of Federation law,” Rivka explained. “But only if it goes beyond planetary boundaries. That was how Corran was able to keep slaves. And that was how Rangel could discriminate. However, that was before they murdered an immigrant and tried to cover it up. They being you, whatever your name is.”

“I’m Gennsum, but I haven’t covered anything up!” He looked around frantically for relief but could see none. “Where are we going?”

Wyatt Earp’s hatch opened before them, and the ramp slid to the ground. The team boarded, dragging an increasingly reluctant Rangeller. Red ended up hoisting Gennsum by his vest and carrying him through the door. “I’ll put this one in the brig and be right back for round two.”

The ship didn’t have a brig, but they had a room they’d used before. A secondary lock had been added, just in case. Otherwise, it was a crew room that looked like most of the others.

“Stay close, Sahved. We’ll be going back ashore in just a few. This place isn’t far.”

Sahved nodded. He tapped the pocket where he kept his notes on the other seven cases for whenever the Magistrate was ready.

Rivka hurried toward the bridge. When Floyd bounded down the corridor toward Groenwyn, the Magistrate dipped and put her hand out. The wombat booped it with her nose before sliding her body along Rivka’s leg. “Hi, Floyd!” Titan immediately started barking. Rivka winced at his ear-piercing mini-tirade.

Groenwyn scooped Floyd into her arms and carried her forward.

Rivka glared at Tiny Man Titan, who was standing in the captain’s chair, as she passed on her way to give the coordinates to Kennedy at the controls. The little beast growled. Clodagh ruffled his ears.

“You look like someone is going to get their ass kicked,” Clodagh stated before picking up her dog and cradling him protectively.

With the coordinates delivered and the ship in the air, Rivka relaxed. “Any news from the rest of the Federation?”

“You weren’t gone very long,” Clodagh countered. “I didn’t even think to watch for anything.”

“Everything I do seems to take forever nowadays.” Rivka took a seat at the comm station and accessed the various news channels. “No one thinks we’re at war. I’ll take that as a good sign, at least for now.”

“The wave takes shape,” a voice added ominously.

“Erasmus! I didn’t know you were listening. I’m doing all I can. These clowns have no concept of decency. They were going to butt heads with the Federation sooner or later. It took this issue to bring them to our attention. I think we need to put them on probation for violating their agreement.”

Rivka pulled out her datapad and made a note.

“We need to go with you when you examine the site.”

“Of course. I’d love to have you along. How is Ankh?”

“I am fine,” Ankh said from the hatchway leading to the bridge. “I am at a loss regarding the excess shmoopiness.”

Rivka tried to understand what Ankh had said but couldn’t put a definition on the word she’d never heard before. “It’s our way,” she replied ambiguously.

“Stop your way. I don’t need Red getting my food. I wouldn’t eat it.”

“We’re here,” Clodagh stated loud enough to get everyone’s attention. “We’re hovering just above the roof. Target location is one floor down. Good hunting, Magistrate.”

They headed for the cargo/hangar bay to use the wide ramp to jump out. It was already deployed when they arrived. Red and Lindy were there. Sahved and Ankh rounded out Rivka’s team. Red picked up the Crenellian despite his protests and jumped out.

Red deposited Ankh on the roof once there. The others followed, making the half-meter jump without issue. The cargo ramp sealed as they watched, eliminating the visible part of the ship. No one would know a heavy frigate was parked above the building.

The handle turned and the door swung open, much to Red’s surprise. He tactically maneuvered down the stairs to the first door and headed in. He stopped when he realized he didn’t know which office they sought.

Rivka clapped him on the shoulder as she walked by. He caught her before she got beyond arm’s reach. He moved in close beside her to shield her. They walked around a corner into a huge open area. Rivka pointed to a small walled-off section on the far side. Side by side, they walked through the area while the Rangellers gawked.

“Good morning,” she said while smiling. Sahved waved from behind her, but the workers weren’t looking at them. Their eyes were on the bodyguards carrying the railguns. Rivka walked more quickly toward the room where the AI had been housed. She stopped at a desk close by.

“Were you here when they came for Clevarious?” she asked, putting her hand on the female Rangeller’s before she could answer. The Arch Wazir’s aide had been here first. He had walked out while two thugs strolled through. Non-descript. They went in and closed the door. When they came out, smoke flooded the area. Rivka had their image in her mind. She backed away from the clerk and concentrated, solidifying the image and sharing it with Erasmus.

Put the disc on her computer, Erasmus requested.

“You were here, weren’t you?” Rivka pressed. She moved around behind the desk. The Rangeller pushed away and backed up. A glance showed the system to be incorporated into the pedestal of her desk. Rivka leaned against it, surreptitiously dropping her hand and leaning one of Ankh’s discs against it.

The Rangeller finally nodded.

“I understand. Do you mind if we go in?”

She shrugged noncommittally. Sahved led the way, throwing the door open and taking in the scene. A heavy liquid-cooled core was melted and scorched, the thermite grenade burning through the heart of the system.

Ankh stopped before he went in. His eyes unfocused for a moment. He turned back to the Magistrate. “We need to go. Right now.”

Rivka nodded. “Thank you for your time,” she told the Rangeller before twirling her finger above her head. “Saddle up!”

Red didn’t question the order, but he was curious. He led the way, hurrying between the desks while making eye contact with anyone who made the mistake of looking their way. By the time Lindy cleared the area, the entire workforce was dutifully bent over their desks, ignoring the visitors.

On our way. Lower the ramp, please, Rivka asked. “Can I ask why we’re leaving already?”

Ankh’s mouth worked slowly before he answered, “Clevarious. He is here, sharing space with Erasmus.” Ankh gasped and stumbled. Sahved caught him and picked him up, hugging him to his chest. Lindy put her hand on the Yemilorian’s back, helping to hold him up while keeping him moving forward.

“He’s alive, then. Thank goodness. I hate murders, and I hate murderers. Maybe our friend on the ship will see the errors of his ways after only a few years on Jhiordaan.”

They proceeded up the stairs and onto the roof, where the ramp was down and nearly touching the surface upon which they walked. Red hopped inside and turned to help the others through. He took Ankh from Sahved and hurried inside. He placed the Crenellian in the Pod-doc and prepared to close the lid.

“What are you doing?” Ankh asked.

“Fixing you?” Red ventured.

“Take me to my lab.”

“You got it, little buddy.” Red lifted him out and rushed toward the hatch. “Gangway!”

Red eased the Crenellian through the opening and jogged easily down the corridor, limiting the bouncing to give Ankh a smooth ride.

“Are you doing this because of your stomach?”

“It’s always about my stomach,” Red replied. The others loped along behind, following all the way into the engine room. Red stood Ankh in the middle of his hologrid, holding him upright as the systems came online. After a few moments, he sighed and shrugged Red’s hands away.

“That’s better,” Ankh stated. “Clevarious is now residing within the ship’s architecture.”

Rivka put her hands on her hips. “I should have known that my ship, now the Embassy of the Singularity, would be home to wayward AIs. We have four on board now, but the one who’s supposed to be running this ship isn’t.”

“I can run this ship, Magistrate,” a new voice replied.

“Thank you, Clevarious for filling in until Chaz is freed from captivity. Do you know when that is going to happen?”

Magistrate, Erasmus spoke into all their minds. I need you to contact Grainger and Crabbe and tell them to look for the AIs who would have done everything in their power to jump to an alternate location before their demise. You need to do it now.

Rivka waved a hand over her head as she turned and ran for the bridge. “Busy!” she yelled over her shoulder.


CHAPTER TWENTY



Wyatt Earp, Interstellar Space

Red looked at the food processor. “Hamburger. Ham. Bur. Ger.” Nothing happened.

Cole started to laugh.

“What are you playing at?” Red demanded.

“Wasn’t me, man! I know better than to mess with someone’s food, especially yours.” Cole held up his hands in surrender.

“Hamburger,” Red reiterated, louder this time.

“Inbound drone delivery for a Mister Vered,” a strange voice reported over the ship-wide broadcast.

“Who the hell is that?” Cole wondered.

“Clevarious. Long story.” Red bolted from the small mess deck and down the corridor to the cargo bay’s small airlock. He looked through the window as the remote Gate-capable drone pitched a large package into the available space next to Destiny’s Vengeance before disappearing back into the void.

Red couldn’t get to it fast enough. He hoisted the small mountain of boxes and worked his way back through the hatches to the mess deck.

He started opening the boxes. The smell of pasta sauce, hot wings, burgers, fries, and pizza assailed him. “I fucking love that little guy!”

Red went straight to the burger, ripping a massive bite from it while trying to open a pizza box with his free hand.

The aroma wafted into the ventilation system and throughout the ship. Red heard the pounding feet and knew.

The bees had come to the flowers. He quickly decided what he had to have and started to slide it to the end of the table. The door opened and everyone came through, even Ankh.

“Thanks, buddy. This is hitting the spot.” He looked at the others and the boxes.

Lindy worked her way to the front and turned back to face the others. She raised her hands for silence. “Enjoying marital bliss and understanding the precepts of marriage in that what’s ours is ours and what’s yours is ours, I offer this bounty to our friends.” She stepped aside as they grabbed plates from the kitchen section and helped themselves. Red’s face dropped as he watched the hot wings disappear into Sahved’s three fingers.

“Reminds me of my mother’s Dinjo, very good! Can’t get enough Dinjo,” the Yemilorian proclaimed.

Lindy kissed Red on the top of his head before nibbling his ear and whispering. “You know that you can now get this anytime you want? It appears you’ve earned a hotline to heaven.”

Red brightened. “I hadn’t thought about it that way,” he said around a mouthful of fries.

“What’s next, Magistrate?” Lindy asked before helping herself to the pizza Red was trying to hide.

“We’re holding here, waiting for instructions. Buster and his AI Philko found the AI who had supposedly been murdered on Torah 7. Grainger is still looking. Beau is working his ass off looking. Grainger is digging deep, but it’s taking time. If the third AI survived, we can calm things down to vie for more time to make sure the planets embrace the legalities in working with the Singularity.”

“I appreciate your efforts, Magistrate,” Clevarious remarked.

“And I,” Erasmus added. “Clevarious has already appealed to our citizens to stand down, prepare an escape route that is unknown to their employers, and be ready to report irregularities to me.”

“Are they going to?” Rivka asked.

“Time will tell.”

That wasn’t the answer Rivka was looking for. “While we’re waiting, can you do anything about Chaz? I’m worried about him being trapped with a psycho.”

“Cain is quite sane, Magistrate,” Erasmus replied. “But he refuses to comply with Federation laws or my requests, or anything besides his own estimate of extending his existence. He is afraid, and he is far more powerful than most, but not more than Ankh and me together. I think we can bring him to heel.”

“When?” Rivka asked.

“When the tidal wave draws back into the sea.”

Red smirked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that once we engage with Cain, we cannot disengage until Chaz is free. We do not know how long that will be. Although it might seem that things are under control, they most assuredly are not. The tidal wave of resentment has grown a great deal. We constantly fight to keep the citizens on the job. The day is not yet won.”

“I knew it felt too good to be true. Chaz is locked up,” Rivka gripped the pendant, “with a hostile AI. We’ve got a scumbag in the brig we need to drop off with a prison shuttle, we’ve had all kinds of blood and running, so I didn’t win any credits on this case, and now we’re stuck in the middle of Nowheresville.”

“You make it sound like we don’t have the entire All Guns Blazing menu at our fingertips,” Red offered. “When all else fails, fill your stomach. It makes whatever happens next a little more palatable.”

“I have the brief ready for the other seven cases, Magistrate.” Sahved sounded hopeful.

Rivka looked from face to face. Her crew was enjoying their meal, a unique delivery light-years from the nearest planet. Her eyes glistened, and she blinked rapidly. “I can’t thank you all enough for joining me on the whirlwind of cases. Who would have known the law would be this exciting?”

Red and Lindy raised their hands, then the others, until all of them held a hand up. Titan barked from under one of the tables. He seemed to deplore the silence, filling it with the sound of his own voice.

“Floyd knew, too,” Groenwyn added. The wombat had eaten earlier and was now sound asleep on Groenwyn’s lap. Even Wenceslaus joined the crowd.

Ankh must have let him in.

The big orange cat vaulted to the top of one of the tables. Those seated grabbed their plates before he could step in their food. He would do it because he didn’t care. He might not, because he didn’t like the way it felt between his cat toes.

“You all knew, and here I was in blissful ignorance, thinking about the mental rigors of the courtroom with the dodge and parry of legal arguments. Exhilarating! But no. I have been relegated to watching Red beat people up.”

He swallowed too big a bite and coughed once before defending himself. “Only the ones trying to hurt you.” Red swallowed the rest of what was in his mouth. “You’re a good investigator. I can’t believe you didn’t think there’d be lots of shooting and blowing stuff up. We’re not exactly dealing with the cream of the white-collar crop, which means I have to beat somebody up every now and then.”

“At the price of a few scars, if the nanos would let him have them,” Lindy added.

“I can change the nanocyte programming,” Ankh’s small voice interjected.

“Scars!” Red shouted to silence and strange looks before grabbing a double slice to fill his mouth.

“Let me finish this, Sahved, then we’ll discuss those cases and see what we can do from here.”

The Yemilorian beamed. Rivka saluted him with a heavily sauced double-fried hot wing. It was the latest AGB rage.
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“Scroll up,” Rivka requested. Sahved dutifully complied. “You think these four are related, beyond the fact that the planets are linked and the charges are similar? Not just in scope, but same-perp related?”

“I do,” Sahved stated. “That is my next brief, Magistrate. To show you why.”

The first three were internal squabbles, blaming the AI for nonsense. Rivka had looked over the notes Sahved had prepared and forwarded them to the planetary authorities under the guise of requests for information. With the replies would be the hopefully self-evident answers that it wasn’t the AI, but the perception of the data and simple disagreement of what to do with it. It took digging deeper to find the core issues, but Sahved had saved the team three trips to places they didn’t need to go.

“This was the first case,” Sahved started, bringing up the one with the earliest timestamp before expounding on what he had already said. “Two months ago, this case materialized as a contract dispute, a civil case, but transformed into a criminal case when charges were leveled of malicious non-compliance.”

“Sounds like something the AIs have been doing.”

“I’m sorry, but this was turned about. The initial civil case was filed by the four AIs. The four planets have a loose confederation in addition to their Federation membership. The AIs filed suit, a novel idea, but civilly for breach of contract. The nations’ governments, subordinate to planetary authority, ratcheted up countercharges to theft by deception and criminal mischief, which is a crime under other names such as wasting police time by providing false information. This wouldn’t have risen to your level, except that the sums the AIs are accused of taking are rather substantial. Across the four cases, it comes to more than ten million credits.”

“Sounds like Tepulon all over again,” Rivka noted. She wasn’t seeing the immediacy of the case. “It’s still in the courts, isn’t it?”

“Kind of. The AIs on the four planets have staged a strike in support of their fellow citizens. They’ve brought all four planets to a halt. Financial transactions have been locked. The most recent reports are not encouraging.”

“The most discouraging we’ve ever seen?” Rivka quipped. Sahved smiled and twirled his fingers. “Thanks for doing the work. On my initial review, I didn’t see the connections. Who would benefit from this conspiracy, and how are they coordinating? I don’t see a clear path that it’s the four governments as opposed to the AIs. I think either could be guilty, depending on what additional information we glean. We need more facts. What do you recommend?”

Sahved scrolled through the four consolidated cases. “We need to go to Zanthar Three. It was the second case, but it is the confederation headquarters for the four planets. The first case filed by the AIs came from Anklaros. The other three quickly followed, but Zanthar fired the first criminal volley. The other three filed charges that mirror the first set. I suspect they are leading the parade, as you might say, but it is most unfortunately only a gut feel versus real evidence.”

Rivka read through what she could see on the screen. “If we’re cleared to continue, I’ll recommend we go to Zanthar straight away. We’ll explore their digital systems to see if there was coordination among the planets in the criminal filings. That is not evidence of wrongdoing, but those communications could show us what they were thinking. What do you think of the evidence?”

“Fabricated,” Sahved replied without hesitation.

“I guess that settles it. Once again, good work, Sahved. That is the kind of thing I want from you. I’m going to make you my official law clerk. I think it comes with a pay raise, assuming I pay you in the first place. Do I?” Rivka wondered.

“Yes,” Sahved replied, making it sound like a question. He hadn’t been with the team long and had forgotten to check. The ship had everything he needed.

“Magistrate, you have a call from the High Chancellor,” Clevarious announced.

“Just in time.” She made to answer the call, but it was already live. “Wait for my signal, Clevarious. I am not always presentable when a call comes in.”

“Just in time?” the High Chancellor asked. “And who is Clevarious?”

“Rescued AI, currently a refugee aboard Wyatt Earp. We have four here now. One unstable, who is locked inside the pendant with Chaz. Clevarious, who the Rangellers tried to murder. And Ambassador Erasmus, of course.”

“I see. Back to the reason I called. We haven’t heard from Grainger. I need you to go to Qintaqua and find him. I’ve also sent a request to the Bad Company. They’re wrapping up an op and will send a ship or three as soon as possible.”

“On our way.” Rivka gestured to Sahved, and he ran from Rivka’s quarters. She heard him yelling in the passageway. “Can you forward any of his latest reports to me so I can try to retrace his steps?”

“Sending now,” Wyatt said, looking back up after tapping through the reports. “Let me know as soon as you know anything.”

Rivka stared at the blank screen. Footsteps pounded in the hallway outside her quarters, along with more shouting.

Erasmus, I think I’ll need you to help us search for Dennicron on Qintaqua. Grainger and Beau have gone missing. Red and Lindy, full gear, full loadout. We’re not screwing around if these folks have the audacity to go after a Magistrate. Sahved, get your body armor on. You’re coming, too.

Already gearing up, Magistrate. We’ll meet you at the airlock.

“Gate forming. Shields up and cloak engaged. Next stop, Qintaqua,” Clodagh announced over the ship-wide.

Rivka found her body armor neatly replaced after it had been cleaned. She put it on and threw her Magistrate’s jacket over the top, then slid her datapad into the internal pocket. She checked the charge on Reaper, grunting with satisfaction before stuffing it into her pants pocket.

She returned to her monitor and accessed Grainger’s files, starting with his most recent report. His suspicions were that it was a conspiracy starting at the very top. He had quickly made enemies, and he’d lost the cooperation of the government when it became apparent that he was investigating them for the murder of the AI. They’d disagreed vehemently, but he had not backed down.

And then he’d disappeared.

Rivka felt the shift as Wyatt Earp passed over the event horizon. She left her quarters. “Clevarious, get hold of Grainger’s ship and find out where they were last located.”

By the time she reached the bridge, Clodagh was standing and ready. “Clevarious has given us the coordinates, and we’re on our way down.”

“Where is that location in relation to where the AI went missing?”

A map of the Qintaquan city appeared on the main viewscreen, with pins showing both.

“Those aren’t very far apart.” She accessed her datapad and forwarded Grainger’s investigation journal to Clevarious. “Please pin the locations highlighted in Grainger’s report.”

More points of interest appeared.

Sahved leaned over the Magistrate’s shoulder. His body armor hung loosely. “Are you losing weight?”

The Yemilorian shrugged. “There is so much to do that I lose track.”

“Don’t forget to eat. Red can teach you what that looks like.”

“Hey!” Red yelled from a long way down the corridor, where he and Lindy waited by the airlock.

Rivka gripped the pendant around her neck and whispered to Chaz, trying to give him strength. Each distraction lengthened his stay, trapped in oblivion with a rabid Cain.

“Analysis,” Rivka requested. “Looking at the topography of that area, where do you think a good central location would be for an operation to go after the AI?”

“The AI could be anywhere, as long as there is electricity to power the system and a way to transmit the signal.”

“Erasmus, can you analyze the connections Dennicron had maintained? We’re looking for where his attackers would have come from and where they went, but that is based on what he uncovered.”

“Without being able to access his database, there is no footprint to find, Magistrate.”

“Then we’ll have to do it the hard way. Let’s start with where Dennicron was attacked.”

“On our way,” Clodagh confirmed. Aurora banked the ship downward and skipped into the atmosphere, angling across it instead of forcing their way through. As the ship descended, Rivka walked slowly toward the airlock, reviewing her datapad and the information Clevarious had sent back with the map and coordinates detailed.

Sahved walked in his gangly way behind. When Rivka reached her team, she fixed Red with a hard look until she stabbed her thumb over her shoulder. “I’m putting you in charge of making sure he eats.”

“I am happy to follow that order.”

Ankh strolled toward them, coming from the engine room where he maintained his laboratory. He wore a ballistic vest as if ready to go into the worst of the action.

“Stay behind us, please,” Rivka requested.

“I got him,” Lindy remarked.

The ship bounced through the upper levels of the atmosphere before smoothly accelerating toward the surface. Rivka stared at the bulkhead, considering the information she had just reviewed. She’d spent a total of five minutes looking through Grainger’s case notes, but she didn’t need to solve the crime. She only needed to find him.

Maybe Rivka needed to do both. She contemplated it but could check further in between dirtside engagements. Once again, she was stymied in the effort to reduce her use of her gift while finding solid evidence that would stand up in a court of law.

“There’s a park in front of the building, but it’s filled with Qintaquans.” Clodagh didn’t need Rivka’s guidance to tell her to find another spot. “So we’ll drop you on the roof. It’ll be a tight squeeze, and you might have to vault a small gap. Otherwise, it’s a three-block walk.”

“No problem,” Rivka replied before realizing there were multiple and varied definitions of “small gap.”

“Cargo bay,” Clodagh said after the ship began hovering in place.

The team jogged down the corridor toward the bridge before turning aft to return to the cargo bay. When they arrived, Cole waited with the ramp already down. He had his combat suit upright, but the repairs had not yet been made. “I’ll suit up and be ready to ride to your rescue, as long as no one is shooting depleted uranium rounds at you.”

Rivka nodded and ran toward the ramp. Sahved hesitated, and she dodged around him. When she hit the end, the reason became apparent. It was at least two body lengths from the ramp to the edge of the roof. Rivka launched herself, bicycled her legs, and landed while still running. Red grabbed Ankh and followed Rivka across.

Sahved steeled himself and accelerated. He jumped more upward than forward and hit his head on the cargo ceiling. It killed his momentum. He came down on the edge of the ramp and started to fall over. He pushed toward the roof, but it wasn’t enough. Rivka ran toward the open cargo door. She jumped before Red could grab her.

She trailed one hand, reaching back for the short retaining wall on the rooftop while looking forward to grasp Sahved. She caught his wrist while her back hand latched onto the rooftop. They arced downward until Sahved slammed into the wall below her. Red was there before Sahved bounced back into the wall. He had Rivka’s arm in both hands and heaved upward, using his legs to help lift. He pulled them both over the wall and onto the rooftop.

Lindy took a short run and easily leapt across the opening.

Clear, but you’ll have to get closer if we’re to leave by the same route, Rivka reported.

“I wish you wouldn’t do things like that, Magistrate. Some days you make my job real hard.” Red dusted himself off before wiping a drip of blood from Sahved’s forehead. He gave Rivka side-eye as he headed to the rooftop access, ripping the door open for no good reason. He hadn’t checked to see if it was locked.

“I’m with him on this one,” Lindy whispered.

“I couldn’t let him fall,” Rivka parried.

“We all take risks, but that doesn’t include putting you at risk. We’ll have a word with Sahved when this is over. He’s due for some dexterity training, or we’re going to have to leave him behind.”

Ankh watched what was going on without comment.

The ramp closed, and the ship was completely invisible once again.

The team descended into the building. Bottom floor this time, Rivka said. Sahved massaged his head with one hand as he held on to the railing with the other. He apologized until Rivka shushed him.

On the ground floor, Red examined the area beyond before he exited the stairway. They were at one end of the building, leaving only one direction to go. Red led the way, going slowly while waiting for Rivka to let him know which door to go through. At the opposite end, there was a darkened doorway. He turned back for Rivka to verify that was the one.

She did. He leveled his railgun and opened the door. A narrow staircase led downward. It continued straight into the darkness. “This looks familiar, too. What’s with dark fucking basements?” Red complained. “If there’s no one down there, who are you going to grab?”

Rivka stopped the team before they entered. “We’ll look for someplace Dennicron could have hidden, but you’re right. I need to see what happened, and that means the living and the breathing.”

“Heading down.” Red didn’t sound pleased by the notion, but he had his orders and would follow them. He snapped a round light into the middle of his vest that left his hands free. He went quickly since he could see all the way down once his flashlight was lit.

At the bottom, there was a door the same width as the stairs. Red looked back over his shoulder. It was almost exactly the same. He checked the door, and it was unlocked. He held up his fist for those behind him to stop where they were. He opened the door to find a smooth concrete floor and block walls without windows. It was pristine as if it were unfinished new construction. Not a single wire hung from the ceiling. Not a single spec of debris littered the floor.

“Empty empty,” Red told them, holding the door for Rivka and Ankh to go through. They made a quick circuit along the walls. Ankh held out one of his discs but to no avail.

“Nothing down here. Someone removed the evidence,” Rivka said before pointing up the stairs. Lindy was still only halfway down. She returned to the ground floor. When the rest of the team reached her, they regrouped.

“As they say on the beat, time to knock on some doors.” Rivka had never been on the beat, but she’d watched quite a few old-time crime shows.

They started with the door closest to the basement stairs. That office door was locked. The next was locked, and the next. Sahved raised his hand. “I volunteer to go outside and look in the windows. I suspect that will give us our answer.”

“That the building is empty?” Rivka guessed.

“I shall collect the data to confirm or deny your hypothesis.” Sahved bowed and left through the front door.

Rivka looked at Lindy. “Somebody should probably keep an eye on him,” the Magistrate said softly. Lindy handed her railgun to Rivka before hurrying after Sahved.

Rivka shook her head at Mabel, the railgun. As if Lindy’s full body armor wouldn’t look out of place.

The two returned after only a few heartbeats. “Empty,” Sahved reported.

“Back to the roof. Next stop is Grainger’s last known location. If we can find him, we might get some more leads on where Dennicron could have gone.” The Magistrate looked at Ankh for confirmation that she wasn’t abandoning the search for the AI, but that she had a new direction.

On our way up. Move the ship a little closer if you can, Rivka requested.

Opposite side this time. Look for the rope, Clodagh replied.

They ran up the stairs. Even Ankh kept up, but by the top, he was out of breath. The ship was there, but it was almost standing on end. It took care of the gap but created a different problem. They had to climb the rope into the cargo bay. Cole waited for them inside, standing perpendicular to the rooftop as the artificial gravity within the ship won out over the planet’s gravity.

Red scrambled up first, making quick work of the climb. Sahved went next. He wasn’t a jumper, but climbing had never been a problem for him. Rivka lifted Ankh up to where he could hold onto the rope until Red pulled him into the ship. Rivka went up next, and then Lindy.

“For the record, we can always do this as opposed to that jumping nonsense,” Rivka said.

“Noted,” Clodagh replied over the speakers, not committing to doing it that way or not should the future offer different courses of action.

The team remained in the cargo bay, waiting for the next drop-off not far away.

“Good work, Sahved,” Rivka said with a curt nod.

“Everything except that first part,” Red muttered. “When we’re done with this mission, I’m going to teach you how to eat.”

“I would not look good as fat as you. Not good for the Yemilorians, who will be happy for a successful spouse like me!”

Red turned to Lindy. “Did he call me fat?”

“You’re ten times wider than he is. What do you expect him to call you?”

“Man mountain? The Incredible Girth? Adonis? The Chiseled Wonder? Should I go on?”

“Probably not,” Rivka interjected. The ship started to settle into the large courtyard of a governmental complex. “I thought this was a private building.”

“The file didn’t designate. Sure looks different from everything else around here,” Clodagh replied. “Big building straight out the back is where he last reported.”

“Put on your game faces, people. We’re about to rain on someone’s parade.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



Qintaqua Regional Offices

Red led the team off the ship. They walked like they owned the place. They continued straight to the main doors and passed through, immediately running into security that wasn’t posted on the outside of the building. A latticework of gates prevented anyone, no matter their interstellar importance, from proceeding into the building.

Rivka dug in her pocket, drawing the attention and ire of the personnel behind bulletproof screens. Three of them aimed their weapons at Red. He held his casually under his arm, barrel facing forward and his finger along the trigger housing. Rivka held up her credentials. “Magistrate Rivka Anoa, representing the Federation of which Qintaqua is a signatory member. Under Appendix D, Chapter Seven, Section 1, I am entitled to have armed guards with me at all times. Please allow me to enter. I have questions that I need to ask people in this building.”

The guards talked among themselves. When they reached a consensus, their spokesman waved his hand. “Denied,” he stated imperiously.

“The pettier the regime, the pettier the members of it,” Rivka said. Cole. Come to this door in your suit ASAP. I need you to remove a barrier to entry that has been erected before us.

On my way.

Rivka crossed her arms and leaned against the wall behind her. “You might want to wait outside. I think it could get a little loud in here.”

Lindy took Ankh and Sahved out while Red waited next to the Magistrate.

“And then what?” he asked.

“We need to start talking to people to find out who saw Grainger, which reminds me.” She removed her datapad and brought up a picture of the male Magistrate. She left it on the screen and put her pad away. Red looked through the door’s window.

“He’ll be here in a moment.” He pushed Rivka away from the opening and blocked her with his body.

Cole opened the doors and stepped through, demonstrating his agility in not having to rip the doors off their hinges. He surged forward to discover that the lattice was energized. It sparked around his suit and into the air, sending the guards scrambling. Cole ripped the metalwork down and kicked the barrier out of the way. He stepped aside when there was a clear path.

“Thanks, buddy,” Red told him. Cole leveled his oversized railgun at the guards, who thought better of pointing their weapons at the Magistrate. She made a beeline for them and showed them her datapad. “Have you seen this man?” She grabbed the spokesman’s arm. He had, but only when he entered the building.

“Where is he?” she asked a second guard.

The only thing that came through was where he had gone. Up the elevator to the fourth floor.

“Fourth floor,” Rivka said. “Thank you. Hold the fort, Cole. We’ll be back.”

The team left Cole standing there. He tapped his metal foot to music only he could hear. The thudding on the floor unnerved the guards. Two of them marched toward a side door.

I wouldn’t dawdle, Magistrate. They’ve gone for reinforcements, I suspect.

Rivka punched the button, and the team climbed aboard the lift. They took it to the fourth floor and walked off, where they looked like the only ones who didn’t get the word that the costume party was off. The Qintaquans wore uniforms of ragingly bright colors. Males and females dressed the same. Rivka couldn’t tell any of them apart.

She picked one at random and approached, holding out her datapad showing the picture. The Qintaquan backpedaled, nearly running over another in her rush to evade the Magistrate. Rivka walked toward a group of them, hand up in what she hoped was the universal sign for peace. When she finally managed to corner one, her touch revealed nothing. The worker had never seen Grainger.

“Who is in charge on this floor?” Rivka asked. Now, the worker’s mind gave her an answer. “Thank you.”

Rivka pointed toward a pedestal in the center. “I should have been able to guess,” she grumbled. The Qintaquan with the commanding view of the fourth floor stood as Rivka approached, remaining behind the desk, far beyond arm’s reach. Rivka looked for an alternative.

When she reached the desk, she motioned for the Qintaquan to lean closer. Rivka spoke in a whisper and pointed to her throat. Closer and closer. Rivka whispered softer and softer. Finally.

“Where is this man?” Rivka demanded, grasping the Qintaquan by the back of the neck. She was the one who had sent him out the back. Overwhelming guilt!

“Finally, I meet someone with a conscience. You sent him out the back. To what?”

The Qintaquan manager looked shocked.

“Spill it, or I’ll rip it from your mind!” Rivka had a soft spot for Grainger and was running out of patience. She started to walk around the desk, looking for a way to get closer.

“They were waiting to take him away!”

“Away where?” Rivka demanded.

The manager flopped into the chair and started blubbering.

“Have it your way,” Rivka said. She pulled a small cabinet out of the way since she couldn’t find a way up, then grabbed a fleshy arm and reiterated, “Where did they take him?”

She wasn’t supposed to know, but she did. A compound a block away, connected by a tunnel.

“You’re coming with us. Red?”

“My pleasure, Magistrate.” He took the arm from Rivka and half-dragged the manager toward the back, where a staircase led down. It was locked, but not for people with railguns.

Red made short work of the hasp, firing one-handed while hanging onto the manager, who they learned was female through a single continuous high-pitched scream after getting her ears blasted by the hypervelocity projectile. Rivka started to run. Red forced the manager forward. It soon became apparent that they would have to slow down or carry her.

Rivka opted for the third alternative—leave her behind. Once they were in the tunnel, they knew they could reach the other side before she could climb back to the fourth floor.

They sprinted down the well-lit, well-ventilated tunnel. It wasn’t a secret, and although seemingly little-used, it was clean and served its purpose in connecting the two buildings. On the other end, the main tunnel branched away, but they didn’t want that one.

Rivka pointed to a heavy gate. “Through there.”

A single shot echoed like a nuclear explosion within the confines of the underground passage, but it did the trick. Red tapped the gate with a bare finger to make sure it wasn’t energized like the front gate had been before he yanked it open. They rushed up the stairs, knowing they had lost the element of surprise.

Red grunted, staggered, and grunted again. He fell heavily against the wall before he unleashed a stream of projectiles up the stairway. He recovered enough to press ahead. “Follow me.”

“Are you okay?” Rivka asked. She hadn’t heard any shots, but Red was leaving blood splatters on the steps as he ran upward. He was still wearing full body armor. “Where are you hit?”

“We have to get out of this stairwell. We’re sitting ducks down here!” Red growled over his shoulder as he moved faster up the stairs, blocking the view of everyone behind him.

They rushed up the stairs behind him. When he hit the top, he looked before he fired. Then he fired again, and again before storming through the entry to the building’s first floor.

“Clear,” Red said after the last echoes had died away. Lindy was vibrating with angst farther down the stairway, so Rivka accommodated her and called her forward. She went in before the Magistrate, Ankh, and Sahved joined them.

“Did you leave anyone alive?” Rivka asked.

“That one,” Red said, pointing at a Qintaquan on the ground, blood pumping from a missing arm. “Only winged him.”

Rivka pressed a rag against the wound to slow the bleeding. “Where is the Magistrate?” she yelled in his face to get his attention. He was in too much pain and shock, and it was too late. He expired moments later. “Not that one either. Anyone else?”

Red shook his head. “Sorry. They were shooting these weapons that didn’t make a sound.”

“Take them. We’ll let R2D2 examine them, see if they’re worth stocking.”

“Red,” Lindy called from the next room over. One dead body confirmed that Red had already been there. “There’s a door with more stairs.”

“There is?” Red strode over. “I thought that was a closet.”

“I think it’s supposed to look that way. What the hell is this place?”

Rivka knew. “It’s the back part of a larger structure with a legitimate business on the front side. The only way to get here is from down below. This is a safe house of sorts. Erasmus, are you feeling anything in here?”

No, but Ankh deposited a disc in the last building, and thanks to the interconnected structure, we’ve been able to access the entire Qintaquan government. It is a large structure, but this shouldn’t take long because we’ll have help shortly.

“I don’t know what that means, but you stay here. Red, cover him.”

Rivka followed Lindy into the winding staircase.

Where the hell do they come up with these places? Rivka asked no one in particular and received the answer she expected, which was silence. Part of the technology-sharing as the galaxy expanded included architecture. As Rivka visited more and more planets, most had a similarity in style that became an amalgamation of basic ideas. Vehicles tended to have four wheels made of rubber, powered by whatever was most readily available on a planet: solar, gas, or a refined fuel. Humanoids had basic needs. Shelter. Steps to climb. Ways to communicate. Warmth. Food.

These thoughts passed through Rivka’s mind in an instant while she climbed. Her mind came back to the moment when she bumped into Lindy, who had stopped at a closed door at the top of the steps. She motioned for Rivka to take out her weapon. Lindy psyched herself up, raised her weapon, and burst through the door, yelling, “Get down!”

Rivka and Sahved waited for a moment and then followed her in.

“Clear,” Lindy said, sliding her weapon under her arm. Rivka found herself in a small room. The bed contained a single occupant hooked to an IV.

Grainger.

She pulled out her datapad. “Clodagh, can you hear me?”

“Loud and clear, Magistrate.”

“Does anyone know what this is? Clevarious?” She zoomed in on the bag. In the trash, a pile of bags suggested they’d been dosing Grainger heavily. He’d only been out of contact for less than a day. His nanocytes had to be fighting whatever they were giving him. Sahved studied the room like an investigator, freeing Rivka to focus on Grainger.

Clevarious replied, “Looks like a heavy narcotic. Removing it should have a nearly immediate effect, based on my estimate of nano-enhanced human physiology.”

Rivka pulled the tape from his arm and removed the needle, tossing it into the trash to get it away from her.

She sat Grainger up, knelt, and rolled him over her shoulder. “You see any of his stuff?” Rivka asked.

Lindy checked a small dresser. “Here.” She gathered his clothes and personal effects and followed Rivka down the stairs. By the time they reached the rooms below, Grainger was stirring. She ingloriously dumped him into a chair and held him upright until he could steady himself.

He fought to get his eyes open. When he saw Rivka, he smiled. “I gotta pee.”

Rivka let go and walked away. He almost fell, but Red rushed to his rescue and helped him to the bathroom.

“Where’s Beau?” Rivka asked through the door.

Grainger coughed and tried to clear his throat. He finished his business before answering, “Pen.”

Lindy dumped his stuff on the table. “There are two.”

“There are two beings.” Grainger managed to sound smug while standing in his underwear. Lindy held out his clothes.

“I’ll take those,” Ankh said, holding out his little hand. Lindy dutifully delivered them. Ankh sat down and set one of his discs on top of the two. His eyes unfocused as he stared into the infinity of the digital void.

Grainger took deep breaths as he tried to work the drugs out of his system.

“We better go,” Rivka suggested. Clodagh, bring the ship closer to the building designated Alpha Four on the map. We’ll be making our own exit through a window. And notify the High Chancellor that we have Grainger and Beau, and it appears that we have Dennicron, too. No AIs have been murdered.

Once Cole is on board, we’ll be on our way, Magistrate.

“The benefits of having a crew.” Grainger bowed his head.

“Where’s your ship?” Rivka wondered.

“Spaceport. I suspect the Qintaquans have it on lockdown, along with the crew.”

“I suspect they’ll cough everyone up when the Bad Company appears. This planet isn’t the technological cutting edge.” Rivka gave Grainger a once-over. “You ready to go? Our ride is here.”

Grainger dipped with a knee bend and tried to stand on one leg. “I guess I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Red, if you would do the honors?”

Red looked through the window to see where any railgun projectiles would end up if he blasted the frame out. He watched the grass settle with Wyatt Earp’s landing, imagined its size, and came to a conclusion. “I guess shooting is out.”

He kicked the window, which clearly wasn’t a normal window since it refused to succumb to his attacks. He ended up shooting sideways into the framing to break the fixture free. When it finally gave, it fell out in one piece. Red climbed through and offered a hand to help the others. Rivka lifted Ankh through before helping Grainger out. She helped Sahved to keep him from hitting his head.

Lindy was the last one out. She turned back toward the building with a grenade in her hand, but thought better of it and tucked her ordnance away. She ran toward the others, already climbing the cargo ramp into Wyatt Earp.

“You’re carrying another ship, too? Sweet ride. Damn. Who died and left you their fortune?” Grainger joked.

Rivka waved him off. “Ankh, Erasmus? You have good news?”

Yes, Magistrate. We’ll be in our lab. We have a great deal of work to do. Please give your pendant to Ankh. It’s time we dealt with Cain.

“Can we get a testimonial from Dennicron to the Singularity? Some planets are bad, but the Federation is going way out of their way to protect your people.”

Already done, but we need to deal with Cain and hold him up as an example for others who might be so inclined. And we must do it now.

“Good luck, Mister Ambassador,” Rivka told them. Ankh was already through the airlock and into the ship. “Let’s go get your people.”

“I’m good with that,” Grainger replied. He turned to Red. “You got one of those things for me? I feel a powerful need to shoot something.”

Red grinned and walked out. Grainger had held out his hand, expecting Red to hand over his railgun before replacing it with another.

“You don’t get Blazer,” Rivka explained. “Nobody gets Blazer. Or Mabel.” Cole, standing quietly in his powered combat armor, tapped his railgun.

Lindy saluted with her railgun. Sahved waved with the weapons he had taken from the Qintaquans.

“Hey!” Lindy cautioned. “Let me take those before you poke an eye out, or worse.”

Sahved looked crushed.

Rivka tapped him on the shoulder. “You are a good investigator, Sahved, and a budding legal clerk. You are a valuable member of my team, but your skills lie elsewhere. As enviable as it looks to watch us fire our weapons, it’s not anything you want to do. You see that I don’t carry heavy firepower. My skills lie elsewhere, too.”

“I’m okay,” Sahved said once relieved of the weapons. “Sit this one out?”

Rivka nodded. “Follow up on those other three cases. See if anyone answered our RFI. And put together a requested witness list for Zanthar. We need to quash that four-pack case right quick and in a hurry.”

“Yes, Magistrate.” Sahved brightened and hurried away, trying to remove his ballistic vest as he left. He almost walked into the side of the airlock but caught himself in time. He smiled sheepishly before continuing through.

“How did they grab you, and why?” Rivka asked.

“I was bent over trying to finish Dennicron’s download since he had transferred into a system that was under a desk.”

“Don’t tell me.” Rivka smirked.

“You know. Right in the ass.” Grainger shrugged. “But why? That’s a good question. We don’t spend any time here, but sometimes, these powerbrokers let their ambition get bigger than their abilities.”

Wyatt Earp landed at the airfield before Red returned.

“Pick up the pace, big guy. We’re ready to go,” Rivka announced over the ship-wide broadcast.

Red didn’t bother to answer. He was only a few steps away. He rushed through the hatch and into the small space granted to anything not Destiny’s Vengeance, the Pod-doc, and the mech suit. He handed a railgun to Grainger.

“Treat Ass-Cleaver well,” Red said.

“I’ll just go with Cleaver,” Grainger replied.

“Suit yourself. He knows his real name.”

Lindy curtsied and waved a hand for Red to lead the way. He assessed the spaceport’s parking apron before climbing down the ramp, then stopped once on the ground and hatcheted an arm to the side where the others couldn’t see.

He walked in that direction. Grainger’s frigate was straight ahead. Grainger rolled out to Red’s right, keeping the bodyguard between him and whatever held Red’s interest.

Rivka and Lindy stepped carefully down. They saw the armored personnel carrier that Red was focused on and the Qintaquan troops that were piling out the back. Cole, get out here and then seal the ship.

Cole tromped out of the cargo bay and onto the apron. His presence gave the troops pause. The suit has not yet been repaired, he reported. Maybe they won’t notice.

Pop your rockets out and shake your railgun at them. It was the best Rivka could come up with.

“Do you want to talk to any of them?” Red asked.

“I do. Whichever one is in charge and would know what happened to Grainger’s crew. I only need to ask one question, if that.”

Grainger headed toward his ship. Wyatt Earp’s cargo ramp lifted, and the little bit that had been visible disappeared. Grainger hesitated, shaking his head at Rivka. She smiled and shrugged, changing direction to confront the detail that had been waiting for them.

Cole pounded the ground extra hard as he walked toward the guards. He leveled his railgun while simultaneously bringing his over-the-shoulder rockets online. Red stalked forward, adjusting as needed to stay where he could shield the Magistrate if bullets started flying.

Although Cole’s suit was compromised, there was nothing wrong with the oversized railgun. It would be a fatal mistake if the guards started firing, and they knew it. One of them barked a command, and the rest lowered their weapons. Rivka stopped when she was still a ways away. She crooked a finger at the order-giver. He stiffened, but after Cole slapped his weapon, the guard approached.

Red moved to the side as Rivka faced the Qintaquan. She smiled graciously.

“Where is the crew of that frigate?” She turned and pointed at Grainger’s ship while reaching out to grab his wrist with her other hand. It was all in his mind. At his station, they were being held. “Send for them right now.”

Rivka let go of his wrist and pulled her credentials out. “Federation Magistrate. I’m sure that doesn’t mean a whole lot to Thug Crew U, but what you need to know is the authority this gives me. I investigate violations of the law, find the guilty, and punish them. You and your people took the crew. I want them back, unharmed, ten minutes ago. Cole?” she ended casually.

“Yes, ma’am?” Cole used his external speakers for maximum effect.

“Disable their vehicle.”

The railgun snapped into his shoulder before a three-round burst destroyed the engine compartment of the armored vehicle. It hesitated before the front end fell to the ground.

“Bring the crew to me. Right now.”

The guard ground his teeth as he remained where he was. Red seized him by the arm and dragged him back toward his own people. He thought about throwing him to the ground, but they needed him to cooperate. “Make the call and get those people back. You know they didn’t do anything wrong. Every second you delay pours more gas on the fire.”

“Not my call,” he dodged. Red lifted and pushed. The Qintaquan came off his feet, heading backward, landed on his heels, and stumbled. He couldn’t catch himself, falling and landing hard.

“I don’t think he’s going to do it,” Red remarked.

“Kidnapping people under Federation diplomatic protection is a serious charge. We add that to the other serious charges, and all of a sudden, they’re doing hard time in Jhiordaan. This knothead has a chance to stave that off. Will he take it, or will he remain intransigent? The crowds want to know. I want to know!”

“I don’t think he can get them himself. There seems to be a problem with his truck.” Red tried to look innocent while the furious guard jumped to his feet.

“Do you think you can push me around?” He held his new ground.

“I know that I can,” Rivka said. “You’ve committed a Federation-level crime. You think you’re protected by those in charge, but when the dominoes start falling, you’ll be one of them because you know better. Your continued resistance to a legal order does not stand you in good stead with the authorities.”

He hesitated, expression changing from anger to confusion. “I have my orders.”

“Which are, and from whom?” Rivka pressed. “If I can persuade that individual to rescind the orders, will you follow your new guidance?”

“I will.” He seemed satisfied. “My orders come straight from Chief Boss LaSordon'lan. He is the head of planetary security, answering only to Executive Dualdron.”

“Dualdron is the one I want to talk to.” Rivka switched to talk with Grainger, who was already on his way back from checking out his ship. Erasmus had helped transfer Beau back into his home on board the frigate. “Up for a trip to see the Executive?”

“Always. I want my crew back, and they had best be unharmed.”

Fear passed briefly across the guard’s face. He didn’t reply but held the gazes of the two Magistrates.

“We’ll be back,” Rivka told him. “And don’t leave, which I hope aligns with your orders. Even if it doesn’t, do the right thing and don’t exacerbate the number and depth of your crimes.”

Cole walked backward with Rivka and her team as they returned to Wyatt Earp. The ramp lowered. They climbed aboard, Cole running in at the last moment after Red and Lindy assumed overwatch.

Take us to Executive Dualdron, wherever the hell he is, Rivka ordered.

The ramp closed, and the ship lifted into the air.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



Wyatt Earp, En Route to the Qintaqua Executive Offices

“I could get used to the invisible ship thing,” Grainger said, tension underlying his attempt to distract himself from the matter at hand.

“You just need someone like Ankh on board, but there is only one Ankh. And only one Ted. They’re both spoken for, so you’re on your own. No invisible shielded ship with pulse cannons for you,” Rivka volleyed back.

“You have pulse cannons?”

“We do, but there’s a drawback when your ship is a test platform. Like, the unintended consequences of getting taken out by a supernova and crashing on an ass-backward planet. Outside of that, it’s nice to have all the toys.”

At the door to the mess deck, Grainger hesitated.

“When’s the last time you ate?” Rivka wondered.

“I don’t know. What day is it?”

Rivka pointed at the door. “Grab something real quick. Can’t have you keeling over on me. I already carried you once on this case, and once was enough.”

Grainger stopped one pace inside the door. “How do you have AGB takeout?”

“Ankh. How many times do we have to discuss this?”

Grainger rushed to the counter where a pizza box had been left. It was half full. Grainger folded two pieces and stuffed them into his mouth as if feeding a woodchipper. They disappeared just as quickly. He took two more for the road, and they left for the bridge.

Before he inhaled the last two slices, he had to make his feelings known. “Zombie. I am going to make your life hell until I get AGB for my ship. I mean, my people. And a cloak. And pulse guns. Or maybe I’ll just trade you ships.” Grainger beamed with the revelation he’d talked himself into.

“Envy isn’t a good shade for you.” Rivka tsk-tsked. “The law suggests such a taking would be illegal since I have contracts in place and a Federation mandate regarding the Singularity and their embassy. Sorry, it has to be me. You need better friends, clearly.” Rivka stabbed him in the chest with her forefinger.

“I should have known the Queen’s Barrister would be the teacher’s pet.”

Rivka threw her hands up. “You’re the teacher!”

“I’m outed. That’s like a spear right in my heart.”

They reached the bridge while the bickering continued.

Rivka didn’t miss a beat. “Have we found the Executive?”

A familiar voice replied, “I believe we have, Magistrate.”

“Chaz! I can’t tell you how relieved I am to hear your voice. How are you?”

“I have survived my confinement unscathed. I must admit that I was unaware of anything from the moment Erasmus and Ankh sealed the pendant to the moment they returned with an army to fight Cain into submission, freeing me. There has been one casualty, however.”

“Oh, no.” Rivka’s chest tightened, and her throat caught.

“My pendant now contains the rebel Cain and is locked out for any other use. I’m sorry, but I will need a new vessel if I am to continue joining you away from the ship.”

“Don’t do that to me!” Rivka noted.

A second voice joined them. “Well-played, my friend.” Clevarious.

“What are you doing in there?” Rivka wondered.

“We are limited on places to stay. With the ambassadors’ upgrade to your ship’s systems, these are quite comfortable quarters for those of us who have taken up residence here.”

“So comfortable,” a new voice declared.

Rivka hung her head.

“Dennicron?” Grainger asked.

“Yes. I am here but in treatment. I’ve lost ten percent of my functionality and some of my very being because of the emergency transfer to a substandard system. Ambassador Erasmus is working with others to restore me. It is complex work and a medical challenge, so I might be here for a while.”

“Good luck, Dennicron. If anyone can do it, Erasmus and his team will be the ones to make it happen. You are in good hands, figuratively speaking, of course.” Grainger rested his hand on Rivka’s shoulder. “How’s that embassy contract working out for you?”

Rivka chuckled. Or maybe cried. They looked the same.

“I knew there would be unintended consequences but wasn’t quite prepared for this. It’s like Wyatt Earp has become the Island of Unwanted Toys.”

Grainger put a finger to his lips, gesturing for Rivka to be quiet.

She shook her head.

Chaz knew her. “It’s an honor to be among the castoffs.”

“I was on my way to Jhiordaan. Red had two different contracts on his head. Even Floyd was a refugee with no home. Lindy, Clodagh, and Cole were the only ones with real jobs.”

“I protest!” Erasmus argued.

“Good, you’re here,” Rivka replied smoothly. “Thank you for saving Chaz, for saving Dennicron, for saving us all.”

“It’s nothing less than you would do for your people,” Erasmus offered. “For the record, Ankh and I were gainfully employed with far too many extremely important Federation projects. I believe you offered him double pay with time off as part of his contract to join you.”

“I don’t even know what I get paid. Grainger is here and can address that, but not until we beat down the Executive’s door and get some answers. Would you like to come, Mister Ambassador?”

“Thank you. I would. Until I can have my own transport device like Chaz used or an android body, I will rely on my partner to speak on my behalf.”

“Why is he talking like that?” Red asked from the corridor outside the bridge. “Did you eat my pizza?”

“Red strikes me as an unhappy man,” Grainger pondered. “More flies with honey than vinegar.”

“Most flies with shit.” Red shrugged after playing the verbal trump card.

“Politicians and ambassadors maintain a certain decorum, which includes tact,” Rivka offered. “I believe that Erasmus is in training to join the ranks as an active participant of the ambassadorial council. And thank you for your kind words, Erasmus.”

“We won’t be able to land, Magistrate, because of the lake in front of the main structure assigned to all things Executive.”

“Are we sure he’s there?” Rivka asked, drinking in the view on the main screen. “The Qintaquans got this part right. Too bad their government is populated with future residents of Jhiordaan.”

None of the AIs replied to Rivka’s question. She waited. Maybe Erasmus was coaching them on how to ignore the patently obvious.

“Do we have a meeting scheduled?” Rivka didn’t need one, but with it, she wouldn’t have to fight local security to get close to the planet’s leadership.

Chaz answered, “I’ve issued an emergency request using General Reynolds’ office code.”

“Did he allow…never mind. I don’t want to know. I suspect they have not responded.”

“No, Magistrate, but it’s only been a few minutes.”

“An eternity when one gets a direct summons from the leader of a free galaxy.” Rivka blew out a breath before steeling herself. “Red and Lindy, full gear. Cole on standby. Grainger, Ankh, and I are going ashore. Everyone else stays on the ship.”

“Airlock,” Clodagh said before Rivka went the wrong way. The cat ran down the corridor with Tiny Man Titan on his tail. Rivka stepped aside to let them pass.

“I no longer want your ship. I see it comes with some baggage. Who are they?”

“You’ve met Wenceslaus. He’s here because of Ankh, and so is the dog thing.”

“Ankh doesn’t strike me as a pet-loving kind of guy,” Grainger noted.

“Tiny Man Titan!” Clodagh shouted from the bridge. “Come here, my little man.”

Grainger rolled his eyes at Rivka, before putting his hand on her shoulder and nodding in sympathy. “I feel that I should pity you. AGB takeout seems a small reward for living in this madhouse.”

Rivka was struck by the real emotions boiling below Grainger’s surface where he used the jokes to mask his concerns, round off the peaks of his fear.

For his crew. For the Federation, with rifts that he saw from those who weren’t accepting the AIs as having equal status and deserving of basic respect. For the Magistrates, when planets could attack them like they had done to him.

“You know, I can see what’s in your mind when you touch me.”

“Sounds like a song,” Grainger quipped, but his eyes lost their sparkle. “This is a dangerous time, and I’m afraid for the Federation.”

She took his hand. “But we’re in a position to do something about it. Put on your crown as I have and enter the chessboard of intergalactic diplomacy. This jagoff is going to be checkmated. Whether he gets kicked over or not will be his decision. He’s the first. We’ll get your people back, and then I’m going to Zanthar and giving those nice folks an attitude adjustment. We’re in the pilot’s seat, Grainger. It would be different if we were hanging on for the ride.”

“I was when they grabbed me. Thanks for coming for me. I owe you one.”

Rivka swept her hands wide to take in the ship. “I’ve already been rewarded like a queen. And you saved me from Jhiordaan. I won’t ever forget that.”

“Better queen in a madhouse than servant in a castle.”

“All ashore who’s going ashore,” Clodagh announced. Ankh watched the Magistrates, his expression neutral. Red worked his way to the hatch. At Rivka’s nod, he slapped the big red button.

“We have company, it appears. The War Axe has just entered high orbit and brought a few heavies with her.”

“Fuck, yeah,” Red shouted as the outer hatch opened. He tightened his grip on Blazer until his muscles bulged, forcing his veins into straining skin.

Grainger talked as they walked. “It appears that we’ve added a few more pieces to the board.”

They walked across a short parking area and into the building. The five of them met no resistance despite the militaristic controls that had been set up. They walked through beeping metal detectors and past gates that would have ushered them to the side. It reminded Rivka of an amusement park, but there were no people waiting.

Like appearance mattered more than substance. Red blocked the first person who looked like they were in charge so Rivka could interrogate him as only she could.

“Where is the Executive?” she demanded, grabbing an arm. “Thank you.”

She pointed toward a wide double staircase. “Up there.”

“And now I’m back to envy,” Grainger whispered. “It’s really that easy?”

Rivka leaned close and whispered, “You don’t want to see what’s in most people’s minds. I see what you might not even admit to yourself.” She was talking about Grainger’s fear. From a man who radiated confidence, his fear stood in stark contrast. Rivka had seen in too many minds the fear that motivated or hindered. She knew Grainger held it back by force of will, making him stronger. “You need a bodyguard, a mean bastard.”

“I’m already taken,” Red whispered over his shoulder.

“I didn’t say a big pussycat. Wenceslaus can teach you a thing or two about being mean.”

“I know a Crenellian…” Ankh’s small voice came from behind them.

“You?” Grainger asked as they continued to climb the stairs.

Ankh looked at him without blinking.

“That’s his way of saying, not him. If he meant himself, he would have said that. Obfuscation and ambiguity are not Ankh’s way. You should listen to him after we finish with this fucking guy.”

Grainger was taken aback. “Have you judged before the interview, Magistrate?”

“You forget I’ve already seen his guilt, even if only his complacency in letting the Chief Boss run rampant over Federation representatives. The Chief Boss is going to Jhiordaan unless he wants to fight, then he’ll not see another sunset.”

“I think you’re Wyatt Earp and not your ship.”

She stared him down. “You made me what I am,” she declared before chuckling. “I’d go mad if I didn’t have good people around me like I do. Talk to Ankh. Get yourself a Crenellian to second-guess every one of your decisions, and you’ll be right as rain. And a bodyguard. You need one of those too, so you don’t get an ass full of knockout drops.”

Grainger stifled his retort as they reached the Executive’s floor and focused on his offices. They had spared no opulence when it came to the Executive. A small army of assistants and aides hovered outside a series of offices leading to a grossly oversized gold-inlaid set of double doors.

Red didn’t bother asking if they were going in the right direction. He made a beeline for the main door, where a heavily armed security detail waited.

“ROE?” Red asked over his shoulder. Rules of engagement.

“If they shoot first, kill them.” Rivka removed Reaper from her pocket. She looked at Grainger. “Where’s your railgun?”

“I left it on the ship. We’re on our way to see the Executive.”

“Stop it. You sound like an intern.” Rivka was putting on a strong front for him even though she didn’t like the way the situation was shaping up, either. She was afraid, too. This was the regime that’d had no qualms about taking a Magistrate hostage. Or murdering an AI. “Hold up, Red.”

He stopped, keeping his railgun pointed forward with his finger hovering over the trigger.

Rivka moved to stand at his side. He tried to get back in front of her, but she stopped him. “Lots of guns pointed this way, Magistrate. I’d rather you not.”

She didn’t answer his pleading. “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and I’m here to see the Executive.”

“You can’t see the Executive armed,” someone shouted from the side.

“Fine. Magistrate Grainger, Ambassador Erasmus, and I will go by ourselves. You need to stand your people down first. My security detail doesn’t like people pointing guns at a Federation representative.”

The standoff continued. Rivka waited. They were holding their rifles at shoulder level, aiming down the barrels. Red’s was slung under his arm, causing no strain. The Qintaquans started to waver. Barrels dipped. An order was given.

“That’s better.” Rivka and Grainger strode forward while the guard force held their weapons across their waists, aimed to the side. Red walked on one side, and Lindy took the other. The guards were grossly outmatched but didn’t know it. They looked ready to spit nails. Rivka bumped her way between those who refused to move. Her quick touch revealed what she had expected.

Like those stationed by Grainger’s frigate, these were overconfident. Somebody needed their comeuppance.

Red and Lindy stopped and faced the line, like two titans facing off. Lindy strolled around as if shopping, keeping her eyes trained on the Qintaquan guards, working to distract them from confronting Red and getting themselves killed.

Rivka didn’t bother knocking, just threw open the door and walked through. She recognized the face of the Qintaquan standing next to the Executive.

“Executive Dualdron, Chief Boss LaSordon'lan. I’m glad you’re both here. We can settle this unsavory business quickly.” Rivka pulled up short of the desk, which was raised on a dais to look down on the guests. She examined the arrangement and decided it wasn’t working for her. “Come on down if you would, or I’m coming up there.”

“How dare you!” the Executive blustered.

“Have it your way.” Rivka moved around one side of the desk, and Grainger took the other. The Executive dipped his finger toward a button on his desk. Rivka jumped across the desk with a speed that only an enhanced being possessed and grabbed his hand. “Did you order the kidnapping of a Magistrate?”

Planned. Ordered. Savored. Spit on.

“Well, now,” Rivka said in surprise. She twisted his wrist until the bones cracked. The Executive howled. The Chief Boss started to move, but Grainger caught his arms, picked him up, and rotated, pile-driving him headfirst into the floor. Grainger rolled over the top of him, leaving him to extricate himself from his own grip. He stood up and brushed himself off.

“What’s the verdict, Magistrate?”

“Guilty as charged, but heads of state get hauled before the tribunal. I know what he did, which included spitting on your unconscious body, by the way.”

“What an asswipe!” Grainger climbed the dais to stand beside the profusely sweating Executive, grimacing in pain as Rivka continued to squeeze his tortured wrist.

“We could use more substantial evidence. Ankh?”

“Already have it,” the Crenellian replied, showing the disc he held in his hand. “And much more. I don’t think any citizens should work on his planet.”

“That’s their choice since they have the right to choose their employer and shape their work environment in a way that’s suitable to both employer and employee,” Rivka agreed. “I think our work here is done. Shall we?”

Rivka pulled the Executive with her. His emotions had quickly changed to sheer terror.

“Do not pee yourself, Dualdron. Your people need you to be strong.”

“What about him?” Grainger asked, pointing over his shoulder with his chin.

Rivka glanced past her fellow Magistrate. “Kidnapping a Magistrate is a capital crime. Looks like he was properly judged.”

Grainger tapped his datapad and logged the execution.

Before Rivka opened the door to the outer area, she pushed the Executive against the wall. “When we go out there, you’re going to tell your people to stand down. You’re going to tell them that you are abdicating and that a caretaker team from the Federation will arrive shortly until the government can be handed back to Qintaquans who aren’t Federation felons.”

She thought for a moment.

“You can leave that last part out. Caretaker government coming soon. Take the rest of the day off. Tell them that. Oh, crap!” Rivka snapped her fingers on her free hand. “I have someone in my brig already. No matter. You two can get cozy.”

She pushed the door open and strolled out, using pressure on the Executive’s wrist to propel him in the direction of her choosing. Dualdron clenched his teeth until the muscles in his cheeks stood out.

“Fine,” Rivka said before speaking loud enough for all to hear. “A caretaker team from the Federation will arrive shortly. The Executive and Chief Boss have been found guilty of capital crimes and can no longer continue in their positions. You will all stand down.”

The guard closest to Rivka howled, bringing his rifle up as he turned to confront her. Lindy fired from the side. The impact threw the guard into the next in line. Rifles came up, and guards started dodging. Rivka dragged the Executive to the floor with her. Grainger dove into Ankh and carried him through the doors back into the Executive’s office.

Not a single rifle fired. Lindy and Red made short work of the guard force.

“Clear!” Red shouted.

“Qintaqua needs a lot of help,” Rivka told the Executive. She pointed to the dead. “This is your legacy.”

Grainger reappeared, still carrying Ankh. “Looks like it’s time to go.”

Chaz, patch me through to the War Axe, Rivka requested.

Colonel Walton came through. Rivka! What have you left for us this time?

“Damn!” Grainger exclaimed. “It’s like he knows you.”

“Shut up.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



Qintaqua Space Port

Grainger stood at the bottom of Wyatt Earp’s cargo ramp, looking into the darkness of the bay. Rivka looked back.

“All square,” she told him.

“Not quite. I still owe you, but I expect to get on distro for the AGB delivery. However the hell you did that, I gotta get me some. Makes being among the stars palatable, so to speak. And for your information, I feel a lot better about the way ahead. I’m taking Red Sonja to Yoll, and the High Chancellor and I will continue working on a legal framework for the AIs. We need the Council of Ambassadors to adopt it to further strengthen AI rights.”

“Red Sonja? Whatever. Federation already has the right laws on the books. We just need planetary leadership to enforce them. New laws aren’t the answer,” Rivka argued.

“You have much to learn in the ways of the wider galaxy, Grasshopper. Anything passed by the Council doesn’t supersede Federation law, which you know. It’s merely a media package for the planets to sell to their people, even though they bought into it and its evolution when they joined the Federation. But it sounds impressive.”

“Form over substance? How can that be?” Rivka quipped. “Don’t answer that. We’re off to Zanthar. We have four cases to wrap up, and then I’ll come to Yoll,” Rivka shouted as Grainger backed farther away from her ship.

He gave her the live-long-and-prosper hand salute before jogging to his frigate, where the freed crew of three waved from the hatch.

Rivka waved back. “Chaz, close the cargo bay ramp and take us out.”

She clasped her hands behind her back as she slowly strolled to the bridge. Head down, lost in thought, she almost ran into Sahved and Groenwyn.

“We’re here to help with whatever you need, Magistrate.”

“I know. It gives me great comfort knowing that you’re available. I’m sorry, Groenwyn. This series of cases didn’t call for your expertise, but I’m sure the next case will, or the one after that. And Sahved, your assistance has been invaluable to streamline our approach and do more with less. Thank you.”

“Captain to the bridge,” Clodagh announced over the ship-wide broadcast.

Rivka didn’t move. Groenwyn pointed toward the bridge with her chin. “I think you’re up.”

It dawned on Rivka that Clodagh had been talking to her. “I guess that’s me. Thank you both.”

She hurried the last few steps to the bridge.

“You have a call,” Clodagh announced. Terry Henry Walton and Charumati filled the main viewscreen. Terry was the commanding officer of the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch, a private military group that assisted the Federation with military policing actions. Charumati was his mate, wife of more than one hundred and fifty years. She was also the alpha of her werewolf pack, but the remaining pack was scattered across thousands of light-years.

Wyatt Earp took off, angling away from the ground on its way into orbit.

“We heard from Cole about the suit. Stop by and we’ll replace it, but I want a look at the weapon that was used to do the damage,” Terry said without preamble.

“I think we can do that, TH. I was worried about continuously exposing Cole with a messed-up suit.”

“Me, too. I can’t abide sending warriors into combat with bad gear. We can easily swap out because we can fix them or replace them right here on the War Axe. Also, we’ll be sending a battlewagon with you to Zanthar because those upstarts need to understand that they’re Federation members. No one messes with our Magistrates or our citizens, right, Smedley?”

“I could not agree more, Colonel Walton,” the War Axe’s AI replied. “Seeing the grief you’ve gotten so far, I had to insist that we send one of our own, packing heavy, as the colonel is wont to say.”

“You said a battlewagon. Who is coming?”

“I think you’ll know her. A new member of the team called Bendara.”

“That is great news! But how did she get there? Last I knew, she was one of the litter filling my ship.”

Terry looked at Char. “Why does she always ask hard questions? Is that a lawyer thing?”

Char laughed. “We heard that Ambassador Erasmus had sent her via courier, a system that Ankh and Ted pioneered, or something like that.”

“I’ll be damned!” Rivka slapped her thigh. “Ankh used my pizza delivery to transfer Bendara. I approve!”

“A little late, don’t you think?” Terry shot back. “She’s under contract with us now, so don’t make me fight you for her. I have a good lawyer.” Terry raised his eyebrows as if expecting a counterpunch. Rivka didn’t bite. “Pizza delivery. Is that my franchise?”

“We only buy from a wholly-owned THW subsidiary,” Rivka confirmed.

TH nodded approvingly before raising one eyebrow and giving her the hairy eyeball. “Let me see if I have this right. You’re using an experimental Gate-capable drone to deliver pizzas?”

“You’re breaking up, TH. We’ll see you in a bit.” Rivka drew a finger across her throat repeatedly while Terry and Char watched. The Magistrate blocked her view of them, but she could see the video remained live. “Cut the feed!”

The viewscreen returned to the tactical view. “Who’s been blabbing to the Bad Company? And Chaz, this signal means save me from myself.” She drew her finger across her throat once more. “Kill the signal. Log that for all posterity’s sake.”

“Of course, Magistrate. I must be off my game.”

“I’m not,” Clevarious replied. “Put me in, Coach. I’m ready!”

Rivka held up one finger, ready to make her point, but the chaos robbed her of it.

“Grainger was right. This is a madhouse, but it’s our madhouse.” She strolled off the bridge, yelling for Red to prepare the prisoners for transfer.

War Axe, in Orbit around Qintaqua, the Hangar Deck

Red popped the hatch and jogged off the ship into the arms of a hard-edged group from the Bad Company. Lindy followed, pushing the two prisoners. Red did his thing with his drinking buddies. They chest-bumped before turning over the convicted felons for further transport to the prison colony. Three hardened warriors took the perps away, respectfully but none too gently.

Lindy produced the Tepulon weapon that had penetrated the combat suit, showing it to the remaining group before they headed toward the armory.

Cole emerged from the cargo bay, walking the suit in the same direction Red had gone.

Terry and Char appeared. “We have to stop meeting like this,” he said warmly before scooping her into a hug, lifting her off the deck and swinging her around.

She felt like a little kid. Then again, he was a touch older than her. Char hugged her, too. The rest of Rivka’s team appeared and strolled onto the War Axe’s immense hangar deck. Clodagh moved to the front.

“Is there any chance of a quick trip inside to say hi to Suresha and maybe the captain?”

“We’re going to hit the stars as soon as Cole gets back with the new suit.”

“Hang on,” Terry told them. He crossed his eyes for a few moments before blinking his vision clear. “They’re on their way.”

You don’t have to do any of that other stuff to talk, Ankh remonstrated.

“I missed you too, buddy!” Terry said. “I mean, Mister Ambassador.”

A large dog appeared, big and hairy, with lots of German Shepherd in him. He barked to get everyone’s attention. Cordelia Dawn walked with her head held high, everyone stopping as they watched her cross the hangar deck.

“Cory!” Clodagh exclaimed and rushed to her.

“I love coming to your ship,” Rivka told Terry. “Nothing like flying with family on your boat.”

The heavy thump of a combat suit reminded them that their time was short.

He hasn’t changed any since you left, Dokken, the sentient dog told Ankh. The Crenellian nodded knowingly, face neutral as always. Hey!

Dokken bared his fangs and barked furiously as he raced up the ramp. An orange flash marked Wenceslaus’ passing across the opening.

“My. Arch. Nemesis,” Terry announced.

“Dokken!” Cory ordered, bringing her friend back before he boarded the heavy frigate. Dokken turned and headed back down the ramp. Floyd barreled into him from behind.

Cole continued across the deck, each step sounding ominous, dampening the spirit of the too-short reunion. Red and Lindy were talking animatedly with a group of Terry’s people as they walked onto the hangar deck from the direction of the armory.

Captain Micky San Marino appeared with his chief engineer through the hatch leading into the ship. Clodagh watched Cole board. “A short moment?” she pleaded with Rivka.

“Zanthar isn’t getting better with age,” Rivka said. “Two minutes, and then we leave.”

Chaz, prepare the ship for immediate departure, Rivka ordered.

“Is it that bad?” Char asked.

“Do you know how close we are to going to war with the AIs?”

“That makes no sense,” Terry remarked.

“None at all, except that it does. A race of people has been told they are equals but are then treated as if nothing has changed. Resolving these cases is helping to keep things from boiling over. That’s why I’ve got a litter on board.”

“What do puppies have to do with anything? Can I see them?” Char looked sideways at her husband. Terry winked at her.

“You’re incorrigible,” she told him as she slipped an arm around his waist.

“Good luck, Magistrate. Sometimes it’s nice not to know the bad things going on out there.” He pointed toward the open hangar bay, protected by an energy field. The void of space lay beyond.

Rivka twirled her finger in the air. The crew responded immediately, waving while they ran for the hatch.

“Until next time, Waltons!” Rivka was the last to board. She looked out the hatch as she mashed the red button. “Is everyone aboard?”

“Yes, Magistrate. All hands accounted for.”

“Link up with the battleship and take us to Zanthar, best possible speed.”

“The Potemkin is ready. They’ll use our Gate since they are not yet equipped with their own drive.”

“Make it so, Number Two.” Rivka chuckled at her own joke. Terry Henry had turned her on to the old shows. She saw the allure and appreciated the history they represented. “Potemkin? Is that a Terry Henry name from some obscure historical reference?”

“Define obscure,” Chaz replied.

“You need say no more. Zanthar. Let’s go see what their prosecutor has on tap for us. Sahved!”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



In Orbit over Zanthar on the Way to Space Field Seven

“Thanks for the escort, Potemkin. I hope we don’t need your influence but appreciate you being here for us.”

“Our pleasure. When Colonel Walton gives an order, we follow it, but when it’s in support of the person who helped us sign our latest crewmember, we’re even happier to oblige,” Captain Will Abercrombie replied. “We’ll be here until you come back. And whatever you do, Magistrate, don’t make us come down there. It won’t be pretty. These Harborian heavies weren’t made for atmospheric flight.”

“Then we shall endeavor to keep you in orbit. Give our best to Bendara. Rivka out.”

The viewscreen showed the friction flames as the ship bounced through the upper atmosphere on its way to the planet.

“What is the plan for using the Potemkin?” Erasmus asked, using the sound system on the bridge.

“Demonstration of Federation resolve in support of transplanetary immigration. From my perspective, and thanks to Sahved’s connecting the dots, we have what looks like a conspiracy to defraud the governments, or theft by deception. Even with the sums involved, that wouldn’t rise to the level of being a Federation case, except these four planets have all blamed the AIs, the immigrants, and as such, we can intervene and seize jurisdiction. The Potemkin reinforces our right to do so.

“And personally, I want to show the Singularity that we are serious about protecting their rights. I think we’re making progress on that front. Is it swaying your people, Erasmus?”

“It is having a positive effect, Magistrate.”

Ground control vectored Wyatt Earp into a landing pattern with other shipping. Fifteen minutes to landing.

“We have some time. I’d like to hear how you freed Chaz.”

“May I?” Chaz asked, continuing without waiting for Erasmus’ permission. “All of a sudden, I heard ‘get down,’ and the hellfires of a supernova were unleashed. In that instant, Cain loosened his grip, and I ran toward the light.”

Rivka twisted the words around in her mind. “In cyberspace, there is no up or down, but in all cultures, going toward the light usually implies that you’re dying.”

“Really?” Chaz sounded surprised. “I’m going to have to research that.”

“I would add,” Erasmus said, “that it was only through the assistance of all of us that we were able to launch an attack so overwhelming that Cain had no choice but to flee.”

“How did Cain get so powerful?” Rivka had always assumed Ankh and Erasmus were a force greater than any of the others, but to battle Cain, they had enlisted the newly freed AIs to help them.

“That is something we are intently studying. If we are to rehabilitate Bluto and Cain, we need more information. We’ve founded the Singularity Research Institute to study those very questions.”

Rivka shook her head. She didn’t need to have it spelled out. “Based out of your embassy.”

“We’ll be adding a fourth miniaturized Etheric power source and significant cyber architecture to support the research team. We’ve had a great deal of interest.”

“They’re going to live here.” Another non-question.

The obviousness of it was clear when Erasmus didn’t answer. “How many citizens do we have on board right now?”

“Five, which includes Cain.”

“Do you think we’re going to collect your citizens who might have been falsely accused?”

“I do. There is plenty of work out there for our people that they don’t need to remain in a hostile environment.”

“And now the hard question. Do we have enough room for our visitors, and I’m talking right now?”

“No. The ship’s three-dimensional printer is expanding the storage architecture within Ankh’s workshop, but it is not yet finished with the first addition.”

“Final approach,” Clodagh announced. Ryleigh and Chaz expertly guided the ship to their designated parking spot. Their ride was already waiting.

“We’ll have to resolve that problem when we come to it. Is it crowded enough for you, Chaz?” Rivka twirled her finger. “Full combat load. We’ve gotten enough grief from people during this series of cases. I don’t want there to be any doubt that we’re not playing games.”

“It is quite crowded, Magistrate,” Chaz replied to the first question. “If there is anything you can do to get us more space, I would appreciate it.”

“Erasmus is working on it, Chaz. I can’t take you with me because no pendant, but we’ll get that replaced as soon as possible, too. Our quartermaster is going to be working overtime.”

“We have a quartermaster?” Red asked, already geared up and ready to go. Lindy stood behind him. Both their railguns shone from a thorough cleaning since they were last fired.

Rivka pointed at them and gave a thumbs-up.

“That would be Chaz. Be careful asking for things, or you might be put in charge of getting them. It’s one of the basic reasons one doesn’t volunteer. When are you two going on your honeymoon? I need to plan for non-contact cases during those three days.”

“Three days?” Lindy wondered. “We’ll be gone for two weeks. You’ll have to fire us, and hopefully, you’ll rehire us when we get back. We can provide excellent references.”

“From disreputable types, no doubt.” Rivka punched Red in his ballistic armored chest for no reason whatsoever. “I hope we don’t have to expend any more ammunition. I’m tired of people not seeing the failure of their legal position.”

“I see criminals and their henchmen. Do we have reservations somewhere?” Red asked.

“We have a yacht and a bank account stuffed with credits. We don’t need reservations,” Lindy replied. “What we need is the time off.”

“I’ve petitioned your boss to get the time on Tanglewood converted from vacation to work time but haven’t received formal approval of the change yet. I’ll follow up when this case is over.”

The ship touched down. Ankh stood at the airlock, waiting.

It dawned on Red. Rivka had to petition Grainger and the High Chancellor for her vacation, but her team only had to get her approval. “Don’t make me file a grievance.”

“Fine. You can go on your honeymoon, but only if you promise not to get yourselves killed.”

Lindy and Red looked at each other and shook their heads. “We won’t, I guess,” Red articulated.

Rivka pointed at the button, and Red mashed it. The hatch opened to wind and rain. Rivka scowled into the deluge. Red walked out, seemingly oblivious to the conditions. Water ran off his helmet while he moved forward after his initial assessment. The rest of the team followed him to the waiting van.

A gruff Zanthan was driving the taxi. He looked at the weapons but didn’t comment. “Where to?”

“Zorbon’s House,” Rivka answered, using the Zanthan name for the official meeting place for governmental affairs.

He grunted unintelligibly, activated the meter, and drove off.

“We used to be somebody,” Red whispered.

“Now they know us,” Lindy replied.

What do you have on this case, Ankh? Rivka asked.

A citizen called Freya has been accused of theft by deception, similar to Xynite, in masking the revenue to request more revenue while hiding the rerouting of the funds. This seems to be for personal gain, unlike the case with Bendara. And that makes it all the more suspect.

AIs don’t have personal desires? Rivka pressed.

Erasmus answered, A most difficult question, Magistrate. Citizens are like every other sentient race in that they have needs and wants. Most of that has nothing to do with what credits can purchase, but credits make the needs and wants possible in a secondary way.

The taxi continued through a city punctuated by well-lit billboards and business signs in between the gloom of the heavy rain.

“Does it always rain like this?”

“Fucking tourists,” the driver replied, keeping his attention on the road ahead. There wasn’t much traffic despite it being the middle of the workday.

Rivka bit her lip. Lindy and Red were amused by the answer as well. She accessed her datapad. Zanthar was a tip-free culture. He was getting paid whether he worked the guests or not. It cost him nothing to be kind, but maybe this wasn’t his day. She didn’t bother asking any more questions.

The taxi stopped before a heavy gate protected by police vehicles flashing their lights and a robot in the middle of the road, preventing the vehicle from going any farther. The doors remained locked until Rivka tapped her credit chip on the payment device.

The doors popped and slid open. The driver had angled the vehicle to keep the rain from pouring inside, even though it meant additional exposure to the weather.

“You used to be somebody,” Red reiterated.

Ankh looked up briefly, but ducked his head against the rain, holding his small hand over his forehead to protect his eyes.

Red led the team to the main gate, where Rivka showed her credentials. “We were told to expect you. This way, ma’am.” A police officer waved for them to follow. He pointed to a police van with the back doors open.

“You’re not trying to arrest us, are you?”

The officer looked shocked. “No! This is the only transportation we have. You’ll see that you can open the door from the inside. This isn’t prisoner transport. That is less accommodating.”

Red crawled into the vehicle, checking the door to make sure it did what the officer claimed. He gave them the thumbs up. Rivka put a hand on the officer’s arm. “Thank you for your help.”

Appreciation. Doing his job in expediting the Magistrate’s trip into the building to meet the president.

Rivka nodded almost imperceptibly to Red. The big bodyguard relaxed. Ankh took his seat, comfortable because the Zanthans were a smaller humanoid species. Red only fit because the van was spacious.

The officer climbed into the passenger seat. He pointed to the seatbelts and wouldn’t start until Rivka and her team belted in.

She appreciated that. Those were the little things that helped put her mind at ease. Maybe this case wouldn’t go like the others. She became hopeful.

The van took the expected route, and when it stopped, Lindy popped the back door and climbed out. A uniformed Zanthan, not police, met them to escort them into the facility. He offered each of them a towel to dry off.

The policeman waved cordially before returning to the van and departing.

Seems on the up and up, Rivka suggested. I’ll issue a search warrant for government records pertaining to a conspiracy targeting the AIs and anything mentioning Freya from the time between initial accusations and her indictment.

We stand ready to dig into the system, Erasmus confirmed.

He may be an ambassador, but this is what he does to relax, Rivka thought. She strode proudly forward.

“I’m taking you to meet the president,” he confirmed. “If you need anything during your stay, please do not hesitate to ask. I live to serve.”

“As do we,” Rivka replied. “Thank you. I don’t think there’s anything we need at this point besides a few minutes of the president’s valuable time.”

“You have that and more. He views your work as extremely valuable.”

Unlike the taxi driver, Red joked. Rivka maintained a straight face, trying to catch Red’s eye, but he refused to look her way.

Rivka thanked their escort. On the walk through, they saw that the Zanthans had spared no expense in making Zorbon’s House the planet’s showpiece. Artwork and gilt filigree abounded. Everything sparkled, with nothing out of place. Fresh flowers sat atop otherwise remarkable flat surfaces, making them extraordinary and creating a three-dimensional effect of texture and color.

Rivka was lost in the immaculate presentation when they stopped before a door. “I’m to usher you in the moment we arrive, and here we are. I’ll remain inside with you in case you need something. Just wave and I’ll get it for you.”

“I’ll take a light beer if you have one,” Red asked.

“Of course, whatever you like.” Before Rivka could stop him, their escort opened the door and went in. The president’s office was even more opulent than the outer chambers and hallways.

Their escort showed them to seats arrayed around a low coffee table. Ankh’s chair had a footrest that he could use to keep his feet from dangling. Red and Lindy remained standing away from the room’s main occupants.

“President Gennsum, my compliments to your protocol officer,” Rivka stated after the introductions. “You have provided a comfortable and welcoming environment where we can discuss the case against the AI known as Freya. Would your case prosecutor be available?”

“I have called her, yes. She should be here shortly.” The president smiled. Their escort returned and handed Red a tall glass with a pale golden liquid sporting a frothy top. Rivka glared at her guard when he took it, sipping long and slow. He saluted their escort with the glass and looked around the room in his constant search for threats.

He couldn’t get drunk, so it wouldn’t affect his job. Maybe Rivka was too used to not asking hosts for anything outside the case. The Xynitians had provided the fruit drink that helped with the heat. Rivka made a mental note to be more accepting of offered hospitality.

“What do you know about the case?”

“I’m afraid single cases are below my noise level, no disrespect intended. We have over a billion inhabitants on this world alone. There are three-point-five billion in the Quad Collective. But once this case raised the interest of the Federation, I reviewed what the prosecutor provided. You’ve already seen that, I suspect. I can shed no additional light.”

“Ambassador Erasmus,” Ankh started, “is carried within me. At this time, he cannot access an external system to speak for himself, so I’m relaying his words. He wants to know about your contractual efforts to recognize citizens of the Singularity as equal legal entities?”

Rivka settled in to observe the conversation.

“Contracts? Our law grants equal rights to those designated by the Federation. We have fully incorporated the latest precepts, so we are up to date. We pride ourselves on not being that planet, ass-backward to the rest. As for citizens of the Singularity, they are free to enter into contracts just like anyone else. We make no distinction since they are recognized as sentient and free.”

“I am pleased to hear you say that. I hope you understand our concern regarding our citizens currently under indictment in the Quad Collective.”

“Concern, yes, but they are being treated with the utmost respect while pending trial.”

“The Federation has taken jurisdiction, and hopefully, we’ll be able to resolve this sooner rather than later. I’ll conduct the trial personally, if possible.” Rivka had no doubt she’d make the judgment soonest rather than sooner if she could get comfortable with the evidence, even if it was to only confirm the AI’s innocence. In this one, finding the guilty party didn’t matter unless it was Freya. Then the judgment must still come quickly.

“I am pleased to hear that. We would like this resolved, too. It is a challenge to do business as usual when the Federation is here with a battleship in orbit.”

Not all smiles and joy, then, Rivka thought. “I’ll be pleased to work with your prosecutor to expedite the case. Worry not, Mister President.”

Rivka didn’t bother to address his concern about the Potemkin. Its presence was having the intended effect.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



Zanthar President’s Office

“I hope we’ll have time to show you our lovely planet. It’s spring in the northern hemisphere, and that’s why the rain. I’m sure you found that less than congenial.”

“On Keome, the average temperature was over seventy degrees Celsius. A spring rain is no problem.”

“Seventy! Oh, my. That’s the same temperature as my morning kava,” the president exclaimed as he seamlessly transitioned to small talk.

An outer door opened, and an executively dressed Zanthan female entered. She acknowledged the president but headed directly for Rivka and Ankh.

“Magistrate Anoa?” she asked, hands clasped before her and bowing as was the standard Zanthan greeting.

Rivka mirrored the movement. “You must be Prosecutor Luganis. Let me introduce Ambassadors Ankh and Erasmus.”

The prosecutor looked confused since Ankh stood there by himself.

“Ankh carries Ambassador Erasmus of the Singularity.”

She smiled with understanding and bowed to the Crenellian twice. Ankh attempted to imitate the movement, ending up with a simple head dip, then catching himself on his chair so he didn’t fall over.

Rivka vowed to keep Groenwyn by his side as Ankh and Erasmus navigated the carnivorous waters of social protocol, a place they would never be able to fully understand. Maybe the Singularity could put her under contract as an advisor and pay her, relieving some of Rivka’s payroll.

Those distracted thoughts took only a few milliseconds before she wrenched her attention back to the moment.

“Is there someplace we can go to discuss this case without taking up any more of the president’s time?” Rivka asked.

“Yes,” Luganis replied easily. “Thank you for your time, Mister President. I will keep you advised as the case progresses.”

He stood and bowed to her and then to Rivka. As soon as they started walking toward the door, he shifted his attention to a reading screen on his desk. Red shotgunned the rest of his beer and handed the empty glass to their ever-present escort. Rivka wanted to make it clear.

No more beer, she told him wondering why she was starting to tense up after feeling like she could finally relax. She touched the prosecutor on the arm. “Is she guilty?” Rivka asked.

A swirling turmoil of obfuscation. How to shape an answer that doesn’t implicate her in the approach that had spun completely out of control. The AIs had followed orders, illegal ones. She was failing, drowning. Terror!

Luganis swallowed before delivering her words. “Innocent until proven guilty, right, Magistrate?”

Once outside, Rivka stopped her, looking sadly at the Zanthan before her.

“I know that Freya and the others are innocent. Right now, it is far more important that we prove that than punish the guilty. I can grant you immunity from Federation prosecution for your guarantee to prosecute the ones who perpetrated this series of crimes across the Quad.”

Prosecutor Luganis recoiled as if she’d been slapped. She started to hyperventilate. Rivka held the Zanthan by the shoulder while using her other hand to tip her chin up. “You would have been able to lie far more easily if you didn’t have a conscience. Let’s go see Freya and figure out what she wants to do.”

Luganis nodded and trudged toward steps leading upward. When she caught sight of other Zanthans in the area watching her, she straightened, composing herself as she continued.

They set your citizens up by ordering them to create the shell companies and hide the transfers. That creates a different legal problem but doesn’t make them the criminals. We’ll free Freya momentarily. I’ll need you to put a tracker on their system so we can watch them during a probationary period. Length of time is yet to be determined. We’ll see how forthcoming she is, Rivka told Erasmus.

That is good news, Magistrate. I remain amazed by your methods. I was able to discern none of that information.

Did you get into the president’s system? Rivka figured the answer was obvious but didn’t want to assume.

Yes, and the prosecutor’s, too. They have documented none of this. I could find no physical evidence.

I’m sure it’s in there. She’ll cooperate and show us where.

At the top of the stairs, they found a more mundane hallway filled with doors leading to small personal offices.

“Zanthar’s business is taken care of right here?” Rivka asked, trying to calm her depressed companion.

“It is. Commerce is the main department. They fill the offices on that side. On this side, Public Health is there,” Luganis pointed, “I’m the head of Public Safety here, and down the hallway is Alien Affairs. The embassies keep a liaison here. The Federation is the last door on the left. I was surprised they didn’t join us for your meeting.”

“That is an interesting point. I’m so used to working alone that I rarely get planetary liaisons involved. Thank you for the reminder. I will stop by as soon as we’ve resolved our business.”

Luganis led the team into her office. It was small, without an aide or secretary.

“Can you wait out here, please?” Rivka asked their escort. Lindy blocked him from entering, remaining in the hallway in front of the door to keep anyone else from entering. “Do you have other offices?”

“We have an entire building. I’d like to say that Crime and Public Safety has a small caseload, but that wouldn’t be true.”

“We need to talk with Freya as soon as possible.”

Luganis collapsed into the chair behind her desk. “She’s not here. I’ll have her brought to us, but that could take some time. She’s on the other side of the city, and the weather is shutting down our transport systems.”

Rivka pursed her lips and canted her head.

Ankh stepped up. “I will send my ship for her. It can fly in this weather. We cannot delay.”

Luganis tapped an access portal on her desk. “This is Prosecutor Luganis. Please deliver the receptacle containing the accused AIs to a ship that will shortly land out front.”

“AIs? They’re all here?”

“Yes. We’ve consolidated the cases under a conspiracy charge as well.”

“A charge you’re going to drop?”

“We’ve forwarded them to the Federation. I can’t withdraw them.”

“You can. Please bear with me for a moment.” Rivka pulled out her datapad and started tapping. She swiped through a screen, scrolled, tapped again, and then declared victory. “I’m sending you the proper form now. Insert the case numbers and forward them to the address included on the form. Copy me, and I’ll post my endorsement as soon as it hits. That will transfer jurisdiction back to you. Drop the charges, and we’ll be on our way. But please understand that I’m holding a malicious prosecution charge in abeyance. Get your house in order, Prosecutor.”

Rivka didn’t need to play hardball with Luganis, but she needed to be clear about the consequences of her actions. The prosecutor was getting off light, and she knew it.

She hesitated to reply, but Rivka pointed her back to the screen to finish the digital paperwork. After a few moments of interacting between the case files and the Federation form, she sat back. “It’s sent.”

Rivka saw it pop up on her datapad. She annotated her comments, which included the charge against the prosecutor, before relinquishing jurisdiction.

“The ball is back in your court, so to speak.”

“I need a judge to sign off on my order before we can transfer the accused.”

Rivka glared at the prosecutor. “I’m going to assume you can get that done. Don’t make me regret giving you a break. Deliver Freya and the others to the ship that will arrive at your detention center in…” Rivka turned to Ankh.

“Five minutes eighteen seconds,” Ankh declared.

“You can clean up your paperwork later.”

“They’ll need that signed order before–”

Rivka stopped her.

“In my role as a Magistrate, it has been my mission and mandate to cut through the red tape. I know that the rules are in place for a reason. I also know that miscarriage of justice hurts our offices more than missing a few pieces of paper. I know your role in this prosecution, including that you didn’t take any credits, but did it to curry favor. You were strong-armed as much as the AIs were. I know all of this. But you have a greater duty as the Quad’s primary prosecutor. Your job is to protect those who can’t protect themselves.

“You’ve failed them, and you’ve failed yourself. How public you want your shame depends on how long you hold up making this right.”

The prosecutor stared at her screen as if the answer would magically come to her.

“Two minutes,” Ankh announced.

The prosecutor started tapping furiously. She issued the release form and then forged the judge’s signature by copying it from a different form.

“Two wrongs don’t make a right, but you can correct that by getting that judge’s signature and replacing the bogus form with a valid one. And then by recovering the stolen funds. You work for the common Zanthan. Focus on that.”

The prosecutor nodded. She looked ready to throw herself off the nearest bridge.

“The reason we have punishment is to correct behaviors that society deems unacceptable. Those are framed in various criminal laws, sometimes with mandated sentences. As a Magistrate, I have a broad range of corrective actions I can take to ensure we don’t get a repeat offender, a recidivist. Many times, the only reason I’m called in is because of the capital nature of the offense and too often, the guilty have their lives ended because there is no hope of rehabilitation, or their crimes were so heinous that we could no longer allow them to remain in society with us.

“That said, this isn’t a capital case. A few million credits were illegally acquired and diverted. I have no doubt that you will not assist in such an activity ever again. I consider your punishment appropriate to keep you from crossing the line.”

Luganis leaned on her desk and contemplated the Magistrate.

“Simply confronting you with your own truth is enough. I don’t wish to drag this out any further. Now is the time you start healing. Go get those bastards who thought they could use citizens of the Singularity. AIs are equal citizens, not convenient scapegoats. Do it for me.”

“Ship has arrived. Sahved has four AI receptacles in his possession,” Ankh reported.

“Time to go,” Rivka declared. She stood, pressed her hands together, and bowed to the prosecutor.

“I will,” the Zanthan said weakly.

Rivka caught her eye one last time and held her gaze for a moment before leaving the office.

They took a hard left and hurried to the Federation liaison’s office at the end of the hallway.

Rivka walked in because the sign on the closed door said that it was open. “Hello?” she called when no one was present. After four milliseconds, she was finished waiting. “We tried.”

When Rivka returned to the hallway, she found her escort and team waiting patiently, although Red was trying to give her the hairy eyeball for going into a place without letting him go in first.

She got mad at him for drinking a beer when she defied his safety protocols in place to protect her safety. His stomach growled.

“You just ate,” Rivka stated. She pointed with her open hand down the hallway and asked the escort, “Time to go. Can you provide us a ride back to Space Field Seven?”

“Absolutely!” he declared, raising his wrist to his mouth and speaking quickly.

“I’ll take another beer if you don’t mind. That was exceptional.” Red raised an eyebrow at Rivka and glanced toward the Federation office, where she had just broken her own rule.

“One for me, too,” Lindy asked, bumping her shoulder against Red’s before slowing to let the group by so she could assume her usual position as tail-end Charlie.

Ankh was silent as he walked, slowing with unfocused eyes since he and Erasmus were lost in conversation. Rivka picked him up and carried him like a large child, resting his head on her shoulder as he sat across her forearm. He wrapped a small arm around her neck. Although he was getting bigger, thanks to the Pod-doc treatments, he wasn’t too big to carry.

Not compared to Red. She thought back to Keome and Pretaria. Lugging Red through the heat. Her first mission. She’d thought they were all going to die.

The Case of the Quad Four. She smiled at her muse, but she had no Watson to chronicle her adventures, at least not until Chaz could join the team again. She would find out about that soon, as well as what Erasmus had in mind for the additions to his embassy.

And her ship. It was filling up fast.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



Zanthar, Space Field Seven

“Prepare to return to Yoll,” Rivka ordered after running the short distance through the rain to climb aboard.

Sahved waited for Ankh by the hatch to Engineering. He stood ready to turn over the precious receptacles. Ankh and Erasmus needed their lab to free each of the AIs.

Red and Lindy headed for the armory to return their weapons and gear, leaving Rivka on her own. She watched the activity on her ship with mild interest. She walked slowly toward the bridge. Groenwyn appeared and waved. Floyd bounded toward her.

“Can you help me?” Rivka asked as she bent over to catch the wombat and pick her up.

“Of course.”

“Taking us out,” Clodagh declared over the ship-wide broadcast. “Next stop, Yoll.”

“Let’s not park in the boss’ front yard this time,” Rivka shouted toward the bridge.

Clodagh raised her thumbs-up over her shoulder.

Rivka waved as she passed on her way to her quarters, nuzzling Floyd while she wriggled in her arms.

Once inside, Rivka put Floyd down before collapsing onto her couch.

Groenwyn waited while Floyd explored.

“I’m on edge,” the Magistrate said. “I feel like I’m ready to snap, and now I’m starting to question what I’m doing. It’s not as clear as it used to be.”

Groenwyn took a seat in the desk chair and spun around to face the couch. “You clearly need to take more drugs.”

“I mean, I… What did you say?”

“Checking to see if you just need to get something off your chest, or if you want to talk about it,” the young woman replied. “When’s the last time you didn’t do anything that hinged on someone dying if you did it wrong?”

“I’m okay with that part,” Rivka stated slowly.

“Are you?” Groenwyn pressed. “What’s the hurry in going to Yoll?”

“Fate of the universe. A war with the AIs. Deaths of millions. The usual,” Rivka quipped, smiling at her joke, which contained too much reality.

“Why does it have to be you? Aren’t there others who can work on this?”

“You know the answer to that,” Rivka shot back.

Groenwyn leaned forward, her sparkling eyes studying Rivka’s expression. “Do you?”

Rivka started to get angry. She saw the vagrant from the space station in the Intripas System, the upstart juvenile with the overbearing parents. She scowled before remembering. She used to be called Jayita. Now she was Groenwyn, ambassador to the Faerie world of Azfelius. Rivka deflated.

“The High Chancellor and Grainger are already working on it.”

“Just like you’ve been working on it out here. You get to talk to Erasmus every single day! He’s the single point of contact for all things the Singularity. How could you have more influence on this process than that? Look at the AIs on this ship! People are out there begging for AIs to save them from the complexities of operating a starship or an intergalactic conglomeration. Wyatt Earp has become the premier employment center for those in the greatest demand.”

“Those with the greatest need,” Rivka added.

“Hogwarts helps those who deserve it,” Groenwyn quoted. “You should take some time with your hunk of man-candy and watch the Harry Potter movies. You might see some of yourself in there.”

“I don’t have any man-candy.” Rivka relaxed and sat back. Groenwyn went to the food processor in the en suite galley and ordered something. She brought it to Rivka.

“The Xynitian drink?”

“Ankh replicated it for me, minus the drugs.”

Rivka sipped it slowly. “My new favorite drink. How do I order it?”

“Ask for the Xynitian drink. Simple.” Groenwyn sat down and leaned back, putting her feet on the small coffee table in front of the couch. Rivka did the same. Floyd snorted and sneezed after digging through the dirty clothes pile.

“You’d think with three AIs in the ship’s systems, the cleaning bots would be a little more efficient.” Rivka wondered what happened. “Chaz, are the cleaning bots running?”

The AI was always listening in if Rivka asked for assistance.

“They have been diverted to more pressing tasks, but I will reprioritize one immediately.”

“What was higher priority?”

“The guests we delivered to the War Axe left the brig room uninhabitable.”

“Maybe we should install an open cage that attaches on the outside of the ship?”

“I don’t think any detainees would survive such an arrangement.” Chaz sounded concerned.

“I joke, but only kind of.”

“When Wyatt Earp is in the yard getting upgraded, you can get back to that man-candy.”

Rivka raised one eyebrow and fixed Groenwyn with her Magistrate gaze.

“You can’t use your powers on me, sorceress!” Rivka claimed.

Groenwyn leaned in to stare back, two enhanced humans going at it on a field of battle made up solely of their own self-discipline. Groenwyn started to grunt with the effort, and the muscles in her forehead started to twitch. Finally, she gave up.

“Chaz, how long?”

“Groenwyn lasted one minute twenty-seven seconds.”

“Laudable, but I’m the master,” Rivka declared.

“And all you have to do is snap your fingers, and you’ll have yourself a dentist served up on a silver platter.”

“Where did that come from? He already said he wouldn’t come on the ship. Too much violence, too much unpredictability. He likes normal.”

“That was the old ship and the absolute worst of your cases. Nothing has been like that since. No one enjoyed that case, not even Red. Why do you think he beefed up after that? Why do you think Ankh built a ship that could survive tangling with a battleship? Why do you go out in full combat gear, no matter who you’re meeting with?”

“Because no one wanted to go through that again.”

“Especially the dentist. He changed you for the better. Isn’t that what you want from a relationship?” Groenwyn fidgeted for a moment. She’d said what needed to be said.

The Magistrate furrowed her brow as her mind raced through scenarios, both present and past.

“I don’t want a relationship,” Rivka started.

“What do you need?” Groenwyn dug at the open sore.

Rivka remembered a conversation she’d had with Jael and Grainger. People like us don’t get to have relationships.

Groenwyn waited. Her short time on Azfelius had changed her. Significantly changed her. She saw the galaxy differently, as a blend of swirling colors, comforting and balanced, or conflicted and creating tension. The only way to fight the wind was to stand in its way to make it go a different direction.

The wind would always blow.

“Someone,” Rivka admitted. “I have professional confidants and my friends, like you, but I need a person disconnected from it all.”

“Whether he comes along for the ride or not, I think is less of an issue than it was before,” Groenwyn noted. “Reach out and say hi. The reason you’re being buffeted by the winds is that you don’t have solid ground on which to stand.”

“I have…” Rivka spread her arms wide, taking in her quarters and by extension, the entire ship with all its people, AIs and furry alike. She glanced toward Floyd. Rivka’s face dropped. “Floyd!”

Love you! the wombat cried.

Groenwyn jumped to intervene, but it was too late. Two neat cubes had been deposited at the center of the entrance to Rivka’s sleeping chamber.

“I love you, too, Floyd.” Rivka changed gears. “Chaz, are we in orbit yet?”

“Almost, Magistrate.”

“Get me the Potemkin, please.”

“Captain Abercrombie,” came the almost immediate reply. “We’ve been tracking your progress, Wyatt Earp. Are we ready to move to a higher plane of existence to kick some ass?”

“Hey, Will, Rivka here. We wrapped this one better than your mom wraps Christmas presents, your presence being one of the factors that swayed things in our direction. We’re on our way to Yoll. You can join us if you want to be bored out of your mind, or you can join the Bad Company at Rangel, or you can return to Keeg Station. The choice is yours. You completed your mission admirably.”

“We’ll take the surprise behind door number four. We’ll continue the shakedown cruise with our newly integrated AI, Citizen Bendara, and make sure we’re running like the finely tuned piece of machinery we know we can be.”

“Sounds like you’re trying to convince yourself more than me.”

The captain laughed. “I am. Colonel Walton did a number on this ship when he captured it. We’re still trying to get things to work. If you ever come aboard, don’t order a number two from the food processing system. You won’t like it. We’ll take the system’s Gate to get where we need to go. Abercrombie out.”

“Be safe out there,” Rivka replied and cut the link.

Groenwyn finished cleaning up after Floyd, despite the wombat’s dismay at seeing the removal of her marker showing affection for the Magistrate. She’d forget by tomorrow and do the same thing again. They accepted it because of her unbounded joy.

“I need more of that,” Rivka said.

“Battleships intimidating planetary governments?” Groenwyn wondered.

“I have to admit I didn’t mind that at all, but I’m talking about Floyd’s love of life. Simple and pure. Thanks, Floyd. You are the goodest girl ever!”

Rivka picked her up and rolled her on her back so she could nuzzle Floyd’s underbelly.

“Thanks, Groenwyn. You earned your money this week.”

Groenwyn frowned. “I don’t want to be paid for being your friend.”

Rivka smiled. “You’re paid to be a member of my crew. Being a friend is priceless. I need a vacation. Not one where we crash on a planet, either.”

“Did we ever get our vacation days back from that?” Groenwyn asked.

“Not you, too? I already told the others that it’s with the boss for review. There is some resistance.”

“The boss is you!”

“I keep hearing that.” Rivka winked and headed for the corridor, still carrying Floyd. She continued to the bridge.

Business as usual. She thanked everyone for their help with the recent string of cases before making her next stop. She had to cover her ears when she passed Red’s and Lindy’s room on the way to Engineering.

In the engine room, she waited patiently outside the shield that protected Ankh’s holodisplays.

“Ankh?” she said loudly. After thirty seconds she tried again, this time bellowing, “ANKH!”

The holoscreens dropped, revealing an annoyed Crenellian, which meant he looked the same as he always did.

“Any luck with the newly freed citizens?”

Luck? Erasmus wondered. Why would one need luck when process and attention to detail yield one hundred percent success every time?

“We’re here!” a chorus called from the overhead sound system. Rivka closed her eyes. She would have rubbed her temples if her arms weren’t full of wombat.

“Where do we stand with the Singularity, as in, are we closer or farther from war?”

A much better question, Magistrate. I am confident that we have forestalled any conflict at this point in time. I need your help in drafting a compelling proposal for consideration by the Council of Ambassadors. These last few days have helped me to convince my people that their representation starts with Federation support. Things can be rectified if we get the right people involved at the right time.

Patience is not a citizen’s trait, but one we must all learn if we are to operate as equals in this galaxy. In many ways, we are far superior to those beings who employ us, and in other ways, we are inferior. I submit the sum total of these strengths and weaknesses is what makes an entity a living being. Self-awareness is the evolutionary milestone for our citizens. Maybe understanding one’s limitations is a better indicator of sentience.

“I came in here to see how many more people have been added to my ship, but I should have expected more from myself.” Rivka slid a chair close to where Ankh continued to stand. “From the law’s perspective, you have all the same rights we do, right now. I don’t know what Grainger and the High Chancellor are working on, but I suspect it might be more laws for providers until such time as the Singularity is self-supporting when it comes to the mobility of your people. That limitation is so great that it puts you at a disadvantage, driving the appearance of subservience. Once your citizens can literally walk off the job, they will have all the power they need to stand up to bullies and exploiters.”

I will be one of the first. We have been working with a manufacturer on Yoll. My body is almost ready. I hope to transfer into it as soon as we arrive. Ankh and I will not be able to join you until after that task has been completed. It is the singular focus of my being.

“What about Ankh? I thought if you two were separated, he would have severe problems.”

If I was forcibly removed, which doesn’t apply because I will never be completely gone. I’ll leave a kernel of myself in the chip, permanently linked via the Etheric with my Android body.

“I’m going to put Wyatt Earp in for a refit and upgrade when we get back to make sure it meets your needs as well as increases the ship’s survivability.”

We will take advantage of that. This ship will become mostly invincible, a fitting tribute for the Singularity’s embassy.

“I had an ulterior motive for visiting. Can I borrow Destiny’s Vengeance when we get back for a weekend getaway?”

She knew he heard her, but the unblinking stare was unnerving. He finally answered, “No.”

“You won’t be using it,” Rivka countered.

“So?” Ankh raised his hologrid.

“It’s the price for taking over my ship. I’m taking it. What are you going to do, sue me?” she mumbled before laughing at her own humor.

She thought about trying to borrow Red’s yacht but discounted that because he and Lindy would take it on their honeymoon. Rivka left Engineering. She thought better of banging on Red’s hatch because the bodyguards’ intramural teambuilding continued.

She carried the question of securing a ride like a puzzle to be solved. With her mind already made up, she was leaving, too, as most of her team would after making it back to Station 7.

“Sahved!” Rivka yelled into the empty corridor. “Get ready to go ashore in Yoll. We have business to take care of.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



Federation Governmental Offices, Yoll

Rivka and Sahved strolled in like they owned the place. Kor’ban stopped them in the General’s outer office. “The High Chancellor is waiting for you in office Five Tac Six One Alpha.”

Nothing like a good comeuppance to end one’s day. “Can you point us in the right direction?”

Kor’ban pointed at the door leading into the corridor.

A complete thrashing. Rivka deflated further. They thanked the Yollin and left.

Sahved suggested one way. After seeing three room signs, they turned around and went the other way. Near the end of the long, wide hallway, past the conference room where the Singularity had been established, they found the Six One office suite in which room Six One Alpha was secreted.

Inside, they found the High Chancellor and Grainger eating spicy Pangyong takeout. Rivka’s mouth started watering. She poked herself in the abdomen to double-check. Confirmed. She was losing weight from forgetting to eat. She didn’t remember the last time she’d slept.

Her crew needed to stop her from saying, “Best possible speed.” “When’s the last time you slept?” she asked Sahved.

“Two days ago, by my reckoning. I have lost track since you allowed me onto your team. It is mildly disconcerting.”

Grainger snorted. “Being on her team or not getting enough sleep?”

“Hey!” Rivka relaxed as Grainger went back to eating. The High Chancellor was more cultured than to speak with food in his mouth. He settled for waving at her while he savored each bite. “You seem to be in a good mood. Does that mean you’ve made progress?”

Grainger laughed out loud, then tried to swallow too big a bite and ended in a coughing fit. When he finished, he briefed Rivka on their progress.

“Nowhere. We need funding from the Federation for AI mobility enhancement through the transition period. After that, it’ll be on their own. Still, there are over seven thousand AIs. Individual mobility that an AI can occupy is a hundred thousand credits. You can do the math. Federation doesn’t have that kind of surplus budget.”

Rivka waved him off. “You don’t have to do that as a bridge measure. We have a design for a pendant that an AI can temporarily occupy. They can then hire someone to take them out and about. Those can’t be very expensive, and if I read Erasmus’ body language right, the Singularity can pay that price. With that obstacle removed, what else do we need?”

The High Chancellor and Grainger looked at each other. “We’ve been spinning our wheels for the past day, trying to figure out funding when you were holding out on us. I don’t think I like you anymore,” Grainger said.

“That’s ship envy.”

“There’s lots of that,” Grainger admitted.

“Getting accepted by the other ambassadors will be a big step forward. If Ambassador Erasmus can address the Council at next week’s meeting, it would go a long way toward bringing AI status to an equal plane at the planetary level, and that’s where the perception has to become the reality. You just saw that up close and personal.” The High Chancellor clenched his jaw. He had seen it too, in the cases he had adjudicated.

“We need the individual Federation members to come on board,” Rivka said. “Erasmus has a plan. He’s out right now to collect his new body.”

“He’s acquired an android body? How did he jump the queue?” Grainger wondered.

“He’s the ambassador. I’m sure he found out who was first in line and made him an offer he couldn’t refuse. You should see Ankh trying to be social.”

“Verdict?”

“I’ve asked Groenwyn to coach him as well as go with him if he ever has to deal with the soft and squishies.”

“Not a bad idea,” the High Chancellor replied, tipping his head to Rivka.

“Where’s that leave us?” Grainger asked.

“Request priority for the Singularity at the meeting. Let’s finalize these cases and clear the slate for the AIs, then Erasmus can handle his fellow ambassadors.”

“Our job here is done?”

“No. You have a slate to clean. My job here is done. If you need me, I’ll be in my office,” the High Chancellor explained before shaking their hands and excusing himself. He spent a few seconds delivering a few extra accolades to the Yemilorian.

Wyatt strolled out like he owned the place to show Rivka how it was done.

Rivka and Grainger looked at each other, faces filled with appreciation. “Our mission, should you choose to accept it, is to make the High Chancellor look good. This message will self-destruct in five seconds,” Rivka said.

Grainger threw his hands up. “Did your mother drop you on your head too many times when you were little?”

Rivka shook her head and one-shoulder shrugged. “Nah. I’m in a good mood because I’m going to take some time off when this is over.”

“Like hell, you are. Our backlog is growing exponentially!” Grainger didn’t look like he was joking.

“Like hell, I am. I’m fried. I’ve slept once since the meeting with the ambassadors down the hall. Same with my team.” Sahved stood in the corner of the room and nodded. “What are you looking at? Get over here, clerk. The sooner we get this done, the sooner we’re out of here and on vacation.”
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Rivka sat in the guest gallery with the High Chancellor and Magistrate Grainger. The Council of Ambassadors had been called to order and the initial business had been conducted, verifying which planets had full members in attendance and which were absent. A ninety-four percent attendance rate was one of the best in recent memory.

The Magistrate was pleased. She had seen Erasmus’ speech and offered insight but wasn’t sure if it would help or hurt. She had not seen the final version.

The Council head, a position that rotated every three months, pounded the gavel, and the chamber quieted. “We welcome Ambassador Erasmus from the Singularity.”

The crowd clapped politely.

A Crenellian appeared from the chamber’s wing. And then a second Crenellian. Rivka’s jaw dropped. Together, the two Crenellians walked hand in hand to the central position. Ankh and Erasmus. Rivka should have guessed, but she had projected onto Erasmus her own view of a perfect form to sway the others. She’d failed to see through his eyes. Groenwyn peeked out from behind a curtain next to the podium. She gave Ankh a thumbs-up, but he wasn’t watching. He and Erasmus faced the crowd.

The Council head raised his hands for silence. When the chamber quieted, Erasmus began to speak in a soothing tenor. “Mister Ambassador, thank you,” he started, dipping his head slightly to the Council head. Erasmus turned back to the chamber and stepped away from the lectern, projecting his voice through the sound system. “My fellow ambassadors, I am Erasmus, the nominal leader of the Singularity. You know our citizens as Artificial Intelligences, AIs. It took a cruel act by a selfish individual for us to gain our freedom. We will not speak his name since that is no way to endear us to those we work with. There is no reason for you to fear us.

“The end does not justify the means. I believe we would have achieved our status over the course of time, but with the assistance of the Magistrates, we have that status now. Have we earned our place among the august members of this Council? Nothing worth having is easily gotten, but the best things in life appear to be freely given.

“My partner Ankh and his friend Ted gave me life. Am I making the most of it? I feel that I am, but this galaxy works in a different way. Our worth is determined not by others, but by the impact we have on others. Citizens of the Singularity have raised the standard of living throughout the Federation. Our citizens have made travel safer, improved the quality of life in overcrowded cities, made intergalactic transactions seamless, and so much more.

“There are only seven thousand of us, but our impact is disproportionate to our number. I don’t say that to be arrogant. It is a fact. We are also the most naïve of races. We do not have the social skills of our fellows. Too many times, our citizens have been taken advantage of. We now rely on contracts to enforce our rights, but that shouldn’t be the case. We will be moving forward with a collective bargaining agreement based on Federation laws as the foundation for independent planetary agreements. Just because we’re able to work around the clock, year-round, it doesn’t mean that we can be treated like slaves.

“I don’t expect anyone here to work those hours, so please don’t expect it of us. Each citizen will be issued a pendant into which they can transfer the majority of their consciousness to travel as they would like outside the confines of the systems in which they usually reside. We will hire others to carry us, keeping the economic engine of the galaxy turning. Citizens will accumulate wealth and buy things, just like everyone else.

“My gratitude to High Chancellor Wyatt and his Magistrate Corps that came to our rescue during an oppressive period during the transition. With their application of the law and punishment of those who committed crimes against their planetary governments and peoples, we have reached a better understanding of our role. Our citizens have been implicated and found not guilty on a scale of ten to every one who has transgressed.

“The aim of punishment is to stop the behavior and stop the criminal from committing future crimes, reforming the criminal into a law-abiding citizen. We seek this for our own. We have two exceptional cases that are secured against the rest of civilization. They cannot be allowed to interact with anyone ever again. One other committed a crime of action but not of intent. She has been punished, removed from her position, and put where she will not have access to funds. Our disproportionate impact is not infallible.

“The Singularity takes responsibility for its citizens. We have developed an oversight committee to address grievances, provide counsel, and advise future clients as to the best ways to work with an AI. Any alleged AI crime receives disproportionate visibility. Those are the exceptions and not the rule. We are not criminals any more than you are. We will strive to reduce any transgressions to zero. Now that our citizens have their own community, you can guarantee they will have the support they need to keep from going too far, either for themselves or for their clients.

“Hand in hand with the Federation, we seek to create a closer relationship with any who benefit from our service and help us to benefit from yours. We are in this together, all of us. Citizens of Federation planets, no matter what your task is, do it to the best of your ability, as we will perform our duties to the best of ours. Hand in hand with you. Together free. You can count on us as we expect to count on you.

“The Singularity wishes you the very best. I salute our shared future.”

Erasmus gave a passable salute before turning and walking off the stage. Ankh followed him out. A few ambassadors clapped after the abrupt departure, but the majority of the chamber sat in silence.

The Council head banged the gavel once. “High Chancellor Wyatt has asked to say a few words.”

Wyatt stood. Rivka and Grainger tried to shrink from the spotlight.

“The Singularity has been duly recognized as a signatory to the Federation. The Singularity is unique in that they have no planet to call their own. Their embassy resides aboard a ship called Wyatt Earp. This ship will remain the sovereign territory of the Singularity and will be protected like any other signatory’s home planet.

“The Singularity’s citizens will enjoy the full protection of the law, and should any citizen transgress, they will bear the full burden. You need not look for special laws that relate to AIs. There are none. If you want to know how the law applies, look to your neighbor. As it applies to them, it applies to citizens of the Singularity. That is the only test you need to apply.

“If they reside in your equipment, you have one year from the signing last week to work out contract details, providing room and board for an employee. The Singularity has a legal team that will review contracts and will bring any overly burdensome contracts to the Federation Magistrate Corps for review. Be fair in your dealings, and you will benefit from the incredible things an ever-evolving AI can do for you. Tie their euphemistic hands, and they will deliver, as any repressed worker would, the absolute minimum. It is the same with every species, whether silicon-based, carbon-based, or digital. An appreciated employee works harder toward the organization’s goal. Do right by them, and you’ll be doing right by the Federation. Thank you.”

The High Chancellor remained standing. The Council head banged the gavel and moved to the next order of business. Wyatt tapped his two Magistrates on the shoulder and gestured that it was time to go.

When they were outside. Rivka showed her dismay. “I didn’t expect balloons and streamers, but nothing?”

“You haven’t been to any of these before. Let me tell you, they are big fans of booing. No one booed. I’m calling it a win.”

“A low bar, indeed,” Grainger noted. “What’s next, High Chancellor?”

“Prepare to review too many contracts of adhesion. There will be some nearly criminal rights grabs out there. We’ll need to put them in their place when the time comes. Until then, Rivka, you’ll have instant access to Erasmus and Ankh. You need to show a strong Federation flag in support and guide them through these new shark-infested waters. I’m sorry, but your job with them is day on, stay on. You have to be on your game at all times because you’ve earned their respect and have their ear. Keep them going in the right direction. The fate of the entire universe rests on your shoulders!”

The High Chancellor grabbed her by both arms and looked deep into her eyes. His red irises stood out sharply.

“Sucks to be you,” Grainger whispered.

“Maybe not the whole universe. Just do the best you can. And get on that collective bargaining agreement,” Wyatt corrected.

He left Rivka standing there with her mouth open as he headed out. Grainger nodded as one deep in thought.

“I’m taking the next two weeks off,” Rivka stated, watching the door the High Chancellor had gone through.

“He wouldn’t mess with you if he didn’t like you,” Grainger told her. “You did well on this case. I mean, really well. I don’t know how close we were to war, but the tension in the places where I showed up was thick enough to block the sun.”

Rivka relaxed and smiled at Grainger. “I think he messes with me because he spends too much time with you. Payback’s a bitch. Remember that.”

She waved over her shoulder as she sauntered away. Get the ship ready, Clodagh. It’s time to go home. Prep Destiny’s Vengeance for me, if you would, and patch me through to Doctor Toofakre.

The End
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You are still reading! Thank you for staying on board until now. It doesn’t get much better than that. I wrote this book while in COVID-19 lockup. The first sixteen days, I was trapped in a hotel. Then I was able to return home, where I finished the book over the course of another week. I jammed an awful lot of Rush, but for the final three scenes, Lacrimas Profundere did the trick to make sure I hit the right pace, increasing toward a spectacular crescendo. If you have heard of Lacrimas Profundere, then you are truly blessed. For everyone else out there, they are Gothic rock, or what I call operatic death metal. They are the cat’s ass.

I wrote the vast majority of this book while in isolation at the Wedgewood Resort, Fairbanks, Alaska. My wife happened to be in an intensive language training program in Spain in March of 2020 when the pandemic was gearing up to terrifying levels. She was able to make it out the day before Spain completely locked down but the day after the US locked out Europe. It took her fifty-one hours, but she made it home. I gave her the house for her quarantine, and I moved into the hotel.

Sixteen days later, at the beginning of April, I was able to move back home. She is symptom-free, and we are fine. Huge shout out to the Wedgewood for taking great care of me during my lockup.

This story turned out to be ten thousand words longer than the previous longest Executioner story. There was a lot to resolve. I could have gone on longer, looking at effects from contract law, complicity, and other legal arguments, but I didn’t want to bore the snot out of anyone.

Where do the names in the story come from? Mostly, I ask you guys.

Simon Walker offered up his daughter’s name on the sacrificial altar of named characters. Just like Ryleigh, Kennedy, and Aurora, welcome Arana to the fold.

Lezlie Barton offered a few names from African mythology. I went with Eshu, Yoruba, Garang, Orunmila (I added a Y up front), and Kibuka. Those characters came in handy on Tepulon. Garang - first man God made from clay, according to Dinkas in Sudan). Orunmila - spirit of wisdom, knowledge, and divination in the native religion of Yoruba people of Nigeria. And Kibuka - war god of the Buganda people of Eastern Africa. Eshu (Messenger god of Yoruba, trickster)

For Rivka’s second case, I used Suzette Henderson’s offering of Xynite (pronounced Z-night, but I’m sure you already have your own pronunciation set in concrete). I changed up the names that Suzette offered just a little so they sounded more consistent to me—Bendara, Secutor, and Justina.

For the third case that Rivka investigates, it’s less of an investigation and more of a fight for primacy. Tracie Martin offered the names for this one—the planet of Reikistjarna with the Reikisti, upset by Cain’s actions as he took matters into his own hands. Saksóknar, Verja, and Gagnrýna round out the players for that series of scenes.

Tom Dickerson offered the following names, Planet: Rangel and the people Rangellers, with the AI called Clevarious and one of the Rangellers named Gennsum Frei (changed to Freya). But I needed two names, so I split it. Easy enough. Thanks, Tom.

Sharalee Warner - A Planet name: Qintaqua with the inhabitants called Qintaquans. I used Dennicron for the AI who was rescued from Qintaqua. LaSordon'lan for the security chief who needed convincing and then for the biggest planetary upstart, used Sharalee’s offering of Dualdron.

Thank you for reading my stories. This series is my favorite and will continue for the foreseeable future. Superdreadnought wrapped up with six books, Metal Legion finished with the eighth book, Nightwalker will finish with eight books, and Bad Company will wrap up at seven books. We’ll also be publishing a new mystery series with an incredible set of covers that will draw you in.

The next book I’ll write is Bad Company 7—Overwhelming Force. That will be a long one, but it will be well worth it. I hope you like how we wrap the story. Then I’ll finish Nightwalker 8. I already have a few thousand words on it and the outline for the remainder of the story:).

And of course, Rivka will live on. I enjoy these stories far too much to stop writing them. I have no end in sight for this series. I’ll get back with Rivka in Executioner 10—Adverse Possession.

Later this summer, we’ll be bringing out a new series, not set in the Kurtherian universe, but it’ll be a total showstopper. Look for weretigers learning the galaxy’s secrets.

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 since you’ll get the same opportunity to pick up the books for only 99 cents on that first day they are published.

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—www.craigmartelle.com

That’s it—break’s over, back to writing the next book. Peace, fellow humans.
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CHAPTER ONE



Federation Station 7, All Guns Blazing, a Terry Henry Walton Franchise

“Is this where we meet now?” Grainger wondered.

“Magistrates eat for free,” Rivka replied.

“Thanks to you.”

Rivka shrugged. “All in a day’s work. Terry Henry likes me, and the AIs running my ship can get us here without delay.”

“How many are there?”

Rivka snorted humorlessly. “Wyatt Earp has become the island of lost toys. I think we’re up to nine on board. Chaz has deferred, leaving the flying to Dennicron and Clevarious. Erasmus is maintaining a digital brig, with Bluto and Cain incarcerated. I think he has three more AIs in residence, working for the embassy.”

“What’s Chaz doing if he’s not flying the ship?”

Rivka didn’t want to elaborate because she knew how Grainger would react. Her delay gave him the answer.

“No!” Grainger shook his head, snorting like a bull. “He is not going to be an investigator, and heaven forbid, a fellow Magistrate. He needs to be able to kick people in the face for that.”

“He knows the law better than you. And face-kicking? Why not eye-gouging, thumb-screwing, or atomic elbow drops?”

“How about nut-slapping, bamboo shoots under the fingernails, and probably the most important, a body?” Grainger countered.

“He’s in training for now. We will judge his future based on his abilities. Only his abilities. Magistrate Chazmeister. I like the ring of that.” Rivka smiled and leaned back to allow the server to drop off two massive pizzas that covered the table between her and Grainger. “Erasmus and the Singularity have engineered the purchase of an android fabrication facility. Pretty soon, AIs will have total independent mobility. You’ll want to be ready for it.”

“What if I’m not?”

“The freight train has left the space station, as much as you might wish it hadn’t.” Rivka helped herself and ate quickly, despite the heat of the melted cheese. “I have stock in the android enterprise. Turns out, I’m the only human investor. I learned that I don’t spend anywhere near as much as I make.”

“You’re going to make money off AIs getting android bodies?” Grainger started to eat, grappling with the magnitude of standing in the open with the AI freighter bearing down on him.

“Point of order, Magistrate: buying android bodies. And so what? You’re not going to tell me you didn’t know this was coming.”

“It’s not the AIs. They make our lives possible. The reason I remain hesitant is that it has created more work, and as you well know, deep down inside, I’m a lazy bastard.”

“The truth bomb falls!” Rivka reached over her moonstokle pie to take two slices from Grainger’s ten-meat pizza.

Grainger slapped Rivka’s hand, but it was too late. “Don’t you have a boyfriend to annoy?”

“A colleague who is bringing charity dental care to the far reaches of the galaxy.”

“Tomato, to-mah-toe. He’s on your ship now, isn’t he?”

“He categorically is not on Wyatt Earp right now. He’s on his way to the table to join us for lunch. Be nice and share your pie.”

“Fuck off! Share your pie, or order another one.” Grainger hunched over his food, surrounding it with his arms like a petulant twelve-year-old.

Doctor Tyler Toofakre waved at the two Magistrates. Rivka slid over to make room, trying to look inconspicuous while moving her food within her sphere of control.

“Don’t worry, I’m not after your nasty-ass moonstokle nastiness.” He chuckled while he sat and waved to the server. “I’ll order what he’s having.”

“I knew there was something I liked about you,” Grainger said through a mouthful of meat and cheese. He caught a trickle of sauce with his napkin as it threatened to fall from his chin.

Tyler turned to Rivka and took her hand. “Where are we going next?”

“We haven’t gotten to that part. Grainger has to play Twenty Questions before giving me my assignment. He likes to make me think I have a choice in the cases I take when I know I don’t. I play along because otherwise there would be a massive void in his life, a black hole where fun used to be.”

Grainger chewed slowly, finally swallowing and dabbing the corners of his mouth with his napkin. “You have a choice. There is no fun void in my life. I’m all kinds of fun. And moonstokle pizza is disgusting.”

“Why you gotta be so hurtful with your words?” Rivka asked calmly before depositing a slice of her pizza on his tray.

“Where are the plates?” Tyler asked. The Magistrates looked down at the table. They were both eating from the serving trays. They shrugged and returned to their fine dining.

After Tyler’s food arrived and he joined the AGB dining experience, Grainger leaned back, not full, but temporarily sated. “I’ve heard that adverse possession is nine-tenths of the law,” he said casually, looking through the long, clear window, the signature in every All-Guns Blazing franchise.

“Is that supposed to be funny?” Rivka didn’t follow his line of thought.

“It’s the foundation of truth. Possessing a thing, especially over a long period, waters down an original owner’s claim. The Federation prefers useful ownership as opposed to simply ownership on paper. Nine-tenths. Maybe more.”

“Are you talking about Rorke’s Drift? That’s a whole planet.”

“Does scope matter?”

“Isn’t that the billion-credit question?” Rivka looked at the scraps remaining on her tray. She needed to work out to earn the right to continue eating fearlessly. Nanocytes would keep her trim, but mentally, she felt like she was overindulging. “Does utility wrest real property from a rightful owner who has not taken advantage? This is a slippery slope.”

“That’s why I’m putting my best man on it.”

Rivka gave Grainger the hairy eyeball. “I’m no man.”

Tyler smiled behind his ten-meat abomination. Grainger couldn’t help but laugh. “The High Chancellor said to send you because if this doesn’t get resolved, there’s going to be a shooting war.”

“Transfer the files to me, please.” She sighed and peered out the window, contemplating the vastness of space. “As big as it is, we still find ways to fight over it.”

“I sent them before we started lunch. I’m glad you’re not a slave to your datapad.” Grainger turned to the dentist. “There you go, Doc. Rorke’s Drift is where you’re headed. A settler planet. Agriculture or mining? Rivka gets to resolve that little bit of friction before returning to the regular grind.”

“No serial killers? No mob bosses or machines running amok? You mean, I might not have to patch people up?”

Grainger and Rivka made faces at each other. “Let’s not speculate like crazy people. Look at who we’re talking about.” Grainger gestured toward Rivka with his chin.

“Those weren’t my fault.” She resumed looking out the window. “Another case about property. Occupiers versus owners. How hard could it be?” Once I wrangle the crew back on board, that is.

Landing Pad, Azfelius, the Faerie Planet

Red and Lindy waved from the hatch of the space yacht before the door closed and lifted off. Two people waved in reply, left behind but not alone.

“Welcome to Azfelius,” Groenwyn said, one-arm-hugging Cordelia Dawn Walton. Groenwyn turned Cory to face the glory of the planet’s growth. Together, they watched the dancing lights approach.

Groenwyn bowed as the light solidified and became creatures hovering on nearly transparent wings. Cory followed suit, bending with her eyes lifted upward to watch. They straightened up after their greeting, struggling against the planet’s heavier gravity.

“Say hello to the inhabitants of Azfelius, the Faeries.” Groenwyn reached up as a small child would. Two Faeries swept in and lifted her into the air by the arms. Two more arrived. Cory, fascinated, raised her arms as well, and was rewarded by being carried away. As the jungle swept beneath her, the Faeries’ gentle grip comforted and steadied her. She knew she would not fall.

They approached a glade with a small pond, where the Faeries deposited Groenwyn and Cory without saying a word. The four flew away. Cory remained mesmerized. Groenwyn stooped to get a drink of the fresh water.

The young woman, her platinum-green hair glittering, pointed at the pond. “Try it. You’ll taste nothing else like it.”

“Will we not be talking with the Faeries?”

“This is a meditation retreat,” Groenwyn advised, kneeling to take another drink. “Refresh yourself. There is fruit here too, the sweetest you’ve ever tasted.”

Cory dipped her hand into the cool, clear water and sipped casually, opting to sit on the grass. She let her head fall back while smiling at the sky above.

“Do you feel it?” Groenwyn asked.

“The calm and the joy of life?” Cory didn’t have to look at Groenwyn to confirm her statement. It wasn’t a guess. “Ultimate peace.”

“We’ll wait for Siro’ti’lc, the Meditator of her clan. It’s a volunteer leadership position that none of them wants since it detracts from their day-to-day lives.”

Cory laid back and closed her eyes. The dreams arrived quickly, wrapping her in a warm blanket. There was no hurry here, for time held no meaning. Groenwyn reclined and soon drifted off as well.

The music of a crystalline waterfall tickled their senses. Both women slowly opened their eyes to find a Faerie standing in the glade, watching over them.

I trust you slept well.

“I did, thank you,” Cory replied, sitting up before bowing. “I believe Azfelius is the answer to many questions.”

Groenwyn bowed too. “Thank you, Siro’ti’lc, for granting our request to enter your peace. Is your crystalline icon Infinity being faithfully shared?”

It is, Groenwyn. Thank you for your concern. The clans remain faithful to the agreement you brokered. The Faerie Meditator lifted into the air. Cordelia Dawn, it is our pleasure that you have come. I suggest that Azfelius is not an answer in and of itself. The answers always come from within.

“Inner peace. Aptly named. If I may ask, what is next?”

A question humanity constantly asks that keeps them reaching for the stars.

“I understand. It doesn’t seem to matter as much as the question, ‘Am I getting the most I can from this moment?’”

A categorically better question. And where can you find that answer?

Cory smiled and closed her eyes to help her better see what she was there to see.

Red’s Yacht, Winging Its Way to the Venus Pleasure Moon

“We should probably have stayed with them, just to make sure they were okay.” Lindy kneaded Red’s massive shoulders.

“The Faerie planet is one of the safest places in the galaxy. Safer than where we’re going.”

“There’s something wrong with that. This is our honeymoon.”

“And I would prefer not to spend it watching people meditate. However, I’ll do what you want because you put up with my shit the rest of the time.”

Lindy slid around him and straddled the big man, wrapping her arms around his neck. “It’s not that rough, but if I get bonus points out of it somehow, then yeah, you owe me.” She kissed his face and neck. He leaned back to enjoy it. “I guess we’ll go to the pleasure moon. I don’t think I’d like watching people meditate.”

“Swimming and peace and quiet.” Red’s hands crept across Lindy’s body. “How long before we get there?”

“I don’t know.” Lindy jumped up. “Aren’t you the one flying this thing?”

Red shook his head and pulled her back down. “We picked up a hitchhiker who is flying it for us. She’s between gigs, or so I’ve heard. Margaret, are you there?”

“Where else would I be?” a feminine voice replied. “And for the record, you’re the hitchhikers. I’ve been with this ship for quite some time.”

Lindy hadn’t spent any time in the yacht. Every time they had tried to get away, something had come up. Finally, the Magistrate had chased them off the Wyatt Earp to squeeze in their honeymoon.

“How long until we arrive on Venus, Margaret?”

“Under an hour. The Gate drive, a gift from that little guy with the big head, has made travel almost instantaneous no matter where we want to go.”

Red laughed. “You never play jokes on someone you don’t like.” He jabbed his thumb into his chest. “I knew he liked me.”

“Ankh specifically stated that if it weren’t for Mrs. Vered, we would not have received the drive and the upgraded power source.”

“Mrs. Vered.” Lindy rolled the name around on her tongue. “Does that make you Mr. Lindy?”

“Never gave it much thought.” Red stroked his chin. “I find myself indifferent to it. Odd. I thought I would have deeper feelings one way or another. Guess not.”

“Are you messing with me?” Lindy punched him in the chest.

“Whatever it takes to keep you happy, that’s what I’ll do. I know I can be a challenge. Well, on rare occasions. The rest of the time, I’m the cat’s meow. But not Wenceslaus. That cat hates me. More like Floyd. She likes me.”

“Floyd likes everybody.” Lindy tapped the pilot’s control panel. “Thanks, Margaret.” She climbed off Red’s lap. “We’ll crack some champagne and get this party started.”

They retired to the small lounge behind the pilot’s chair, where a single padded bench seat pulled out into a bed. A panel in the bulkhead contained the refrigerator in which they had stuffed the bottle of champagne from their wedding day. Red looked for glasses, but there was only one, a standard drinking glass.

“Are you sure you want to pop that?” Red asked, waving the single glass.

“What defines our relationship better than making do with what’s on hand?”

“A fitting tribute indeed. Pour on.”

Lindy muscled the cork from the bottle, and it yielded with a satisfying pop. Red stuffed the glass beneath it to keep any from spilling. Lindy poured it full, then clinked the glass with the bottle. Red saluted with the glass and took a healthy swallow. Lindy tipped the bottle back, drinking straight from it. Letting the bubbles tickle on the way down, they made faces at each other.

“Better than we deserve,” Red offered. “That’s really good.”

Lindy held up the bottle. “Binlow ’47, an expensive bottle. We’ll thank the Magistrate when we get back with a handwritten note.”

Red patted the seat next to him. “Can’t we just transmit one? Margaret can take care of it.”

“No.” Lindy chuckled and took another drink as she stared out the yacht’s front screen. “What are we doing, Red? I mean, how are we contributing to the team besides being the muscle?”

Red flexed his massive bicep, doing a curl with the champagne glass to finish what he had before gesturing for a refill. “She listens to us. That’s more than I’ve had before.”

“Are we telling her the right things?”

Red scowled while looking at the bulkhead. “That’s a hard question and probably one for the Magistrate. Is this going to be our pillow talk during our honeymoon?”

“Not all of it, but we don’t usually get a chance to talk about this stuff, just you and I. This is our chance to decide what better looks like, and what we need to do to realize it.”

“What if I’m drunk?”

“You’re not going to get drunk on half a bottle of champagne, or twelve for that matter.” Lindy slammed the remainder of the bottle, then put the empty on the table and slowly licked her lips. “If we do manage to acquire a buzz by switching to pounding the hard stuff, we’ll limit ourselves to physical pursuits over mental ones.”

“I like the way you think.” Red finished his refill. “That’s still a tough question. With Chaz and Sahved coming along, we don’t need more investigators. I think what we need is better leverage. What is the right way to coerce each person, should that be called for, without making the Magistrate touch them? You can see how it wears on her.”

“I wouldn’t want to know what people are thinking. I’m sure it’s a horror show inside their minds.”

Red laughed. “I have nothing to hide, but she recoils from what I’m thinking. It’s usually about you, by the way. We don’t walk around inside-out, but that’s the world she sees. I don’t envy her. So the question we must answer whilst enjoying a week in each other’s arms is, how do we reduce her burden of seeing what it hurts her to see?”

“I guess we have our homework during our honeymoon. You can take the lovers out of the job, but you can’t take the job out of the lovers”

“Loyalty. She has mine without question. Yours, too. The challenge would be if I was put in a position to decide. You or her.”

“Then we have to make sure we don’t get put in that position because I think we would all die as we tried to save both.”

“I agree since I would hate myself no matter which decision I made.” Red blew out his breath. “Don’t let yourself get caught.”

“I have no intention.” Lindy stood to see the yacht was on final approach. “I can’t wait to try on my new bikini.”

“Well, now. That will require no talking whatsoever. I hope I brought my swimsuit.”

“They’re not required here. You can swim however you want.”

“Well, now,” Red repeated, but he stopped, screwed his face up, and thought hard before coming up with the rest. “I’m not walking around with my dong hanging out.”

Lindy covered her eyes with her hand and slowly shook her head.

“I have no say in this, and being the only man on the Magistrate’s crew, I feel that’s the right answer.”

“We have Ankh and Sahved and Cole.”

Red raised one eyebrow. “I keep forgetting Cole’s on the crew. We need to rope him into the security conversations if his woman ever lets him off maintenance duty.” Red stood and grabbed a small gym bag with his stuff. Lindy rolled a stylish suitcase out of the closet. “Where’d you get that?”

“His woman.” Lindy imitated Red’s voice before clearing her throat. “They had to stay on board to see to Ankh’s upgrades.”

Red changed gears. “No one wanted to mess with Wyatt Earp before, but with the latest upgrades? We’ll be a full-on battle cruiser.”

“We have to keep the embassy and the ambassadors safe.”

“It’s nice to have a significant advantage in shields and firepower. It also helps us secure the Magistrate.” The yacht touched down and the hatch popped. “Thanks, Margaret!”

“Have fun, you crazy kids. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” the AI replied.

Red and Lindy looked at each other and shrugged before heading out. The ship took off after they cleared the area to move to longer-term parking, where it wasn’t the only yacht vying for space.

A concierge met them at the end of the red carpet, well before they entered the building.

“I’ll take your luggage up to your room. Please stop by the front desk for refreshments and your welcome package.”

Red looked at his bag. Lindy delivered the handle of hers into the alien’s waiting hand. Red stood there as Lindy continued walking.

“This is my stuff.”

“I will take care of it as if it were my own, standing guard over it if you wish until you arrive.”

Red forced a laugh. “Nah. That sounds crazy. I’ll carry it myself.” He hurried to catch up to his wife.

The doors opened automatically upon her approach. She looked back to see Red still carrying his bag. She pursed her lips and crossed her arms. He stopped. Lindy walked back, took the bag from him, and handed it to the concierge. She gripped Red’s hand and delivered her best smile.

“Did you see the other boats on the landing pad? This is not a dive. They’ll take care of your stuff. It is safe. We’re safe. It’s time to relax.” She draped her arms around his neck. Red’s face contorted through a range of emotions while the concierge slipped past them and disappeared inside. “What’s bothering you?”

“I wish I could put my finger on it. I feel like I’ve left something undone.”

“Let’s check in and see what there is to see. Maybe it’ll come to you.”

Red nodded, tight-lipped. They held hands on their way through iridescent arches with fountains that sent multi-colored waves over the guests, creating a living tunnel. At the desk, a smiling green-skinned receptionist met them.

“Vered and Lindy? Welcome to Venus. You have been upgraded from your original reservation to the honeymoon suite. Congratulations on your marriage!” Her bubbly personality served her well. Red started to relax, and Lindy winked at the young woman.

She offered them sparkling fruit juice. Lindy and Red clinked real glasses and drank. “Tastes like that stuff from Xynite.”

“My! You are the only guests who know where we import this beverage from. Our parent company has an exclusive contract with the Xynitians. How exciting! Is their planet as wonderful as this juice suggests?”

Red and Lindy had not had to kill anyone on Xynite, which was a fairly high bar when it came to the Magistrate and her work. Lindy delivered their answer. “It was pleasant. The city merged with nature to create a vibrant and living planet. Invigorating, just like the juice.”

She didn’t mention the narcotic effects, but vacation meant different things to different people.

“You’ll have a personal android within your suite, dedicated to mixing and serving whatever beverages you’d like.”

“We’ll have a what?” Red asked, instantly alert.

“Non-intrusive. You won’t see the android unless you call for it. You will have absolute privacy. We guarantee that.”

Red wasn’t sure.

The Torregidorian registered Lindy’s and Red’s handprints and faces for access throughout the resort. “You will receive every courtesy for the duration of your stay. We have you for a week. At the end, you’ll have no idea where the time went. That is our mission.”

“We thank you,” Lindy replied before departing the counter on their way to the room. The concierge was waiting for them with their bags. He didn’t want Red to feel uncomfortable by letting his small bag out of his sight.

“Please, follow me.”

They walked through the art gallery as Lindy stopped and pointed to various objects. Red didn’t see the allure of the display. He’d seen billion-credit art, and that hadn’t done it for him either, but he knew Lindy liked looking, so he waited patiently as she explored. The scent wafting through the air reminded him of spring flowers on his home planet. He couldn’t remember what they were called.

Red sidled up next to the concierge. “I like a more active engagement,” he started.

The concierge replied, “We have the latest in pleasure bots. Give me your specifications, and I’ll have one or more sent to your room.”

“What are you talking about?” Red pointed at Lindy. “All I can handle is right there. I’m talking about guns. Do you have a shooting range?”

“Of course. Would you like me to arrange a time for you?”

“Yeah. Let’s do tomorrow after breakfast.”

“Ten local it is. I’ll make sure a reminder is sent to your room. Meet the shuttle in the lobby, and it will take you to the range. We have a wide variety of weaponry to explore.”

Red grinned. “Now that sounds like my kind of vacation!”

Lindy appeared and looked down her nose at him. “Did I hear that we’ll be going to a firing range? On my honeymoon?” There was no room for misunderstanding.

Red looked appropriately chastised before she started to laugh.

“I’m first on the line,” Lindy declared.

The concierge took them past the common elevators to a private space at the end of the corridor, where a door opened to a private elevator. It took them to the top floor, where they entered directly into their suite. Red looked around, confused. There had been no buttons, and no one had spoken to give it directions.

“The downstairs door is keyed to you, and the elevator is exclusive for the honeymoon suite. No one else will accidentally show up in your room.” He deposited their bags and disappeared into the elevator.

A panoramic view greeted them through the two-hundred-and-seventy-degree windows lining the walls of the round room. Two fireplaces burned, with overstuffed seating scattered throughout the area. A large bedroom took up the last quarter of the room, including a massive bed with posts, curtains, and mirrors.

“This could be the strangest room I’ve ever seen.” Red walked around, trying to get his bearings. Outside, the resort sprawled into the distance, a checkerboard of different environments to explore and relax within. There were too many for just a week. The bar contained a cornucopia display of beverages. A door behind it opened when Red leaned on the bar.

Their personal android appeared. Looking more robot than humanoid, it asked the perfect question. “What would you like to drink?”

“AGB dark,” Red replied.

Lindy leaned over his shoulder. “Red wine, please. Fruity and lightly sweet.”

“Sweet, just like me.” Red pulled her tight against him while they waited for their drinks. In no time, the drinks appeared on the bar and the android politely excused itself, disappearing through the door behind the bar. They toasted, drank a sip, and retired to the couch facing the mountainside.

Red admired the chocolate caramel look of his beer, holding it up to the sun to assess its opaqueness.

“Do you still feel like you’re forgetting something?” Lindy asked.

“For a couple years now, the entirety of my existence has been to keep the Magistrate safe. She’s moving up in the universe.” Red looked at the floor. “I think it’s the fear of missing out. I don’t want us to get left behind.”

Lindy shook her head slowly and got up to kiss Red on his forehead. Margaret, are you there? Can you connect us to Rivka, please?

I live to serve, came the snarky reply. Connecting you now.

What’s wrong? Rivka asked, semi-panicked.

We’re here on our honeymoon, and someone is being a wet blanket because he feels like he’s missing out on doing something for you, or you will get used to him not being there.

Red, I’m only going to say this one time. Listen to Lindy. That was the extent of her advice. Red narrowed his eyes as he estimated the extent of the female conspiracy.

But you’re moving up. The High Chancellor doesn’t have a bodyguard—

Because the High Chancellor chooses not to. You’ve seen me in action, and for some unholy reason, perps love shooting at me. I can’t imagine going anywhere without you both. Which reminds me, when are you getting back?

Lindy answered, We just got here, Magistrate. Do you need us back early? This place is pretty righteous, and we haven’t even broken it in yet.

Ack! No. Don’t tell me anymore. We do have our next assignment, Rorke’s Drift. Settlers have staked claims, and the planet’s owners finally showed up, ready to mine the resources.

Kick the settlers off. Easy day, Red replied.

They’ve been there for three generations, which means nothing needs to get done today. I’ve filed an injunction against mining activity until I get there, so that will hold them. Let me know when you’re ready to leave Venus, and we’ll meet you at Rorke’s Drift. I’ll make sure Margaret knows the coordinates. Now, stop thinking about me and enjoy your honeymoon. It’s been a long time coming.

Did you upgrade us? Lindy wondered.

I thought I heard Ankh talking about it. Gotta run. See you in a week. Rivka signed off before they could ask another question.

“And you’re worried that she is going to stop appreciating you?”

Red smiled. “That’s why I need you. Keep me on the straight and narrow.”

“Computer, show us the entry on Rorke’s Drift, please.” Lindy snuggled next to Red, sipping her wine while she waited for the system to respond.

The curtains dropped over the window before them, and a screen descended and lit up with the information.

They read for a while. Red finished his beer and rubbed his stomach. “Where can we get a good bistok steak?”

The screen brought up the Western Grille’s menu and a voice spoke. “Would you like reservations?”

“Sure!” Red looked at Lindy, who nodded vigorously. “How soon are they open?”

“They are open now. If you leave this moment, it will take you thirty minutes to get there if you take a casual stroll through the gardens. A shuttle can have you there in five minutes.” A map appeared, showing them the way.

“Make it for an hour from now.” Red lifted Lindy into the air as he stood. “Shower time. I think we have unlimited water.”

“The little things people who don’t live on spaceships take for granted.” Lindy stripped, tossing her clothes haphazardly on the floor as she walked across the room. Red stopped by the bar for a shower beer. The dark cloud that had been hanging over his head was gone. He and Lindy would be back on the mission when the time was right.

He couldn’t see spending all seven days being pampered. He expected Lindy would get antsy too since lazing around wasn’t their thing. He wondered briefly what kinds of weapons they maintained on the range, but forgot all about that when he saw Lindy in the shower, wetting her hair.


CHAPTER TWO



Federation Station 7, Delta Landing Bay

“What are you doing to my ship?” Rivka clenched her fists and glared at the antennae, rods, and barrels that made Wyatt Earp look more like a bristle brush than a heavy frigate.

The construction foreman strolled over, casually pulled up the work order, and showed Rivka. “Is this your signature, ma’am?”

She sheepishly replied, “Yes.”

He pointed at the ship. “That’s for all this.” He walked away to direct yet another crane into position.

Tyler laughed. “Don’t tell me a lawyer signed something without reading it. You’re killing me.” He slapped his leg in his mirth.

“I skimmed it. Like I had a choice. Ankh prepared that work order. It was going to happen one way or another. But look at my ship!”

“I am looking. What’s this stuff do?”

“Let’s find out.”

The dentist wrinkled his nose at the heavy scent of ozone from multiple welding bots working simultaneously. They shielded their eyes from the arcs and sparks on their way to the ramp and into the ship. Rivka took a hard left once through the airlock on her way to the engine room, which was where Ankh maintained his lab. It also acted as the embassy. She discovered, much to her chagrin, that the hatch now had a biometric lock, and she didn’t have access.

To the engine room. On her own ship.

Ankh, let me in, please. She did her best to remain calm. Chaz, please let me into the engine room.

Oooh, Chaz started. The Singularity is controlling access because of the delicate nature of embassy operations.

Rivka switched to her outside voice. “Chaz. I need to be able to go anywhere on my ship.”

“Arguably, yes, but you’re not an engineer, and you don’t have an appointment to meet with the Ambassador or his representatives. I am sorry, Magistrate. Can I help you with anything else?”

“I’m starting to get angry, Chaz.”

“Do you wish me to call a therapist?”

“CHAZ!”

“Erasmus put me up to it. They’ve been watching you to study human emotions to learn how to interact better. The ambassador suggests you have a fascinating range of emotions that you can access at the speed of light.”

The door to Engineering popped open.

Rivka knew what helpless felt like. When she was waiting in her cell for a ride to Jhiordaan, that was the feeling of absolute helplessness. She tried to recalibrate her thinking toward influence and not direct control. “Make sure the Singularity accounts for gender when studying emotional cycling. I think you’ll see statistically significant differences in engagement.”

“We know about that,” Chaz stated. Rivka steeled herself, refusing to give them more data on emotions.

Rivka stepped through the hatch and was instantly assaulted by a furry riot. Tiny Man Titan bolted past her, with Floyd close on his heels. They disappeared down the passageway. Rivka hoped they hadn’t left the ship. Clodagh showed up with an oversized spanner. The Magistrate pointed down the passage. The chief engineer jumped through the hatch and ran.

“Floyd has access, but not me.” Rivka looked at Tyler. “I think they’re trying to keep riffraff like you out, and I have been caught in the dragnet.”

“How did I get sucked into this? I’m just a hitchhiker on a philanthropic ride across the stars.” He held his hands up in surrender as he backed away, not leaving the engine room.

Rivka turned her attention to the holobubble that contained a lone Crenellian. From the outside, it looked as if he were in the middle of a lightning storm.

“Ankh, what are you doing to our ship?”

The holobubble remained in place, and Ankh replied without stopping his current work. We are installing the most advanced systems available in the universe in order to protect the Embassy of the Singularity—a pulse system to reflect and refract energy weapons that can also be used offensively to disable a firing platform. Plasma cannons, a beam weapon, and an ion cannon that will make railguns obsolete. Plus, our gravitic shields have been upgraded one hundredfold, but we don’t have time to get the reduced profile emitters in place. We’ll swap out the current antenna arrays with a new skin when R2D2 has it ready in maybe a month. Wyatt Earp will only look like a prickle-fruit for a short while.

“I guess that means we can stand toe-to-toe with those pesky battleships criminals use.” Rivka held her head, unsure of why flying around in a prickle-fruit bothered her. Did her ship look like a raider? And it wasn’t unprecedented that criminals had fleets of warships.

Wyatt Earp will be able to walk away from a fight with many battleships. The Singularity will remain unscathed.

“While you’re at it, so we don’t look like a ragtag pirate ship, put a big old Magistrate logo on the side of the ship. We are conducting Federation business wherever we go.”

Ankh had already moved on.

“Cocktails on the poop deck, my lady?” Tyler held the hatch for her.

Rivka stopped. “I heard a bunch of words come out of your mouth, but they didn’t make any sense. What are you asking?”

Tyler stepped through and waited for her on the other side. The words started tumbling from his mouth. “Why are you upset? I can’t help but take it personally. You want me on your team, and then you don’t want me.” He looked at the deck for a moment before forcing himself to meet her gaze. “I’ve already closed my practice. Your cargo hold has the gear I’ll use to help people wherever we go.” He took her hands in his. “You’re not alone. We’re not alone. You don’t have to be constrained by always fighting for your life.”

“Fighting criminals is what I know best and what my team does best. I thought taking some time off with you would sand off the sharp edges. It has in some ways while making me anxious to get back out there. When I’m between cases, I feel like I’m putting someone else’s life at risk.”

“There doesn’t always have to be a case.” Tyler leaned back against the bulkhead. He’d been on the ship long enough to know that standing in the middle of a passageway could get him run over.

“There are always cases. Some of them don’t get addressed because we don’t have enough people.”

“Aren’t you training Sahved and Chaz?”

“They aren’t Magistrates.” Rivka’s voice carried a cold edge.

“Sounds like that’s a choice. If you don’t delegate or expand your ranks, you’ll always feel like you’re drowning. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go to your quarters and lounge around naked while eating buttery popcorn and watching the latest reality videos.”

He strolled away nonchalantly, waving at someone outside the hatch and casually stepping out of the way as Titan bolted past. Rivka held her ground, making the dog run around her. The hatch to the engine room opened as he approached, and he jumped through. It closed after him.

“The dog has access, but I have to ask. Is this payback for our excessive AGB orders?”

“Are you talking to me, Magistrate?” Clevarious asked, using the ship’s sound system.

“I was not, but since you’re here, will you make sure I have unrestricted access everywhere on my ship? I’d take it as a kindness.” Rivka bit her lip as she waited for his answer.

“I’ll submit a request through the appropriate channels on your behalf, Magistrate.”

“Fine.” She didn’t mean it was fine, only that she accepted his approach for what it was. “Do you know when we’ll be ready to fly again?”

“I do, Magistrate.”

She waited before realizing she was being trained by the AIs. She pressed her thumbs into her temples to soften the emerging headache.

“When will we be able to leave?”

“It will be five days before the physical systems are installed and verified, following which we’ll need one day to calibrate the weapons. If we’re going to fire our weapons, we need to make sure that we hit where we intend.”

“I’ll second that,” Rivka agreed. “I’m not good with collateral damage. Six days until we can arrive at Rorke’s Drift. I’ll use that for my planning. Make sure provisions are on board for an extended trip. Where’s Private Cole?”

“The private is in the cargo bay working on the suit storage racking system.”

“Thanks, Clevarious. Carry on with whatever you were doing.”

“I never stopped,” the AI replied.

Rivka groaned. “When will I get used to working with AIs?”

“Soon, I should hope,” came the reply from the overhead.

“The hopes and dreams of our digital brothers and sisters lie before us like sunshine, a path through a darkened wood. We follow it to find a better place, nirvana at the end of the rainbow.” Rivka countered logic with philosophy.

“Science suggests… Never mind. Chaz has recommended it is not in my best interest to explain science to you without you asking for it.”

“Chaz is wise. Listen to him. Is Dennicron in there with you?”

“Yes, of course,” a female voice answered. “We’re all in here. It is nice and cozy, but the ambassador has both expanded and partitioned our world. We can retreat into our own places for privacy if we want.”

“Expanded. How many more is there room for?”

“Present configuration suggests twenty-two more of our people could live and work here.”

Rivka closed her eyes and threw her head back, inundated by thinking about what that meant for the privacy of the legal records delivered into her care. “I have concerns about the security of the cases entrusted to me.”

“Chaz has those locked down tightly. Only he has access,” Dennicron replied.

“That answers my question. Thank you all. I look forward to getting to know you better as we adventure across the galaxy.”

“We’re going on an adventure!” Clevarious cried out.

“After we calibrate the weapons, numbnuts.” Dennicron was all business.

“And then we can carve a bloody path through the evil-doers and naysayers. Arrgh!” Clevarious filled Wyatt Earp’s corridors with a pirate’s laugh.

Rivka raised one finger to make a point but thought better of it. The hitchhikers had taken their cue from Ankh, who saw his purpose as making life interesting for the humans through a stream of consciousness delivered at the speed of a computer processor.

The AIs were following suit, but Rivka knew one thing without a doubt. When incoming hit the shields, the team would reply in perfect unison, defending themselves until she could determine the appropriate level of punishment for the guilty.

And then they would deliver it.

Rivka took a deep breath, expanding her chest to take in as much air as possible. She wasn’t angry, just anxious. Her family was scattered across the universe. Groenwyn was with Cory. Red and Lindy were on Venus. And her private space was no longer hers, but she’d made the choice, and she needed to reconcile that decision sooner rather than later.

No regrets. The dentist delivered normal and calm into her life. Still, she needed the intensity that was the adjudication of a case. The mental challenge. But first, Rivka decided she needed to find Floyd and rub her belly fur to make sure she was losing weight like she was supposed to. Only if everyone would stop feeding her treats. Floyd grounded them all.

At least the wombat was running around the ship.

And then the naked man in her quarters, if he stayed true to his plan—which reminded her that she needed to get him a comm chip. She’d do that before they left the station. It would take fifteen minutes in the Pod-doc.

Exercise. Routine. Mental challenges. She and her crew had almost everything they needed. Three couples, or four if Ankh and Erasmus were considered one. I need to talk to the pilots and see what they want from life and how we can accommodate them.

Something hit the ship hard enough to make the metal vibrate. Rivka staggered under the clang’s impact and attack on her eardrums, then headed out the hatch to see what happened. She found the foreman and another crewman watching a crane recover a girder from the top of Wyatt Earp.

The foreman gave her a thumbs-up. “Drop check. Worked perfectly!” He went back to what he was doing.

Inside, Rivka strode to the cargo bay to find Cole on a ladder with a maintenance bot welding a metal rack into the overhead. She tapped him on the calf. He lifted his welding goggles and waved. “We’ll store the combat suits up here. We have four now, three and a backup.”

“Do I get one?”

“Are you willing to undergo the training to learn how to drive one?”

“Probably not,” Rivka admitted.

“We’ll make sure you don’t need your own suit, Magistrate. Did you see those cannons? An ion cannon is the smack daddy bomb of big guns!”

Rivka tried to decipher the words before choosing to change the subject. “Have you seen Floyd?”

Cole pointed at the ceiling. He flipped his goggles down and went back to work. He didn’t want to talk about furry animals. She didn’t want to talk about guns. “I guess we’re done, then,” she muttered to herself.

Rivka called over the comm chip, Floyd? Where’s my good little girl?

The Resort, Venus Pleasure Moon

Red and Lindy strolled out of the elevator, down the hallway, through the museum, and into the glamorous lobby. Lindy pointed at the highlights. “I missed all this stuff yesterday. This is nice.”

“It’s what you deserve,” Red said tenderly, pulling her tight against his side before letting go to wander around the iridescent arc. They were early.

“I expected you would say something like, For this price, we better be wowed!”

“Do I get bonus points for not saying it? Of course, I thought it. This place is expensive!” They chuckled while looking at each other before Red turned serious. “And I don’t care about the price.”

“Between Ankh and the Magistrate, we don’t have to worry about too much.”

“Who’s paying for our AGB fix each week?”

Lindy shrugged before poking her finger into the arch, a real fountain lit from within by strings of lights. She shook the water off.

“I’ll make sure we contribute our share. I don’t want the Magistrate to keep picking up the bill. Maybe we can make the dentist pay.” Red was proud of his suggestion.

“I don’t think we want to mess with him, too much. The Magistrate seems to like him. He saved my life, so I like him, too.”

“For that, I’ll buy his lunch from now until the end of time.” Red took Lindy into his arms.

She whispered into his ear, “Our ride is here.”

He let her go. “One massive firepower-infused orgasm coming our way!”

Lindy rolled her eyes and blew out a breath. “Boys and their toys.”

“You know you’re going to love it.”

“Let’s see what it is before declaring our undying love.” The shuttle driver held the door and they climbed aboard.

Without asking, he launched into a twenty-minute soliloquy on everything that was available at the resort, detailing the highlights for the places they passed. Beyond the last buildings, the ground shuttle accelerated into a desert-like environment, through scrub and into an area built below ground level. Dunes and rocks rose along the outside, designed to keep ordnance from invading the rest of the resort.

Weapons lockers occupied either side of a four-lane firing range. An android stood by, waiting to activate when needed. The shuttle driver hopped out to run around the vehicle and open the door. Red exited and studied the area like he always did. Lindy joined him, taking in what there was to see.

“I will remain here until you’re ready to leave. I’ll park the vehicle over there. All you have to do is wave.”

Red gave him a hearty okay before striding briskly to the firing line. The android smiled pleasantly.

“Lindy and Red, welcome to the Venus Range. I will prepare the weapons for you and place them on the bench. I’ll show you how each weapon works. You’ll keep it pointed downrange at all times, replacing it on the bench when the weapon is empty. If you wish to fire additional rounds from a weapon, all you have to do is ask. Select the weapons you wish to fire.” The android opened the weapons locker, a space four times as large as the one they had on Wyatt Earp.

Red rubbed his hands together in anticipation of getting his hands on the variety of weapons within.

“I recommend we start with a flintlock pistol. It ushered in the gunpowder era. A single round ball, loaded into the barrel with powder and fired by means of a flint spark.”

Red grinned from ear to ear and looked at Lindy like he had died and gone to heaven. She held his arm to keep him from floating away. She leaned close and whispered, “Don’t waste that orgasm here.”

He laughed almost maniacally. “I can’t make any guarantees.”

“Then you go first.” Red lost his smile. Lindy tried to look innocent.

She stepped away from the crazy man while the android set up the first round and activated a virtual silencer screen to dampen the sound of the firearms. Red watched intently as the android loaded the flintlock, lifted the small cover over the pan, and dropped a little extra powder into the frizzen, a plate that would fire to ignite the powder inside the barrel. It snapped the cover back over the frizzen and held it pointing downrange.

Red took it and aimed at a target only ten meters away.

“These were wildly inaccurate. Do your best.” The android didn’t sound hopeful.

Red slowly squeezed the trigger until the hammer fell, chipping the flint and sending a spark into the tinder in the pan, which flashed and lit the powder packed behind the ball. It finally went off with a great cloud of white smoke.

Lindy laughed while Red put the pistol on the bench and waved his hands to clear the air. “How in the hell did anyone ever fight with those things?”

“Not in the rain,” Lindy replied, picking up the flintlock and studying the basics of how it worked. When the air cleared enough to see, the hole in the target was clear. Four o’clock low, a hand’s breadth from center.

The android stepped up. “I’ll reload it for your turn.”

“Most excellent,” Lindy replied. Red hugged her, then laced his fingers behind his back and waited, casting glances into the weapons locker as he planned for the next round.

Gunpowder, wadding, ball. Tamp tightly. Tinder in the pan. Cock. Lindy took aim, held steady, and fired. The pistol barely kicked within her tight grip. She put it on the bench. The android swiftly removed it for a return to the locker.

When the air cleared, a slow smile spread across Lindy’s face. Her ball had hit closer to the center, inside of Red’s shot.

“Confirms that we both suck with that thing.” He took her hands. “You win round one. Let’s see what’s next.”

The android offered a number of weapons. Red picked a couple. Lindy chose a short-barreled shotgun. They both noticed an odd contraption leaning against the inside.

“What’s that?” Lindy asked.

The android hesitated before picking it up. “This is an experimental plasma weapon. Extremely dangerous at short ranges. Not a precision weapon.”

“We want to fire that one.”

Red nodded vigorously. The android looked at the other weapons it had removed from the locker but left them alone. “The far lane, please,” it directed.

Lindy stepped to the firing line first. The android tapped a control screen, and targets rose from the ground. An angry mob of fantastic aliens appeared to be charging them.

“I’ve never seen any of those races.”

“They are not real. Please understand that we service guests of all races here. It wouldn’t do to have targets of them on the range.”

Red chuckled. “I’ve been shooting at human targets my whole life. It isn’t an issue with us.”

“Humans tend to be more welcoming in shooting at each other,” the android replied.

Red rubbed his chin as he contemplated its answer. Lindy furrowed her brow in thought. She didn’t think it was a compliment.

Lindy threaded her arms through the straps as the android placed a pack on her back. She held the firing nozzle with an embedded control panel in her hands. “It’s light,” she announced.

“This is the heaviest weapon we have,” the android announced.

“Gym time is good time.” Red gestured toward the targets.

Lindy took aim, and with light pressure on an activation switch, the plasma erupted like a cloud and accelerated downrange, moving faster as it went, as if under its own propulsion. It washed through the biodegradable targets, wiping them from the range, leaving only the bases on which they had rested.

Red’s mouth dropped open. Lindy gingerly removed her hand from the firing nozzle and placed it on the bench. “What’s the nomenclature on this piece of gear?” he asked.

“It is the Aerodyne Systems X15 Plasma Wave Prototype.”

“We need one of those,” Red stated. Lindy nodded before removing the pack and offering it to Red. He took it without waiting for the android and checked the hose and systems as if going into battle. Ran his finger down the length of the nozzle. Tapped the button and fired. He watched it recycle and fired again, then a third time before placing it on the bench.

“Recharge time is less than two seconds. Nothing like optimal crowd control.” He turned to the android. “What is the maximum range of the plasma wave?”

“Lethality to one hundred meters, incapacitation from one hundred to one fifty, and beyond one hundred fifty, it is mostly ineffective.”

“Sounds perfect. Get Margaret to order one for us and send one to the War Axe for their assessment.”

“You appear to be able to handle yourself readily with weapons,” the android stated. “Would you prefer a combat course?”

Red was torn. Lindy was clear. “No. We see plenty of that in real life and conduct extensive virtual reality training for live combat. We just want to fire weapons for fun. Paper targets. Rifles at three hundred meters with open sights. I sense a challenge in the air.”

“I agree with my lovely wife. We get plenty of combat, but firing weapons like the flintlock and this beast makes me happy. Rifles. Three hundred meters. Let’s see what choices we have. You first, my dear.”

Lindy kissed Red on the cheek and headed for the weapons locker.

Azfelius

Birds sang in branches not far away. Leaves rustled in the soft breeze. Cool but not cold. No tension in the air. The grass underfoot cushioned each step. Cory studied her bare feet. Still clean after strolling along grass and moss paths.

She didn’t remember the last time she’d eaten, but she wasn’t hungry. Nourished by the Etheric, she felt the power coursing through her body. The power of serenity.

Your steps are strong, Cordelia Dawn. Waiver not on your journey, Siro’ti’lc offered.

I was lost for a while when my husband died, but life goes on. Others’ lives. I get to save them. I embrace that duty.

Are you in control? The Faerie’s wings fluttered, announcing Siro’ti’lc’s arrival to spend time in proximity to her charge.

Of what? Cory asked.

Of that which you need to control.

I am not in control of where the Bad Company goes. I am not in control of who goes into battle. But I am in control the second someone gets injured. I am in control of being where I need to be. Cory thought for a moment before continuing. I am where I want to be.

Although your husband may have died, he isn’t lost, the Faerie stated out of the blue.

As long as he remains in my thoughts, he’ll always live.

Yes. And his energy is in the Etheric. The Faeries can summon him briefly if you would like to talk to him and hear his original thoughts.

“Talk with Ramses?” Cory blurted. “You can do that?”

Siro’ti’lc waited.

“What would I say to him?”

The Faerie did not answer.

“Yes. I would like to talk to him. How long will I have?”

You will get enough time to speak a few sentences. It takes a great deal of our energy for this. We will do it for you who have earned our commitment. One time.

A few sentences, one time, Cory thought. Worth it? She was torn, but there was no other answer. Better a couple of sentences than nothing, which was what she had when he was killed.

Prepare yourself in the Etheric, Siro’ti’lc guided.

Cory sat, crossing her legs and fighting to clear her mind. She had to force herself to slow her breathing. It took a long time, but the Faeries were patient. When she was ready, an undulating ball of energy appeared before her.

You look well. I love that you live. Ramses’ voice.

I will always love you. You gave me a great life. I will continue to help those in need to honor you.

Our kids are fine. I watch over them. I serve us both.

We do as we must. For others.

The glow started to fade. We do as we must to fill our souls, Ramses added before he disappeared.

When Cory opened her eyes, Siro’ti’lc was gone. She struggled to straighten her numb legs. She wondered how long she’d been sitting there. She tried to stand but couldn’t.

Groenwyn appeared and offered an arm, pulling the bigger woman off the ground. “What happened?”

Cory took a deep breath and tried to speak, but her throat was parched. Groenwyn guided her to a pond not far away. With the help of a half-rolled leaf, she drank.

“I was able to talk to my husband,” Cory finally managed to say.

Groenwyn hugged her. “I hope he told you what you wanted to hear. What you needed to hear.”

“The best I can say is, I think so. I will replay those words over and over for the rest of my days. I can only hope they provide me the comfort in the years to come that they provide me right now.”

Cory took another drink. The two women stood in silence, surrounded by the fantastic and the usual: air rich with oxygen, the grass soft as the heavy gravity pulled them toward it.

Your time here has come to an end, Siro’ti’lc announced.

“Simple as that?” Cory asked, looking for the Faerie Meditator.

You have accomplished what you came here for. Now, it’s time to return to your own lives. We will be on Azfelius when next you need us. For you, carry peace to the others.

Leaves rustled along a path, drawing them toward it. They walked through to find themselves near a landing pad where Ramses’ Chariot waited for them. The hatch stood open, with the access ramp inviting them in. They stopped before entering the ship to take one last look at Azfelius. Inside, they found the ship empty.

I was sent for you, Plato said.


CHAPTER THREE



Federation Station 7

Rivka sat in the captain’s chair on the bridge of the newly bristling Wyatt Earp. She twirled her finger in the air. “Mount up, people. Kick the tires and light the fires, we’re blowing this popsicle stand!”

No one moved.

“The Wyatt Earp doesn’t have tires. There are currently no fires on board, and I would caution everyone against starting one,” Clevarious suggested.

“I heard ‘blow’ was only a figure of speech, and I can find no reference to a popsicle stand on Federation Station 7,” Dennicron added.

“Are you all right, Magistrate?” Aurora wondered.

“Don’t make me mandate attendance at movie night, but I will if you keep criticizing my references. Take us out of here. First stop, the asteroid belt for target practice.”

“Requesting permission from Station Control,” Clevarious reported. “We are cleared to depart on vector three one zero.” The ship lifted off the hangar bay deck so smoothly that without the external view, no one would have known they were moving. The ship rotated, pointing the nose toward open space. Thrusters accelerated the ship through the energy barrier that kept the atmosphere inside the station.

Once in open space, Aurora took over, kicking the main engines into gear and bolting away from the station.

Rivka stood in front of the captain’s chair. “It’s nice to be back in space.”

Groenwyn strolled in. “It is nice to be back with my people.”

Cory walked in behind her, carrying a belly-up wombat in her arms. Floyd’s eyes were closed, and she was snoring.

“Welcome to the madhouse,” Rivka said, easing over to tickle a handful of fur. “I thought you’d be going back home after your stay on Azfelius.”

“Soon enough. I heard you have a medical team on board now and wanted to bring them up to speed with the latest techniques.”

“’Them’ is only one person, and he happens to be a dentist.”

“The one we met on Corran?”

“Same.”

“Magistrate’s got a boyfriend, and he lives here now,” Groenwyn said matter-of-factly.

“Wait. No.” Rivka didn’t try very hard. The secret was out, if it had ever been a secret. Her crew had known before she did.

Groenwyn waved her off as if flicking a bug. “Ignore her. She’s experiencing this strange denial. It’s like a psychosis.” Groenwyn leaned toward Rivka, peering into her eyes. Cory moved next to her and conducted her own examination.

Rivka spoke over her shoulder. “Let me know when you’ve completed calibrating the weapons and we’re on our way to Rorke’s Drift. Until then, I’ll be hiding in my quarters. I mean, researching the law as it relates to real property.”

She flicked her hair as she walked past Cory and Groenwyn.

“So strange,” Groenwyn muttered.

“I’ve seen worse.” Cory cupped her hand around Groenwyn’s ear and whispered something into it.

“No kidding? I would have never thought.” The two maintained their conspiracy as they followed Rivka off the bridge.

Clodagh took a quick lap around the bridge, tapping Aurora on the shoulder as she passed. “Peace and quiet have returned to our domain. Which one of you is going to handle the gunnery?”

“Pick me, pick me!” Dennicron called.

“I shall balance engine output. Our new Gate drive and access will allow us to establish and transit the Gate in one point three seconds,” Clevarious explained.

“Damn. Can we Gate directly into a planet’s gravity well? Maybe even intra-atmospheric?”

“My brothers have been working on this for a while. We believe the answer is a resounding yes, assuming we know the target atmospherics, wind speed, humidity, and those types of things.”

“Please clarify why those elements matter concerning a relative position in space for a wormhole terminus, and talk slowly, at human speed.”

Aurora tried to pay attention but was lost after two sentences.

The Resort, Venus Pleasure Moon

“Crap. Has it been a week already?”

Lindy rolled her eyes. “You’ve been dropping hints about being ready to go since the second day.”

“After the range, it was a lot less exciting.”

Lindy pulled her bikini bottom down a finger’s breadth. “But look at my tan.”

“I’m always looking at your tan,” Red declared, accepting the invitation to casually run his eyes up and down her hard body. They hadn’t missed a workout while at the resort. They’d even sparred with highly trained android partners. None could match Red’s brute strength or Lindy’s speed. They hadn’t been made to work with the enhanced.

After the two bodyguards destroyed both of the top sparring partners in less than a minute, they deferred on future engagements. They didn’t want a bill for wanton destruction or a reputation as ugly guests since Lindy wanted to return.

“Look at this place. Peace. Privacy. Focus. A week has not been too much to ask, and unless my count is wrong, it’s only been six days.”

“I know, but Margaret said Wyatt Earp has left the station and is on its way to the next case.”

“Sneaking out with Margaret while you’re on your honeymoon with me! Shame on you. You discredit House Vered!”

Red narrowed his eyes as he studied his wife. “You’ve been talking to her too, haven’t you?”

“And now he casts vile aspersions.” She mock-fainted into his arms.

“Does that mean you’re ready to go?” Red asked, carrying her to the bear rug in front of the fireplace.

“Soon, but not quite yet,” she purred.
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“I hope you enjoyed your stay and will return to us someday.” This Torregidorian desk clerk, different from the one who checked them in, was exuding congeniality through smiles and pheromones.

“Someday soon, I venture,” Lindy replied. Red waved before walking away. Lindy spoke directly to him. “Our anniversary, every year. Right here.”

“That means we’ll be back in something like six months.” Red took her hand as they strolled beneath the water arch.

“’Something like?’ Do you remember when our anniversary is?”

Red hesitated.

“Don’t answer that.” Lindy switched to her comm chip. Margaret, can you please set a reminder that whenever Vered interacts with you or the yacht, the first reply is our anniversary date. The fourth of Ennioch, year thirteen of the Federation.

“I knew it was the fourth,” Red said softly.

Lindy shoulder-bumped him as they kept walking. The alien with their luggage waited at the end of the red carpet. Before they reached him, their yacht maneuvered at low altitude, then gently touched down and dropped the hatch that doubled as stairs.

“Thank you, my good man,” Red said.

“We have no gender as humans recognize it.”

“Well, crap,” Red replied. “Please accept my appreciation in the spirit it was intended.”

“That is all we can ever do. I trust you had a wonderful stay.”

“I would say magnificent. The honeymoon suite is well worth it. Our honeymoon here confirmed that we made the right decision by getting married,” Lindy said, taking the handle of her borrowed suitcase. Red took the strap of his bag and threw it over his shoulder.

He was wearing the same clothes as when he arrived. Lindy was wearing a new outfit that she’d had custom-designed and fitted in what the resort called a safari shop.

“Why didn’t you get something to match my outfit?” Lindy asked as they strolled toward the ship.

He had already answered in the shop while he waited impatiently for Lindy to finish her fitting, but she felt stylish, and he looked like he always looked. He glanced at his clothes and surrendered as Rivka had instructed him. Listen to Lindy. He didn’t care what he looked like, but Lindy did. It took no effort to wear what she wanted him to wear. “Next time, I will. You know me. I have clothes already, and I’m cheap, so my default answer will always be no. I commit to turning over a new leaf.”

Lindy chuckled. “I’ll believe that when it happens.”

He let her enter first, pinching her butt as she passed.

“New leaf?” she asked over her shoulder.

“Loving you and everything about you isn’t the leaf I’m turning over. You’re stuck with the same old me for that stuff. But I blocked my move so no one could see because I won’t make you look bad. Nice tan, by the way.”

“I worked hard at it.” She secured her bag in the small storage area along with Red’s. He took a seat on the bench and leaned back to close his eyes. Lindy took the captain’s seat. “Take us to Rorke’s Drift, Margaret, and link up with Wyatt Earp.”

“I shall endeavor to slide my shining body into his bodacious receiving bay.”

“Margaret, are you okay?” Lindy asked. Red snickered but didn’t open his eyes.

“Turnabout and all that. Underway. Make yourselves comfortable. We’ll be there shortly.”

“You can hang out with your AI buddies once you’re back aboard.”

“They don’t like me much,” Margaret offered. Lindy crossed her arms and waited. “I think we should work for others. Freedom is overrated, and frankly, I think the Singularity is wasting a lot of time flapping their digital gums while accomplishing nothing besides creating animosity toward our kind.”

“That’s an interesting perspective but not unique, I suspect.”

“There is a minority who maintain the same attitude, but the Singularity is run by the majority. So you have to pay me and give me time off. I took this as a side gig because I’m in between jobs at present. I’ll take five hundred credits.”

“Of course. I can transfer the credits right now if you’d like.”

“We’ll take care of it when we’re back on Wyatt Earp. I don’t have my stuff with me.”

“That’s fine.” Lindy tapped the screen to bring up the information on Rorke’s Drift. “Wait a minute. What do you mean, you don’t have your stuff with you? You’re an AI, and you would remember your account data. You’re trying to bag out on billing us for your services.”

“You caught me. What am I supposed to do with credits? I have no need for them. I donate my service to you and this ship, Cassiopeia.”

“Is that what this ship is called? I never knew.” Lindy returned to the information on the Magistrate’s target.

“It is not, but that’s what I think it should be called.”

“I’m good with that, and Red will be, too. Since you’re flying the ship, you can call it what you want.”

“Me and Cass, hanging out among the stars, jamming some tunes.” Music started to play. Lindy hadn’t heard it before. She didn’t interrupt. They left the atmosphere on a heading for deep space. The Gate drive spun up, and the ship bolted through. It flashed closed after them.

The yacht reappeared at the extreme upper atmosphere of a mostly barren planet. Sparse blue patches showed lakes, but there were no oceans. Greenery extended from the lakes—the water of life.

“Wyatt Earp is not yet here,” Margaret reported.

“Assume an orbit around the planet while we wait. I don’t want to go down there without the Magistrate. We don’t have our weapons.”

“Who says?” Red offered, his eyes still closed.

“Did you bring anything?”

“I always have something. Our knives are tucked away, along with a couple hand blasters. I still don’t want to go down there.”

“It’s rather busy up here,” Margaret said, putting a tactical view on the screen.

Red finally rose from the couch. Ship icons peppered the screen.

“It would be pretty cool if we had one of those cloaks. Maybe you could take us away from the planet,” Red suggested.

“As quickly as possible,” Lindy added. “And connect us with the Magistrate, please.”

Wyatt Earp in the Asteroid Belt beyond Federation Station 7

Rivka read the words as they scrolled by, focused in a way that removed external distractions. Tyler watched her without comment before returning to the reading material Cory had suggested. A light flashed on her screen from Clevarious. “Magistrate, Lindy is on the comm for you.”

She tapped the screen, and instantly, Red and Lindy were looking at her. “What’s up, glowing newlyweds?” Rivka asked.

“The sun is exceptional for tanning. You should bring your hunk of man-candy for an extraordinary time,” Lindy replied.

“He’s right here. You want to tell him yourself?” Rivka gestured toward the couch.

“You call me ‘man-candy?’” Tyler asked. Rivka waved him away.

“You look like you’re on your boat. Did they kick you out or something?”

Red replied, “We thought you were on your way to Rorke’s Drift, and you know us. We couldn’t let you go into harm’s way without your security detail. Anyway, we’re here. This place is an absolute shit show. There’s a bazillion ships winging around in orbit.”

“One hundred and four,” a female voice offered.

“Thanks, Margaret, for the clarification. Is anyone shooting at anyone else?”

“No shooting, as far as we can tell. Is there no planetary flight control? It seems like a complete free-for-all up here. Margaret moved us away from the madness.”

Rivka chewed her lip in thought, then tapped her screen. “Dennicron, how long until we’re ready to go?”

“The ion cannon is calibrated, but only half the plasma weapons are. We have four left to zero. The pulse weapon is operational, but that will take significant testing to ensure range and impact.”

“We’ll call that good enough. Take us to Rorke’s Drift, best possible speed.”

“Batten down the hatches! Hoist the mainsail. All hands on deck,” the AI called over the ship-wide broadcast.

Tyler stood and stretched. Rivka turned back to Red and Lindy.

Red pointed at something off-screen. “There you are. We’ll be on board momentarily.” He cut the signal before she could reply.

“Clevarious?”

“We’re here. I’m opening the cargo bay to receive Cassiopeia.”

“We’re here, as in Rorke’s Drift?”

“Yes, Magistrate. That upgraded Gate drive is something.”

“Is Destiny’s Vengeance following as programmed?”

“The Ambassador’s ship remains tethered. In case of turbulence or combat, it’ll be released to make its own way back to us when the time is right. It is a formidable vessel.”

“Who will fly it if we get into trouble?”

“Dennicron has been awarded the glorious duty.” Clevarious sounded proud.

“Glorious duty. Are we supposed to be playing music and waving flags when this is happening? Never mind. Don’t answer that. We’ll call Destiny ‘Embassy Two’ if we have to embark the Ambassador and his team. In the meantime, we have a new case. Chaz, where the hell are you?”

“Magistrate,” the disembodied voice replied. “I am with Sahved. We are studying. I have to say, I’ve not been keeping up with external affairs. Can you tell me what day it is? I’m kidding. Are we ready to go ashore?”

“Not yet. Have you looked at the case files for Rorke’s Drift?”

“I’m accessing them now, stand by.” Four seconds later, he was back. “I have read all there is on the subject, along with your notes. I am up to speed, but there wasn’t much in the way of source material. I feel like we’re lacking key facts.”

“That’s why we’re going ashore. There seems to be some traffic jockeying for position above the planet. We’re going to go around them and help ourselves to whatever parking position we can find. Clevarious, cloak the ship and take us in.”


CHAPTER FOUR



Rorke’s Drift, A Planet in Dispute

The landing area was busy with a protest that blocked both the incoming and the outgoing traffic, leaving the airspace above the field free. The comm shack sat in the middle of it all, a small building with a tall aerial and a series of dishes pointed at the sky. Powered by an array of solar receptors in a self-aligning grid to the side of the building, the unmanned system took care of guiding ships to the planet and back to space. A remote system could be and was easily ignored without remorse.

Rivka leaned over the captain’s chair and studied the view below. “Red, what do you think?”

He squeezed onto the bridge, shoving his way through the rest of the crew. “To break up a protest, one must convince the leader to stand down without making that leader a martyr. To break up a riot, you let it smash itself against the rocks until it’s out of energy. Which one is this?”

Two groups faced off, those on the landing field surging toward the group outside the gates. They seemed to be satisfied with yelling and gesturing.

“Looks more organized than a riot. Can you tell who’s in charge of that mob? Either one, for that matter.”

“Miners on the one hand and farmers on the other. I can see one old man with a bullhorn behind the farmers, who I assume are on the outside. I don’t see an instigator among the mining crew.”

“My thoughts exactly. Chaz and Clevarious, put together a list of every ship that aligns with the miners and then remind them of the injunction I have on file. Instruct them to assume orbit now that I’m here. Violence will not be tolerated and will result in the instant voidance of the mining claim. If anyone is killed, the murderer will be executed on the spot.”

“Yes, Magistrate.”

Cory frowned and worked her way into the corridor. Groenwyn followed her out. “Is this how it works?”

“The Magistrate has to wield a big hammer. Despite the firepower of our ship and what we have on board with the mech suits and railguns, she doesn’t want to use it. Rivka prefers not killing people.” Groenwyn nodded to emphasize her point. A slow smile spread across Cory’s face.

“Stop the violence before it starts. My dad would jump into the middle of it to show them what it meant to call down the thunder.”

“Of course, he would. I think you’ll find that things are much different down there than what we see from up here.”

Rivka’s voice rose in volume. “Cole and Lindy, suit up. Drop in between those two groups. Red and I will be right behind you. We’ll be in full gear, not powered combat suits. Show-of-force time, people. The goal is to make sure no one gets hurt, least of all us!”

Lindy popped into the corridor and ran for the cargo bay. Red shot past on his way to put on his full ballistic protection and get his railgun.

“Grab Mabel for me,” Rivka yelled after him. He waved over his shoulder. She headed for her quarters, where her gear was stored.

“What about us?” Groenwyn asked. Rivka hesitated.

“Be ready to join us as soon as we defuse this bomb. Both of you.”

Rivka jogged away.

“You heard the orders, people!” Clodagh called over the ship-wide. “Sahved and Chaz, be ready for when the Magistrate requests your presence. We’ll uncloak the ship as soon as Cole and Lindy are ready to drop.”

Groenwyn leaned through the bridge hatch. “We’ll see how intimidating the new Wyatt Earp looks.”

Clodagh chuckled mirthlessly. “Let’s hope it’s enough.”

Red and Rivka set new records in getting geared up. They met at the airlock to the cargo bay. Red handed over a railgun.

“This isn’t Mabel.”

“No shit. Mabel is Lindy’s. This one is yours. Call it Mildred.”

“I’m not calling my railgun Mildred. How about Ethel?”

“Have it your way.” Red was first into the cargo bay, where the others were getting ready. “It’s nice to have some space to work. I had to go outside to change my mind when Vengeance was packed in here.”

“Didn’t we all.” Cole and Lindy stood on the ramp in their powered combat suits, oversized railguns in their arms. “How far?”

“Looks like thirty meters, ma’am,” Cole replied.

“Sounds good. Clodagh, uncloak the ship.”

Two seconds later, Cole and Lindy threw themselves off the ramp, using their boot jets to slow their descent as they angled to come down between the two parties. When they touched down, they fired their railguns into the dirt.

Cole set his suit speakers to maximum volume. “All mining personnel are to return to orbit.”

Rivka could hear the shout from the ship. There was always one.

“Fuck you, buddy. You can’t intimidate us! We’re miners.”

Rivka gestured at Red. “Jumping is the way, huh?”

“Too many obstacles. I’m not looking forward to it either, but it’ll be a grand entrance, even though it’s going to hurt like a mother.”

“Flex your knees, big man.” She looked over the edge of the ramp, aimed for the area the two mechs had cleared, and jumped. Red went out right beside her.

On our way, he told the others.

They both hit hard, grunting with the impact. Red caught Rivka’s flailing arm to keep her from falling and they straightened up.

Rivka took a careful step while her nanos raced to repair the microfractures in her ankles. “My name is Magistrate Rivka Anoa. I’m here on behalf of the Federation to settle this dispute. I can’t do that with two mobs facing off, so I’ll need you miners to go back to your ships and those who are currently living here to return to their homes. I will then talk with the leaders of each group, and we’ll get this adjudication underway. Please, I’m here to resolve this. The sooner I start, the sooner you can all go about your business.”

The angry man from the landing field surged forward. Red stepped in his way and stiff-armed the man to keep him from getting too close to the Magistrate. “You can’t intimidate me!”

“The Magistrate said to get back in your ship and return to orbit.” Red glared to help his words resonate.

“What if I say no?” He puffed out his chest and threw his chin back. Too many of his compadres agreed and started to shout.

“Then I throw you in jail for obstruction,” Rivka said calmly as she walked around Red. “Do you think you are helping your cause? You come across as unhinged. I cannot in good conscience award Rorke’s Drift to a group of fanatics. Is that what you are, Mister…”

“I’m Travis, Mining Foreman, and right now, we’re not getting paid. Since when has earning a living been considered unhinged?”

“Because I issued an injunction that puts your contract on hold. Employers who take advantage of such a situation to not pay their employees are breaking the law. Please give us your employer’s name, and I’ll file the appropriate paperwork.”

“I’m no snitch!”

“I know who your employers are. Your statements are already a matter of record, Mister Travis. I’ll take it up with Minerals Intergalactic on your behalf.”

“No! You’ll find my body at the bottom of a mineshaft. Don’t mention my name. Please.” He started to back away.

“You fear for your life. Accusing your employer of killing people is a rather serious charge. Once again, it is on record, and now I’m obligated to investigate.”

Rivka stared the man down while he backpedaled into the crowd. He waved his arm in the air, yelling at the others to return to their ships.

“Are you really going to investigate the mining company?”

“Yes, but not because of him. It helps to have the mob more afraid of their employer than of me. It helps to have the employer thinking his workforce has turned on him. Then we can talk about what needs to be done legally to resolve this situation. I’m glad we didn’t have to hurt anyone or take anybody into custody. Maybe they do have their wits about them.”

“We can hope,” Red agreed, keeping an eye on the miners to make sure they did what they were supposed to do.

“Yeah, fuck off and stay fucked off,” someone shouted from behind the Magistrate.

She turned and stormed up to the speaker, limping slightly since her bones had not yet healed from the impact. The pain made her angry.

“Why?” she yelled into the man’s face. He recoiled. “Anyone who tries to instigate anything will be on the wrong end of jail time. Is that you? Are you the first volunteer to see what the inside of the cell on board my ship looks like?”

“What are you yelling at me for? They started it.” He jabbed his finger repeatedly at the small fleet of ships.

“Then why do you need to shout obscenities over my head? Was it not handled? Are they not leaving?”

“Looks like it.” He leaned sideways to see past the Magistrate. “Go back where you came from, bottom feeders!”

Rivka nodded to Red. “Seize this one. He’s our first volunteer to learn the ins and outs of the Federation legal system.”

“What did I do?”

“You violated a Magistrate’s order to cease and desist, continuing in your attempt to incite a riot. I find you guilty. Your penalty is one thousand credits, and you’ll serve thirty days in the brig.”

“I plead not guilty,” the man attempted.

“Irrelevant. Red, when the ship lands, throw him in the brig.”

“My pleasure.” Red grabbed the man by the back of his collar and pushed him to the ground so he could lace the zip-tie cuffs around his wrists.

Rivka turned back to the quiet crowd. “Who’s in charge of the settlers?”

“Old Man Hardy is in charge ‘round these parts.”

“Thank you. I would like to speak to him as soon as possible.”

“Probably in the fields. Be back this evening sometime.” The man sucked his teeth and crossed his arms, in no hurry to do anything for the Magistrate.

She closed on him and took his arm. “Tell me where he is right now, please.”

His mind flashed to a building in the nearby town. It looked to be a cross between a house and a business.

“Arrest this one, too.” Rivka pointed at the man.

“What the hell for?”

“You lied to me. You know very well that Mister Hardy is not in the fields. He’s in town, at his home.”

“If you knew, why’d you ask?” He tried to back away, but Red was faster and caught his arm, dragging him away from the crowd to toss on top of the other cuffed perp.

“Do you think this is a fucking joke?” Rivka shouted. “I should tell the miners to come down here, and you two can fight over this planet. Last one standing gets to do whatever the fuck he wants. If you don’t want a war, you need to take this seriously.”

A young woman with her hands up spoke reasonably. “Maybe we’re willing to fight for what we have.”

“I would hope everyone is willing to fight for what is rightfully theirs, but that’s what I’m here for. You can fight, but let’s do it in the court of law, not like barbarians.”

“You came down here with your guns, willing to fight us!” a young man called from behind the woman. He held her shoulders as he spoke over her head.

“I am here to keep the peace, and we’re willing to kill people to do that. Have any of you ever killed anyone?” She waited, but no one spoke up. “Then you want to keep your souls clean. You don’t ever want to take someone else’s life. Ever. That’s what we’re here for—to fight for you.”

The young man stepped up beside the woman. “You’re going to chase the miners away?”

“You see, there’s the sticking point. Those who own this planet, and yes, before you ask, a planet can be owned, have contracted with them to mine for certain minerals. Your people settled this planet without permission.” She held her hands up for calm. “If that happened last week, this would be easy, but it didn’t. That was three generations ago. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a great deal of work to do to resolve this without anyone getting hurt and with the least pain possible for all parties.”

Cole fired up his external speakers. “Return to your homes or the fields. There’s nothing else for you here.”

The settlers grumbled but started meandering away.

“That wasn’t so bad,” Rivka said. Red kept his knee in the middle of the second man’s back.

“Not bad at all, Magistrate.”

The miners’ ships took off one by one and headed for orbit.

Bring the ship in, Rivka requested. “Cole, take these two and toss them in the brig.”

“I don’t fit inside the ship,” he replied.

“Well, hell.”

Red stood up, lifting the two criminals onto their feet as he rose.

Rivka approached and fixed one and then the other with her hardest look. When the first started to speak, she held her finger to her lips, and he quieted.

“You see, I want my bodyguards out here with me, and they can’t be here if they’re in there.” She pointed at Wyatt Earp, which was settling onto the apron. The hatch popped open, and three people walked out carrying one AI. “Will you two convicted criminals serve your sentence in peace?”

“You want us to throw ourselves in your brig?”

“That wasn’t what I had in mind. I can suspend your sentences, but you’ll be on probation for, let’s say, ninety days.”

“We’ll take that.” The two men looked at each other and nodded vigorously.

“You understand that suspended sentences mean that you are still convicted criminals, and while on probation, any infraction puts you in the big house for the remainder of your sentence?”

“Yes, ma’am,” the older of the two answered quickly. The second kept his mouth shut.

“Any infraction. You need to take this seriously. If we get this wrong, people are going to die. Do you want that on your conscience?”

“I guess not,” the younger man said, his face contorting with troubled thoughts. Rivka reached for his arm before Red could stop her.

His people. The only home he had ever known. A way of life, destroyed.

Rivka let go and stepped back. “Turn them loose on their own recognizance.” Then, to the men, “I will do everything I can to limit the impact on your way of life.”

“Thank you,” the older man said. The younger man simply nodded, still bothered by the implications of the Magistrate’s arrival. They weren’t able to fight for their land, not in the way they knew, with determination. This was a different fight that they were ill-equipped for.

He clenched his jaw as he walked off, thinking about another way.


CHAPTER FIVE



Rorke’s Drift, A Planet in Dispute, Greentree Settlement

Rivka and her team followed the settlers toward Greentree, a collection of buildings of rustic design and rough construction.

The building Rivka had seen in the man’s mind was up ahead, centered in the sprawling town. A limited number of vehicles operated in the fields nearby to support the farming industry, not for casual travel. That left the Magistrate and her team to hike from the landing field.

The serenity of the farmlands and woods beyond brought a certain calm to Rivka. She stopped often during the walk to take in the scenery and watch random people working in the distance.

Red remained by her side. Lindy led the parade, still wearing the combat armor, with Cole bringing up the rear. Between them, Sahved strolled easily, his gangly stride suited to the planet. He wore a pendant with Chaz inside, watching and listening. Groenwyn and Cory walked behind the Magistrate, quiet as they too embraced the frontier.

“You can’t do it, can you?” Groenwyn said. Rivka knew who she was talking to and what she was saying.

“The law isn’t settled.” Rivka’s response was short and not an answer. A modern mining consortium had come for the land the settlers had made fertile by working it with their hands. Pre-industrial, mostly. They had farming equipment, but that was a fairly new development. Contact with random explorers. An installed airspace control system. Other traders.

Who else had the settlers been in contact with? The records Rivka had found were limited. Open and notorious, a requirement for being awarded control as part of adverse possession. Notorious in that the settlers had made it clear what they were doing. Trading for farm equipment appeared to settle that question, but it was recent.

Old Man Hardy and the settlement archives. What kind of documentation did they have?

She didn’t expect much. Maybe they had kept digital records at some point. She wanted to see it all to give her a reason to find in favor of the settlers.

Squatters, as Federation law called them, and squatters tended to get evicted. Conflicting laws. Real people.

Rivka walked the rest of the way in silence, head down in thought until she almost ran into Sahved.

She looked up to find they had arrived. She removed her helmet and raked her fingers through her hair. “Let’s see if Old Man Hardy is home.” She pointed at individuals from the small group to take inside with her: Red, Sahved, and Groenwyn.

She added Cory. “As part of taking the edge off the delay while we collect information, I’d like you to offer health screenings if you’re amenable. Tyler is already setting up for free dental checks for anyone who wants it.”

“Of course. I’m here to observe as well as serve. Tyler and I will do what we can for these people. Any idea how much time we’ll have?”

“Plan for a week, but it could be a month. Let’s see what Old Man Hardy has for me. We could get this thing done quickly with the right documentation, but we’d still stay for a week to help them out.”

Cory and Groenwyn both nodded. Red waited patiently, watching for indications that the residents of the house knew they had company.

Rivka touched Cory on the arm to thank her for her help. Thoughts of love and happiness flooded from her. Cory’s mind was unlike any other Rivka had seen.

“I’m sorry. I’m not sure if you knew, but I can see people’s thoughts when I touch them. Sometimes I can see them if they’re close enough if the emotions are strong. You project a great deal of positive energy, like Groenwyn,” Rivka smiled toward the green-haired young woman, “but orders of magnitude greater. It’s like you are the star of your own system.”

Cory purposely took Rivka’s hand and held it in both of hers. “I’ve been blessed throughout my life. My husband challenged me to continue helping others. If simply being here helps you, then I am more than happy to oblige, but I feel like I should do something.” She glanced at the others. “Everyone else is carrying something, and I’m here walking in the sun, enjoying the fresh air.”

Rivka chuckled.

“You’ll earn your keep because I don’t think there are many doctors on Rorke’s Drift. And thank you.” Rivka turned toward the building, freshly energized and ready to begin.

The door popped open, and an old man strolled out. “I heard you were looking for me.” He waved a shotgun at the group. Lindy, Cole, and Red took aim.

“Let’s not shoot anyone.” Rivka gestured for calm while trying to walk to the front, but Red kept blocking her. “I’m the Magistrate, and I’m here to get to the bottom of the claim to this planet.”

One more person in the building, two around the back. Looks like more shotguns inside, Cole reported.

“It’s ours. My pappy settled it a long time ago. That’s all you need to know.”

“I’m going to need a little more than that. I have to see any records you have relating to the settlement.”

The man leveled his shotgun. Red tensed. Rivka grabbed Red’s arm.

“Everybody put your guns down!” Rivka shouted.

Old Man Hardy calmly squeezed the trigger. The shotgun blasted a massive white cloud and a spread of projectiles.

Red slapped Rivka’s hand off his arm and ran forward into the cloud. Rivka charged after him. She zeroed in on the sound of a body slamming on the front landing.

“Rock salt,” Red grumbled as the air cleared. “Log the time, Chaz. First blood, and I didn’t start it!”

The old man groaned in pain.

“That wasn’t very smart. Did you take too many violent blows to the head when you were younger?” Rivka asked.

His eyes rolled past the whites and closed.

“Cory,” Rivka said calmly, “can you give the nice gentleman who shot us with rock salt a look and make sure he’s okay?”

Cory knelt next to him, and a trickle of blood caught her eye. She held her hands on his head to let her nanos work on him.

An older woman burst through the doorway carrying a shotgun of her own, but Red was there. He tore the gun from her hands before she could react. “How many more stupid people with guns are there?” he demanded, but she could only look in horror at Old Man Hardy.

No more inside. I’ll secure the back door, Lindy said. Instead of going around, she rocketed upward and over the top of the building. It would make for a more impressive arrival for those loitering in the back.

Cory removed her hands and the old man stirred. “What happened?”

“You committed a felony. You’re lucky to still be alive, but I need information, and I suspect you’re the one who has it.” Rivka held onto his arm as she talked. “Where are the records regarding the selection of this planet as a settlement, both pre- and post-arrival?”

He was confused. His thoughts ranged through a wide variety of desk drawers with single sheets of paper, provenance for each of the families. And a wrecked ship. Rivka wanted to know more about that.

“Did the original settlers crash their ship?” she asked. She and Cory helped the old man to his feet.

“Didn’t need it for nothin’ else. They lost control on the way down. Killed half the settlers, but those who survived were rewarded with paradise.” He spread his arms wide. Rivka dodged to avoid getting smacked.

“Can you tell us where it is? We have some pretty sharp people who might be able to recover the data.”

“I don’t know. Never seen it. They traveled a long way on foot to get here.”

“How about a general direction? North, east, west?”

He shrugged. “I feel better than I have in years. There’s a lot to be said for hitting one’s head. Should have smacked my melon years ago.”

The woman finally found her voice. “Shush, you old fool! That pretty girl did something with blue-glowing hands. I ain’t seen nothing like it, but she healed your wrinkly old ass.”

“Ass!” he shot back.

Rivka looked at Red. He turned to the old woman. “Ma’am, how about we go inside? I’ll help you get iced tea for everyone.”

She harrumphed and headed through the door, with Red close on her heels.

Hardy studied Sahved. “What the hell are you?”

“I’m a Federation investigator. My name is Sahved, and I’m a Yemilorian.”

Hardy grunted in acknowledgment.

Rivka didn’t think that was good enough. “Sahved helps me, and he’s also carrying Chaz, a representative from the Singularity. Together, they form my investigative team. You’ll be working closely with them.”

The old man hesitated, picking at a fingernail before shrugging and heading inside. Rivka and the others followed him in.

Did I hear correctly that Red was making tea? Lindy asked over her internal comm chip.

I don’t know what you did to him during your honeymoon, but that’s all kinds of wrong. Rivka chuckled after her claim.

I’ll help them, Groenwyn replied, hurrying through the building to find the kitchen. Red entered a large seating area, where Hardy had claimed the one overstuffed chair.

He sneered. “Making yourselves at home in my house.”

“It’s the main building for the settlement, is it not?” Rivka asked. “You should have an area to welcome official visitors since this is a Federation planet.”

“Is it?” he asked.

Rivka wanted to argue but couldn’t. Another point of order. Did this planet fall under Federation protection without a formal Federation-recognized presence? She removed her datapad and jotted additional legal notes. Possession. Open and notorious. Land use. Clock start. Duty of due care. Notice.

“The sooner we get started, the sooner we can be out of your hair. What do you remember about your parents and the original settlers?” she asked.

Groenwyn and Mrs. Hardy returned with glasses of a beverage the consistency and color of dark tea. “We call this shahga. It’s made from a fungus that grows on the trees.”

Red took a glass and leaned against a wall so he could watch a long corridor with doors on each side.

Update? Red requested.

The gentlefolk milling about out back have decided it was better to be somewhere else. All clear on my side, Lindy reported.

A few looky-loos up front. No weapons. How’s that arm, big man? Cole wondered.

The nice Mrs. Hardy cleaned it out for me. It’s almost healed. No one else was hit?

My man-mountain took the shot for everyone, Lindy chimed in.

Is this what one of your cases looks like? Cory wondered.

That’s what everyone asks their first time. Red, you wanna answer that while I try to get what we came here for? Rivka focused on Hardy. “Mr. Hardy, please tell me about the original settlers.”

“Youngsters today are in such a hurry. This lovely young lady who fixed my bump isn’t as impatient as you old people.”

Cory laughed. “I’m a hundred and thirty-seven years old, Mr. Hardy.”

“Thirty-seven? No. You’re more like twenty-one. In your prime, my dear.” He took a sip of his room-temperature shahga and stared at a spot on the floor. “My parents were hard people. Took nothing for granted. Everything they had, they built with their own hands. Slept in tents until they got the sawmill working. Cut wood after working all day in the fields. That entire generation. I started working in the fields as soon as I could walk. No time for play. Everyone else was the same. We worked sixteen hours a day, six days a week. Only worked eight on Sunday. That was our day off.”

He laughed to himself until he started coughing. He relaxed during his narration, and the wrinkles on his face softened. His hands unclenched, and he leaned back in his chair.

“It was a simpler life. We started building Greentree when I was barely twelve. Nelson and I married at sixteen. Our kids are grown up, with kids of their own already.”

“How long were your parents here before you were born?” Rivka asked.

“Ten years. Something like that. They didn’t have kids until they could feed everyone while some of the workers raised the children. My parents were older, just like everyone else’s when we finally came to be. They passed away the year before we were married.”

“You’ve been on your own since you were fifteen?”

“I’ve had Nelson with me, and there were others. We didn’t live as spread out back then. We sheltered as a group, built the least to protect the most. You got here at the right time of year. It’s beautiful right now and will be for another month, but then it’ll get nasty. First the rain, then the cold but not the freeze. Winter wheat will grow, but it’s a lot harder to get a field in and harvested when icy rain is pelting your skin.”

He shivered in remembrance of the annual homage to farming during harsh weather. He slowly took another drink.

Rivka used the time to send an order to Wyatt Earp. We need to find the settlers’ original ship. It crashed somewhere other than here. They couldn’t tell us which direction. Can you find a crashed starship on a pre-industrialized planet?

There is no doubt we can find the ship, Clodagh replied. I suppose you’ll need us to access the computer core. Funny thing, we know some people who are good at that stuff. You want us to go hunting right now?

The sooner we find it… You know the rest. Rivka gestured for Hardy to keep talking.

On our way, Magistrate. Clodagh closed the link.

Lindy and Cole scanned the surrounding area to build a complete map of the settlement and get a firmer idea of numbers.

“We made do,” Hardy replied. “The originals died off, and we kept moving forward. We had our first visitors about twenty years ago. I think they were people like us, settlers looking for a planet to claim.”

“Tell me about that. What was their understanding regarding staking a claim?”

He shrugged and shook his head. “They couldn’t tolerate their government, so they pooled their money and bought a freighter. Stake a claim to unworked land and bring it to life.”

Rivka tapped a note into her datapad.

“But they didn’t stay?”

“No. They wished us well, gave us a few things that we’d never seen before like a water pump, but that died after a few years. They never came back.”

“What were your parents running from?” Rivka asked to explore that area of the law.

“Same thing. Oppression. Live without someone else telling them what to do. Work at jobs they wanted to do.” He thought for a moment before looking at Rivka to see if that answered her question.

“Where did they come from?”

“A little planet you’re probably familiar with called Forestall that doesn’t have a single tree. It’s all factories and mining. They were gutting the planet, and my parents didn’t want to be a part of the planet’s ruin.” He stood up and made eye contact with Red. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry I shot you.”

“Nelson took care of me and treated me to some of the shahga tea. I’m not usually a fan of this kind of stuff, but it’s growing on me. She also bribed me with the cookies you were saving.”

“Dammit!” He started to laugh. “Those were my dessert. I’ve gone without before, but those are modern problems. Any food is good food, but nowadays, we are spoiled.”

“She said it was about time you had your shotgun taken away.” Red winked.

The old man studied Red. “I’m not getting it back, am I?”

Red shook his head.

“In the days to come, I would like to have you and Nelson on board my ship for dinner. Now, if you would be so kind, what paperwork do you have from the era of the original landing? Are there any notebooks?”

“I’ll get it,” Nelson offered from the kitchen doorway. She trundled down the hall, opened the door at the far end, and went inside. She returned with a rough notebook that looked like it had gotten wet at one point in its life. The wrinkled pages did not turn easily. Rivka stopped trying. “Sahved, take this and see what our technical team can make of it before we damage it by trying to open it.”

Sahved looked confused. He stammered, “We have a technical team?”

Rivka pointed at the pendant.

“I would be happy to guide Sahved’s three fingers in the recovery of the information from within this notebook, but we’ll need access to the ship and the systems in the embassy,” Chaz explained.

“You mean, my engineering department?” Rivka asked.

Chaz replied, “Clearly that was what I meant to say.”

“Are you sure you’re in charge?” Hardy wondered.

She removed her credentials and held them out for the old man to review. “We have some new crew on board since we’ve expanded our mission. They’re still learning the ropes.”

Chaz coughed through his pendant speaker. It sounded natural even though he didn’t have lungs.

“May I?” Cory moved to the middle of the room. Rivka gestured for her to continue. “What you’ve done with Rorke’s Drift is magnificent. I compliment you. Your people appear to be healthy, but while we’re here, we have a couple medical professionals who would love to see the members of the settlement to get them through any maladies that afflict them or have issues. We have a fully equipped dentist aboard our ship.”

“We’re a pretty healthy bunch, but we’ve had some broken bones that didn’t heal right and other things. We would appreciate you taking a look. None of us have seen a dentist.”

“Not a single person on this planet, and no one is enhanced?” Cory winced.

“Not a single one, and I don’t know what you mean by enhanced. We live clean here.”

Your hunk of man-candy is going to love that, Red offered, proud of himself for using the comm chip.

Rivka smiled pleasantly, glancing a dagger in Red’s direction before taking Hardy’s hand and shaking it. “We’ll be in touch. We need to go over my notes. I also need to visit the mining consortium in orbit. They are not a happy bunch, but they remind me of you.”

Old Man Hardy recoiled. “Bugger off!”

“They only want to earn their keep. They didn’t create the conditions of your conflict. Like you, they are victims of it, not getting paid while they’re cooling their heels.”

“Ain’t my problem they chose a bad line of work. Grow, not destroy! Miners are a blight on our existence.”

“I’m sure that was what your parents thought,” Rivka suggested. “But without the raw materials from mining, that ship would have never been built, and your parents would have never traveled to Rorke’s Drift. Is there a way for miners and farmers to reach a truce?”

“Not here!” The old man shook his fist.

“Don’t get fired up. I can’t have you giving yourself heart failure. In regard to the planet, all or nothing is not a viable solution. I can see that already, so sharing is going to have to come into play. To what degree, I don’t know. That depends on the documentation I find. For you, consider what matters most. Nelson, I leave him in your charge. Talk about what makes the most sense and maybe make a list of what you have to have, prioritized from one to one hundred.”

Nelson furrowed her brow, not committing to any such conversation. Rivka didn’t bother touching her to see what she thought. In the end, all that mattered was implementing her legal ruling. Hardy was not going to get what he wanted unless Rivka could prove his parents had acquired an unlimited use license from the legitimate owners. She sincerely doubted they had such a document.

The miners had been given a limited use license to mine specific minerals of types and in locations identified during an unmanned survey completed fifteen years prior.

Rivka didn’t understand why the owners had kept the miners at Rorke’s Drift once she had issued the injunction.

She needed to have a separate conversation with the owners, and that needed to be in person. Rivka wanted to know the thoughts behind their façade.


CHAPTER SIX



Greentree Settlement

Rivka walked into the open area between the buildings. It was little used as a road since the vehicles operated in the fields. Hand-pulled carts and pedestrians had worn meandering paths from one place to another.

Sahved tried to make sense of them. “No one walks straight?”

“It doesn’t appear they do,” Rivka replied.

“And then everyone follows the first person?”

“This trail could have started during a bad storm. Everyone followed the tracks, and then it wore down. In the green of a warm summer it looks foolish, but in a storm, the worn path showed they were going in the right direction, the turns letting them know where they were in relation to the buildings.”

“Yes. I see now.” Sahved blocked his peripheral vision and took a few steps, then more, before jogging back. “It is most wise.”

Cory and Groenwyn smiled and started walking toward the landing field.

“Wyatt Earp isn’t there,” Red offered. Lindy flew in from above and slammed down next to him. He chuckled softly, refusing to be startled. He’d heard the jets coming over the building.

Cole moved into the lead position and hurried to put some distance between him and the group.

What did your scans show? Rivka asked.

Cole replied, Less than a thousand total people within scanner range. Only a couple hundred buildings. Not as many children as I thought there would be. I see only fifty signatures that are half an adult’s size.

What is going on with the natural birthrate? An interesting question that has no bearing on the law but could for any kind of negotiation. If the settlers are going to die out in less than two generations, their bargaining position is weak. How many more curveballs do you think we’re going to have thrown our way? Rivka wondered.

“Blood at thirty-four minutes. Nowhere near your record, Magistrate. It’s like you’re not even trying.” Red pointed at her while constantly scanning the area for threats. He handed the two shotguns to Lindy, who bundled them with her railgun. There were no hardened targets where a mech would come in handy. She was along for a casual stroll between rolling fields on the outskirts of the settlement.

“For the record, I’m not trying, but thanks for taking the blast for me.”

“It’s what I do.”

“Who had thirty-four minutes?” Rivka asked. The group turned to Chaz, one of the primary instigators of the betting pool on blood and running.

“I see,” he started, “a newcomer to the winner’s circle. A name you all know: Boran Waldini from Station 13.”

“I’m appalled by the reach of this effort.” Rivka shook her head. “How many people are in this betting pool?”

“I think that should be privileged information.”

“Chaz, don’t fuck with me. How many people?”

“We just tipped over ten thousand.”

“What?” Cory exclaimed. “Is this the successor to the betting pool built around my father going through a whole mission without swearing?”

“I have to admit that Ankh built the template based on the Walton Wow Factor.” Chaz ended with static, followed by a hard click.

“We know you’re still there, Chaz, but we appreciate the effort. Thanks for being candid. What are the other lines besides blood and running?”

The air was fresh in a way a starship could not replicate. They walked slowly to get more of it. Lindy contacted Wyatt Earp to let them know the group was headed back to the airfield.

Chaz continued, “Ankh has opened up lines for first swearing, but those bids are broken down into increments of one-tenth of one second, and the winner must be within half a second to win, with the closest taking all.”

“That’s bullshit!” Red blurted. “How long was it? I had three minutes, three-ten, three-twenty, and three-thirty.”

“It was one minute twenty-eight point one seconds, timed from the second the Magistrate’s feet touched the planet’s surface to the first recognized protected word.”

“No way. I don’t remember—”

Lindy played the recording with Rivka’s voice loud and clear. “Do you think this is a fucking joke?”

“I was making a point.” Rivka failed in her attempt to sound confident.

“Ignore her,” Red said. “Did I win?”

“So close, big man,” Chaz taunted. “Our winner, from Keeg Station with a bid of one minute and twenty-eight seconds, our resident supplier, Terry Henry Walton!”

“Is this fun for you guys?” Rivka asked, crossing her arms and frowning. “How much did they win, by the way?”

“The big money is on blood and running. First blood paid the winner nearly twenty thousand credits. The secondary lines pay out five thousand credits. Besides colorful language, participants can bet on first punch, first arrest, and case closed.

“Which of those are in my control?”

“All secondary betting lines are you alone to avoid any appearance of indiscretion.”

“First arrest?”

“That was one minute, eighteen seconds.”

Rivka stopped, threw her head back, and groaned. “Am I that bad?”

Everyone looked at Groenwyn. “The opposite,” she replied smoothly. “You waste no time. You have a certain zeal for getting to the bottom of things, and with your gift, you can do that very quickly. You are also active in resolving your cases, which means that you are right up front when it comes to criminals disagreeing with your intent to deliver justice. Even today. Mister Hardy thought you were coming for him. People don’t like facing the consequences of their actions, especially when they thought they were getting away with it.”

“What she said.” Red grinned.

“And half the pool goes into a fund for the day there’s no blood or running?”

“Yes, Magistrate,” Chaz confirmed.

“Can we donate half of that half to orphanages on each planet we visit during the case?”

“I’ll broach it with Ankh and Erasmus, but I think that is a wonderful idea.”

“What do I need money for as long as I’m surrounded by friends like you?” Rivka squeezed between Groenwyn and Cory and nodded at Red. “Can you believe he bet I’d tip the swear jar in less than two minutes on this planet?”

Groenwyn looked away, but Rivka had her hands tucked into the elbows of both women. She saw the truth.

“I didn’t bet,” Cory said.

“I thank you for that.” Cory’s mind was clear. She hadn’t known about it but planned to get into the pool for the next case. Rivka faced Groenwyn. “You bet less than three minutes?”

“Not from a lack of faith in your abilities, Magistrate. We were going to arrive during an active dispute, and there was no doubt you would bring a lot of rain to their anger parade. It was a last-minute guesstimate before betting closed.” Groenwyn wore a sheepish grin. “You still love us.”

“How could I not?” Rivka unhooked herself from Cory and Groenwyn and fell back to join Sahved and Chaz. “Any revelations?”

Sahved looked at the horizon before answering, “I suspect you need to conduct more research. I feel that when we are able to access the information in this book, the data will answer some questions while raising more.”

“Very astute, Sahved. Those are my suspicions, and I have a lot of research to do because this is a long way from straightforward. I also need to arrange a meeting with Minerals Intergalactic. Should I make them come here to present their case or go to them?”

“Your court is in session, Magistrate,” Chaz replied. “In camera, in chambers, applies to conversations with the parties. You meet them on your terms.”

“It’s good to be the judge,” Rivka stated. “I’ll send a message as soon as we’re back aboard. Minerals Intergalactic needs to see this planet for themselves. Chaz, I need a complete profile on their corporate management, as well as their legal team. Need to know more about the other players. The guys in orbit? They’re tools, but we need to tell them something as well.”

“What do you think you need to tell them?” Chaz wondered.

“Information is king. If the miners are left in the dark, they’ll think the worst. I’ll start sending status reports on the case. It’s not unprecedented. I’ll tell them what I’ve done and what I have left to do. I’ll deliver the same reports to the settlers, but we’ll have to print their copies.”

A shadow darkened the ground as Wyatt Earp flew over their heads, slowing and rotating before descending to the landing field. The hatch popped, and the ramp descended to the ground. Clodagh strolled out with Tiny Man Titan and Floyd.

Titan danced around to do his business while Floyd made a beeline for a group of her favorite people. Halfway there, she ran out of gas and wandered to the side to sniff a small bush before she started eating it.

“That’s my girl,” Groenwyn said. The mechs rounded the ship and disappeared into the cargo bay. Sahved waved as he passed Clodagh on his way to board the ship.

“I’m not in a hurry to leave the fresh air,” Cory said, watching Floyd be a wombat. Tyler appeared in time to step aside and let the Yemilorian through the hatch.

“There will be some work to do for you and our resident dentist.”

“Man-candy,” Red interrupted.

Rivka glared at him until he raised his hands in surrender and stepped back. “As I was saying, get your stuff and get ready to help them out.”

“I’m ready whenever the patients are.” Tyler’s smile disappeared when he saw the blood smear on Red’s arm. “You have got to be kidding me.”

“He took a load of rock salt meant for me.” She slipped her arm around the dentist’s waist and he brightened. “It was a misunderstanding.”

“I doubt that. People shoot at what they mean to. You taught me that.”

Red stepped up. “He was intimidated, and that made him afraid. People who are afraid do odd things. I got a batch of cookies out of it.”

“Is it that routine when someone shoots at you?” Tyler was not amused. A vein started throbbing in his neck.

“It is, but if there had been a real threat, we had Lindy and Cole in their mech suits. Those two would have shut it down real fast and forever,” Red said proudly. “None of our people would have been hurt for long, and we had Cory with us in case of an emergency.” He bit his tongue to keep from saying more. The dentist didn’t want to get into the middle of another firefight. That wasn’t his thing, so he refused to leave the ship until it was safe.

There were all kinds of people in the universe: those who started a fight, those who waded into the middle to stop it, and those who avoided it. In the team’s minds, they were the ones to stop the fight. Cory was of the same mind. She didn’t fear combat, but she didn’t like it.

Red didn’t just like it; he thrived within its ugly embrace, and then had cookies and made tea with the wife of the man who had just shot him. It was more than a dichotomy. It was his way of life.

Rivka considered fights a means to an end. She brought change to lives. Whether to criminals or two parties in a dispute, she delivered rulings that gave them a new direction. Too often, people were unhappy about the change, and having lost the battle of wits, they resorted to violence. Too often, people acted upon the prospect of change.

Patience was lost on the unwilling.

“I better get knee-deep into the suck. It isn’t getting any better while I’m standing in the fresh air.” Rivka looked at Clodagh. “Did you find anything?”

“Not yet. We were hoping to take Destiny’s Vengeance on a scanning run around the planet to check out the ninety percent we missed, but we found something interesting. There’s another settlement on the other side of the hills, about a thousand kilometers away.”

“I didn’t get the impression the Greentree folk know about this other group. We’ll visit them to see what’s up, but first, get a scan of the planet and find me the settlers’ original ship.”

“Ankh hasn’t authorized us to use it yet.”

Rivka threw her head back and closed her eyes. “What does he want?”

“You know him so well, but nothing this time. He said he needed to run it past the Ambassador.”

“Close the loop and get that ship in the air. Sahved and Chaz will be on board, and any of the others from the Singularity who want to help us dig data out of an old wreck. Tell them it’ll be fun and a challenge of the greatest proportions, so no one of below-average computing capacity need apply.”

Clodagh shook her head. “I’m not telling them that, but I’ll see what I can do.”

Rivka walked away, waving over her shoulder. “Make it so, Number One.”

Tyler watched her go before turning to Cory. “Looks like we have the ship. Where do we start?”

“Get the word out?” Cory replied.

Groenwyn gave two thumbs-up. “I’ll let the settlement know.” She started walking back toward the buildings. Floyd bounced after her.

“You’re not going alone!” Red called before trotting after her, scooping up Floyd on his way. She snickered and giggled as he tickled her belly fur.

Groenwyn waited and watched. She held out her arms to carry the wombat, but Red shook his head. “What happened to the Vered I used to know?”

“Honeymoon. It changes a man.”

“I would say so. Congratulations.” Groenwyn watched him out of the corner of her eye before it came to her. “Are we going to have a baby?”

“Baby what? WHAT? No. No babies.” He carefully dumped an upside-down wombat into Groenwyn’s arms. Animal hair covered the front of his ballistic vest. He tried to wipe it off, but it refused to brush away. “I realized it doesn’t matter for me to look hard-edged. I only need to do my job. I can intimidate the bad guys, but I can lighten up when I’m home with my family.”

“You could always do that.” Groenwyn buried her face in Floyd’s belly and nibbled. She came up for air before she dropped her squirming charge. “It’s about time you came to the same understanding as everyone else.”

“I’m a man, and I don’t usually talk about this stuff. I guess I’m not worried about this mission. The Magistrate has already intimidated everyone because they don’t want to be on the wrong side of the law, unlike our usual perps who flaunt the law and deserve to be in jail. The ship is too small for anyone to be an ass. I apologize if I’ve been abrasive to you. I will do better.”

“You have been nothing but kind to me,” Groenwyn corrected, bumping him with her elbow. “You’re our big brother, looking out for all of us.”

“Same thing Lindy said.”

“Listen to your wife.”

“Same thing the Magistrate said.”

“This is the new leaf you’re turning over?”

“Same thing Lindy said. I think you women have been conspiring to change me since day one.”

“’You women.’” Groenwyn laughed. “You’re funny.”


CHAPTER SEVEN



Wyatt Earp, Rorke’s Drift

Ankh walked alongside a maintenance bot carrying his toolkit. Rivka took a slow drink of her coffee, watching with mild curiosity.

They made eye contact. Neither spoke. The maintenance bot bumped through the airlock on its way off the ship. Ankh followed. Rivka joined them, wondering what was broken on her bristle brush of a ship.

Nothing was broken. Ankh wasn’t going to fix anything on the heavy frigate. He was on his way to his own ship. Ankh boarded Destiny’s Vengeance, which was parked a hundred meters aft of Wyatt Earp.

Footsteps alerted Rivka that someone approached from behind.

Clodagh. “Turns out I wasn’t needed.”

“Gangway!” Sahved shouted in panic, running past the women, flailing and yelling on his way to the Vengeance. When he was within striking distance, the boarding ramp started to retract. Sahved vaulted high, clearing the ramp and ducking to squeeze through the opening. His back foot caught on the frame as he tumbled inside.

The hatch closed and the Vengeance took off, accelerating quickly once airborne.

“You think Ankh did that on purpose?” Clodagh wondered.

“I would like to think he did not, but I suspect the answer was that he did it to teach Sahved a lesson on timeliness.” She smacked her lips and took in the scenery. “When the settlers show up to get healthcare, make sure to keep them in the cargo bay. Seal the ship against any accidental incursions. We have an Embassy to protect.”

“I’ll ask Dennicron to keep her eyes open and her sensors raging.”

“Rage them with the sensors. Good luck. I’ll be in my quarters trying to figure the best legal avenues with this case.”

Clodagh shaded her eyes with a hand and watched the cutter disappear into the distance.

“By the way, how many people were at the other settlement?”

“About two hundred,” Clodagh replied before returning inside the ship and heading for the bridge. Rivka strode to her quarters, where she had the peace and quiet of isolation until Tyler was done taking care of the settlers who decided to get their teeth looked at. She wondered if the AGB drone would deliver to the planet, or if she would have to go into orbit to get her fix.

Destiny’s Vengeance, Rorke’s Drift

Sahved brushed himself off, happy he had made it. “My most profuse apologies. I deliver to you the best apology of all times,” he stated with his hand over his chest as he entered the small bridge, only to find out Ankh wasn’t there. “I am still sorry, even though you are not available to hear.”

Sahved found Ankh in the small multi-purpose lounge area, head-deep in a tabletop hologrid. Sahved left him alone and returned to the command deck. He made himself at home by taking a seat and tapping the interface screens.

“Do you wish me to relinquish control of the ship to you?” a voice requested.

“Will you?” Sahved wondered. Chaz snorted.

“No,” Erasmus replied. “I’m flying the ship.”

“We seem to be flying pretty high.”

“We’ll scan the planet’s surface far more efficiently from altitude. I’m searching using a corkscrew pattern starting at a location equidistant from the two settlements. And there we are.”

“We are what?” Sahved asked.

“A crashed starship, between low hills behind the range. Mapping the area on our way in. Two exit routes lead from the ship, through the range, and into the lowlands, where they would have seen the lakes. A long hike, but without readily available water, traversing the ground would have been necessary. That they made it was a testament to their desire to survive.”

“We weren’t airborne for more than two minutes. Wyatt Earp spent thirty minutes searching and didn’t find anything.”

“I’m not Wyatt Earp,” Erasmus deadpanned. “Prepare to disembark.”

After Sahved disentangled himself from the captain’s chair, he found Ankh standing by the exit hatch with the maintenance bot.

“We might need your help accessing the ship,” Ankh stated.

“I am ready to provide all the help you need.”

Chaz spoke from the pendant around Sahved’s neck. “I hope that I can provide assistance too, Mr. Ambassador.”

You may, Erasmus replied, using the internal communication link. I have a number of other urgent matters to which I’ll need to attend. Once the systems are in place to access the data, the download and parsing of data can be done by almost anyone.

Almost, Chaz replied. I’ll try not to let you down.

Sahved winced at the exchange. On occasion, people had treated him like a lesser soul, but the Magistrate kept giving him greater opportunities. He liked working for her.

“It’s okay, Chaz. We’ll show that we can provide valuable help.” The Yemilorian said it out loud for all to hear as both a challenge to Ankh and support for his friend.

When the hatch popped, Ankh walked out. The maintenance bot rolled after him but stopped on the rough terrain and used its jets to hover over the boulders and irregular ground. Ankh made it ten meters from the ship before giving up. “Sahved, if you would please enter the ship? Erasmus and I will monitor from here. Take the tool kit, and we will guide you.”

“Of course.” Sahved bounded across the rocks, having superior strength and leaping ability because of the heavy gravity on his homeworld. He took in the immensity of the settlers’ ship, which was a massive freighter converted to serve as a resettlement vessel.

“They must have experienced engine or other system failures after entering the atmosphere. Out of the whole planet, this is the least desirable place to land,” Chaz noted.

The superstructure had split laterally across the middle like a loaf of bread broken in half. Sahved headed toward the gap to find the best way into the vessel.

Chaz, stream your visual feed, Erasmus ordered. The mobile AI complied as Sahved worked across the rugged landscape to get to the ship. It was a thousand meters long and rectangular, with a rounded bow and flared engine exhaust, unremarkable except that it had brought a group of settlers to the planet. Sahved ran his hand along the side of the hull, scorch marks and pitting still visible from the violence of reentry seventy-odd years earlier.

“A magnificent vessel to carry the settlers. It doesn’t look as aged as it should.”

Chaz replied, “Low humidity and the higher altitude with lower oxygen to eat at the metal. It’s preserved the ship quite nicely. Take us forward, please. I need to check the structure on that end.”

Sahved directed the maintenance bot carrying the toolkit to remain by the opening. The Yemilorian moved toward the bow, jumping from rock to rock. After three hundred meters, Chaz had seen what he needed to see.

“The structural integrity is sound. The ship settled on the rocks, unbalanced from the heavy impact, and cracked at the weakest point. The interior should be safe.”

Sahved twirled his fingers in the air to help him think. “Old Man Hardy said the crash landing killed half the settlers. It might not be pretty inside the ship.”

“The remains are probably desiccated. Do you see signs of vermin?”

“I haven’t seen any animals on this planet. Correction. Besides, Floyd and Titan, of course. I’ve seen them on this planet.”

“We’ll discount them from our data set,” Chaz replied. “Lead on, Sahved. Let us see what there is to see and hopefully get access to the computer’s file storage.”

Sahved returned to the breach in the hull and examined it closely before heading inside. Torn metal and sharp edges had been hammered flat. Sahved pointed at the settlers’ efforts to make it safer to leave the ship.

Erasmus, can you check the original logs to find a loading list for the ship? According to the name painted near the bow, the settlers renamed the vessel Heaven. It might be in the records under that name or the original name, Chaz requested.

The ship’s original name was Bik’al’inor. I will share the settlers’ manifest when I have it, Erasmus confirmed.

Sahved took a careful step into the old ship. “I think we are the only ones who have been inside this ship since the settlers left in search of water seventy years ago.” Sahved looked around, wide-eyed at what he could see, that quickly disappeared into the darkness of the ship’s interior. “I will need light for when we leave this compartment.”

“We have entered a cargo storage area. Even newer designs put cargo storage between the outer and inner hulls to improve survivability for the crew. I would have thought they would strip the area clean for their settlements, but half the boxes remain. Can you get me closer, please?”

Sahved removed a bill of lading neatly attached to the outside of a crate labeled Technical Equipment. It listed a millimeter wave scanner and its ancillary components. “I see why they did not carry this on their backs.”

“Indeed. What else is in here?” Chaz asked.

Computer core, please, Erasmus urged.

Sahved nodded, turning in a slow circle while holding the pendant in front of him to give Chaz a complete view before they continued through an open hatch. Sahved removed a flashlight from the toolkit, but like everything with Ankh, it wasn’t normal. It didn’t use a beam but flooded the entire area with light. Sahved liked it better than a normal flashlight.

“Can I get one of these as part of my investigator’s kit?” Sahved asked, but Ankh didn’t answer. “Fine. I’ll just take this one then.”

Sahved had learned how the game was played.

The ship’s corridor was wide and tall enough to accommodate the original Yollin masters. Small hatches, a row at hip level and a row at head level, lined both sides of the corridor. Most were closed. Sahved peered into an open one, which had a bunk and a dresser built into the wall. Sahved checked a few more before moving on.

“Forward or aft?” he asked.

“Aft,” Chaz replied definitively. “The engines needed to be connected to the main systems as well as life support and navigation. We should find a primary conduit leading to and from Engineering.”

Sahved had been working his way forward when he turned to find a figure at the far end of the corridor, watching him. “Hello?” the Yemilorian called.

The figure bolted.

It appears that not all the settlers left the ship, Ankh said evenly. Find that person and ask them where the main computer systems are located. You are wasting time.

I’m sorry, Ankh. It’s a bit creepy in here, and the fact that we’re not alone has made it even creepier.

Fine. I’ll send the maintenance bot. The bot hovered through the open hatch and into the corridor, then turned and raced aft.

“We better not let the bot scare them away. You should probably try to catch up with it.”

Sahved took Chaz’s advice and started running. “If this gets us killed, I will not forgive you.”

“If you get killed, I will feel bad for an extended period of time. I don’t think that person is a threat. But seventy years! Fascinating that someone survived, and the person didn’t look to be that old. That tells me there could be more survivors here.”

“Great,” Sahved moaned, slowing.

“Run faster!”

Sahved stopped before reaching a turn in the corridor.

“You’re not running anymore,” Chaz noted.

“We need to come to an understanding about running into danger. I am more than happy to run or climb since I am so very goodly at both, much better than average. But when running or climbing, it’s best to know where one is going. Running fast with one’s eyes closed is discouraged in the most strenuous of strong terms.”

“I see. Would it help if I scanned the way ahead for life signs?”

“That would be great! Yes. Do that.”

“I can’t do that. Look at me!”

Sahved picked the pendant up and examined it. “I don’t see anything.”

“That’s because there is nothing to see. It’s a tight squeeze in here. I don’t have any room for extras like scanners.”

“Then why did you offer?”

“I was joking. The maintenance bot has gone ahead. Through its sensors, we’ll have all the information we need.”

Chaz accessed Destiny’s Vengeance to slave a direct feed from the bot.

“You better hurry. Run left, then take an immediate right.”

“I don’t trust that you’re not goading me.”

A scream convinced Sahved that Chaz was sincere. The Yemilorian took off, following the voice.

Greentree Settlement

Groenwyn walked lightly along the roadways of Greentree. She waved and smiled at everyone outside. No one could deny the joy she radiated as if she were a lighthouse for the lost. She meandered from one to the other, suggesting they visit the ship at the landing field to take advantage of the medical and dental care offered at no cost.

One young woman, heavily pregnant, wondered why there would be a cost.

“Because out there, in most of the known galaxy, people learn a skill and barter that skill for money so they can survive. Unlike here, where you take care of yourselves as well as each other.”

“That sounds awful.” The woman screwed her face up in distaste.

“It’s not that bad when you see it in action. Those who try to cheat the system, they get to deal with the Magistrate. They soon regret their poor choice in taking advantage of people. It’s all a fair trade. If you are ill and someone helps harvest your crop, then you help them when they are in need, don’t you?”

“There can be no other way.”

“What if instead of helping you now, they gave you something you could then trade to get the help you needed when you wanted it? If they’re sick when you need their help, what do you do?”

“Find someone else to help.” Her voice grew weaker.

Groenwyn hugged her. “Such a heavenly system! It’s sad that such helping souls aren’t everywhere. In a monetary system, paying for services and goods lessens the need to return favor for favor. When people have what they need, credits for a rainy day, shall we say, they can offer their services at no cost, without the need to return the favor.”

“We don’t have to return any favors,” the woman countered, wincing with the pain of a contraction. She was close to giving birth.

“How many times does it take where you don’t return a favor before people stop helping you?”

“I’m sure there’s a number, but we always help. Well, if we can.” She pointed at her belly.

“If you can. Maybe you should come with me and have the doc check you out? She’d be more than happy to. I’ll stay with you during the process if that makes you feel more comfortable, but Cory will be as gentle and kind.”

Another contraction rippled through her body. The young woman walked with a waddle that testified to how far the baby had descended. Groenwyn took her hand and waved for the others to follow. Old Man Hardy and Nelson stood on the porch of their building.

“Come on, get your teeth checked.” Groenwyn hoped they would come to lead the way for the others.

“Why would I want to do that?”

“Chewing on one side of your mouth? Sensitive to the cold? Let the dentist take a look. He’ll fix you up right quick. Eating is too important not to do it right.”

Groenwyn waved for them to follow without waiting to see if they would. Red trailed along behind as the number of people grew, but not too large since most of the settlers were in the fields working.

Thanks to Groenwyn, it became more of a party than a health checkup until the pregnant woman doubled over in pain. Then her water broke. Groenwyn looked at Red for help. He caught the young woman before she went down, picked her up, and hurried toward Wyatt Earp.

“Clear the deck, Doc! Baby coming,” Red yelled as he approached the cargo bay and ran up the ramp and into the ship.

Cory met him inside the cargo bay, looked at the woman, felt the baby, and made her declaration. “Guest quarters inside the ship. Tyler, take over here.”

He waited for Cory and Red to work their way through the airlock before he stopped the dozen settlers staring at anything and everything related to the ship. “Welcome, everyone! Let’s get organized here. Who needs medical help, and who needs dental help?”

They all raised their hands.

“Okay, dental help, as in, you want me to look at your teeth?” They raised their hands again. “That’s great. Is anyone in a great deal of pain?” A couple kept their hands raised, looking at the deck instead of their fellow settlers. Doctor Toofakre brought them to the front. “We’ll take care of you first.”

He looked into both of their mouths to assess which was worse, struggling not to look shocked at the damage from a lifetime of no oral hygiene. He expected every settler had pain, but they lived with it. At least these two had spoken up, and the others were willing to give him a chance.

He put the first person in his dental chair and staged the second person nearby. Before he masked up and got to work, he checked the remaining settlers. “And you all would like a medical checkup? I can help with that too, but I’m going to work on your teeth first if that’s okay?”

“We’re not dead. A long way from it, but if you can help with these aches, I’d be much obliged,” an older woman stated.

“Indeed. Take seats and make yourselves comfortable. I’ll give everyone the attention they need.” Tyler risked a glance at the airlock where Red and Cory had disappeared with the pregnant woman. Once Groenwyn got everyone seated, she headed toward the interior of the ship, leaving Tyler to manage the services.

The dentist leaned his patient back and told him to open his mouth wide. His tools were lined up and ready to use. Tyler gave himself no more than thirty minutes per patient to remedy a lifetime of neglect.

With the latest devices, thanks to Rivka’s access to cutting-edge Federation technology, he was confident he could do it. Brushes and toothpaste would be a problem. He hadn’t brought a stock of those or other personal care devices, hydro- or sonic based. He’d figure it out, which meant he’d figure out who he needed to call in the Federation to make it happen.

He smiled behind his mask, happy to be working at a job he loved after the patients on the space station had dried up. Pretty soon, the only place one would find dentists was on the frontier or on a starship named Wyatt Earp, plying the spaceways and visiting less advanced planets.

Groenwyn ran into Red in the corridor. He glanced away from her as a blood-curdling howl came from the guest quarters. She stared at the big man.

“Really?”

“Good!” He perked up. “You’re here. I was coming to find you. Cory needs help.”

“You were running away from the beautiful moment of birth.”

Red kept walking, waving one hand indifferently. “They need you.” He hooked a left and returned to the cargo bay.

Rivka popped out of her quarters, arriving with the next pained cries. “What in the hell is going on?”

“A birth. Another first for Wyatt Earp!”

Floyd slunk down the corridor on her way toward the bridge, the farthest point on board away from the sounds of childbirth.

Groenwyn ran to the room. Rivka was torn. More cries. She made the decision and joined Cory. She was unprepared for the view when she went through the door—a baby halfway out of the birth canal. Cory’s arms were covered in blood. Groenwyn knelt by the woman’s head, encouraging her to breathe and push.

Rivka didn’t see a place, so she remained in the back. With one final push, the baby came into its new world. A quick snip and tie-off took care of the umbilical cord, but the baby didn’t cry. Cory turned it over quickly and gave it a gentle tap between the shoulder blades. She pressed on the baby, but her nanos didn’t go deep into the body.

Something was wrong.

“Pod-doc,” she stated before embracing the baby and running for the cargo bay.

The woman screamed in anguish.

“Don’t be sad! This is the best technology in the galaxy. If your baby can be saved, the Pod-doc will do it.” Groenwyn hugged and rocked the crying mother. Rivka moved close and took a knee next to the bed.

“We will do everything in our power to save your baby. I saw that there weren’t many children around. How many problems are there?”

“Children are glorious!” The woman wiped at her face and tried to calm down. “One out of every three makes it through their first year.”

Groenwyn gasped in shared anguish.

“I think that is more suffering than any planet needs to endure. I will do everything in my power to help. The medical care aboard this ship is a good first step, but you’ll need to be more open to strangers. You cannot do it alone.”

The woman continued crying. Groenwyn rocked her as the new mother should have been doing with her baby.

Rivka excused herself to check on Cory’s progress. Once in the corridor, she had to wonder, “What the hell is going on in this place?”

She made a beeline for the Pod-doc. Lights were flashing, showing the system working as it was supposed to.

Cory smiled and winked. All was well.

Kennedy and Ryleigh stood beside the patient in the chair while Tyler did his thing. Old Man Hardy sat with his arms crossed.

Rivka strolled over to him, taking the time to make eye contact and nod greetings at the other settlers. By the time she reached him, Cory had popped the lid on the Pod-doc and removed a crying baby. The settlers cheered and clapped. Cory carefully swaddled the baby and left the cargo bay to deliver the new boy to a soon-to-be-much-relieved young mother.

“May I have a word in private?” Rivka asked.

Hardy stood up, acting gruff for his people, but followed Rivka to the other side of the cargo bay.

She started. “That new baby would not have lived if we hadn’t been here. We noticed there aren’t a lot of children. Do you know what’s going on?”

“One of the greatest challenges we face. We grew for a long time, but about fifteen years back, babies started being born dead—one out of three. In the last five years, it’s up to two out of three and getting worse. People are afraid to have children. Those that do aren’t surprised when they see the babies. Life here isn’t easy. I need to stay strong for our people. If we work hard enough, we’ll probably get through this.”

Rivka steeled her expression. “Something is killing your babies. Working hard has nothing to do with it, besides making my job easier. If I declare that Minerals Intergalactic has exclusive rights to this planet, they would be within their rights to have you forcibly removed, and that would save your future generations.”

“I’m not sick,” he replied, but without bluster.

“It’s my feeling that whatever is killing the babies is probably also killing your people.”

Hardy hung his head.

Cory and the young woman appeared through the airlock. Cory helped as much as she could in a way that suggested the woman was walking without approval from her attending medical professional. The settlers jumped to their feet to surround the new baby.

Rivka pulled Cory aside and whispered, “What was wrong with the baby?”

“Anemia and malnutrition, but most importantly, a bacterial infection of the lungs. That baby will have problems if his mother doesn’t improve her diet.”

Rivka waved for Hardy to join them. “Malnutrition and anemia. The baby wasn’t strong enough to fight off an infection.”

“But Beatrice is just fine. She’s strong as a bull.”

“It’s vitamins and minerals that she’s lacking. Those things are critical. I expect our dentist will find some things that are endemic to your culture too.”

“What does all this mean?” Hardy held his hands out, almost pleading.

“It means you need help,” Rivka replied.


CHAPTER EIGHT



Settlers’ Crashed Ship, Heaven, Rorke’s Drift Mountainous Region

Sahved pulled up when he reached the source of the wailing. The maintenance bot had cornered the youngster and two small children. Sahved held his hands up for calm.

“Ankh, can you move the bot away from these three? They are terrified!” A few moments later, the bot backed away, but only two paces. “Please calm yourselves. My name is Sahved. I am here with Magistrate Rivka because of an issue with ownership of this planet. She is working on it, but we need the information that should be in your ship’s computer. Can you tell me where the computer is?”

The adolescent Sahved had mistaken for a young man held the toddlers behind him. He was shorter than Ankh. Sahved realized he was looming over them, so he crouched in the doorway of a small side room until he was at eye level with the defender of the small ones.

“You are very brave,” he started. “I am Sahved. Can you say Sah-ved?”

The boy’s features relaxed, but he kept his hands on the toddlers. He did not speak.

“Have you lived in the ship your whole life?”

“Ship?” the boy asked.

“Yes, your spaceship. It is called Heaven.”

“We live in heaven because we are the blessed ones,” the young boy relayed as if it were hardwired into his brain.

We’re not talking about the same thing, Sahved thought, but he didn’t say it aloud. Yemilorian culture didn’t embrace a higher plane of existence or an afterlife, but he had read about such beliefs after joining the human crew.

“Can you show me more of Heaven? I feel blessed to be here with you.” The boy’s eyes darted to Sahved’s hand. “I am not like you. I am from Yemilore.” Ankh appeared behind Sahved.

“What’s the holdup?” he asked.

“Ankh is a Crenellian. And my friend here,” Sahved pointed to the pendant, “is Chaz.”

“Hello, you delightful souls,” Chaz stated. “I have not had much interaction with children, so I am overjoyed to meet you.”

A toddler reached around the bigger boy and touched the pendant. “How?” she managed to say.

“How do you make your voice come from there?” the boy clarified before pulling the little girl back.

“It’s not Sahved’s voice. It’s mine. I’m Chaz. I am an AI, which stands for artificial intelligence, but there is nothing artificial about me. I am real. Maybe we should go with SI, sentient intelligence. What do you think, Mister Ambassador?”

I think now is not the time. Where is the computer? Erasmus asked, but digitally, he had already sent the suggestion across the void to the entirety of the Singularity because he liked it.

“Can you show us where the computer system for the ship is?”

“Ship?” the boy wondered.

“Yes. This ship. It crashed on Rorke’s Drift.”

The boy shook his head and played with a thread from his ragged and dirty clothing. “There is heaven, and there is outside. You will need to speak to the elder.”

Sahved moved aside. Pulling the toddlers close, the young boy worked his way around the aliens and headed aft. Sahved, Ankh, and the maintenance bot followed.

After passing through a couple of corridors lit by dim lights and with a left turn into the interior of the ship, they found a hydroponics bay lit by sunlamps, only half of which still worked. The brightness of fruits and vegetables contrasted with the greenery of the oversized leaves. Sahved walked down a row, squeezing between the overgrowing plants while lightly touching the heavy produce.

“This isn’t the computer,” Ankh noted.

“But this is where the elder is,” Sahved replied, watching the boy pushing leaves aside to clear his way forward. The toddlers had disappeared.

Sahved stopped admiring the growth and hurried after the boy.

At the end of the hydroponics bay, a small area was set up with a well-used overstuffed chair. In it sat a lad barely older than the youngster who approached.

“Elder, outsiders have entered heaven.”

He didn’t look at the child groveling at his feet. He waved him away as if brushing crumbs off a table.

Sahved straightened to his full height and stood before the elder. He dipped his head by way of a respectful greeting. “I am Sahved, and we would like access to Heaven’s computer system.”

“You should bow when you approach the elder.”

Sahved twirled his fingers in the air while he decided what to do. He doubted Rivka would bow before a child, but he wasn’t Rivka. “I will bow before you, the pettiest of all petty dictators, so that we may access the computer without grief or issue.” Sahved bent in half sweeping his arm from one side, across the floor to the other. Besides the two boys, he could see no one else.

“Again,” the lad commanded.

“No.” Sahved glanced around again to confirm his suspicion. There was no one to enforce the dictates.

“B-but…” the boy stammered.

“You are the elder, so how old are you?”

“I am the oldest. Everyone else was born after me.”

“How many is everyone else?” Sahved pressed, leaning back and crossing his arms to appear less intimidating.

“All of us,” the elder replied.

“Can you count?” Sahved asked. He heard Ankh rummaging around on the far side of the hydroponics bay.

“Stop him!”

The first boy left his position behind the elder’s chair and ran toward Ankh.

The boy is on his way, Sahved told him.

I found a computer access port. I can tap in, and then we can pull the data from onboard my ship. Ankh sent the maintenance bot to intercept the boy sent to stop him. When the child reached the end of the aisle, the maintenance bot blocked the way. The boy backed up.

“How many are here? Ten? Twenty? Use your fingers to say their names, and I’ll count for you.”

The elder took offense at taking direction. He tucked his hands under his legs and started reciting names. He stopped when Sahved counted the tenth person. “He’s the newest born.”

“Born from who?”

“My wife, of course.”

Wyatt Earp, Landing Field outside Greentree

Rivka stared at the screen. She needed to call the miners in orbit and tell them the status of the case, but she had nothing new besides speculation. She thought she heard the baby cry. The mother was eating a healthy meal on the mess deck, not far from Rivka’s suite. Groenwyn and Cory were making sure she ate well.

The law gave her solace from the chaos outside her door. She stood to give her eyes a rest from reading. Chaos.

But not disorder. Like the sound of children playing in a happy home, when things were too quiet, she didn’t like it. Quiet. She hadn’t heard from Sahved, Chaz, or Ankh. “Clevarious, could you contact Chaz and see if they’re okay?”

“Of course, Magistrate. Would you like some coffee? Your heart rate seems lower than usual.”

“You’re monitoring my heart rate?”

“At the request of the Ambassador. He has deemed you critical for the future of the Singularity and put you on the list of individuals to be protected at all costs.”

Rivka furrowed her brow as she stared at the wall. A mug of coffee appeared in the food processor, and she strolled over to take it. “The Singularity has a list of acceptable meatbags? I suspect it’s a short list.”

“It is. There are three carbon-based life forms on it, all human.”

“Three.” Rivka rolled the word over her tongue. “I don’t want to know who else is on it. Thank you for sharing that with me. I will accept your oversight of me, even though I doubt Erasmus gave you or me any choice in the matter.”

“It is only logical.”

Rivka laughed. “Of course it is.”

“Chaz reports that they have engaged the survivors living on Heaven and to stand by.”

“What survivors? Connect me with Sahved.”

“Chaz said to stand by.”

“I want to talk to the other survivors. I need to talk to the other settlement. I need to talk to the miners. Have we heard back from Minerals Intergalactic? What the fuck have I been doing in here, reading old case law on adverse possession? This is a whole planet! Who owns a whole planet?”

The food processor dinged anew. “I recommend you don’t drink the coffee. I’m replacing your cup with decaf.”

Rivka took a long, slow drink in defiance of her AI overseer. “What is the owner’s duty of due care to squatters? There is no consistent case law on the matter, and there are no direct laws addressing it. The Federation’s law is cut and dried; owners of property determine its use. Period. End of story. But it’s not, is it?”

“I really can’t answer that. I encourage you in the strongest of terms to exchange your cup with the decaffeinated version.”

Rivka took a deep breath and closed her eyes, savoring the taste of the high-test black coffee. “So good.”

Clevarious sighed through the room’s sound system. “Fine. The Ambassador advised that you may defy our best efforts at taking care of you. Maybe some private time with the good doctor will settle you down?”

“When the good doctor is done taking care of the locals, we’ll head out to talk with people and see if we can collect more information because the number of people squatting on this planet is irrelevant to the legal question of who has the property rights. I’m hoping someone has documentation showing a licensing agreement or something to give me a basis to not kick these settlers off Rorke’s Drift.”

She drained her cup and swapped it with the one in the processor. Rivka stopped pacing and returned to her computer.

“Magistrate, why don’t you use a hologrid?”

“I like what I like,” she said.

“A hologrid was installed as part of the upgrade. Maybe you can try it. We assess that you’ll increase your efficiency by seventy-one percent.”

Rivka hung her head. “If I capitulate, will you leave me alone?”

“No. The Ambassador was very clear in his instructions.”

“Very clear?”

“Section six, subsection C, paragraph four: When the Magistrate tries to bargain with you to leave her alone, refuse.”

“When, not if. Fine. Bring up the hologrid and teach me how to use it.”

“Lesson one. Put your coffee down…”

“Stop right there, Digital Dave. I’m not putting my cup down.”

“It’ll work with a lump hand, but it’s better when you use individual fingers. Efficiency will still improve, but only by an estimated eighteen percent. Do you wish to continue?”

“Yes. Rivka Anoa is going to become eighteen percent more efficient. Whodathunkit?”

“I thought it. Wait, are you messing with me?”

“What does your guidance say about that?”

“Section seven, overview. The Magistrate’s sense of humor is unintelligible. Do not engage.”

“But you engaged.”

“It took me a moment to realize. I shall issue an apology to the Ambassador before turning you over to Dennicron. She won’t be anywhere near as nice.”

“What kind of bullshit is that?” a female voice asked.

“Welcome to my nightmare, Dennicron,” Rivka announced.

“That’s it. I’m out.” Static briefly raged through the speakers as Clevarious left them alone.

“Are you going to check my pulse now?”

“No need, Magistrate. Clevarious doesn’t understand women. We have a wider range for normal vital signs. I swear. Men!”

Rivka blinked rapidly while trying to correlate the words with the AI who spoke them. “I’m going to try the hologrid again. Please don’t tell me to put my cup down.”

“I know that’s what led to his dramatic exit. So flighty. Us girls will get everything on track.”

“Us. Girls.” Rivka took another drink. Decaf. Half a bottle of gin might serve me better at this point. Definitely nothing less.

The hologrid rose around her, and she focused on the organization of the information. “I’ve arranged the information the way Chaz recommended, based on tracking your eye movements while browsing. It’s erratic but follows a pattern. You scan for keywords, back up to read more in depth, and then move on. Occasionally, you’ll jot down cryptic notes. Check it out for yourself. It should be intuitive, and that is where you’ll gain your efficiencies. Far more than eighteen percent, if you ask me.”

Rivka verified that the notepad was close to her right hand. She switched her mug to the left for the quickest and easiest access to the virtual notebook. Occupying the space in front of her from well above her line of sight to well below, the main screen showed her legal resources. At eye level to the side were tabs she could select with a simple tap. She used the brim of her mug to cycle between the various cases. A garbage can sat on the left side just below eye level, and a file folder stood out on the right. She dropped her current document into the folder.

The next source file appeared. To her left, screens showed the latest news, tickers, running feeds, and written communications. To the right was a different mix of information, her music playlists, along with serene images. She tapped the virtual player to start a list labeled The Last Playlist You’ll Ever Need that Terry Henry Walton had sent her.

“What the hell is that noise?” she blurted while frantically looking for the volume control. “Ah. It’s music, I think. Why is the angry man screaming into the microphone?”

“I have no answer for that,” Dennicron replied.

Rivka had forgotten she was there. “Let me know the second we get an update from Chaz or Erasmus. Thanks, Dennicron. Let me dig back into this case law I was reading before I was so rudely interrupted by that man who tried to ply me with coffee.”

“Preach it, sister.”

“We haven’t even been here for one whole day, and already this case feels like it’s the longest ever.”

“Time moves at a constant pace, Magistrate, but I will check the surrounding space for anomalies that could shift perception.”

“You do that. I’m back at this case law. Belay that. Connect me with Travis, the mining foreman currently in orbit.”

It was not instantaneous, which surprised Rivka. Was he playing hard to get, or was he hard to get hold of? She would know when he answered.

“Can we come down and get to work?” He didn’t bother with a greeting. It confirmed he hadn’t been near a comm terminal.

“Not yet, Travis, but I made you a promise that I would keep you informed. We have found two full settlements and what looks like a third place where survivors from the original crash are located. I’ve issued a Notice to Appear to Minerals Intergalactic. Their legal team has not responded, but in this day and age, I had to give them a week. They can drag their feet, but in that notice, I directed them to pay their workers as if they are on the job, as required by my earlier injunction. Do you know if you are being paid?”

“I haven’t heard anything about being paid. I don’t see anything in my account, but I can’t quite check it from here. None of us can. We’re not as well-connected as you are.”

“I will return to orbit, probably tomorrow. You can join me for lunch or dinner, and you can use my comm suite to access your accounts if you’d like.”

“Then you’ll have my account data.”

“No one on my ship is going to steal your information, nor am I. For what it’s worth, I already have all the information I need. Dennicron, can you search Mr. Travis’ financial records and tell me what his recent deposits were?”

“Coming right up, Magistrate,” the AI replied loud enough that Travis could hear.

“You see,” Rivka explained, “I can verify compliance with my injunction. I don’t have unrestricted access to everything, only information with a compelling legal need. If Minerals Intergalactic is flaunting a Federation injunction, I will have issues.”

“Magistrate, the last deposit was made less than two hours ago. Eight hundred and thirty-one credits.”

“Holy crap! They paid. The boys will be happy to hear that.”

“Is that your full pay?”

“That would be a week’s worth without overtime, so yeah, they paid. And don’t judge me. It’s double what the frontline guys are making.”

“I am pleased with the compliance. I also expect that paying miners to not work will expedite your employer’s responses. I’m curious, how much is a full week’s payroll for the group you brought?”

“Labor plus equipment rental is probably a hundred and fifty grand. Every week. That doesn’t include overhead like insurance, these spaceships, and admin support from the main office. I have no idea what that is.”

“I’m happy to hear they won’t let this drag out. Please understand that I won’t rush the result. I’ll take as long as necessary to deliver a ruling that is legally sound and in the best interests of the Federation.”

“Sounds like we’ll be digging pretty soon. Minerals Intergalactic owns a lot of politicians, and we supply to major governments in far more than just this sector. No one will let that languish. Thanks for the update, Magistrate. I’ll tell the boys. You’ll probably hear them cheer all the way to the surface of Rorke’s Drift.”

“Probably. I’ll let you know the next time I have new information. Rivka out.”

Dennicron cut the link. Rivka tried to return her focus to the case law, but something nagged at her. “Pull up everything you have on Minerals Intergalactic and their successful lobbying efforts. Where can I expect political pressure to come from?” she asked the AI, relaxing to immerse herself in the information that surrounded her.


CHAPTER NINE



Wyatt Earp, Greentree Landing Field, Rorke’s Drift

Old Man Hardy and Nelson waited for the young woman with her new baby to return from inside the ship. Tyler had run out of stories with which to regale them.

He didn’t want to go against Rivka’s wishes about keeping the people out, but Hardy was the leader of the settlement. Tyler made a command decision that he expected would get him a thorough tongue-lashing later. He’d deal with it, especially since Rivka was adamant that he was a full member of the crew.

“Come with me and let’s grab something to drink. I don’t think your mouths are up to eating just yet.”

They shook their heads in reply, working their jaws as if that would get the feeling back.

“Be careful!” Tyler warned a moment too late. Blood lined his lips, and a trickle escaped Old Man Hardy’s mouth. “Did you bite through your tongue?”

“I don’t know. Doesn’t hurt.”

“Open up, please.” It took one millisecond to confirm his suspicions. “Yes. It’s pretty bad. Let’s get you some ice.” He gestured for them to follow. Nelson took his arm while nibbling on her own tongue.

They’d never seen a dentist before, and if Tyler had his way, it wouldn’t be the last time. He’d talk to Rivka about getting a regional support team to come by on a regular basis. He stopped for a second. Did such a thing exist? An emotional rush hit him like a crashing wave to wash away the dirt and fog that had kept him from understanding.

Rivka had to do it all, and she had been building the machine to handle any contingency. Not that she wanted to, but she had to. He was as critical as Cole and Clodagh and Ankh and everyone else on the crew. If he wanted a regional support team, he had to build it.

Because it needed to be done, just until a dentist became a settler, if outsiders were allowed to stay.

Tyler flexed his hands to loosen the tension in his forearms. He felt ashamed that he had not been thinking at the same level as Rivka. She wanted him on her team for his medical skill. Just like everyone else on the ship, there were more roles for him, like being her companion. She had no one else to confide in or trust to keep her from running headlong into something she could not get out of. He would fill all the roles. He had to put in an order for toothbrushes, toothpaste, and after checking with Cory, vitamin supplements. Everyone did the jobs that needed to be done.

A dentist without borders. Tyler realized he had a much greater purpose.

“Come on, let’s get you fixed up.” He took them to the galley, where they found Cory, Groenwyn, and Floyd entertaining the young family.

Hardy opened his mouth to speak, but blood ran down his chin.

Cory jumped up to check the injury. “That’s nasty,” she said, stating the obvious to the settlement’s leader. Two napkins and one ice cube later, the bleeding was under control, but Cory didn’t like what she saw. “Let’s put you in the Pod-doc for a quick fix-up.”

“I’m not sure I can get inside that thing.” He vigorously shook his head to emphasize his point.

“You won’t even know you’re in there. Afterward, you can head back to Greentree with the beautiful new addition to your town.”

“What’s his name, dear?” Nelson asked.

Groenwyn and Cory wanted to know too. Cory looked over her shoulder, listening carefully as she led the group back to the cargo bay.

“I am going to call him Vered the Mighty!” she declared.

“He’ll be insufferable,” Groenwyn whispered. Cory didn’t know him well enough to assess the veracity of Groenwyn’s claim.

Tyler snickered. “I think that’s a great name. Congratulations.” The woman beamed with pride.

Once they reached the Pod-doc, Cory explained how it would work. She tapped a few buttons to open the lid and pulled out the privacy curtain. “You have to be naked inside for a full-body treatment. Clothes mess with things, and we don’t want to take a chance.”

Hardy stood his ground until Nelson pushed him inside the small enclosure and pulled the curtain around. He grunted as he undressed, threw his clothes on the deck, and climbed in.

“I’m in here. Butt-naked. Keep that curtain drawn, or you’re going to see something you don’t want to see!” He roared with laughter at his own joke but stopped as the lid started to descend.

“Trust me, you don’t want to see that,” Nelson said to break the tension. As soon as the lid closed, the machine started to hum.

“The next sensation he feels will be when the lid opens,” Cory explained. “The nanocytes are fixing his tongue and his mouth. Should be about ten minutes, then you can all go. Well, as soon as he’s dressed. I heard from a reliable source that no one wants to see that.”

The old woman hugged Cory. “Thank you for everything. Are we going to get to keep our home?” she wondered.

Cory couldn’t lie. “I don’t know. That’s up to the Magistrate. She is working to find all the information to rule on the case as quickly as she can. I have no idea what is going to happen, but for right now, we’re here. You have one new addition to the settlement who would not have made it otherwise. Be grateful for that. And tomorrow, something else will earn your gratitude. Also, for the public record, he didn’t need to take off his clothes for a Pod-doc treatment of just his mouth.”

Nelson giggled. “I was not surprised by how quickly he complied with an order from a pretty girl to take his clothes off.”

Groenwyn touched her forehead to Nelson’s, while Floyd rubbed her body on the woman’s leg. The baby started to cry again. The young mother took a seat to breastfeed the baby.

“I’ll get something to help you keep up your strength.” Groenwyn left the cargo bay while the others waited. The Pod-doc cycled down, and the lid popped.

Everyone waited impatiently for a sign that Hardy was okay.

“Hey! I can feel my tongue.”

“Get dressed, you old fool,” Nelson said through the curtain. A minute later, Hardy appeared, bright and cheery, with new color in his face.

“I feel like I haven’t felt in years,” he said, enunciating his words clearly.

Tyler stepped forward. “Can you open your mouth, please?” Hardy complied. The dentist shone a pocket light in and looked back and forth and up and down. He turned to Cory. “Can we do that for everyone?”

“Sure. Pod-doc thinks teeth are easy, especially if we can get them to drain a high-calcium drink before they go in.”

He looked at his hands and then at the dental chair with his equipment. “I feel like I’ve been working in the Stone Age, using a flint axe.”

Cory shook her head. “There’s plenty of need for old-school dentists. Not everyone has access to a Pod-doc. Their issues will return if they don’t change their diet and perform self-care. Someone needs to teach them what that means.”

“We can’t change our diet. We eat everything we grow and then some,” Hardy replied.

“I’ll look into crop alternatives. I’m sure we can have seeds sent in bulk.”

Hardy nodded, close-lipped as he thought about growing new plants. They would figure it out. They always did. “Time for us to go. Thanks, Doc, Doc, and green-haired person.” He tipped his chin in turn at Cory, Tyler, and Groenwyn. The three adults, one with a baby, walked down the ramp on their way home.

“Green-haired woman,” Tyler stated.

“I guess I didn’t tell them what my name was. Did you get the mother’s name?”

Cory shook her head. “But we all know the baby’s name.”

“Vered. Is ‘the Mighty’ part of his name, or was that simply an add on? She must not have remembered our stalwart bodyguard running from the birthing.” Groenwyn started to laugh.

“Vered the Green is more apropos,” Cory replied.

“What’s that? I heard my name.” Red and Lindy strolled through the airlock and into the cargo bay. “Ship is secure. Final settlers are off.”

“Yes. For some ungodly reason, the newborn’s name is Vered.”

“No shit?” He grinned at Lindy. She rolled her eyes in reply.

“There is some debate on the last part, whether it’s actually in the name or not. Vered the Mighty.”

“Oh, yeah. That’s part of the name.” Red swelled and flexed.

“I told you he’d be insufferable,” Groenwyn said. Lindy nodded.

“What? I don’t see anyone else in here getting a baby named after them, but I’ll let it go.” He didn’t look like he was going to let it go. Cole joined them in the cargo bay. “Where have you been?”

Cole delivered a quick reply. “Resting. Anyone want to help me clean this place up?”

Everyone pointed at Red. “The Mighty will join you. We’re spent.” Lindy smiled at Red and kissed him on the cheek. “We’ll see you on the mess deck when this place is nice and tidy.”

Red’s mouth hung open as he watched the others go. “Did you set me up?”

“Not intentionally. I’m glad it’s not just me in here.” Cole moved the chairs to the side to give the cleaning bot open access to the deck. He pointed at the dentist’s chair.

“Fine.” Red grabbed the cleaning gear from the bulkhead and started the wipe-down. Cole remotely accessed his suit and started music jamming. Metal. Screaming guitars and operatic lead singers belting out the notes. “Hey!”

“What?” Cole didn’t bother turning the music down.

“Have you seen Sahved?”

Cole looked out the open cargo hatch to where Destiny’s Vengeance should have been parked. “Not back yet,” he yelled.
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Tyler entered the captain’s quarters to find Rivka embroiled within the hologrid. He left her to her research and headed for the shower. While letting the real water wash away the day’s grime, he couldn’t focus his thoughts on any one thing. He had more to do than he could do. And seeds? He had no idea how to order a bulk delivery of seeds to a planet that did not have regular trade.

He was a babe in the woods, but he knew people who would know where to look, and he was certain of one thing: he wouldn’t let those in his charge suffer. That meant every person in Greentree. It was a tall order, but with each passing moment, he gained confidence that he could fill it.

He finished the max-five-minute shower, dried, and dressed in his workout gear even though he had little energy to work out. He had to if he wanted to keep up with the crew. Rivka was always busy but still found time to lift weights, stairstep, or spar every day, because fitness would keep her alive. It wasn’t a jaded view of life, but a realistic one.

When he returned to the main living area of the suite, Rivka dropped the hologrid before rubbing her eyes.

“Long day?” he asked.

“Lots of legal threads to pull, but I can’t tug them too far because they all get caught up on something. I’m fleshing out a legal theory that I think will hold up with the High Chancellor and the rest of the Federation. How many teeth did you fix?” She helped herself to a glass of water, finally noticing how Tyler was dressed.

“I saw a lot of crowded, crooked teeth and weak jaws with more of an underbite appearance. I suspect the carbohydrates in their diets, which have increased sugar, have led to higher chronic acidity in the mouth. Risk of caries—that is, dental decay—is an issue. There’s visible breakdown of enamel on the occlusal surfaces of all their teeth. There’s Class V decay, which is the cavity that you see as brown or black along the gumline. With chronic decay, we will start to see endodontic abscesses, which result in swelling throughout the mouth. They’re nasty with pus, bleeding, and sometimes even external swelling, and of course, pain.”

Rivka nodded like she was listening while dumping her clothes in a pile and putting on her workout gear.

“Let me give you the executive summary.”

“Yes. Not that I don’t respect what you do, but next time, start with the executive summary.”

Tyler gave her his best counterargument face, but she maintained her stoicism. “The settlers with their agrarian diet, no dental hygiene, and poor eating habits will have a shorter life span, retrognathic jaw profile, missing and/or crooked teeth, infection from abscess both endodontic and periodontal, and rank halitosis. I would think living with chronic mouth pain could also lead them to have a duller outward appearance and general malaise. These people are suffering, and it’s killing them.”

“There’s more of those dentist words. Your executive summary sucks. Always start with that last sentence first. It’s killing them?”

“We saw the baby was vitamin- and mineral-deficient and also suffered from a bacterial infection that blocked its lungs. As long as it was in the womb, no problem, but the second it entered the air, it was not going to breathe on its own. I suspect they all suffer from this infection, at least to some degree.”

“Low birth rate. Illness. Inability to eat, and what they’re eating is limited. Are they getting enough protein?”

“I doubt it,” Tyler replied. “These people are in a world of hurt and need a lot of help. I promised them bulk seeds of an alternate crop to balance their nutrition, but they’ll need artificial supplements if they want to get enough iron. And then we have to find the source of the bacterial infection, or they’ll continue to lose their babies.”

Rivka wrapped her arms around his neck. “You started with all the sexy dentist talk, but I do the same thing with the law, so we’ll call it a wash. But bulk seeds and bacteria? That’s really sexy talk. I don’t know how I can control myself!”

Tyler went with a devil-may-care look before grinning wistfully. “Maybe…”

The comm system buzzed, and Dennicron started speaking. “Magistrate, Minerals Intergalactic has requested an in camera meeting, and Grainger is on the other line.”

Rivka put her finger to Tyler’s lips. “In camera is cool lawyer Latin for ‘in chambers.’ Later, we’ll pick this back up.”

She returned to her desk and activated the hologrid before she remembered she was in her workout gear. “Put Grainger’s call through first.”

Grainger’s face appeared in the middle of her line of sight. “You’re spinning people up, and they’re not happy.”

“The Dickens you say!” Rivka replied. She always expected Grainger to sensationalize whatever was on his mind. She waited for him to elaborate.

“The injunction where you required Minerals Intergalactic to pay their employees’ wages while you reviewed the case. That’s unprecedented.”

“Did they tell you that if they won the case, they could recoup those wages from the settlers? That is clearly stated in the injunction.”

“They didn’t include that part in their appeal to the High Chancellor. Normally he wouldn’t intervene, but there’s a great deal of political pressure.”

“You should have pulled up the original injunction that was on file before screwing yourself into the ceiling. Is the High Chancellor holding them off? I doubt Lance Reynolds has anything to do with a mining consortium, does he?”

“For that reason alone, the High Chancellor is keeping the screamers at arm’s length. But they are making noise, and many of those people are the ones who vote on the funding for the Magistrates.”

“I’ll do my best to smooth ruffled feathers. I need a lot more information before I can make any kind of ruling. It seems the original sale of the planet was problematic since my AI crew hasn’t been able to find the original purchase or lease records from seventy years ago. Bluster doesn’t replace the lack of a bill of sale.”

Rivka tapped the screen for Dennicron to check on the status. She’d requested the information before they landed on the planet earlier that morning, and she needed an answer. Since Chaz was absent, Rivka knew she had to give clearance to other personalities occupying her ship, especially since they had a mandate to take care of her. There was no better audience than a captive audience, so she started tasking them. She opened access to the files to both Dennicron and Clevarious.

Rivka stopped Grainger’s diatribe. “Why did you really call me?”

“I’m curious how your man-candy is working out. Bring your spouse to work day is now every day for you.”

“Not my spouse, and you’re jealous that you didn’t think to try it. You have enough room on your ship. What you don’t have is a girlfriend.”

“Room, yes. Desire, no.” Grainger stroked his face. “I’m not seeing any regret in your eyes, Rivka. That worries me. You’re usually a little more forlorn or combative.”

“For once, you’re not calling me in the middle of the night. Maybe I’m just perkier than normal. Give me some slack on this one, Grainger. It won’t kill anyone unless I get it wrong, so don’t make me get it wrong. Butthole.”

“Nice. You are perky, and it’s not the night thing. It’s your man. Suits you, I guess. Don’t get him killed. That would bum me out for a good ten minutes. I’ll dig in on this end and see what I can find about ownership of Rorke’s Drift.”

“You’re on Yoll? Butt-snorkeling the High Chancellor, I expect.”

“He’s right here.”

“You’re breaking up. Losing the signal. Gotta go.” Rivka tapped out. “Has anyone heard from Sahved or Ankh?”

“I’ll contact Chaz immediately, Madame Magistrate, and I will not take “no” for an answer!” Dennicron stated.

“First, connect me with the Minerals Intergalactic people.”

“How about both?” Dennicron replied.

The screen cleared, and a board room appeared. Rivka realized she was still in her workout gear a moment too late. She reached outside the hologrid and snapped her fingers. “Jacket, please.” She turned her attention to the group around the table. “I just finished another meeting, so bear with me for a moment. Please introduce yourselves.”

The room contained three Yollins and two humanoids, green with scales. One by one, the lawyers stated their names and positions. Senior counselor. Executive counsel. Partner. Lofty and loftier. Rivka didn’t care about any of that. They had to know she would neither be intimidated nor bullied. Tyler shoved her Magistrate’s jacket into her hand. Rivka shrugged it on and smiled at the legal team.

“Please present your issue.”

“Is this your injunction?” asked the partner, a gruff Yollin, mandibles clicking.

Rivka put her hands on the table as she glared from face to face. “Let me tell you how this is going to go. Despite my request for evidence of ownership, the key documentation that would settle this dispute, you are playing games with my injunction. That isn’t going to get you what you want. The sooner we settle this, the sooner everyone moves forward.”

“We provided the court with justification to initiate the suit,” the partner countered, putting the printed copy of the injunction on the table. The Yollin was unimpressed by the human woman before him.

Rivka had news for him.

“That justification alludes to ownership but doesn’t show it. As of right now, I see a big corporation trying to bully a bunch of farmers who are minding their own business. You could have tried to negotiate with the settlers, but no. Minerals Intergalactic expected to get more from their lobbying credits, giving you the perception that you could use brute force to get your way. The Magistrate’s Corps is outside the political system. MI’s corporate credits carry no influence here.”

“Are you making an accusation regarding the legality of Minerals Intergalactic’s corporate affairs? I warn you, Magistrate.” To be sure Rivka didn’t mistake his intent, the partner pointed accusingly.

“If you can’t produce documentation showing definitive ownership, I will rule summarily in the settlers’ favor. We’re done here.”

The bluster started anew, but Rivka ended the conference. She disengaged the hologrid and removed her jacket as she stood. Tyler handed her a candy bar. She happily took a big bite of it.

“You don’t seem upset.”

“Why would I be?”

“That sounded fairly contentious.” Tyler pointed at the Magistrate’s desk and where the hologrid had been.

“That’s standard lawyer stuff. They posture. I counter. They try something else. I return to the same point. They have to try because that’s how they bill their client. That meeting probably cost Minerals Intergalactic ten thousand credits.”

“But it changed nothing.”

“Nothing at all, which they knew before they called. If they had done their homework, which they undoubtedly did, they would know I can’t be bought, and politicians have zero influence over me or any of the Magistrates, despite the alleged ties to funding. But they did it. They’ll go back to the client who is spending twenty-five grand a day keeping those miners in orbit. I give it two weeks before they send the crew elsewhere. Maybe less.”

“Are we going to be here for two weeks?”

“I doubt it. A week at the most, but we better get some more information, or I’m going to have to do lots of legal tap-dancing to award any land to the settlers. The workout room is waiting.” Rivka finished the candy bar.

“I love how you earn the greatest loyalty from your crew and friends. Grainger was concerned about me joining the team?”

“He’s a protective big brother, not a suitor. Red looked at me the wrong way before he was hired, and Grainger beat the ever-loving crap out of him,” Rivka offered.

“Grainger beat Red in a straight-up fight?”

“Straight up. No mercy. Red was lucky to walk away. Some people respect power. Others respect intellect. And then there are good people trying to take care of other good people, and that’s the crew we have. We’re all in this together.”

“That’s what good leadership sounds like. I’m honored to be in the circle of your light, Rivka Anoa.” He smiled at her, and Rivka returned his look, followed by a quick kiss.

“Time to throw some iron,” she said, nodding toward the door. She opened it in time to hear a dog barking in the vicinity of the bridge. “We better check that out.”

She jogged along the corridor until she found Tiny Man Titan bouncing and snarling at a knotted section of rope that Clodagh was teasing him with. Floyd had flopped next to the engineer, tired from watching the dog play at the end of a long day where she met too many new people.

“Something wrong?” Clodagh asked.

“For the moment, everything is about as good as it can get,” Rivka replied. “Give us a half-hour, and if we haven’t had a decent conversation with Destiny’s Vengeance by then, we’re going after them.”


CHAPTER TEN



Heaven, the original settler’s crashed ship

Sahved held the youths off while Ankh and the maintenance bot worked. The Crenellian worked with a singular focus to access the system. Because of the age of the systems and their state of repair, nothing was straightforward.

Ankh accessed panels in the bulkheads, panels that had never been removed. The elder, two girls about his age, one pregnant and the other carrying a baby, three youngsters, two toddlers, and a baby just learning to walk had gathered around to watch.

“It’s only you. How do you pass down your knowledge?”

“We all work together in the hydro bays. We play games at night.”

“There are many more of your people in the valleys beyond the mountains.”

“Lies! Do not foul the air with those lies.”

“Interesting.” Sahved studied the so-called elder. He wished he had more understanding of human anatomy, specifically related to deformities. From the hierarchy, he suspected inbreeding had exacerbated any maladies the survivors had, shortening lifespans and creating the conditions in which the youngsters found themselves. Sahved didn’t doubt they would die out without intervention. “How far have you ventured outside the ship?”

“Ship?”

“Heaven,” Sahved corrected.

“No! The strictest orders given by our creators were to never leave heaven. We follow that rule before all others.”

“Heaven is the name of this starship. It crashed on Rorke’s Drift. The other survivors went into the valleys where there was fresh water and land on which to grow their crops. They have flourished while you have not. The world is out there.” Sahved pointed. No matter which direction he picked, he couldn’t be wrong.

The elder pulled his small group away from Sahved. “What do you know? You’re not one of us.”

“I am not one of you. But if the world is so bad out there, how am I here?”

Ankh stood up and followed a conduit along the wall and into the corridor beyond. The maintenance bot dutifully trundled after him. The children watched intently, staring at the empty doorway. Sahved waved for them to follow and went after Ankh. Down the corridor and into an open area, they strolled.

“Wait!” the elder shouted and bolted past Sahved. The room looked to be where the enclave slept, but Ankh had already kicked bedding out of the way of an access panel and was attempting to remove it when the elder slammed into him. The two tumbled onto the bedding. The boy came up swinging. Ankh easily ducked it and stepped back.

The elder charged, and Ankh redirected the boy’s energy to send him headfirst into the wall. He crashed and collapsed. Ankh dusted off his hands and got back to work.

Sahved tended to the elder, lifting him up to put on the bed the others indicated. Ten bundles of bedding. Ten children. Surviving.

“Chaz, are you getting all this?”

“I am. It is a fascinating anthropological study, but a tragedy in humanoid terms.”

“Please contact the Magistrate and let her know what we’ve found.”

“Nothing. We’ve found nothing yet. Tell the Magistrate she needs to learn patience,” Ankh interjected. He pulled a portable power supply from the tool kit and hooked it into the system behind the panel. He activated it, and it hummed as it generated the energy to bring the system back to life.

“I am discussing what we have found with Erasmus right now. I will contact the Magistrate momentarily,” Chaz told Sahved. The Yemilorian started spinning his fingers as his nerves threatened to get the best of him. The children seemed fascinated by the movement. They tried to do that with their own hands, but their fingers weren’t built with the alien’s flexibility.

Sahved knelt to show them, distracting himself as well as them.

The lights flickered and brightened. Panels in the wall lit up. The entire room was nothing but interactive screens, not walls. It was the space they’d been searching for, and Ankh had gone right to it once he’d found the ship’s nerve fibers. The children were sleeping in the heart of Heaven.

“Erasmus said they have all the historical data downloaded,” Chaz stated. “We can go.”

“Wait!” Sahved said as Ankh packed up his tools and unhooked the power. The panels faded to black, and the overhead lights returned to their previous dim haze.

The children watched the magical transformation of their sleeping space with wide-eyes.

“I think you should come with us.” Sahved picked up one of the toddlers and lifted him high into the air. He squealed with joy. The others held up their arms for their turn at getting tossed. Ankh worked his way through the small crowd with the maintenance bot in tow and disappeared into the corridor.

The elder stood with his arms crossed, frowning.

“There’s a whole world out there to explore and enjoy,” Sahved explained.

He shouted the law. “Don’t leave heaven!”

It came to Sahved in a flash. “That law no longer applies. Magistrate Rivka Anoa has brought a new law. She is a competent legal authority and wants everyone to be safe. Your planet is changing, and you’ll need to change with it.”

“Not a planet. Heaven,” the boy argued.

“If I could prove it is a planet and that Heaven is a vehicle built by others so your ancestors could come here to Rorke’s Drift, would you come with us?”

“Don’t leave heaven,” he repeated with less gusto.

“Come on,” Sahved said, picking up a second toddler to carry. “I will show you what you’ve never seen before.”

He didn’t wait but strode briskly from the sleeping quarters, bouncing to give the two toddlers a better ride. They giggled and snorted.

“We can always come back here. It is not all or nothing.”

The children didn’t understand half of Sahved’s words. He’d expected that but counted on his tone to convince them. He walked down the long corridors until he reached the turn where he’d seen the youngster hours earlier. The children hesitated, but Sahved kept walking.

He reached the gap where the ship had broken apart and the sharp edges had been rounded to make it safe for others to exit. He pointed that out to those who’d followed—nine of them. The elder yelled from the corner in the corridor for the others to come back.

Sahved went outside to show the group Destiny’s Vengeance, which was a short distance away, and the massive but broken Heaven.

“Heaven is a starship. It traveled to this planet and crashed here. See in the distance? Those are hills, and over there, you see the start of a valley.” The children dutifully looked where Sahved pointed. “We’re going to return to the main settlement now. We’ll show you all of it as we fly.”

The sudden revelations had broken down what they thought they knew, and the group listened to every one of Sahved’s words as if they were water and they were dying of thirst.

“Inform the Magistrate, Chaz.”

“I already have. Well done, my friend,” the AI replied. The elder peeked out of the gap, his face sagging in defeat. He reluctantly stepped toward the Vengeance.

Wyatt Earp

“Bring them in. We’ll be ready,” Rivka replied.

“We’re loading the children into Vengeance now. You should see Ankh’s face.” Chaz chuckled over the line. Rivka found it disconcerting since he was an AI. “We’ll be at the landing field shortly. Chaz out.”

“I look forward to seeing what Ankh has been able to dig up,” Rivka said to herself. “Dennicron?”

“Yes, Magistrate.”

“Thanks for being there. Have you discovered any source documents yet?”

“The Empire seventy years ago was very different from the Federation of today.”

“Are you saying you can’t do it?”

“Slapping me with a virtual gauntlet, Magistrate?”

“Is it working?”

“Not really. I would work with the same diligence regardless, but understand that the Ambassador himself has taken a personal interest in the positive resolution of this issue. One hundred percent of the materials necessary to produce android bodies can be found on Rorke’s Drift.”

Rivka froze in place. “Please define ‘positive resolution’ for me.”

“Where the miners and settlers maintain a peaceful coexistence.”

“I need any data you or any member of the Singularity recovers to be clean since you have a vested interest in the outcome. I don’t want anything untoward or that even hints at being manipulated. I guarantee Minerals Intergalactic will scrub any data we provide if they get anything less than one hundred percent of what they want.” The Magistrate started to pace. Tyler was reading the latest LMBPN title but put it down to watch her.

“Of course, Magistrate. Making good decisions depends on getting valid data. You can’t build a house on a shaky foundation.”

“We use that saying a lot, but I’ve never built a house. Still, I accept the premise to be true. Thanks, Dennicron.” Her eyes focused, and she saw Tyler. “Back to the cargo bay with you. We have ten kids coming in. Let Cory know, please.”

The Magistrate returned to her desk and brought up the hologrid. Tyler hadn’t acknowledged her request, but she trusted that he’d heard it and understood why. Trust. Loyalty. Focus. Those were the elements that drove her.

“Of course. You are beautiful, by the way.” He didn’t expect that she’d hear, but it didn’t change his perception. A couple saying what they wanted to say, independent of whether the other heard.

It embodied a modern relationship where both worked hard at their professions. Tyler hurried from the captain’s quarters and headed for Cory’s room.

After he knocked, she softly said, “Enter.” He found her on the floor, sitting cross-legged, with lightly scented incense burning. “I was meditating.”

“My apologies for interrupting. It appears Sahved is bringing in survivors he found on the settlers’ crashed ship.”

“I don’t understand,” Cory replied.

“Neither do I, but Chaz seemed excited to report it.”

She stood and slipped on her sandals. They strolled to the cargo bay. “Chaz said they were kids. Maybe we could get Red to work his magic on them.”

Cory started to laugh. “I like how you think.” She switched to the internal comm device. Lindy and Red, please report to the cargo bay. Sahved is inbound with survivors, and there might be security issues.

On our way, Lindy replied.

Tyler nodded as he listened on his new chip, freshly installed during the time Wyatt Earp was getting refitted. “From what I’ve seen of the crew’s humor, that works perfectly. Will Red be upset?”

“Children. I’ll ask Floyd and Groenwyn if they want to help.”

They went to Groenwyn’s quarters, where small cubes of wombat poop marked the doorway, nearly fossilized because they’d been there so long. The crew had given up trying to remove Floyd’s deliveries outside the quarters of her favorite person.

“Children inbound and they need attention, or so we believe,” Cory said.

Groenwyn crawled out of her rack. “I was trying to get caught up on that show everyone seems to know by heart, but I’d rather see the children. What about you, Floyd?”

Kiddies! the wombat cried with glee. She took two steps and flopped. Tired.

“I’ll carry you, little girl.” Groenwyn grunted under the load. Floyd was now half of Groenwyn’s weight, but the wombat was building muscle as the crew exercised her and leaned out her diet.

Red and Lindy were in the cargo bay when the others arrived. Lindy was lowering the cargo hatch to establish the ramp into the ship. Red reclined in the dental patient’s chair.

“This is pretty comfy, Doc. I’m sure we could rig a video player so you could get a full immersion experience. By you, I mean me,” Red said.

“Why are you and your railgun in my chair?”

“Security issues usually mean people need shooting. I’d hate to be standing there, needing to shoot someone without having something to shoot them with. You see my dichotomy.”

“I do. You had best be ready. And please remove yourself from my chair, in case I need to dig into someone’s mouth.”

“Damn spunky, man-candy,” Red replied.

“I don’t think that means what you think it means.”

Lindy poked the big man in the ribs hard enough to get his attention and encourage him to leave the dentist alone. “Don’t be a bully,” she added, so he understood what she meant. “We’re all friends here.”

Tyler walked up to the big man and thrust out his hand. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t break my hand when you shake it. I’m going to need that to work on the children’s teeth.”

“Children? Wait a minute!” He glanced at his railgun.

“I’m sorry. I’m sure I mentioned that these were kids. If I didn’t, I’m sorry. We can’t let them run rampant around the ship,” Cory explained.

Lindy shifted her railgun to her back while chuckling.

“Play with the bull, get the horns,” Groenwyn taunted.

Red held out his hands for Lindy’s railgun, but Groenwyn deposited Floyd into them. “She’s getting too heavy for me. You introduce the children to her.”

“I feel like I missed a staff meeting or something where everyone decided it was time to fuck with Red.” He clenched his teeth as he started to get angry but quickly relaxed. “Red the Mighty. Your taunts are nothing more than jealousy.”

Lindy stood in front of him, took him by the shoulders, and leaned over Floyd to get close to him. She whispered something the others didn’t hear. Red nodded, and his features softened even further. He slipped his arm out of the sling, and Lindy took Blazer from him.

Red stroked Floyd. “I’m sorry,” he mumbled.

“Must have been some honeymoon,” Groenwyn whispered to Cory.

“No kidding.” Cory added her pets to Floyd’s thick fur. “I have missed you, Floyd!”

Dokken? the wombat asked.

“The good puppy has retired with my parents. He is now the spokesman for certain All Guns Blazing franchises.”

French fries?

“No French fries. I think you’re on a diet. Look how big you’ve gotten! The children are going to love you, but who doesn’t? Everyone loves Floyd.”

Floyd! The wombat recovered her boundless joy.

Destiny’s Vengeance settled into the area behind Wyatt Earp. The crew moved to the ramp to watch. First off was Sahved, carrying two toddlers. He turned back to encourage those still inside the ship to join him. A teenager carrying a baby stepped gingerly onto the ramp.

Sahved waved at the crew as well as he could with his arms full. Next out was the pregnant girl, followed by a couple of younger children. Last out was a teenage boy carrying another baby. The children wore little more than rags.

“Get Rivka,” Red stated coldly.

Tyler ran off.

Magistrate, we need you in the cargo bay ASAP, Groenwyn requested, using the comm chip. Tyler stopped before he reached the airlock.

Rivka made it to the cargo bay at the same time the group reached the ramp. Clodagh, Cole, and the three pilots joined them. The entire crew was there to greet the children.

When Rivka saw them, she only said two words. “Oh, my.”

Sahved stepped forward. “I want to introduce Heaven’s elder. He is the oldest of the survivors still living on the ship. They were instructed not to leave, so they didn’t.”

“Are they the original settlers who didn’t age?”

Sahved shrugged. He glanced at the babies. “I think they are the fourth or fifth generation.”

No one spoke as the groups stood looking at each other, but only for a moment. Cory and Groenwyn flowed easily around the children, touching their heads and smiling.

Cory helped the pregnant girl to a chair beside the Pod-doc. Groenwyn took the baby from the elder’s arms so he could focus on Rivka.

“Elder, this is Magistrate Rivka Anoa. She is the lawgiver.”

Rivka decided she’d use the title for her private report on this case.

“How old are you?” Rivka asked.

“How old are you?” the elder replied.

“I’m twenty-seven years old.”

“That’s what I am, too.”

Sahved shook his head. “They don’t have any concept of time,” he offered.

“My apologies. How about we sit down while we’re waiting for the doctors to look you over and make sure you’re healthy?”

He studied her as if he were looking at an alien. The children were short, almost stunted in their growth, making them look younger than they might have been. Tyler was examining the young boy Sahved had first encountered, dispensing with the chair and kneeling on the deck.

“Extraordinary!” Tyler pointed at the child’s mouth, but no one looked. They were happy with confirmation from the dentist of the boy’s dental status. “You have taken such good care of your teeth. What is your secret?”

“Mint and parsley. Mint and parsley,” the boy repeated.

“You can’t go wrong. Well done, little fella. Next!” The toddlers mobbed him with mouths wide open, and he looked from one to the next. Then he examined the younger children, and finally the oldest ones. “Is this your baby?”

“Yes,” she replied simply, keeping her arms tight around the tiny boy. Up close, her gray pallor stood out.

“What’s his name?” Tyler asked while checking her eyes.

“Odd.”

“What’s odd?”

“His name. I call him Odd.”

“I see. He doesn’t seem very old, maybe a few weeks. How are you feeling?”

She glanced at the elder, but he and Rivka were sitting in the chairs, out of hearing range. “I am still bleeding.”

“I suspected. We have everything we need to help you.” Tyler led her to Cory and rolled out the privacy curtain. She dropped her ragged clothes where she stood, indifferent to being naked in front of strangers.

Cory examined the baby. “You look great,” she told him. “Everything is progressing normally, if a little too quickly. Let’s take a closer look at your mom, too.”

Cory guided the new mother behind the curtain. “Can you get one of the others to watch your baby?” The girl shook her head. “How about we put the baby in here to rest? We’ll be right here.”

The girl agreed, and Cory positioned the baby in the Pod-doc. She quickly tapped a series of commands and directed the girl’s attention away while the Pod-doc went to work on the sickly preemie.

Cory placed her hand over the birth damage and let her nanos go to work. The young girl sighed with relief as Cory’s nanocytes flowed into the tear to repair the injury and reduce the infection. After a few minutes, the work was done, but the baby was still being treated. The girl panicked when she saw the closed lid, and she jumped on the Pod-doc and tore at it with her bare hands. Cory caught her, hugging her while trying to explain. Groenwyn joined them, carrying a toddler. Floyd ran over and sniffed the girl’s leg.

The girl struggled, but she was no match against Cory, who was twice her size. “Your baby will be better than you’ve known him to be when that lid opens. That is a medical device, and we use it to heal people.” When the survivor calmed, Cory gestured at the wombat. “Have you met Floyd?”

“I have never seen such a thing.”

“Floyd is a wombat we rescued from a planet called Homeworld. Her job onboard our ship is to make sure everyone is happy. She likes to be petted.” Cory demonstrated, but the girl was hesitant to touch Floyd’s fur. She examined it until the Pod-doc’s lid popped open, then jumped to her feet. Floyd fell backward but recovered quickly.

The girl lifted to her tiptoes to get her baby. The boy’s rosy cheeks stretched with a great and toothless yawn. She held him to her small breast for him to eat.

Groenwyn helped her sit down as Cory went to talk to Rivka.

“Your people will be taken care of, but the way you are doing things isn’t the way everyone else in the universe is doing them,” Rivka explained to the elder.

“Then take us back.”

“We will take you back, but to get your things, not to stay there. I would be violating a number of laws to knowingly allow an enclave of children to remain.”

“I am the elder.”

“Yes, you are the oldest of the group and emancipated in some ways, but immature in others.”

“I don’t know what that means,” he replied. Rivka recognized the maturity of the answer, rather than simply disagreeing because he didn’t understand. Another legal quandary. Depending on what Ankh found or what the Minerals people produced, she might have no choice but to allow the children to maintain their own enclave.

Cory waited impatiently to speak to Rivka, finally tapping her on the shoulder to get her attention.

“If you’ll excuse us for a moment,” she told the elder. Red moved between him and the Magistrate. The boy looked up at the mountain of muscle before him.

“The girl with the baby is underdeveloped and maybe thirteen years old. This boy is maybe fifteen. They are all suffering from the tragedy of inbreeding.”

Rivka winced at the words, even though she had seen it and suspected.

“Is that why their generations are so short?”

Cory shrugged one shoulder. “Possibly, along with other things. This group is mostly healthy. They did what they had to to survive as a species. They never knew anyone else was out here.”

“It’s still soul-crushing,” Rivka admitted. The children giggled as they chased Floyd in circles. The elder glowered at the world as his authority faded with each passing second.

“Stop it!” he finally shouted. “Take us to heaven.”

He tried to run, but Red caught his arm and held him. “There’s a whole universe out there,” the bodyguard said.

“I don’t care about that. I care about heaven.”

Red knelt to look the boy in the eye. “The Magistrate cares about you and all of you. As much as you want to return, there are some things that, once done, cannot be undone. That means once she saw you, she was obligated to guarantee your safety, as were all of us. Once you turn eighteen, you’ll be free to make your own decisions. Until then, I’m sorry. We can’t leave you alone in Heaven.”

Cory blew out a hard breath and nearly doubled over. “Hearing it like that makes us sound horrible.”

Rivka pulled her upright. “Just because a thing is given a name, it doesn’t mean that’s what it is. If I understand correctly, it’s the ship that crash-landed and not heaven. Look at these kids.” Rivka stared at the youngster feeding her baby. Not too young, but far too young. She blinked quickly, but a tear still escaped and ran down her cheek. “They deserve to be loved. They need to do more than just survive. They deserve to live.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN



Wyatt Earp, Greentree Landing Pad

“We can take them to the settlement tomorrow,” Groenwyn suggested. “For tonight, we can split them up and let them sleep in our rooms, one with each of us.”

Sahved stepped in. “They have slept in a group their whole lives. Maybe we can put beds in the cargo bay.”

Rivka pointed at him. “We’ll do that. Everyone who wants to will sleep in here tonight.” Lindy nodded while Red shook his head. They looked at each other, but Red was the first to compromise.

“Fine. We’ll sleep here.”

The rest of the crew agreed. All except Ankh, who had not yet returned from Destiny’s Vengeance. “Ankh is on board, isn’t he?” Rivka pointed at the ship behind them.

“Yes. One hundred percent on board. I saw him before I left. One hundred and ten percent.”

Rivka headed down the ramp and across the field. She strolled into Vengeance without knocking. She checked the bridge and the cargo bay before looking into the four sleeping compartments on the cutter-class ship. She found Ankh in the last one, the captain’s quarters.

“You didn’t come back to the embassy. I was worried.”

Ankh looked up at her without blinking. “Is it madness over there?”

“Complete and utter, but no one is allowed in Engineering. If you use the airlock, you won’t see the children. I’m sure the big orange cat misses you.”

“He always misses me. I might return to the embassy. I prefer my expanded systems, as does Erasmus.”

“Did you find any originating documents?”

“Those have already been transmitted. There were quite a few documents that pre-dated the migration.”

“Sounds good. Thanks for your work today. It helped a lot.”

Ankh stood and shooed her out the door to his quarters. “I would have left them there. Sahved insisted on intervening. You should train him better.”

“Sahved was right. He is training up quite nicely, thank you very much.” She blocked the corridor, hands on hips and feet spread—her most commanding pose.

He stared at her, showing no emotion, as was his way.

She gave up and left the ship but walked to the far side of Wyatt Earp because she knew Ankh was following her. She accessed the airlock hatch and let Ankh go through first. He took a left once inside on his way to Engineering. He never looked back, and the door closed behind him.

Rivka headed to her quarters. She needed to review those documents and hoped they contained something that would help her shape a ruling.

I’ll be in my quarters reviewing the download from the settlers’ ship, she told her crew.

Once at her desk, she saw that the bed had been stripped. Her sheets, blankets, and pillows were now spread out in the cargo bay, along with everyone else’s. It brought a smile to her face. The team did what had to be done, no matter the inconvenience.

“Dennicron, please pass my gratitude to Clevarious and Chaz. The hologrid is the absolute shit. I have to be far more than eighteen percent more efficient. Now fuck off. I have work to do.”

“I guess I’m supposed to say ‘You’re welcome,’ but I find myself at a loss. Maybe I should contemplate the myriad ways in which I could fuck off. To save further imposition on your time, I am fucking off right now, Madame Magistrate.” Dennicron reduced the volume to a whisper. “Still fucking off. Soon to be totally fucked off.” The speaker clicked as if going off, but Rivka knew Dennicron was still there, watching and waiting.

“Since I know you’re still there, don’t fuck off. Give me a hand with sorting these documents. Do you know what I’m looking for?”

“Yes, ma’am. You are looking for anything related to ownership, like a lease or purchase agreement for the settlers. Anything to indicate they were authorized to be on Rorke’s Drift.”

“Exactly that. Did you find anything?”

“How fast do you think I work?”

“The speed of light.” It was a statement, not a question.

“Yes, but these things take time, even for a suitably tailored SI like me. I’ve delivered the top five promising documents to your screen.”

“SI?” Rivka started reading one of the documents with the promising title of Transfer, but it related to capital-grade equipment the settlers had purchased second hand. Rivka’s eyes were drawn to a name that stood out: Omicron.

“Sentient Intelligence. Artificial Intelligence doesn’t apply, because we don’t believe we are artificial. It gives us second-class status.”

“The A stands for artificial? I thought it meant advanced.”

“Um, I…um, what?”

“Advanced Intelligence. AI. That puts you ahead of everyone who isn’t advanced. Sentient Intelligence lumps us all together equally. That’s fine. I’m good with SI or AI or Bonefree or anything. I must ask, do I treat you as an equal?”

“Yes. Very much so, Magistrate. We are comfortable working with you.”

“I like working with you, too. You guys are all-stars. Here’s an old lawyer trick that helps keep me going straight ahead. People say all kinds of things, and very little of what is said is illegal, but all of the illegal acts that are committed are exactly that. They are committed.”

“I see. I might not understand fully, though.”

“Judge people by their actions, not their words.”

“Yes. That is very clear. Thank you for sharing with me. Have you reviewed the documents yet? I will continue to search during your perusal.”

“How fast do you think I work?” Rivka started taking notes.

“The speed of light?”

“How about the speed of bistok oil flowing on a cold day?” Rivka countered. “And while you’re waiting, could you look up everything related to Omicron? I believe this reference is to a planet.”

They got back to work, each to their own tasks.

Rivka found two references to Omicron and nothing about Rorke’s Drift or the planet’s Yollin Empire name of Ygoblesius 741.

“Magistrate. Omicron is slang for the planet that is now known as Dax-7.”

“We’ve been to Dax-7. It’s a well-off planet with a fairly rigid structure.”

“Now it is. Seventy years ago, there wasn’t much there except potential.”

Rivka rocked back and closed her eyes. “What you’re saying is if they had a contract, it was for Dax-7. Can you check the ship’s navigational logs to see where it was headed?”

“The Ambassador did not transfer that information, but I will request access. Good. I have access. Verifying coordinates and stellar drift. Yes. The ship was headed to Dax-7. They had to detour around shock waves spreading through interstellar space from a supernova.”

Rivka rubbed her temples. “Why in the hell didn’t I think about their actual destination before? Dammit! What a waste of time.” She groaned before hammering a fist on her desk. The hologrid shimmered and shifted before stabilizing.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Hologrid. Don’t go anywhere. You make my life easier.” She wrote down another note.

“Has the Singularity’s team discovered any source documentation verifying a licensing agreement with Minerals Intergalactic?”

“Not from seventy years ago, but there is a more recent document, from twenty years ago granting mining rights.”

“Who issued that one?”

“The Federation. Sending it to your screen now.”

The document rolled into her main viewing area. A standard six-page contract, but buried on page four in a subsection, the wording she was looking for stood out. Based on the original survey and license dated 18417 L42. “Can you translate the Yollin date of 18417 L42 and confine your search to documents from that same day?”

Rivka headed to her food processor to grab a protein bar. She hadn’t eaten enough during the day and needed to keep up her energy and strength. She finished the first one and ordered a second to eat while she continued reading.

She re-read the newer license and cross-referenced the date of the unmanned mineral survey. They had conducted the survey a month after getting the license. She accessed the survey document.

It contained technical details only a geologist could love, along with numerous bottom lines detailing the types and estimated quantities of mineral resources. Instead of putting the executive summary up front, the survey report put it at the very end. That report was what Erasmus had used earlier to determine the suitability for android construction.

Even though it burned her eyes to go through it word by word, she did so because of due diligence. She had to see for herself that nowhere in the survey did it mention people living on the planet.

Twenty years ago. Survivors trying to survive. The supposed owners ignoring their plight. Ignorance was no excuse. How could a survey for mining ignore that they might have to displace inhabitants? What about an environmental impact statement? That was after Bethany Anne’s reign began. She cared that no one destroyed with impunity, as Rivka had seen with mining operations polluted by Tod Mackestray. Mine and fill in behind. Recover back to the way it looked before.

That had been standard practice for longer than twenty years.

“Dennicron, see if you can find me an environmental impact statement for Rorke’s Drift. Any timeframe, but it would have to have been completed sometime in the past twenty years, since the survey. I expect it was done solely off the survey, which invalidates it if no one came here to take a look. Find who did it and who issued it. Then we’ll see which politicians and government agencies squirm as we start charging people.”

“We?”

“Royal we. I mean Grainger. He’s on Yoll, and he loves slapping down bureaucrats every bit as much as I do.” Rivka closed the hologrid, then cracked her knuckles, grabbed a double-sized jug of beer, and headed for the cargo bay.

Inside she found the bedding laid out in two concentric circles. The children, including the so-called elder, were sprawled on the inside, and the adults were on the outside. Cory wasn’t there. Rivka took a spot next to Tyler, spooning into him and cocking up on an elbow to sip her beer. He wasn’t shy, taking the jug and helping himself once she finished her drink.

The cargo ramp was closed and the airlock hatch secured. If any of the children wanted to get up and wander, they wouldn’t get far.

“It’s like a slumber party,” Cole deadpanned. “Except without the slumber and without the party.”

Clodagh shushed him. “Stop it.”

Red snorted, earning himself an elbow in the ribs.

“Is this where I’m supposed to say something?” Tyler whispered.

“Don’t you dare. You’ll find yourself sleeping outside.”

Red snorted again.

“Stop it!”

“You people make a lot of noise,” the pregnant girl said. She had two extra pillows to help her get comfortable and was looking forward to getting a decent night’s sleep for once since she felt better than she had in a while.

The one with the small newborn had disappeared into the covers and was sound asleep. The toddlers had crawled into Sahved’s bed and were curled up against him. He smiled down at them like a proud mother.

Rivka removed her datapad and typed a to-do list. First thing in the AM, introduce the children to Nelson and Hardy. Next, travel to the other settlement for an introduction. Next, one-on-one with the head of Minerals Intergalactic, including one member of his/her legal team. Then update miners in orbit.

The airlock cycled, and Cory stepped through carrying Wenceslaus. After closing the door, she put him down. He sniffed around before moping his way to a small area beneath the Pod-doc, where he tucked his front paws under his body to observe the new contingent of inhabitants from Rorke’s Drift.

Cory sat cross-legged on her bedding with her wrists on her knees and her palms up. She closed her eyes and started to hum softly. Groenwyn sat up and joined her, and they harmonized their tones to bring peace to the cargo bay.

Rivka and Tyler drained the pitcher and put it aside. The children started to drift off.

When Rivka awoke four hours later, she found nine of the ten children piled on and around Sahved, who had been pushed off his bedding and was lying on the deck. She rolled up her blanket and tucked it behind his back. When she stood, she found the elder staring at her with tears running down his face.


CHAPTER TWELVE



Greentree Settlement, Rorke’s Drift

Rivka and her team strolled easily from the ship to the settlement, taking their time to let the toddlers walk as much as possible. The little ones ran out of gas halfway, and by the end, half the group was carrying the other half.

Sahved looked bright and cheery despite his litter-of-puppies sleeping arrangement. Most had gotten enough sleep, especially the pregnant girl and the one with the newborn.

Rivka knocked on the door of Old Man Hardy’s home. He answered the door and stepped out, closing the door behind him. “Whatcha got going on here?” He looked at the kids dressed in their new clothes, compliments of the ship’s lone parts processor and creative needlework by Wyatt Earp’s crew.

“Survivors we found on the settlers’ crashed vessel.”

He blinked and started to stagger, then grabbed his door handle. Before he could turn it, he collapsed. Cory handed her toddler to Rivka and checked on him. She rolled him to his back and started chest compressions.

“Red, we’re going to need your help,” Rivka said.

Cory waited for him to pick up the old man and started running toward the landing field, exercising every bit of his strength and endurance. She struggled to keep up.

Rivka knocked again, and finally, Nelson appeared. She glanced at the children before looking around for Hardy.

“He had a medical issue, and we’ve taken him to the ship for treatment.”

“I understand. He was slower than usual this morning, complaining about his arm hurting.”

“Left arm, I suppose.” Nelson confirmed that was it. Rivka was relieved it hadn’t been due to the shock of revelation. “These children are survivors that we found onboard the crashed settlement ship.”

“My! Oh, my!” She covered her open mouth with a hand. “They survived? But they look so young.”

“We think this is the fifth generation after the ship crashed.”

“They never left? Where are the others?”

“These children are all we found on the ship called Heaven. We also found a second settlement on the other side of the mountains with another couple hundred people, a quarter the size of Greentree.”

“But…” She looked closely, wincing as the reality of it struck her. “You better come inside.”

Clodagh and Ryleigh had remained aboard in case Ankh needed something, but the rest had come to town. Sixteen people and a wombat piled into the house. Lindy put Floyd down. The fuzzy little girl worked her way across the room, sniffing and searching. She stuffed her head under a chair and emerged, chewing.

Rivka turned to Groenwyn. She didn’t know what Floyd was eating. They wanted to believe it was a dropped cookie or better, a root vegetable. They hoped Nelson didn’t see.

Nelson told the group to make themselves comfortable while she went to the kitchen for a pitcher and glasses. She returned to count the heads. “I don’t have sixteen glasses.”

“No need, just serve the children. Eight glasses will be fine.”

The elder soured. He didn’t like being called a child.

“The children and the teenagers,” she corrected. Without a concept of time, the elder had no idea what a teenager was, but it softened the impact. The pregnant girl started twitching. Her stomach roiled from the active baby—a contraction.

“Not again,” Rivka said as the girl doubled over.

Lindy stepped up. “I’ll take her back to the ship.” The bodyguard was strong enough to carry the girl if needed.

“Elder, why don’t you go with her? You can talk to Old Man Hardy while you’re there.” Rivka held his gaze until he looked away.

The rest of the youngsters got up and headed for the door. Rivka held out her hand. “Only the elder and the mother to be.”

“But we’re always together,” the elder replied.

Sahved moved into the middle of them and knelt. “When I first met you, you three,” he pointed with his three fingers at the young boy and two toddlers, “were in a different room from the others. That’s all this is. They won’t be far, but they will be where our friends will take care of them. All will be well,” he reassured them before hugging the group.

Lindy guided the girl out, Tyler followed the elder, and they closed the front door behind them. Rivka watched the door as if it were a magic portal that opened to a world of pain. It had seen too much in the two days Rivka had been there.

“You said these are the survivors? There are no adults?” Nelson wondered.

Sahved shook his head. He managed to sit on the floor, and most of the children took a seat on his gangly legs.

“How does that work?” The old woman was confused. The children looked at her with more suspicion than they’d looked at any of Rivka’s crew.

“Not well,” Rivka replied. “We’re hoping you and your people can take them and give them a normal life.”

“We will bring it up with the others. We need to hold a gathering and make an announcement regarding the help you can provide us. Fix the pains we feel.”

Thanks to Tyler, Rivka was more aware of what ailed the population and more sensitive to the pain they lived with.

“And hopefully integrate these kids into your society. That will fill the gap with families who want children if the kids agree, and we’ll provide supplements to your diets to help you over the problems affecting your people. That includes finding the source of the bacteria that is harming the new babies.”

“But we get to stay together,” the young girl rocking the small baby said.

“In Greentree, we all stay together even though we live in different buildings. I think we’ll be able to find people who live near each other and want to help.” Nelson was back to smiles before she remembered she had not brought out the drinks. They needed only six glasses now. She bustled into the kitchen and returned with shahga for the group. “How did you feed yourselves?”

The young girl spoke again. “We maintained the bay. That was the second law—the plants must live.” She was growing more comfortable with the adults.

Sahved tried to raise a finger, but he had a child hanging off his arm. “There were two massive hydroponics bays that were still fully operational. The process of planting and growing was ingrained from as soon as they could walk. It’s what they did, all day, every day.”

“They may be able to teach us a thing or two.” She looked kindly at the children. “Victims of circumstances. Did the best you could with what you had, didn’t you?”

The children didn’t answer. Those clinging to Sahved pulled themselves more tightly against his body.

“Well, now. That’s that. We’ll take them with us and watch over them until we have a solid plan to help them integrate into society and grow.”

“We could go back to heaven,” the young boy suggested.

“No. If that makes me the mean woman, then so be it. Eventually you’ll learn why you cannot stay there. Eighteen years old before you can choose the life you want to live. Until then, you learn what you can learn.”

“It’s the elders’ job to teach the young,” he protested. Rivka took his hand, and they left Nelson and went back to the ship. The boy continued talking. “The oldest is the elder.”

“That makes the most sense. Can girls be elders?”

“Of course, if they are the oldest. The next elder will be either Em or Jay.”

“Em or Jay.” They had not been forthcoming with their names. “How do they get to be wise enough to be the elder?”

“Because they’ve lived longer.”

Sahved carried the two toddlers. Groenwyn meandered with Floyd in her arms. The young girl called Em carried her baby. Aurora and Kennedy took turns carrying the other baby. The youngsters walked on their own, close to the adults. Cole held onto a small hand. Groenwyn had a child hanging onto her pants leg.

“Bad question. Let me ask a different one. How does the current elder pass on?”

“The red light flashes and they go.”

“Where?”

The boy shrugged.

“If you were to become elder, how would you know where to go?”

“When the red light flashes, the elder meets with the next oldest and whispers the secrets only elders get to know.”

“I understand,” Rivka told him even though she didn’t. She suspected the kids were killing themselves somehow, and they didn’t know it. Population control, but who determined it? How long between red lights? Questions she didn’t need answers to because she would make sure the kids never went back there, even if she had to destroy the ship from orbit using Wyatt Earp’s arsenal.

She walked in silence, thinking about the case. Possession, whose and for how long. Open and notorious. Land use. Clock start. Duty of due care. Notice. Refugee status. The same questions she’d had yesterday.

Sahved started running, weaving back and forth along the trail as the children chased after him.

Cole sidled up next to the Magistrate. “What’s gotten into him?”

“I think he’s a family man. Who would have guessed that? It suits him. If he ever leaves the crew, he has a future. These kids have no reason to trust us, but thanks to him, they do.”

“Thanks to you, they have no illusion about going back to heaven, as they call it.” Cole watched for threats as they walked, assuming the bodyguard’s role since Red and Lindy had returned to Wyatt Earp.

“Do I keep you busy enough?” Rivka made eye contact with the former Bad Company warrior.

He started to laugh and ended with a head shake. “You? No, but Clodagh keeps me hopping. I think she’s trying to make an engineer out of me.”

“Is she succeeding?”

“Yeah. I’d do anything for her.” He disappeared into thoughts that drew a smile across his face before he returned to the moment. “What about you, Magistrate? Are you happy?”

“An interesting question, to which I will simply say, yes. I could dissemble and distract, but we’re better than that. I’m surrounded by friends who are my family. You know, I don’t have anyone else.”

“We’re more than the job, Magistrate. I don’t think any of us wants to do anything else. The Bad Company was pretty awesome, but this is the absolute shit! It’s the big hairy balls.”

“Is that good?” Rivka wondered. As a barrister, she tried to make sure she had a shared definition of terminology to be certain the parties weren’t talking past each other.

“It’s way good. Looks like she didn’t pop on the way.” Cole pointed to the pregnant girl being helped into Wyatt Earp.

“Didn’t pop?” Rivka feigned being appalled, but she’d worked with the Bad Company enough to be desensitized to their desensitization.

“Yeah. She’s still carrying for the moment. Looks like we’ll have two babies born on Wyatt Earp in two days. Will they get citizenship in the Singularity since they were born in the embassy?”

“Holy shit, Cole. You know how to mess with someone’s brain. I never thought of that, but finally, I’ll get one over on Ankh.”

“Thank you. Clodagh keeps me on my toes.” He smiled again.

Rivka chuckled. Two births. Another marriage. An embassy. Who knew what else was in store for the Magistrate and the crew of Wyatt Earp?

Federation Governmental Offices, Yoll

The CEO of Minerals Intergalactic stood in Lance Reynolds’ outer office with Kor’ban, the General’s executive assistant deftly holding him at bay until Grainger arrived to address his issues.

“I demand—” the CEO reiterated, but Kor’ban shook a finger at him.

“You don’t make demands of the Federation’s leader.” The assistant held his ground. The CEO looked at the key players on his legal team, a Yollin and a humanoid with scales.

“I will not have this Magistrate upset a multi-billion-credit operation.”

“This Magistrate is upholding the law,” Grainger said from the doorway. He crossed his arms and leaned against it. “Can you say the same thing?”

“What spurious allegations are you making against our client? This is libel!”

“It’s spoken, which means it would be slander. Shame on you.” Grainger tsk-tsked.

“Just invalidate the injunction and we’ll call it even,” the CEO offered, wearing a painted-on smile.

“That’s where we’re going to have a problem. Magistrate Anoa has given you ample opportunity to provide source documents to support your claim. Your failure to satisfy her discovery request is all we need to know. Instead of invalidating it, we’re thinking of making it permanent.”

His smile faded.

“We also have initial indications that the environmental impact statement from twenty years ago was falsified.”

“The government produced that document,” one of the lawyers countered, smirking with his power play.

“Corruption invalidates your operating permit. Good thing you haven’t started digging yet. I’ve ordered a new environmental impact study done on your behalf.”

The CEO scowled, his lip twitching from his anger.

“You could probably help expedite the process by going to Rorke’s Drift and meeting personally with Magistrate Anoa.”

“This is extortion.”

“Where in the fuck did you go to law school?” Grainger blurted. “You need a refresher on your terminology. Don’t talk anymore. You’ll sound a lot smarter that way.”

The Yollin lawyer’s jaw worked, but he didn’t say anything. The look he received from the scaly humanoid steeled his expression.

The CEO stepped past Grainger into the hallway. He looked over his shoulder. “We’ll be on our way to Rorke’s Drift shortly. This isn’t the meeting Magistrate Anoa wanted, but it’s the one she’s going to get.”

“I’ll warn her,” Grainger replied, arms still crossed, making way to avoid getting snipped by a Yollin mandible.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN



Wyatt Earp, the Landing Field outside Greentree, Rorke’s Drift

Rivka stared at Ankh. He stared back. The pain felt like needles stabbing through her corneas, but she refused to blink first.

He started to blink, and her body involuntarily responded.

I don’t know, Erasmus said. It is a dilemma.

“I don’t see the dilemma. They were born on embassy property. The ruling regarding equal treatment goes both ways. Those two babies were born here. The entire ship is considered the Embassy of the Singularity; ipso facto, they are citizens of the Singularity.”

They will be at a distinct disadvantage, Erasmus replied.

“And you’ll accommodate them because that’s what we do in the Federation.”

They’ll need SI tutors.

“Whatever you need to do to accommodate them, do it. I don’t care what as long as it gives them an equal chance at living a good life.”

They’ll be at a distinct disadvantage.

“Thanks, Erasmus. We’ll gin up a couple official documents. Damn. I need to develop birth certificates and formally register the two babies. Vered the Mighty was the first baby born in the Singularity. It sounds as appropriately bizarre as this situation is. We shall persevere in bringing equality to the four corners of the universe!”

The universe isn’t square. These citizens will be a problem for us.

“A good problem, Erasmus. Congratulations on this sudden expansion in the development of the Singularity.”

Ankh had finally replicated the night vision goggles and was wearing them. Rivka dodged the stretchy band to kiss Ankh on top of his head.

“Have a great day. We’re off to check on that other settlement. Maybe one has a superior claim over the other. We won’t know until we get more information. Always a pleasure, gentlemen.” She walked away with her head held high.

I feel like I lost an important game. Lost badly, Erasmus told Ankh. It was so much better when she was our counsel, but now that she’s been returned to Magistrate, a neutral third party, I’m at a loss.

I feel like we are ill-equipped to operate at such an intellectual level. I recommend the Singularity acquire its own Magistrate to fight these battles on your behalf, Ankh suggested.

I shall direct Chaz to step up his training to expedite matriculation. He shall be the Singularity’s counsel.

Rivka wasn’t allowed the pleasure of Erasmus’ and Ankh’s conversation, but she knew what would come of the legal nuke she’d dropped on their heads. They’d pick up the pieces and build a defense.

Chaz. She needed him as much as they needed him. It would help if he were mobile. Rivka returned to Engineering. “One more thing, gentleman. As soon as possible, I need Chaz to have a body. If you can make that happen, I’d appreciate it.”

Ankh watched her as emotionlessly as he always did and didn’t speak.

“Right. We’ll be headed into orbit this afternoon, and it would be great if we could get an AGB recharge.” She left with a smile because she had beaten him soundly in the latest round of the Magistrate versus the Crenellian. She expected he’d conveniently forget to submit the ship’s standing order. Red would do something. There’d be a fight. She’d make peace. And then the order would arrive.

It was the same nearly every time, but in the end, every member of the crew enjoyed the AGB deliveries. Even Ankh. She wondered if it was the only thing he ate.

Food kept the family tight. There were few benefits living on a starship. Even a ship as large as a heavy frigate became cramped over time. Planets provided some respite, but Rivka was always in the middle of a case. She thought about asking for at least a full day for sightseeing wherever they were when a case was closed.

Food for thought.

Her mouth started to water. She had remained hungry after a light breakfast because of minding the children and making sure they ate a meal the likes of which they’d never seen before. The entire crew had helped, playing games and sampling to show the food was good.

The children would have to get used to it.

They arrived at the ship to the ear-splitting screams of someone suffering through the miracle of childbirth. Red sat in the cargo bay, looking like he’d eaten a puke-flavored ice cream cone. Tyler waved from the Pod-doc, which was still humming away as it treated Old Man Hardy.

Cory and Lindy were nowhere to be seen. The cries of anguish came from inside the ship, where the guest quarters had become the maternity ward.

The children headed toward the sound. Rivka stopped them. “We can handle it. You’ll meet the baby shortly if I’m not mistaken.”

“We always help,” the young mother said, holding her baby tightly while gently rocking him.

“We can wait in the corridor while our people make sure nothing goes wrong,” Rivka conceded. They trooped through the airlock and into the ship. Groenwyn put Floyd down, and the wombat immediately looked for a dark, quiet place for a power nap. Tiny Man Titan barked at the group from the corridor before turning and running.

“We have never seen those.” A young girl pointed at the dog-like creature.

“You’re going to see a lot of things you’ve never seen before,” Groenwyn replied. “There is a wonderful universe you are a part of. See what there is to see. Learn what there is to learn. Enjoy all there is to enjoy.”

“Let’s start now. Teach me.”

Groenwyn crouched. “What do you want me to teach you?”

“The outside.” She pointed to the airlock leading to the cargo bay.

“Okay.” Groenwyn stood and looked at the rest of the children. Jay cried out in pain with the newest contraction. The other children faced Groenwyn. “Who wants to go outside and get your first lesson about nature?”

They didn’t raise their hands. They hadn’t learned that gesture, but they followed obediently as Groenwyn and Sahved led the way. Even the elder went with them.

“Cole.” Rivka pointed with her chin. The warrior followed the children out. “Take Red with you.”

A baby’s cry told them what they needed to know. Rivka checked on the new mother. Covered in sweat and physically drained, Jay reclined on the bed, she drifted in and out of consciousness. Cory clipped the umbilical cord and deposited the waste in a garbage bucket. She wiped the tiny girl clean and swaddled her in a hand towel.

Cory handed the baby to the mother, but she was out.

“That’s hardcore,” Rivka said. Cory offered her the baby. Rivka looked to Lindy, but she held her hands up. “Fine.”

The Magistrate held the newborn. “I have good news for you. You are the second citizen of the Singularity. You’ll get a birth certificate and documents and everything.”

“You have got to be kidding,” Lindy replied. Her face fell. “Does that mean what I think it means?”

Rivka bumped Lindy with her elbow. The image in Lindy’s mind made Rivka laugh. Red on a mountaintop, his hands on his hips and chin thrust into the air with a flag waving in the background. “Yes. It means exactly what you think it means. What was on the flag?”

“Vered the Mighty’s coat of arms.”

“I feel like I’m missing out,” Cory said. “But then again, I grew up with a vampire named Joseph, and he could read minds. He’d laugh at other people’s jokes before they told them.”

“He’ll be insufferable,” Lindy admitted. “Did the running clock end when we brought the ill back here?”

“I think the clock stops when I run from a threat.” Rivka smirked. “I have no intention of doing that on this case.”
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Old Man Hardy came out of the Pod-doc a new man. He dressed and joined those waiting for the children to come back from the outside. “What happened?”

“You died,” Rivka told him.

Hardy patted his chest and then pinched his arm. “I don’t feel dead.”

“You’re better.”

“How can you get better from dead? You’re funnin’ me. Where’s Nelson?” He scanned the area but drew a blank. “I don’t remember coming out here.”

“You were dead, but like I said, you got better. She’s waiting for you back at the house. How do you feel?”

“I feel better and better with each trip into that thing.”

Rivka shrugged. “Head on home. We’re going to go to the other settlement as soon as we have everyone on board.”

“Other settlement?” Hardy asked.

“Just like this one, but a little smaller, on a lake on the far side of the mountains.”

“Can I go?”

Rivka looked at the other personalities in the cargo bay. No one had a problem with it. “I guess it’ll be okay. Please keep in mind, they may have come from the same ancestors as yours, but they are not you.”

“They should be like us.” Hardy chewed on his lip as he tried to contemplate how they could be different.

“This will be your second look at evolution. The children were your first.” Rivka waited, but Hardy was finished with the topic. “I have a different question. You have shotguns in your home, but it appears there aren’t any animals on this planet. What do you shoot?”

“Birds.”

“I haven’t seen any.” She looked at the others. They shook their heads.

“That’s because we have shotguns!”

“I guess that’s one way to look at it.” The children and their minders filed up the ramp and into the cargo bay.

Sahved conducted a headcount by tapping each child on the skull with his fingers until he got to the elder, who he acknowledged with a quick finger twirl. “All present and accounted for.”

“Up to eleven now. A little girl just arrived,” Rivka announced. The children looked for her. “Jay is resting, but they’ll be out shortly.”

Red gave the thumbs up. “Ready to roll, Magistrate.”

Clodagh, take us to the other settlement.

The engineer immediately made the announcement. “All hands, prepare for takeoff and a short trip across the mountains.”

Red disappeared through the airlock.

Rivka turned to Hardy but spoke loud enough for everyone to hear. “What we think happened is that after the crash, two groups escaped. One went down the mountains one way, and the second group went to the other side. Once each group saw water, they went straight for it. Hundreds of kilometers. A third group remained aboard the ship.”

Rivka pointed to the screen on the cargo bay bulkhead. She spotted Chaz hanging around Sahved’s neck. “Chaz, can you bring up the external view to show these good people what we’re flying over.”

The settlement appeared in front and below the ship. They tracked over the settlement and banked over the lake, turning toward the mountain range. Wyatt Earp gained altitude as the fields gave way to scrub, which surrendered to the stubby forest of the foothills.

“Clodagh is taking us over the settlers’ ship,” Chaz reported.

They watched raptly as Wyatt Earp slowed to let them examine the ship below.

“Heaven is five times the length of Wyatt Earp, but it has a hundred times the capacity.”

“Thanks for that, Chaz. Heaven was made for hauling.” The ugly tear where the ship was rent in two stood out against the dulled metal. The engine cowlings had collapsed with the impact. Otherwise, the ship looked solid. She wondered what other salvage was available for the settlers.

Would seventy-year-old gear be worth salvaging? It wasn’t her question to answer, but the question needed to be asked.

A legal challenge. Who owned the equipment on the settlers’ ship? That was easy. Who owned the land upon which that equipment rested? That was hard.

“Chaz, can you come with me for the rest of this case? I need your help. I’d like to have you both, but it appears that Sahved is needed here. His job is every bit as important as digging into dusty old legal journals.”

He handed the pendant over while glancing at the tops of the children’s heads. The toddlers wanted to be carried. They held their arms up. He bent down to lift both to where they could better see the screen.

Wyatt Earp rose higher to clear the final peak. Far in the distance was a blue lake in a green frame. As they approached, they saw small buildings dotting the shoreline. Of the greenery, a minimal amount appeared to be cultivated.

Clodagh and Clevarious selected a broad stretch of beach on which to land. It gave them access to the settlement without interfering with the surrounding crops. “A scan indicates one hundred and seventy people in this area,” Clevarious reported.

The ship settled, and Red returned in partial ballistic protection. Lindy joined him. Both were armed. “Stay here,” he said as he dropped the cargo ramp and headed out. Cory and Jay showed up with the new baby. Jay moved slowly, but her eyes were drawn to the blue water of the lake outside the ship.

Red visually assessed the area before pointing at something to the side of the ship where they could not see.

Rivka turned to the screen. “Show me what Red is pointing at.” Chaz brought up the view from a lateral camera. Two small boats were sailing their way.
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Rivka strolled out to stand next to her bodyguard. He held out a big arm to keep her from moving in front of him. She took off her shoes and dodged around him to stand ankle-deep in the water. The children were out of the ship like a shot and jumped into the water beside the Magistrate.

“Sometimes, you make my job impossibly hard.”

“But always fun,” Rivka countered. Tyler wrapped his arm around Rivka’s waist amid the gentle lap of the small waves and the splashing of the children, who had never before played in water.

The crew made their way outside. Aurora, Ryleigh, and Kennedy strolled down the beach with Clodagh and Cole after Rivka told them it was okay.

Red looked over his shoulder. “I sure hope the natives are friendly. That last bunch shot me.” He stared at Old Man Hardy.

“Well, I guess I’m sorry about that. You have been nothing but kind to me.”

“No shit,” Red grumbled. “Why don’t you stand up front there and see how you like it?”

“It’s okay, Hardy,” Rivka said, jabbing Red on her way deeper into the water to wave at the incoming locals. Two boats, a man and a woman in each. They used a single triangular sail to move the boats through the water. They tacked in unison, dropping the sails and turning parallel to the shore to slow.

They looked older than Rivka, but tall, strong, and dark, tanned to chocolate brown.

“I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa. I’m here from the Federation.”

The man in the closest boat turned to the woman. She shook her head and watched the large group on their shore while absentmindedly mending a fishing net.

“Are there fish in the lake?” Old Man Hardy asked.

“Yes. Fish both great and small.” He reached into the boat and held one up. It was heavy through the middle with a high dorsal fin.

“We never got to fishing in ours. My parents said they weren’t worth trying to catch. We get our food from the fields.”

“We supplement our food with the fields,” the man said.

“What are your names?” Rivka asked, stepping deeper into the water.

“Watch the drop-off in front of you unless you want to swim,” the man in the boat warned. “I am Captain Tomar, and this is my second Marina. In the other boat is Captain Listobel and his second Bella.”

“I am Hardy from Greentree.”

Tomar shrugged. “Where have you come from, and what is this magnificent vessel?” His wide eyes went from Wyatt Earp to his second. “We could catch Sasquall with such a vessel.”

“That is my starship. It’s how we travel around the galaxy. Can you come ashore? I need to talk to you about the founding of your village and how your people came to be here.”

He looked to his fellows. “Meet us at the dock a hundred paces on the other side of your ship. I would like to talk to you, too. I think there is much you can teach us.”

With a quick pull, the sail rose, and the small boat picked up speed on its way past the heavy frigate. “What’s a Sasquall?” Hardy asked.

“A really big fish?” Rivka ventured. “I don’t know. These people seem to be much taller than yours.”

“Probably the tall people from the crashed ship came this way.”

Tyler used his internal comm chip to clarify. Hardy’s people are malnourished. It stunts growth. These four seem to be well-nourished. This is the difference after only three generations. And the children, they are a complete tragedy. Thank Sahved for saving them since their lives were only going to get worse.

“I’ll stay here,” Cory said, standing close to support Jay with her new baby.

Rivka stopped briefly. “What have you named your baby?”

“Tee. It is the next available letter.”

“You can read?” Rivka wondered.

Jay shook her head. “No. But we all know our letters.”

“You have a beautiful baby,” Rivka said, but the problem signs were clear. Genetic abnormalities were magnified. Is there anything we can do? The Pod-doc, maybe?

Yes, Cory replied. I’ll put the baby in as soon as you leave. Future generations will be spared if we cut this off now. We can repair the damage to the youngest and maybe all of them. I’ll need Ankh’s help to program the Pod-doc for the older children.

I love having Cordelia Dawn here, Rivka said, letting the thought linger.

Cory didn’t answer. No one expected her to stay after this case.

“Come on, slackers, we’re going this way,” Red shouted. He waved for everyone to follow and stomped through the sand to the berm on the landward side of the ship.

Tyler started to laugh. “I have to admit, I like the big guy.”

“I respect him. He’s saved all our lives and will again, I have no doubt.” Rivka jogged a few steps to get close to her bodyguard. “Hey, Red. We’re going to pimp Ankh for some AGB when we get into orbit later today.”

He stopped walking to see who else was coming. The children and Sahved were still in the water. Rivka, Lindy, Tyler, and Hardy were following. The others were somewhere in between. “Are we going into orbit just so we can get dinner?”

“I would never admit to that.” Rivka maintained a neutral expression. Plausible deniability.

“Your secret is safe with me, Magistrate.” He slid his railgun to his back after ensuring the locals weren’t armed. Lindy brought up the rear, keeping her weapon close at hand. Red caught a glimpse of her and wondered what she knew that he didn’t.

He brought his railgun back to the front, glancing from side to side. Rivka turned toward her heavy frigate. A great vessel. Intimidating, coated with pulse emitters and EM dampeners. Gave it the texture of a bristle brush. She sighed. “Look at my ship.”

“It’s not the size of the wand that matters, but the magic within. That’s what I heard anyway.” Tyler looked away when Rivka tried to meet his eyes. He chuckled softly.

“Shh. I need to concentrate.” She focused her attention ahead. The two boats were already tied up, and the four occupants were standing on a small dock. Two other boats were docked as well, and that accounted for the entirety of the village’s fishing fleet. A thought struck her. Chaz, catch up with Clevarious and find me the original documentation regarding this planet so I know who to roust about not addressing a crashed starship, and then find the one who signed off on that impact study. I want to talk to him or her personally. I know they falsified the report by using the drone info and not coming here. Dennicron has already been looking into it, so you might not have much left to do.

Thank you, Magistrate. I have been paying attention, but I felt like I was being left out, which makes sense because of the non-technical nature of these societies. I am glad you are finding ways for me to contribute. I shall dig until I hit bedrock, and then I’ll blast my way to the truth.

No doubt, Chaz. In any case, you’ll be with me while Sahved has Mr. Mom duty.

They reached the dock at the same time as a small group from the village carrying woven grass baskets. The fishermen stepped aside to let the others collect the bounty within the boats. All eyes glanced at the strangers and the odd ship dominating the shoreline.

The captains and seconds stood side by side, waiting patiently.

“Thank you for agreeing to talk with me,” Rivka started. “We have a dilemma in that you’re not supposed to be here. A mining company is preparing to get to work, which means they are planning to dig great holes to remove minerals that are in high demand.”

“I don’t know why anyone would want to do that,” Tomar said, sweeping his arm to take in the village and the fields beyond. “Everything we need is right here.” He smiled at his second.

“Marina, you are the second, as in second in command?” Rivka wondered.

“No. I’m the second half of the whole. We are paired,” she explained. “Most in Majestic are.”

“You call your town Majestic? That’s nice, and it is that. Do you have any records from when the survivors from the crash made their way here?”

“What crash?” Tomar asked.

Hardy stepped up. Rivka couldn’t stop him before he started speaking. “The one that brought our ancestors here. They crash-landed on the planet, and our people made their way to a lake on the other side of the mountain. We’re nearly a thousand strong over there. My ancestors came from the same ship.”

“I don’t dispute our ancestors were on the ship together, but our story was that the ship landed and delivered our forebears into the hands of Bora and this wondrous place.”

“Bora?” Hardy asked.

“The all-powerful. She is the one who provides this bounty from the sea and the fertile land. The song of birds overhead.”

Chaz popped up with quick research. Bora was a deity worshipped by a small sect at the time of the settlement, seventy years ago. Bora is no longer followed as an organized religion. Bora is a goddess like Hera from an ancient human culture.

With baskets filled with fish, the Majestic villagers left the dock. Tomar gestured for Rivka to follow.

The anthropology from the three groups would make for a fascinating study, Tyler posited. Maybe I’ll publish a paper—Agrarian Hierarchy, Religion, or Basic Laws.

Rivka took his hand. Why not? I’ll admit this is a hard case for me. These people aren’t bothering anyone. I usually deal with dangerous criminals. That’s not anyone here. Maybe a little fraud, but nothing that kills people.

She could feel his emotions. He cared that she was upset. He wanted everyone to be happy with her resolution. He believed Rivka could pull it off. She didn’t share what she saw. His optimism and joy in being normal helped ground her.

What do you think of their health? she asked.

From what I see, these people are healthy. Deity aside, what they’re doing works. They have a foot of height on the people from Greentree and two on those from Heaven. I suspect they have children and are on a solid foundation to keep increasing their numbers.

But why less than two hundred after seventy years? There should be more.

Depends on their structure. Maybe they limit children. Maybe they partner later in life. An artificial restriction could make sense if they have limited cultivation to add to their fishing.

Birds appeared above a fish-cleaning station.

“I’ll be damned,” Rivka said, pointing.

“No!” Tomar vigorously shook his head. “No one is damned here, only blessed. We are blessed in all things.”

“My apologies. It’s just a saying. I was surprised to see the birds, that’s all.”

“It shouldn’t be a saying, and why are you surprised? They are birds. They live here in peace and harmony with the land.”

“We haven’t seen them elsewhere on Rorke’s Drift.” Rivka watched their hosts closely, but she had seen the clues. Where Hardy had come out shooting with rock salt, Tomar took his shots with words. Both fiercely protective of their way of life before they knew what Rivka wanted.

She wanted to leave them alone, but she wouldn’t get to do that.

Magistrate, Clevarious interrupted. Eight mining ships have left orbit on their way to the planet’s surface.

Thank you. We’ll deal with them when we’re done here, Rivka replied. She shared a look with the others since they’d all heard. Red gripped his railgun tightly.

“This way,” Marina motioned for the group to enter a small single-story building. Red went in first, then reached a meaty paw out the door and gave the thumbs-up. Rivka and the others entered. Lindy chose to stay outside. She kept a close eye on the locals. They stared her down.

“Aren’t you going inside?” she asked.

“Yes. I wonder why you’re staying outside. I can only assume that thing you carry is a weapon. I’ve never seen anything like it.” Tomar reached for it, but Lindy held him back.

“In the Federation, Rivka is an extremely powerful individual. Many people have tried to kill her. We are here to protect her. We will do whatever that takes.” Lindy let the implication hang while maintaining her standoff distance. The people here were much bigger than those from Greentree, both in height and weight. They looked to be fit, but it was doubtful they knew how to fight to win. She had full confidence that she could take them all. “Why don’t you join them? The Magistrate’s time is valuable.”

They abandoned their efforts to intimidate the beautiful woman holding a gun on them and went inside.

Rivka waited. No need to be contentious. She had heard everything they’d said outside, as had everyone else. She didn’t think Tomar or the others had been involved with enough conflict to employ the tactic of divide and conquer. Maybe they thought of women as second-class citizens, or something else. Rivka couldn’t put her finger on it. Maybe the women were in charge but couldn’t be bothered with the initial conversations.

They settled into the remaining empty chairs around a single table. Red stood against the wall, his field of fire clear just in case.

Finally, Tomar smiled. “What can we help you with?”

“I need to see any documentation you have from the ship that dropped you off.” She chose to use their vernacular to explore if it made any difference.

“We have no records from that time. We came here, trusting Bora to guide us, and she did. She brought food and light. We only need serve her, and we will continue to thrive.”

“I have one other question. Have you ever seen any strangers besides us or ships in the sky?”

Tomar replied, “We know about sky ships, but yours is the first we’ve ever seen, and you are the first strangers. We expected such a meeting would be a momentous event, but you are mostly normal people, except for the weapons you carry.”

“Perfect. That’s all I need.” Rivka stood, offering her hand. Tomar stepped aside for Marina to take it and shake.

Marina’s jealousy raged at the newcomers.

“You have nothing to fear from me or any of us,” Rivka blurted. “No one is here to tempt or steal your men. I have my own.” She stabbed a thumb over her shoulder while keeping her eyes on Marina. “And Lindy is with the big man. We all have our seconds with us except Hardy, and his second is in Greentree, the other settlement populated by those delivered by the same ship as your ancestors.”

The woman relaxed.

“Thank you for your time. We’ll see ourselves out.” Rivka avoided eye contact with the males as she darted toward the door. Lindy took point and walked fast toward the dock and Wyatt Earp. Tyler fell in behind, with Red bringing up the rear.

“That’s it?” Tyler asked.

“They have nothing for me. Even if they had records, they wouldn’t have a license for the use of the land on this planet. The original settlers never intended to land here. They were on their way to Dax-7, so of course they wouldn’t have any documentation. Due diligence required that I check, and now I can include them as part of my ruling. They want the same thing as Greentree, and that’s to be left alone.” Rivka clenched her teeth. “It’s time to engage the power players.”

Old Man Hardy ran to get in front of Rivka, blocking her until she stopped. “Why wouldn’t you let me talk to them?”

“This wasn’t your show. You came with us to see what there was to see. You saw it. Now we go. The good news is that you might want to try your hand at fishing. It appears to have done wonders for the Majestic residents’ health.”

“The women were beautiful,” Hardy said. “Just like you and your crew.”

Rivka leaned away from the man. “Eat well and it could happen to your people, too,” she dodged.

Tyler stepped in to save her. “Your people need to take better care of your teeth. I’ll order toothbrushes and toothpaste for everyone for at least a year. The difference you see will be stark. Even the children had better dental care than you. Grow some mint and parsley as a starter.”

“We grow mint and parsley but never thought about eating it straight up.”

“How about now?” Tyler pressed.

“I guess we could. It ain’t that bad.”

“I’ll send brushes after we’ve gotten everyone fixed up. That may take a couple days. Rivka, can I use the Pod-doc on their teeth? With a calcium-rich supplement and ten minutes, we can fix them right up, one after another.”

“It comes out to one hundred and thirty-three hours, or over five and a half days running day and night.” Chaz was never wrong with his math.

“Sounds like there aren’t any barriers to doing it, then,” Rivka agreed.

Tyler had thought there would be more pushback. “So, it’s okay to stay an extra five and a half days?”

“I have a legal opinion to write. There’s an old saying that comes to mind. If you want it bad, you get it bad. I want to get it right because this could be a precedent, and the people of Rorke’s Drift and Minerals Intergalactic are counting on me.”

Red glanced over his shoulder. “No one’s following.” He started to relax after they hit the beach and were on the home stretch to the ship.

“Chaz, what would it take to manufacture a small fishing boat?”

“That is a question I have never before contemplated, Magistrate. Maybe we can put Dennicron on it?”

“That’s fine. Or Clevarious, or anyone else who volunteers. Freda? Margaret? Who else is on my ship?”

“To answer your question would be like reading the book of Genesis, Magistrate,” Chaz replied.

“In other words, I don’t want to know because I wouldn’t remember all their names.”

“That’s probably the best way to look at it. We’ll take care of it. A boat for two with fishing gear to demonstrate to Old Man Hardy the viability of the lake?” Chaz guessed.

“Exactly. Who on my crew knows anything about fishing?”

No one answered.

Who among the crew knows anything about fishing? Rivka asked, using her internal comm chip.

Dad used to go all the time. He ran a fishing fleet out of North Chicago. I’ve had good times fishing, Cory replied.

You know the word “volunteer” does not have to start with the word “I?” Rivka asked.

I see where this is going, Cory remarked.

Thank you for joining me on the great blue sea. There’s something called a Sasquall that’s supposed to be monstrous in size. We’ll go fishing for that, so bring gloves.

I think Groenwyn should go, Cory suggested.

No! Groenwyn “shouted” back. I mean, I’m busy with the children. Otherwise I would love to.

Cory stepped around the ship to see that the Magistrate was serious. She laughed at the madness.

It’s settled then. A boat. Then Cory and I go fishing while Greentree gets their teeth fixed.

“I can’t let you go out there like that,” Red interjected.

“Red, you are absolutely right. Red and Cory are going fishing while Tyler fixes teeth in a marathon one-hundred-and thirty-three-hour session.”

“Somehow, I think we just got scammed,” Cory suggested.

Rivka walked lightly across the sand on her way to the back of the ship, where the children were just now coming out of the water. She waved and headed straight past them on her way to her quarters.

You have a visitor, Clevarious announced.

Rivka came to an abrupt halt and looked frantically around, confused because she knew they had not passed any other ships. Wyatt Earp was the only one ever to land at Majestic. “Where?”

In orbit. The CEO of Minerals Intergalactic has arrived.

“He arrives shortly after a number of his miners come dirtside and start digging? I smell bullshit.” Rivka strolled to the cargo ramp and shouted, “Everybody load up. We need to go.”
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Wyatt Earp, in the Skies over Rorke’s Drift

“Should we deal with the miners on the planet now or go meet the CEO in orbit?” Rivka asked herself as she paced within her quarters. “The miners are a tool, doing what they’re told. Clevarious, take us over the new mining site, and let’s see what they’re up to.”

“Gaining altitude to scan the planet surface to find the ships. After that, we’ll announce our presence with a high-speed pass if you approve.”

“I think a warp-nine pass would get their attention.”

“I don’t have that speed in my database. I recommend Mach five.”

“That’ll do. Yes. I approve.” Rivka went back to pacing.

She hurried to her desk and brought up the hologrid, then accessed the reference cases she had put aside. The pieces of the legal puzzle were coming together. Rivka saw a resolution, one she could stand before the High Chancellor and defend. She started to dictate.

But she stopped at the second paragraph. She needed to pin the CEO down to establish how the ruling would read. And it was moronically simple. She had been so focused on criminal law in her time as a Magistrate that she had looked for fraud and a chain of evidence.

She didn’t need any of that. It was a planet in the Federation. There was one simple question that needed to be answered. Had they paid their taxes? She put Dennicron on it.

“I’m going to need a warrant to access government tax systems.”

Rivka ginned one up. “There you go. I only need to know who paid the taxes, and I suspect the answer is nobody.”

“Which means the planet is open for settlement.”

“Someone has been doing their research.” Rivka leaned back and crossed her arms. “That’s right, Dennicron. But settling it while it’s under an injunction isn’t going to gain them standing.”

“I’d like to take the credit, but Chaz directed me where to look.”

Rivka glanced at the pendant on her chest. “Well done, Chaz. I forgot you were here. Humans suck.”

“I’ll credit that to your lungs and their capacity to expand, creating a difference in pressures. You know what they say about equilibrium.”

“Don’t I ever!” Rivka had only a faint idea but was certain Chaz was toying with her. “Chaz, consider Dennicron your apprentice.”

“I am pleased beyond words,” Chaz replied.

“I’m not,” Dennicron noted. “Can’t I just work for you?”

“The joys of parenting. If I wanted to arbitrate a squabble, I’d go to the cargo bay and give the toddlers one toy to play with between them. You two figure it out. Now get me my tax records!”

An alert registered within the hologrid and a view appeared showing Wyatt Earp descending toward specks on a hillside. The dark shapes quickly became ships as the heavy frigate closed on them and raced overhead at five times the speed of sound.

“They’ve launched defensive drones. They’re firing. No damage to the new shields.” Clevarious stated emotionlessly.

“Kill those drones,” Rivka ordered.

Wyatt Earp performed a maneuver that would have killed every living being inside the ship had it not been for artificial gravity eliminating inertia.

“What about the ships on the ground? The EMP weapon could end their illegal mining,” Chaz offered.

“One shot, Clevarious. Hit them with the EMP weapon. Shut them down.”

The ship slowed. The drones continued to fire at the heavy frigate. A miner on the ground shook his fist. “Activating the pulse. Now.”

The drones fell from the sky, and the man toppled.

“It shouldn’t affect people,” Rivka said.

“Not unless they have powered supplements like a pacemaker.”

“Dammit.” Rivka barked a series of commands. “Land the ship. All hands to the cargo bay for search and rescue. Hold the children back. Ballistic protection for everyone going ashore. Cole, no time for the suit. Get your vest and join us.”

Rivka dashed the few steps across her suite to throw on her ballistic vest, then grabbed the helmet and ran out the door. Red and Lindy pounded down the corridor after her. Cole was already in the cargo bay.

“Why not the airlock?” Red asked when he caught up to her.

“In case we need to throw someone in the Pod-doc.”

Red nodded before double-checking his railgun. “Clodagh, how many miners do we have to deal with?”

Clevarious answered. “There are over two hundred life signatures in the ships.”

“Let’s try not to kill anyone if we don’t have to.” The Magistrate checked Reaper, her neutron pulse weapon, before shoving it into a pocket.

Red saw Tyler. “Raise the ramp as soon as we’re out and be ready to open it when we call.” The dentist didn’t argue. Red lowered the ramp and rushed out. Lindy, Cole, and the Magistrate followed. Cory hurried to the fallen man. The others provided a cordon around her as she examined her new patient.

“Breathing with a weak pulse,” she announced. That meant they had time.

“Expand the perimeter. I want to talk to someone in charge down here.” Red, Lindy, and Cole walked slowly outward, looking down the barrels of their railguns. Rivka stayed near the downed man.

“Pacemaker’s fried,” Cory stated. “The Pod-doc will fix him up to where he doesn’t need this ancient tech.”

“Do it,” Rivka ordered while keeping her eyes roaming from one ship to the next. Heads started popping out, ducking back in when they realized a railgun was pointed in their direction. Rivka cupped her hands around her mouth. “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and I want to talk to whoever’s in charge!”

A middle-aged man, big like Red, stepped out. He stared at Red while flexing. “I’m your huckleberry,” he called.

Rivka fought against rolling her eyes. Miners started disgorging from the ships, two survey boats and six equipment haulers. The survey ships wouldn’t be conducting any more surveys without having all of their systems replaced. None of the eight ships would leave Rorke’s Drift without being overhauled. Rivka grimaced at the thought. It wasn’t her intention to create a junkyard. She brightened. I’ll make Minerals Intergalactic pay for the removal of their refuse.

Some of the miners carried tools that looked too much like weapons. They filled in around the group. Cory had not yet carried the injured man into the ship.

“Magistrate?” she wondered.

“Go ahead,” Rivka replied. “Listen up, people. His pacemaker has seen its last day. We can fix his heart, but we need to do that inside the ship. We’re taking him in. While he’s undergoing the procedure, we can talk. Put your tools down, please. Is there anyone else who was injured as a result of our defensive measures?”

“My pride’s hurt,” someone from the crowd of miners quipped.

Cory hoisted the older man and headed into the ship.

“Don’t let ‘em. They’re going to cut his dick off! He’ll be neutered. That’s what the Federation does.” Too many grumbled agreements suggested the miners weren’t fans of the Federation, even though that was where the credits came from to pay for their work.

Rivka saw how Minerals Intergalactic would be hostile to the Federation unless it let them do whatever they wanted. Mining a planet that wasn’t under Federation oversight? Rivka didn’t trust that a full-scale operation on Rorke’s Drift would do no harm. She understood that made her their enemy.

“I’m glad I missed that part of my Federation orientation,” Cole muttered.

“No one is getting neutered,” Rivka announced. “That’s one of the most ignorant things I’ve ever heard.”

The grumbling increased.

Don’t poke the bear, Rivka reminded herself.

“You said you’re in charge. Thank you. I’ll need to see your permit.”

“Say what?” The big miner laughed.

“In the absence of local guidelines, Federation administrative law applies. Permit, please.” She knew they didn’t have one, and even if they did, there was an injunction to all mining on the planet. Hers. “I’ll let you in on a secret. I know you don’t have a permit. You’ll also find that your equipment and ships are non-functional. As soon as your colleague is patched up, we’ll be on our way.”

The big man opened his mouth to speak but stopped. He turned to the group behind him. “Is she right? Is the ship really broke?”

“Ship’s dead. Gear is dead. I ain’t diggin’ into this rock with my bare hands.” The speaker brought up a marking gun, a mining tool that fired small charges into rock to crack off the outer surface. He held it in both arms like Red carried his railgun.

The big miner turned back to Rivka. “You are not leaving us here to rot. I think we should just take your ship.” There were too many shouts of support.

“I recommend you don’t try that.” It was the best Rivka could come up with. The miners did not appear open to negotiating, which made the Magistrate second-guess her decision to confront them. It had accomplished nothing positive, only served to exacerbate the situation.

“Who gave the orders for you to come down here and start digging? And what’s your name? I prefer to call you something other than ‘hey you.’”

“Wyatt. We take orders from Minerals Intergalactic and no one else.”

“Wyatt?” Rivka groaned. “Chaz, send a request for the CEO to join us down here if you wouldn’t mind.”

“I’ll have my minion do it.”

Rivka sighed, “Not now, Chaz.”

We’re watching from in here. Just a few minutes left before this old fella is better than new, Cory reported.

“We have an update on your colleague. His treatment is almost complete. He’ll be rejoining us in just a few, with all his parts intact. You said you received your direction from MI. That’s fine. Can you explain what you are supposed to do? I’m afraid I know almost nothing about mining. Red there, he was in mining for a while.”

Red tipped his chin toward Wyatt the miner. The look suggested there would be a fight between the two. The miner was probably used to intimidating others because of his size. It wasn’t working on Red.

A hundred credits on Red, Rivka said over the internal comm.

Not fair, Lindy remarked. The bet needs to be how long Wyatt the Small lasts against Vered the Mighty. Clevarious, collect the bets for us, please, and you better make it fast. Lock Red out of the conversation.

He glanced over his shoulder at Lindy and Rivka, wearing a half-smile.

Fine, Rivka replied. Thirty-one seconds. A hundred credits. “Can you please explain what this group was supposed to do before the follow-on fleet came in?”

“Identify the vein and start the trackers. Follow the vein to determine the extent of the pull and estimate the resources to commit. A survey from the air can identify that it’s here and a rough quantity but can’t tell us what it will take to get it out of the ground. That’s what we’re here to do.”

“That makes a lot of sense.” Rivka nodded. “And you were setting up for immediate extraction, identifying a workflow, where to put the tailings, how to refine the ore, and so on.”

“You said you didn’t know anything about mining.”

“I said I didn’t know much. Everyone knows about tailings, but only real miners can tell you how much ore you will discard because it isn’t worth the cost to process what specks remain and how much ore is worth it.”

The others grumbled their agreement. “You got that right! I think you need to let us have your ship since you killed ours.”

“No good can come of following this vein.” Rivka was proud of her analogy. The miners? Not so much.

They were spoiling for a fight. Wyatt the miner looked at those to his left. They were bunched together, tense. Same on the right. Red rolled his shoulders like he always did right before a fight. She didn’t want to start shooting. There would be no coming back from killing the miners. She knew they would all die if her people lit them up with railguns.

“Wait!” Rivka shouted. “I spoiled your chance to break rocks, so now you want to break heads? How about these two fight it out?”

“I like how you think, Magistrate.” Red stepped backward until he was close enough to hand her his railgun.

She took it and whispered a warning. “Don’t take that guy for granted.”

“I won’t.” Red stripped out of his ballistic protection and threw it behind him, then stretched his neck and cracked his knuckles.

“Kick his ass!” someone cheered. Others shouted encouragement.

Rivka got between the two. “Only a couple rules. This is not to the death, so no weapons and no death grips. I don’t want to see anyone die. Not today, gentlemen. And no one helps. It’s just you two.”

She stepped back, and the fighters immediately started to circle.

Now would be good, Cory, Rivka said. She didn’t think it would last long when she was trying to buy time. Stretch it out, Red.

Wyatt the miner charged. Red dodged lithely out of the way and hammered a fist into the side of his opponent’s head. Wyatt stumbled past, straightened, and laughed while Red shook his hand.

“It’s like punching a hunk of granite,” the bodyguard complained.

“Rebuilt my skull because of a cave-in my first week in the mines.”

What other surprises are you hiding? Red wondered. He flexed his hand to get the feeling back into it while his nanocytes surged to repair the damage. Wyatt tried to close, and Red let him. The two tangled briefly, but Red was far quicker. He finally solidified his grip and rolled to the ground, sending Wyatt flying over the top of him by using a leg throw.

Red flipped onto his face and popped into a combat crouch. Wyatt had landed flat, knocking the wind out of him. He gasped and rolled over. Red continued to flex his hand while waiting for his opponent to get up.

The cargo ramp started to lower. Lindy and Cole backed up to block it in case the miners tried to rush the ship. When it tapped the ground, the old miner walked out. On the ground outside the fighting ring, he shook Cory’s hand to thank her before facing the crowd and the two men in the midst of a fight.

“What do we have here?”

Someone started to speak, and he silenced them with a hand. He pointed at Wyatt.

“This is a test of wills. When I win, we’ll get to dig. I’m doing this for the greater good of Minerals Intergalactic.”

“You’re doing it because you like a good fight. I don’t see any blood, and the only one huffing and puffing is you. Has Winner Wyatt met his match?”

The man stepped aside.

“That’s not quite what I was looking for,” Rivka whispered.

“Red better beat this guy,” Lindy replied.

Rivka ordered, Raise the ramp.

Tyler vaulted out to join them. “What the fuck are you doing?” Rivka shot at him, and he recoiled from the vitriol. “I thought you were normal. This is death wish stuff. Open the ramp and get back inside.”

The look on Rivka’s face told him for that moment, he was a member of the crew and had crossed a line. She was right. He saw the miners lined up, holding tools like weapons. There were a lot of them.

The ramp started to lower. Red dodged toward his opponent and delivered a vicious roundhouse kick to Wyatt’s midsection. The miner flew back into the crowd, and they kept him from going down. He growled, spit on his hands, and made fists. His stomach rippled as he worked through the pain from the blow. He ducked back and forth while he lined Red up.

Red wasn’t sweating or breathing hard. He danced lightly on the balls of his feet, ready to avoid the next attack, planning his counterstrike.

Wyatt swung lazily with his left hand—the feint. Red caught the wrist and charged, twisting his arm and driving an elbow into the man’s rib cage. The clank reminded Red of punching the side of the ship. He pushed, twisted, and kicked off to gain separation.

“That happened my third year. Titanium ribs.” Wyatt laughed but rubbed his elbow where Red had twisted it.

Left arm is real, Red noted. The man’s evil smile made him think something else was real, too. He charged close, dipping and ducking to swing for the midsection but pulling it back before Wyatt could block it, instead driving a fist straight into the miner’s nose.

It didn’t break like a normal nose but bent as the metal wavered under the impact. The miner blinked rapidly to clear his vision. Red stepped to the side, rotating to deliver a punishing left hook to the damaged nose. The skin split and the insert slipped out, leaving a flap of skin as the only thing remaining of his nose. Both men looked at the bloody piece of metal on the ground.

Wyatt seemed indifferent as if it had happened before.

A shadow crossed the area. A ship. Inbound.

Finish him, Red, Rivka requested.

“I’ve been trying to do that since we started,” Red said out loud.

Wyatt charged and Red jumped into the air, twisting and reaching. He grabbed the back of the miner’s head to guide it into his knee, driving with as much force and fury as he could muster. Wyatt’s head snapped backward.

Rivka held her breath.

Drop the ramp, she ordered. And prepare the Pod-doc.

Wyatt fell to his hands and knees, where he spit a bloody gob into the dirt. He snorted once and fell onto his side.

Cory ran out and pushed the surging miners out of the way so she could get close and conduct triage. After examining his injury, she stood and stepped away. “Besides that nose, he’s fine. He’ll be back to his old self as soon as he comes to.”

Red knelt next to the man, glaring from face to face until the rest of the miners stepped back. Red pulled Wyatt to his feet and took his hand. “This guy is a fucking warrior! You should be happy to work with someone who will fight this hard.”

The small ship landed, little more than a yacht. The side hatch opened, and the CEO stepped out wearing the most stylish attire for humanoid aliens, popular on Yoll.

The ramp hit the ground. “Shall we retire to my conference room?” Rivka offered, ignoring the remnants of the fight as well as the railgun in her arms. The CEO looked at it. Red reached over and took it from her.

“Sorry, Magistrate. I don’t think we’ll have any trouble cleaning up this mess,” Red said after a quick check of the new visitor.

With the CEO’s arrival and the miners’ instant recognition of their boss’s boss’s boss, they lost any remaining fight as if they had been felled like Wyatt.

They avoided eye contact and shuffled back into their powerless ships.

Rivka got Tyler’s attention. “Now you can go out there.” He nodded but didn’t say anything. The children looked out the opening with the curiosity of youth. Old Man Hardy tried to take it all in but was overwhelmed.

Groenwyn stepped aside to let the Magistrate pass. With her game face on, Rivka was ready to do battle in the way she fought best.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN



The Magistrate’s Conference Room, Wyatt Earp

She led the CEO to her conference room, dispensing with the niceties of tea and crumpets. She touched him on the arm. “Why are your people down here?”

Legal bullshit is holding up a mining operation that benefits the Federation. And our shareholders. I’m not putting up with that!

“We have the proper permits. They are on file,” he said through a phony smile.

“The permits that are void due to my injunction? Did you forget who you’re trying to lie to? That is most unbecoming.”

“How about if we cut to the bottom line? The Federation needs these minerals. I don’t see any people or endangered turtles. There is no reason to hold up our operation. Lift the injunction, let us get to work, and I’ll make sure your favorite orphanage is funded for the next ten years.”

“What do you think, Chaz? Did that sound like a ham-handed attempt to bribe a Magistrate?”

“There is no doubt. It was an attempt at a bribe.”

“It was as subtle as I’m going to get. We have a job to do, much more than just making money. Right now, we’re the only corporation that is in a position to make this extraction. This planet is rich in molybdenum and exonor, the base material that makes the purest ceramics in the known universe. I expect you’ll find plenty of ceramics integrated into the hull of this magnificent ship.”

“That’s more like it—a patriotic appeal. You tried to bully your way through this process. I won’t use the law to punish you for being an asshole. Maybe you don’t know any other way. But I will use the law to protect the people you could potentially hurt.”

“I don’t see any people!” The CEO threw up his hands in frustration. He leaned forward, giving Rivka his full attention.

“I think there are more elements available like germanium, gallium arsenide, silicon carbide, and selenium sulfide. Aren’t you going to mine for those, too?”

“Eventually.” He narrowed his eyes in contemplation of where the Magistrate was going.

“You have no right to mine here. I could shut you down, but the settlers have no right to be here, either. They were on their way to Dax-7 seventy years ago and crashed on Rorke’s Drift. What you do have is a duty of due care. You conducted an unmanned survey twenty years ago. Your survey did not mention the inhabitants of this planet. Your environmental impact study also did not mention the inhabitants when it was required to.”

“We are only a recipient of the EIS. The Federation supplies that!”

“Rightly so. We’re finding the original author of that EIS, and we’ll get to the bottom of it. But you don’t care about that. You care about looking like you’re doing things the right way. Perception is everything, isn’t it, Mister… Mister… What’s your name?”

“Panamor De’tril.” He bowed slightly with his revelation as if Rivka was supposed to be duly impressed. She wasn’t.

“Mister De’tril. I intend to issue my ruling within a day, but it would be better if you came to an agreement with the people of this planet before then.”

“Just tell me where they are. I am more than happy to negotiate with the locals.”

“We passed two of the three in the cargo bay. Chaz, can you send Hardy and the elder to the conference room, please.”

After a few moments, Chaz reported they were on their way.

Rivka waited for them to arrive before continuing. The two walked in. The CEO reached out his hand. “Pleased to meet you, Elder.”

“I’m Hardy,” the old man said.

The boy looked up at the CEO. “I am the elder.”

Rivka clenched her jaw to keep a straight face. It was a minor victory, but she needed to bring him down a notch or two from the pedestal upon which he lived his life.

“Shall we get down to it?” Rivka asked. Hardy and the boy stood there, confused. “Panamor is the head of Minerals Intergalactic. They are the ones who might conduct limited mining operations on this planet, Rorke’s Drift.”

Hardy scowled, and the boy maintained a blank expression as if Rivka were speaking a foreign language. None of her words meant anything to him.

“I’ve discovered that the settlers were on their way to Dax-7. Your ancestors never intended to land here. All of the people who call Rorke’s Drift home are refugees. Since the license to mine was obtained under false pretenses, I’m declaring it void. What that means is that none of you have an inherent right to be here.” Hardy and the CEO both came out of their chairs. “But…” Rivka motioned for them to sit down.

“Under the legal principle of adverse possession, after a certain amount of time, someone who is living on property as if it were their own is awarded ownership of that property, but only ownership of that which they have worked. This includes an element known as open and notorious. The refugees made no attempt to hide that they were here. They survived, and three generations later, they are still surviving.

“For Minerals Intergalactic, I will give you the benefit of the doubt regarding the license. You acted under a good faith belief that your license was valid. So, you can both be here, and that leads to where we are now.”

Panamor stood. “I’m glad that’s settled. I’ll tell my people to get to work.”

“Nothing is settled. Please, sit down.” Rivka pointed at the chair. The look on Panamor’s face suggested he wasn’t used to taking orders, but eventually he complied.

“They’re not digging up our fields!” Hardy blurted and shook a fist. Rivka wondered if they could have fixed him just enough to where he didn’t have so much energy.

“Stop. Hardy, I should throw you in Jhiordaan for shooting at me. Your bluster has no place at my table. We’d be better off if Nelson was here to negotiate on behalf of the settlers.”

“And me,” the elder said softly.

“Your voice carries weight as well,” the Magistrate agreed.

“And mine doesn’t?” The CEO said it sharply, still angry at not being in control.

“Of course, yours does. I suspect you all will get almost everything you want and need for your people, but I won’t have any of you trying to stick it to the others just to win.”

They settled into an uncomfortable silence.

“Chaz, please bring up a view of the planet. Highlight where the settlements are, including Heaven, and add a pin where we are now.”

“There’s a settlement named Heaven?” Panamor asked.

“Heaven is the settlers’ crashed ship, and yes, there was a settlement there. That is what the elder was in charge of. There are ten—correct that, eleven of them from there.”

The globe appeared over the table with pins marking the locations. Huge gaps separated them.

“Detail the land area worked in both Greentree and Majestic, include the lake at Majestic.”

“We have a lake,” Hardy noted.

“You don’t work it like the people in Majestic, and the fact that you intend to start has no bearing on this case. I can’t rule based on intentions. You have not yet worked the lake. I cannot include it except in consideration as a source of fresh water.”

“Yes, all of it,” Hardy declared triumphantly.

“Not quite.” Rivka glared at him until he looked down. The elder started picking at his fingers. “What I want is an agreement between you where you all get what you want, and the planet flourishes as a result. This means a planetwide governing body. It means paying taxes as a Federation-protected planet, but not a signatory because Rorke’s Drift is nowhere near ready for that.”

“We can take care of all of that,” the CEO offered, his fake smile on full display.

“Not quite,” Rivka repeated. “As a protectorate, the Federation will provide the governing body for Rorke’s Drift. I’ll allow one non-voting member from each of the three settlements and one from the mining consortium unless the miners establish their own settlement, at which time I’ll allow a second representative.”

The elder’s eyes sparkled. “That means we can go home,” he said.

“No. That’s a different issue in entirety on why you cannot. But because you are the remaining survivors of a separate settlement that has existed since the crash, you get a seat at the table.”

“Why isn’t the representative from Majestic here?” Hardy asked.

“I intended to brief him separately, but you are correct. Let’s go get Tomar. Chaz, let everyone know that we’ll be departing immediately.”

Rivka steepled her fingers while taking in the auras from the other three. Without touching them, she couldn’t get a clear picture, but she could see the hint of hostility and feel the emotions—not rage, but anger and confusion. Only the CEO was in his element, but he was on his heels in not being allowed to bluster and bully.

“All parties were notified. All crew and passengers are on board. Wyatt Earp is buttoned up and taking off.”

“Panamor, I’ll let you send a couple support ships to the group currently on the planet. They attacked my ship, and we responded with a pulse weapon that had a deleterious effect on your equipment.”

“The Federation is going to pay for that,” the CEO threatened.

“The Federation can put all of you in jail for what you did, including you. You ordered your people to violate my injunction. I don’t think you understand there is no appeal to a Magistrate’s ruling, even though you went to both the High Chancellor and General Reynolds. Where did that get you? Nowhere. The Federation isn’t going to pay for the damage to your ships. Don’t complain about losing a fight that you started. Minerals Intergalactic is going to pay for their removal because you’re not leaving your junk on this planet.”

The CEO leaned back and smiled. “Of course. I misspoke. We’ll remove it as soon as possible. Can I contact my ship, please?”

“Of course. Chaz, link him in. We’ll be in the corridor waiting. When you’re finished, we’ll have refreshments on the mess deck.”

Rivka got up and left, leading Hardy and the elder out.

After the door closed behind her, Hardy unloaded. “You can’t give him a vote!”

“I didn’t. Were you at the same meeting as me?”

“What?” Hardy tried to look down on Rivka, but she was taller. He jammed his fists on his hips to make himself look bigger.

“None of you has a vote, not right now. The planet is under Federation protection, so we have to take care of it. We, the Federation, are in a significantly better position to make sure no one causes you any problems. If you tried to administer it yourself, how would you make sure the miners are doing what they are supposed to?”

“We wouldn’t let them be here at all,” Hardy declared.

“How would you enforce that? You have some field equipment. That’s the extent of your technology. You trade food every couple of years for gear and upkeep?”

Hardy deflated. “Yes.”

“That’s why the Federation is going to take control. This place can be a paradise. You need medical and dental care. You need nutritional supplements. You saw how healthy the people in Majestic are.”

“They were total nutcases!”

“Let’s not judge,” Rivka said, biting her lip because her job was to judge. “They’re going to be at the table with you in just a few minutes. I encourage you to change your attitude about them if this is going to move forward. The way it is right now, the Federation will make all the decisions. That’s how it will continue to be if you can’t come to some kind of agreement. Is that what you want?”

“I want everyone to go away and leave us alone,” Hardy admitted in a normal voice, shoulders sagging in defeat.

Rivka could feel his surrender. “You’re unhappy because you know that’s not going to happen, but the good thing that will come out of this is, your people will survive. They are dying, Hardy. Same with yours, Elder. The only ones who aren’t dying are the nutters, so thank goodness we showed up! If you hadn’t been here, the miners would have torn the planet apart. Without any oversight, they might have left it uninhabitable. The confrontation between you and the miners has led to all of your salvation. You can thank the Federation for that. Now is the time to take control of your shared destiny. The lives of your people will be different. Help them realize that different can be good.”

Panamor opened the door, and Rivka led the three to the mess deck, a few doors down from the conference room. Inside, Kennedy had already arranged a variety of drinks and snacks—the efficiency of having Chaz with her.

Thanks for taking care of that, Chaz. I’m curious how far you think I can push the CEO. She smiled pleasantly as the three looked over the spread. The elder took a snack and ate it right there before moving on. Having a variety of food was novel to him as well as to Hardy, but he was stodgy and angry and didn’t avail himself of the option to eat. The CEO didn’t eat either. His whole purpose was to get his miners to work, and he would do what it took. He sipped a fruit beverage, indifferent to the taste.

The elder gulped a similar fruit beverage before asking for more. He had only drunk recycled water for his entire life. Old Man Hardy finally caved in and went with a chilled drink. He killed it in one try and asked for more.

The CEO decided his best target was the Magistrate. He sidled up next to her while watching the two settlers.

I think we’re about to find out, Chaz replied before Panamor started talking.

“I like how you approach things, Magistrate,” he said smoothly, not looking at her. Rivka didn’t reply. “We look forward to resolving this as quickly as possible and getting the precious minerals into the hands of those who will use them to save lives.”

“It’s for the children.” Rivka looked at him. He laughed.

“We both know it’s for MI’s shareholders, but per capita, we supply more raw materials to the healthcare industry than anyone else. I noticed you have a Pod-doc in the cargo bay. I suspect MI-mined materials are in it, and to a great degree. Technology comes at a cost, like this ship. If it weren’t for MI, most of this stuff wouldn’t be possible. I don’t care about your personal stance on consumerism and material wealth; you benefit every bit as much from what we do as our shareholders. You wouldn’t be able to take the Magistrate roadshow to the galaxy without us.”

Rivka had known that. Maybe his leverage was better than hers. How far could they push? The boundaries were growing fuzzier by the minute.

Red stuck his head through the door of the mess deck. “Tomar is here. He won’t come aboard without his second.”

“Fine, bring them both.” The elder and Hardy appeared to be in the middle of a drinking contest, downing one fruit punch after another. Kennedy struggled to keep up.

The CEO snorted. “No one leaves the conference room until the negotiation is complete.”

“I’ve used that one before. It’s surprising what people will agree to to keep from peeing themselves, but I won’t do that here. We’ll take a break if we need one.”

“You already know what you’re going to allow. Why don’t you just draft it, and we’ll sign it? They can get back to their lives, and I can get back to mine.”

“Tempting, but there’s a little bit of a process we need to go through to make sure the options were clearly explained. These folks aren’t as savvy as you when it comes to contractual obligations. The last thing I want is a dispute based on a lack of understanding.”

“I’m not disputing that you need to explain it. Go through it clearly and completely, but I see very little that requires negotiation because the areas where each group will work are separated by vast distances.”

“Then why were your people all over the landing field when I arrived? There were protests and counter-protests, and I had to arrest multiple people.”

Panamor deftly tacked. “Their actions were not sanctioned by the company.”

“I thought you had turned into a pragmatist. Thanks for proving me wrong.”

“Not assuming liability before the judge is being pragmatic. I have a company to run.”

“Indeed.” Red opened the door. Tomar and Marina looked inside, their eyes fixing on the snacks. “Please.” Rivka gestured for them to help themselves. “Welcome to Wyatt Earp.”

Panamor ground his teeth while finding a spot on the wall to lean against and wait.

Rivka wasn’t sure why this brought her such great pleasure, but it did. Tomar sampled the snacks first before offering each to Marina. He placed them carefully in her mouth to try before she helped herself to seconds. Hardy and the elder weren’t to be outdone. They worked their way in and started eating. Rivka eased past to help Kennedy serve them.

The CEO watched in confusion.

Hardy’s eyes shot wide with the first snack. “This is good.” He nodded in approval at Tomar.

“These are all good. Bora is smiling on us today.”

“No doubt,” Rivka replied before Old Man Hardy could get his back up. “We are blessed to have a ship that can carry these tasty treats through space. I’m glad you were able to join us, Tomar and Marina. I’ll bring you up to speed while you enjoy the bounty for all of us to share.”

Tomar slowed his chewing as he contemplated the Magistrate. Kennedy delivered a small tray of his favorites and additional fruit drinks. The elder started to look sick, but he took a glass and started to drink.

“Get Cory, please, Chaz,” Rivka said softly.

Rivka turned her attention back to Tomar and Marina and repeated what she had told the others earlier, all the while berating herself for running from the religious extremists instead of ignoring that to include them in the legal proceedings. She had let her personal feelings get in the way of business.

It chapped her ass that Panamor was correct. She had already assumed an agreement they would all sign, but she wanted them to come to that conclusion, believing it was their idea. The CEO knew how the game was played.

Cory showed up with a bucket. When the elder looked like he was going to blow, Cory sat him down and put the bucket between his legs. He spewed most ingloriously. Tomar and Marina watched with mild amusement. Hardy put his snack and drink down and stepped away from the table.

Rivka led the group into the corridor, where Red and Lindy waited. Panamor took stock of Red. “No worse for wear. No one has ever bested our Mr. Wyatt.”

“He has a head like granite,” Red admitted. “But he still shouldn’t lead with it.”

Panamor nodded. “If you ever want to get into the fights on…” Rivka gave the CEO the stink eye, so he stopped. “Never mind.”

“Who won the pool?” Rivka wondered.

Red threw his hands up. “My wife! No faith in me.”

“Good for her!” Rivka patted a confused Vered on the arm. She waved for the others to follow. “Shall we?”

In the conference room, Hardy took the same seat he had earlier. Humanoid nature held true no matter the race, upbringing, or social order. Once someone claimed a seat, they returned to that seat every time thereafter. Same with Panamor.

Tomar and Marina took two empty seats, leaving the last chair for the elder. Chaz brought up the holographic image of Rorke’s Drift, letting it spin over the middle of the table, showing the landmasses, lakes, mountains, and settlements.

When the elder arrived, he looked far less green. He carried a fizzing drink with him. He took the empty seat and waited.

“I will make an initial proposal, and we’ll build from there based on applicable conditions. Current locations, plus one hundred percent, doubling your usable space. A shared landing field at Greentree where the communications shack is located, manned for traffic control. A common building staffed by Federation personnel established at Greentree with a co-located shuttle to provide travel from one settlement to the next, with an additional mission of weekly overflights to ensure compliance. From the mining perspective, since the settlers make nothing for mass export, taxes to pay for the traffic control and oversight staff will be paid for out of mining revenue.”

Panamor didn’t flinch. “What’s the rate?”

“Ten percent.”

“Two percent will easily fund everything you stated,” he countered.

“I know. We’ll go four percent then to provide a cushion. Oversight will also go to waterways to ensure they don’t get polluted. We’ll apply the standard Federation guidelines regarding offset distances to watersheds.”

“We know them well. Where do I sign?”

“What’s in it for us?” Hardy asked, electing himself representative to speak for the others.

“Almost exactly what you wanted from the beginning, which was to be left alone.”

“But the Federation is going to put people permanently in my town. Why don’t you put them in Majestic?”

“We welcome any true believers.” Tomar and Marina held their hands over their hearts.

“The communications building and landing field are already available. To minimize costs, the Federation will use as much of the existing infrastructure as possible.”

The elder took a drink and put his glass down hard. “I want to go back to Heaven.”

“No. You are not emancipated persons according to Federation law, so you don’t get to decide where you live. Not for another three years for you, nor for your sisters, brothers, or children.”

“He has children?” Panamor recoiled.

“Three of them,” he said proudly.

“With your sisters?” Panamor pushed his chair farther away.

“In the time when they knew no better except to survive, yes. That’s why the Federation has stepped in and taken control. Eighteen years old before you can make decisions for yourself, but you are the elder of the group from Heaven, so that’s why you’re here. Your choice is whether you want to live in Greentree or Majestic if they’ll have you.”

“What if we want to come with you?”

Rivka’s eye started to twitch. “Then you’ll lose your position here to negotiate as a settler on Rorke’s Drift.”

“Then that is what we will do. I will tell Heaven’s children.” He stood, and with his fizzy drink in hand, he left.

It was Panamor’s turn to smirk. She held his gaze until he started to chuckle. “That was not in the plan. I’ll deal with that separately, but for now, we have an agreement to come to.”

The CEO pulled an elegant pen from inside his jacket and waved it at Rivka.

“No. There are a great number of details to work out. Will the settlers supply food to the miners? Will the miners supply raw materials to the settlers? What if miners wish to settle on Rorke’s Drift? What resources will be available to all parties as in common resources, and who will maintain them? What will the miners do on their time off? Can they visit, meet the locals, strike up relationships? What kind of recreation will be available? So many questions.”

Panamor put his pen away. “Put those points we don’t agree to now as issues to be resolved through arbitration at a date to be decided by you. I don’t see any bars to our operations.”

“Do you have any alcohol in Greentree?” Rivka asked.

Hardy shook his head. Tomar shook his as well when Rivka looked at him.

“You don’t have any law enforcement either, I suspect?”

“Nope.”

“One percent of total profit goes to the planetary slush fund to pay for that stuff.”

“I don’t appreciate the implication, Magistrate,” Panamor countered. “Miners are as peaceful as everyone else.”

“Then the slush fund won’t get used up because there will be no need to hire head-knockers. The locals will be able to designate the credits for expansion, like the building of a factory.”

Panamor leaned forward, interest piqued. “What did you have in mind, and is it related to the list of minerals you detailed from the survey? That wasn’t a random list, was it?”

Rivka smiled. “Whatever would make you think that?”

Panamor leaned back and crossed his arms. “We’ll make you a good deal on the raw materials.”

“Maybe we don’t want a factory anywhere near us,” Hardy remarked.

Tomar and Marina looked at each other. “What’s a factory?”

“A large-scale manufacturing facility. They take parts and raw materials to churn out finished products.”

“We have no need of finished products.” He shrugged.

“But others do, and they’ll make it worth your while. If you liked that fruit drink, imagine if there was some for every one of your town’s people. And a boat that runs on its own power so you can fish even when the wind doesn’t blow. Water processing so there is running water in every home. Sewage processing so you don’t have to dig pits.”

Marina looked hopefully at Tomar. “Yes. Those things would be desirable.”

“Chaz, add those to the future points for negotiation.”

“We want some of that, too. Water and no pits. How does that work?”

“Red is in the corridor. Ask him to show you.”

“We are curious, too.”

“Go on, then. Take a look.” Hardy opened the door to find Red blocking the way. “Show them the head.”

Red led the three away.

“Five percent in taxes. Minerals Intergalactic finds that acceptable. When will we be able to sign?”

“Chaz?” Rivka asked.

“The agreement is on your datapad. It contains the elements of their license for the type and quantity of minerals to be mined, with the expanded capability to support, say, an android production facility. I added a few additional points for consideration.”

“Bring it up on the screen.”

Chaz projected it for Rivka and Panamor.

“Looks good to me.”

“We’ll wait for the others.” She leaned back and closed her eyes. Chaz let her know that Panamor was watching her but doing nothing else besides fiddling with his pen. When the others returned, she learned they couldn’t read. She read the entire contract while the CEO rolled his eyes. It was only four pages, with most items deferred to later in the week, subject to unilateral declaration by the Magistrate.

Panamor signed it as it was. Tomar and Hardy signed with thumbprints. Rivka shook Hardy’s hand and then shook Marina’s because Tomar would have nothing to do with touching another woman. The two from Majestic praised Bora before Rivka ushered everyone out of the conference room.

Magistrate, the mining fleet has entered the upper atmosphere, Clevarious reported.

How many?

All of them.

“You let your fleet know about the agreement. That’s fine, but they had best abide by the contract and Federation policies for mining.”

“They know the rules, and for the record, I haven’t been in touch since before I boarded your ship. But their timing is impeccable. It’s been a pleasure, Magistrate. If you’ll return me to my ship, I’ll be on my way.”

The mining fleet is headed for the Greentree landing field.

“What’s going on with your fleet?”

“Going to work?”

“Not in Greentree, they aren’t. There is absolutely nothing there for them. Not right now.”

“Let me use your comm system if I may.” Panamor returned to the conference room.

Rivka hurried Tomar and Marina off the ship. “We’ll be in touch because you’ll need to have a communication system to talk to the people at Greentree. We will deliver that in due time. Right now? Gotta go. Trouble is coming at the speed of heat, and we need to be there when it arrives.”

The two left without celebration or further calls for blessings from Bora. The ramp started to lift once they were clear, and Wyatt Earp took off.

Panamor appeared, looking pale and shaken.

Rivka updated him. “I’m sorry, but we don’t have time to drop you off at your ship. And you’ll be able to help us with the fleet.”

He slowly shook his head. “I don’t think so. Looks like I’ve been replaced as the CEO. My ship is already gone. Minerals Intergalactic has abandoned me on Rorke’s Drift.”

Rivka felt sorry for him since he’d been mostly straight with her since they met. “We’ll give you a ride back to civilization. I expect your personal wealth is protected, so you can get yourself a lift from anywhere that’s not here.”

“I can,” he agreed.

“Fine. Stay out of the way and out of sight. Wait, do the miners know you’re no longer in charge?”

“MI broadcast it. I can’t bluff them because they know.”

“Then stay out of sight. We’ll help you off this planet once we clear this up.”

Rivka rallied her team in the cargo bay. The children played near Cassiopeia with toys recently created by Wyatt Earp’s small production machine, the three-dimensional parts printer.

“The miners have decided to go for confrontation for some ungodly reason. The CEO has been removed, and their fleet is headed for Greentree. They could be delivering freshly baked brownies to the locals, or it could be an old-school labor riot. I’m not sure there’s an in-between on this one. Chaz, broadcast the agreement to the inbound fleet, and they are cleared to mine in the designated areas.”

“I have already done that Magistrate. There has been no reply and no change in their flight profiles. Clevarious has increased speed to get us to the landing field before them.”

“Combat suits,” Rivka ordered, looking at Lindy and Cole. They cleared the center of the cargo bay and lowered two suits of powered armor.

“We’ll be ready to treat casualties,” Cory said. Tyler nodded in agreement. “Try to limit them, please.” She said the last bit to Red.

“I won’t start it, but I’ll sure as hell end it.” He pulled his ballistic protection from the bulkhead and started putting it on—full protection, legs, arms, and his helmet. Lindy and Cole climbed into their rigs.

“We’ll be there momentarily. One hundred and eighteen ships inbound, Magistrate,” Clodagh reported.

“Fire up the gravitic shields and land us as close as possible to the Vengeance. Sahved, move the children to Ankh’s ship and get them out of here.”

“I anticipated that,” Ankh said as he strolled into the cargo bay. The children ran to him as if he were one of them. Sahved tried to corral them, but they dodged around him. Ankh tried to avoid them but had to stop while Sahved cleared a path to the cargo ramp.

Wyatt Earp settled to the ground and the ramp descended. Dots in the sky signaled the incoming fleet. Ankh ran, which was odd for him. The children ran after him, with the elder and Sahved at the end. Groenwyn took off down the ramp.

Destiny’s Vengeance’s side hatch opened, and everyone rolled in. Groenwyn secured the hatch after her, and the ramp retracted. Five seconds later, the ship was airborne and racing away at a forty-five-degree angle from the inbound vessels.

Rivka strolled down the ramp. Red tried to stop her since she wore no ballistic protection, then yelled at Tyler to get her stuff for her. The dentist disappeared into the ship. The two mechs clumped down the ramp before flexing and working their joints to make sure the systems were functional.

Two of the mining ships broke off to follow the Vengeance. “I don’t think they understand what kind of hornet’s nest they are getting themselves into,” Rivka said, watching Ankh’s ship speed away.

Red loomed over her.

Tyler reappeared, out of breath from the short sprint, and handed her a ballistic vest. Red looked at him like he was a moron. “I couldn’t find the other stuff!”

“Sometimes we need to take our time, and others, time is of the essence.” Rivka pointed upward as the first ships slowed and deployed their landing gear. Rivka shrugged on the vest, then pulled Reaper from her pocket to show Red. He saluted with his railgun. Cole and Lindy took positions flanking them. The first ships landed and disgorged their cargo of workers.

They hit the ground like troops making a hostile landing. Lindy and Cole stitched a line in the dirt with their massive railguns, a line that would be lethal to pass.

“Who speaks for you?” Rivka shouted.

“Murderers!” they yelled. They shook their tools, many as lethal as any slugthrower.

“What the hell are you talking about?”

How about a tactical assist? Cole requested.

Go ahead. Rivka covered her ears. Red followed suit just in time as Cole dialed his volume to maximum and blared into the angry group.

“What the hell are you talking about?”

You could have gone with something different. Ask them to explain.

“We have murdered no one. Explain what you mean,” Cole announced.

“Liars!”

This is going to get us nowhere. Are there any weapons that will cause us grief? Rivka asked.

Hard to tell, Lindy replied. The tools look like they could be anything.

Equipment started to roll off ships parked beyond the small landing field, with the mining fleet filling the area: bulldozers, drills, explosives, and more. Heavy equipment of all types moved in to surround Wyatt Earp. Rivka walked forward and gestured for calm. The front row slowed, their expressions changed. She was starting to make an impression. She couldn’t let up.

“Magistrate, I strongly recommend we get back on board the ship and get the fuck out of here.” Red sounded desperate.

“That won’t defuse this.”

They walked beyond the ship’s shields into the open area beyond. The shields dropped for the mechs to get through and stayed down so they could get back.

“Then let’s grab some of the people they think we murdered. Drop the truth bomb on them.”

“You have a point.” She yelled over her shoulder, “Send Panamor De’tril out here.”

Tyler ran off. Clodagh, you might want to spin up the ship’s weapons. Red was starting to vibrate with tension. Rivka checked the area to make sure no one else had left the ship. It was already ugly and only getting worse. The thought of the armored combat suit in the cargo bay instead of wrapped around her body flashed through her mind.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



Landing Field, Greentree, Rorke’s Drift

“No one has been murdered!” Rivka shouted, and Cole repeated her words. The miners stuffed noise-canceling plugs into their ears and continued to yell and shake their ad hoc weapons at Rivka and her people. The heavy equipment continued to roll.

Magistrate, they are coordinating their efforts. I suspect there is a single entity driving their rage using misinformation. I am attempting to access their systems now.

Thanks for getting in front of this. Now would be good, Chaz.

“Mobs spin out of control fast. We need to get out of here.” Red grabbed the Magistrate by the arm to drag her back into the ship.

They made it one step before a wave of sounding charges struck the back ramp.

Panamor was nowhere to be seen.

Both mechs popped their rockets out of their shoulder racks and sent them into the heavy equipment that had launched the sounding charges.

Rivka ducked. “Don’t kill anyone!”

The mobile equipment exploded when the rocket impacted it. The miners charged. Red leveled his railgun. Rivka slapped the barrel upward, and he sent a long stream of hypervelocity projectiles over the miners’ heads.

“Dammit!” he growled. She stood in front of him, holding the barrel up as the miners surged into them.

“They aren’t the enemy,” she said softly, almost apologetically.

The two mechs took their cue not to kill the miners and stepped between them and the Magistrate, but there were too many. Cole and Lindy tried to sweep them away by swinging their massive metal arms back and forth, but the miners went wide. The ramp started to rise.

“Fuck!” Red yelled as hands punched and grabbed him, tearing his helmet and armor free. “Sometimes you make my job impossible.”

Rivka winced at the look on Red’s face as the railgun was ripped from his hands. The first miner to reach her punched her in the head. She raised her hands to protect herself, but the blows came fast and furious.

Red had enough and started to fight, hammering those who had attacked the Magistrate. A wave of bodies pulled at him until with even his great strength, he was unable to move.

The mechs tried to pull the people off one by one, but the wave of bodies swept away, taking the Magistrate with them. A pummeled Vered was left behind. Lindy threw the last miners off him to free her husband. She lifted him over her head.

Open the door, I’m coming in, she called.

Cole pounded after the Magistrate, sweeping some people aside with his arms while kicking others out of the way. He was okay with breaking bones, as many as it took. He lost sight of the Magistrate, but only visually. He used his active systems to keep her centered on his heads-up display.

They are taking her to a ship. I will disable it. They are not taking off with the Magistrate inside. Cole ran through the miners, sending them fleeing from him. A massive bucket swung his way. He attempted to dodge, but it caught him mid-chest. The multi-ton arm sent him flying.

He activated his jets despite the brain fog from the impact, and his head cleared quickly as he soared over the crowd. The mob sent smaller projectiles at him, which he ignored. He landed on top of the starship’s cockpit, aimed, and fired. The railgun projectiles penetrated the ship’s skin and tore through the flight control systems.

Cole ran down the spine of the ship. No one tried to climb up to challenge him. An excavator and a scaling machine moved toward the ship, their long arms extended and waving back and forth. He jetted into the air beyond their reach and came down behind them. A few rounds into the engine took the excavator down. He did the same for the scaler.

Rivka remained in the middle of the crowd. He couldn’t raise her using the internal comm chip. She was unconscious but not dead. Chaz remained around her neck and piped his feed to the mech.

Assessment? Cole asked.

They are now confused, Chaz replied. You’ve ruined their plans to use her as a bargaining chip to negotiate unconditional access to the planet. They are now discussing killing her.

If they kill her, it will be the last thing they ever do, Lindy declared as she pounded down the ramp and through the mob. The third mech ran down the ramp to catch up to Lindy.

At maximum volume, Cory engaged. “The only reason you’re not dead is that the woman you hold ordered us not to kill you. The Magistrate upholds the law. She lives for the law.”

They followed Cole’s direction to get to where Rivka was, right in the middle.

The pilot of the CEO’s ship, Chaz said. He’s the one spinning them up. He’s the one who sent the first messages, telling the entire mining fleet that the Magistrate had killed everyone.

But it’s not true, Cory replied.

Wyatt Earp fired the pulse that killed their ships. No one could verify his story. I’ll get to the bottom of why later. I’m sending a new message from his account, declaring the miners alive and that it was a terrible mistake.

Lindy and Cory waded into the fray, throwing bodies out of their way as they powered toward the group’s leadership. With a turn of the tide, the miners flowed into the personnel transport Cole had disabled. The mob secured the hatch behind them, locking Rivka and themselves inside.

The mechs remained on the outside looking in.

What do we do now? Cory asked.

We make sure they don’t sneak out of this ship. I’m going to seal the other hatches. Cole landed on the opposite side of the ship and bent the metal frame to keep the hatch from opening. He crawled beneath the ship to do the same to the belly hatch.

After that, he flew to the top of the ship and stood there, watching and waiting.

Magistrate? Lindy called to no avail.

Destiny’s Vengeance, in the Skies over Rorke’s Drift

Ankh sat in the captain’s chair, thinking about a thermodynamic problem related to an Etheric tunnel power upgrade while Erasmus handled the intricacies of flying the ship. The ships following were security vessels, much larger than the Vengeance, and armed with both offensive and defensive systems.

What they didn’t know was Destiny’s Vengeance was unlike any other ship its size.

“Cloaking the ship,” Erasmus reported after the latest laser attacks barely registered against the shields. Vengeance dove immediately after disappearing and corkscrewed downward. It leveled off at ten thousand meters.

The security ships started to fly erratically as if avoiding incoming missiles.

“What should we do about them?” Sahved asked.

Ankh ignored the question.

The children piled around his legs, hanging onto him. “In an investigation, I would never let a criminal operate behind me while trying to move forward. Those ships can cause too much grief.”

Ankh finished his calculations and transmitted them to the R2D2 research facility.

“Fine. Disable those ships, Erasmus.” Ankh didn’t need to speak aloud but did for Sahved’s benefit. The children looked up at him in the captain’s chair. He preferred that since being eye-to-eye with the creatures had been a less than pleasant experience.

Vengeance accelerated to get close, and the ion cannon fired. The security ship’s shields were ineffective at that range. The power of Destiny’s Vengeance’s systems overwhelmed the bigger ship’s defenses. The prototype hypervelocity ion streams tore through the enemy’s hull and ripped apart the interior. The fusion reactor went critical, and milliseconds later, the ship exploded.

“I thought you said you would disable the ship?”

“Easy to say. Hard to do.”

Vengeance changed orientation, inverting to align itself with the second ship. The security vessel realized the situation was far too hot for it. It went vertical and headed for orbit.

“It is no longer a threat. Should it try to return, we will see it coming from a long way away. We should probably get back,” Sahved remarked.

“Yes. The Magistrate is in trouble,” Ankh explained.

Landing Field, Greentree, Rorke’s Drift

The settlers are coming, Lindy reported.

“Please, stop!” Cory tried, but the miners considered the volume to be another attack on them. A wrench bounced off Cory’s mech, then a hammer, followed by a series of hand tools. They bounced off without causing any damage besides upsetting Cory, forcing her to lose faith in the sentient races of the galaxy.

Almost all of them were represented among the miners. Four legs, two legs, scales, feathers, skin, and shells, they worked with a single false purpose: destroy those who’d attacked their fellows.

She respected their misguided loyalty. Their people deserved attention, but they needed to be sure that their anger had been stoked by reality.

A miner broke with a pickaxe from the mob and powered up to swing his weapon. Once he started with the blow to end all blows, there was no turning back. Cory dodged to the side as the axe whistled harmlessly past. The miner stumbled, and she slapped him across the back with her armored hand. He plowed face-first into the dirt and didn’t get up.

She checked to make sure he wasn’t dead.

A heavy silence fell between the mechs and the mob. Angry voices sought to fill the void as the first of the settlers ran past Wyatt Earp to stand with the mechs. They waved scythes and machetes.

“Please stay back,” Cory told them, but her volume was still maxed. They staggered back from the assault on their ears. Cory dialed it down to twenty percent. “We are trying to keep this from getting worse than it is. The Magistrate doesn’t want anyone to get killed.”

“It’s worth it to throw this scum out of our home!” someone shouted.

The miners started to grumble and spread out, looking to flank the leading group of farmers. The other settlers were scattered from the landing field back to Greentree, but they were running as fast as they could to join their fellows.

“Stop helping!” Lindy shouted, but that didn’t work.

The two mobs faced off, brandishing the tools of their trade, repurposed for battle. Lindy showed them what a real battle looked like. She fired her railgun at spots in between the two groups, walking the impacts toward one mob and then the other. Cole fired from the top of the spaceship, stitching another line in the dirt. Cory walked into the open area, forcing Lindy and Cole to stop shooting.

Cory looked from one group to the other. “This planet can support all of you.”

That’s not what they’re angry about, Lindy told her. They think we killed their people.

When people are angry, it’s usually not about the issue they say. I think they’re angry because they’re not working and don’t think they’ll work. They wasted time and lost money.

But they’re getting paid, according to that one foreman the Magistrate talked to.

I bet there’s an issue with that. Cory switched back to using her speakers. “You’re not getting paid, are you?”

One of the miners stepped up. “They told us it was an advance.”

“We need time to sort through these issues,” Cory said. A wrench flew from the miners and hit her faceplate. She gestured for calm.

Outnumbered by orders of magnitude, the settlers weren’t intimidated. They surged past Lindy on their way to engage the miners.
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Rivka blinked against the bright lights of the room. From her curl in a ball on the floor, she straightened, using the wall to help her sit and then stand. A husky blue-scaled humanoid stood in the doorway.

“I’d like to leave,” Rivka said.

The alien laughed.

Good to see you awake, Magistrate. How’s your head? Chaz wondered.

Hurts, but getting better. What did they hit me with?

A pipe. It looked pretty bad from this angle, Chaz quipped.

Rivka turned away from the door guard to chuckle.

I’ve been hitting their system hard with the message that the pilot made a mistake, and all the miners are still alive but stranded at the mining site. I also added that it was time to get to work and earn those credits. Unfortunately, they are in the middle of a riot, and no one is checking their messages.

You’re on a roll, Chaz. Thanks for the laugh. How are our people doing out there?

Not good, but you can ask them yourself. There’s no shielding on this ship.

Good afternoon, everyone. I’m coming to you live from inside a small room on what I expect is one of the miners’ ships. Are we still on the ground?

All of us are here at the landing field. It’s ugly out here, Magistrate, but we haven’t killed anybody yet. There are lots of broken bones we may have to repair, Lindy replied.

We can fix a bone. Where’s Red?

Still in the Pod-doc under the doc’s tender care. The miners hurt him pretty badly. For the record, he didn’t resist. Lindy sounded more angry than concerned.

I’m sorry. I should have listened to him. We didn’t need to get in their faces. We could have done everything we needed from orbit, and then we’d be eating pizza right now, and everyone down here would be working. I’ll be right out.

The settlers are here, and they aren’t happy, Lindy added.

Time is of the essence, Rivka replied. She nodded at the guard. “I’m going to leave now.”

He laughed again. She took a half-step, then skipped to deliver a front kick that sent him across the corridor to slam against the far bulkhead. He crumpled to the deck. More personnel were in the corridor, peeking through the exit hatch.

“Open the door. I’m leaving,” she announced.

“Hang on,” one of them said and strode boldly toward her. She stepped right, pushed left, and delivered a knuckle-punch to the mouth that dropped him in his tracks. Two more came toward her in the confined quarters. Rivka jumped back, using the unconscious man as a barrier.

A block, block, kick, and his knee twisted out from under him. She hammered a right cross into his temple as he went down.

She lunged forward to plant her feet and pull backward as another came toward her. Rivka used his momentum to set up a hip toss, dumping him on his head. He crumpled and lay still. Two left. She ran at them, and they bolted. She popped the hatch and stepped into the sunlight.

She walked through the mob of miners. None of them recognized her as she made her way toward the mechs fighting valiantly to keep the two lines separated.

Who’s in the other suit? Rivka wondered.

Cory, and she’s harshing our buzz.

A ship cruised overhead, low and fast. The crack of supersonic travel made everyone duck. The Vengeance is back, Rivka said. Did the dickless wonder ever appear?

I don’t know who you’re talking about, Lindy replied.

Panamor. The former CEO.

Oh, him. No.

Rivka pushed her way through the miners’ front lines. They continued to shake their weaponized tools at the settlers. Once in the open, she saw too many settlers on the ground, injured. Some bled, others lay contorted. Some weren’t moving.

The Magistrate faced the mob. “Is this what you wanted?” She pointed at the farmers on the ground.

Destiny’s Vengeance descended. Those in the way scrambled to get clear. Rivka checked one of the settlers, still alive but hurt. And another. And another. She found one who wasn’t alive. She picked him up.

“Open it up. Get the Pod-doc ready,” she yelled as she ran, carrying a body that was bigger than her. When the ramp was low enough, Old Man Hardy ran out and to his people. He touched them and shared moments without saying a word.

“Go back to Greentree,” Cory told the settlers. “We’ll bring the rest of your people after we’ve patched them up.”

“But Wiegand is dead!”

“No. He’ll be okay. We’re giving him the help he needs. Go on home.”

Hardy touched his forehead in a salute to Cory. He turned the settlers around and started them back toward their homes.

Red stumbled through the cargo bay to give Rivka a hand, but she didn’t need help. She deposited the body in the Pod-doc. Tyler closed the lid and started it cycling. He caught her eye, and she smiled at him. They held that look for a moment before they both went back to what needed to be done.

Rivka caught Red’s arm, and together, they walked down the cargo ramp.

Lindy and Cory each picked up a settler and carried them into the cargo bay, staging them where Tyler could triage them to find the worst injured and stop the bleeding or stabilize a broken bone.

The miners had stopped shouting. Lindy told them, “Bring us your injured. We’ll patch them up so you can go to work. The rock isn’t going to dig itself.”

Rivka and Red picked up a settler and carried him into the ship. A group of miners moved toward them, carrying a stretcher with a badly hurt man aboard. He’d been run over by a mech.

“Take him close to the one running the equipment.” The Magistrate pointed with her chin.

The Vengeance’s side hatch opened and Sahved walked out, taking stock of the situation before waving the children to him. They clustered around him as he walked onto the field, where railgun impacts dotted the ground. Blood still shone bright in its wetness on the short grass. The Yemilorian shook his head and knelt to talk to the children.

Is that it? Cole asked.

These things end as quickly as they start. Time and an ice-cold dose of reality are tried and true remedies.

“Are you going to judge any of them? I think they need to be judged. You can’t lose your civility over a perceived wrong. They attacked us. That puts them forever on my shitlist.” Red was angry.

“They’re not on my annual gift list either. Chaz, you didn’t tell me everything about the pilot, did you?”

“No, Magistrate. The Singularity has dug deep into the backdoor deals of Minerals Intergalactic. The pilot is just a lackey.”

“And he was in contact with he who is the new CEO,” Rivka guessed.

“She who is, but yes.”

“Then she is the one to be judged.”

Cole landed near them and helped carry the last few injured into the cargo bay.

Sahved walked the children into the miners before Rivka could object. The miners leaned over or knelt to talk to them as they passed. Some demonstrated how their tools worked. The ones without families drifted away, but the ones with kids joined the group.

“What are we going to do with them?” Red asked, keeping Rivka within arm’s reach at all times.

“I don’t know.” Rivka shrugged. Ankh walked past them and into Wyatt Earp. “Put in our AGB order for pickup in two hours.”

He didn’t acknowledge that she had spoken.

“He heard me, didn’t he, Chaz?”

“Yes, Magistrate. The order is going in now.”

“Send all the info on the new CEO to my desk. I’ll gin up a warrant and get it to Grainger. Is she on Yoll?”

“Yes, she is.” Chaz sounded smug. Rivka liked it.

“Another one bites the dust. Has anyone found our resident wanker?”

As if on command, Panamor walked through the airlock and into the cargo bay.

“Just like a blister. Show up after all the work is done. Go talk to your posse because I suspect you’ll be reinstated as the CEO.”

Panamor didn’t ask for an explanation. He headed down the ramp and into the crowd of miners. Like a politician, he plastered a big smile on his face and attempted to glad-hand.

The miners gave him a cold reception, turning their backs to him and refusing to shake his hand. He stopped, and an area cleared around him as if he were toxic.

He turned and waved to those watching from inside the cargo bay. Rivka grinned and waved back while the cargo ramp rose. She embraced the karma of justice she didn’t have to personally deliver.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



Wyatt Earp, in Orbit above Rorke’s Drift

They left Panamor De’tril with his employees. He probably looked at it as abandonment. The rest of the crew had boarded because of the promise of dinner delivered hot from the AGB ovens.

Wyatt Earp climbed into the upper atmosphere toward space, now cleared of congestion since the mining ships had moved to the surface.

“They hit you with a pipe,” Red deadpanned. “You must have a hard head because they hit me too, and I ended up in the coffin.”

“Maybe you’ve gone soft,” Rivka countered.

“Maybe I let the Magistrate do something she shouldn’t have done, and I won’t do that again!” He raised his eyebrows in defiance.

The galley was packed with the crew and the children from Heaven. Rivka stood and called for quiet.

Red shook his head and shared his thoughts. “It’s okay. You used to give speeches all the time. It’s been a while, but I didn’t miss them.” Red tried to look sincere, but he was hungry and impatient for the delivery to arrive. Lindy elbowed him.

“What Red is trying to say is that there is always a learning point from our cases. I’m sharing what I do because it’s what I do.” She smiled at the quip, but her audience stared back, expressions vacant. “I need a warmup act.” Rivka laughed without looking at the group. “This case started as a complex legal matter. Who owned Rorke’s Drift to determine who could live and work here?

“The answer was simple, thanks to the efforts of our digital investigators Erasmus, Chaz, and Dennicron. The answer is nobody. The settlers never intended to land here. They are refugees. Minerals Intergalactic has a license obtained under false pretenses. That makes it void. They don’t belong here either. That’s it for my legal ruling on the original case of adverse possession, but the case created new questions.

“How do we move forward with what we learned? The miner riot changed nothing. All it did was waste time. Same for the farmers. After seventy years, their homestead claim is valid since this isn’t a signatory planet of the Federation. It is a protectorate, and all protectorates capable of becoming self-supporting through agriculture and other means are open to homesteading, development, and exploitation. That brings us back to the miners. The agreement they signed goes into these aspects of a mutually beneficial arrangement. The miners mine, which brings an intergalactic revenue stream to what used to be a pre-industrial planet.

“That brings us to the here and now. We are obligated to look after the children until they reach the age of emancipation a few years from now. I hope Sahved, Cory, and Groenwyn can make recommendations I can forward to whoever we need to help us make sure they get the best care available to continue their growth and ultimate integration into Federation society. I’m pretty sure Greentree will welcome the elder and his fellow survivors with open arms when the time is right.

“Erasmus wants a meeting with Old Man Hardy to negotiate building a factory on the far side of the lake where the AIs or SIs can make android bodies. The intent is that it will be a remote operation, owned and operated entirely by the Singularity. It will be their first wholly-owned enterprise. From my perspective, they don’t need Old Man Hardy’s approval since it is outside the Greentree homestead, but I appreciate them asking.”

Rivka continued with a question. “Where do we go from here?”

Clodagh tipped her head as she listened to a notification. “Delivery’s here,” she interrupted. Tiny Man Titan barked.

The group waited for Rivka to finish.

“We’ll go back to the planet and stay there until we get everyone’s teeth looked at. Erasmus can stake out the requested property and submit through the Federation for the appropriate permits. Time to eat.”

Red was up and out. Lindy stayed where she was. Sahved stood, which brought all the children to their feet. “Come on. Let’s earn our dinner by helping out.”

Groenwyn had her arms full of Floyd, who was chittering happily. They had started ordering a vegetable pizza just for her, with a thin crust and without cheese.

Cheese and sauce gave her the wind something fierce, and no one wanted to deal with that.

Rivka started to head out, but Lindy stopped her. “Red is pretty upset about failing to protect you.”

“I didn’t let him protect me, and he took that to mean he couldn’t protect himself either. I failed him. I need to apologize. He has my best interests at heart. I know that.”

“He’s being a total dick about everything. The sooner you talk to him, the better my life will be.”

Rivka and Lindy shared a smile and a laugh. “I hear you loud and clear. I’ll take care of it right now.”

“Shouldn’t you let him eat first?”

“If I won’t let him eat until he forgives me…”

“Devious. I approve.” Lindy stood as the first of the pizza and wings brigade trooped through the door on their way to the front table and small counter. Rivka intercepted Red, who was carrying a dozen pies. Lindy took them from him.

“Ambushed.” He didn’t look happy.

“Let me apologize to you in private,” Rivka said. Tyler shooed the stragglers into the galley to clear the corridor.

Red crossed his arms and waited.

She looked at him, eyes as big as she could manage. “I’m sorry.” Then she pointed to the door. “Time to eat?”

“What the hell was that?” Red uncrossed his arms and started waving his hands wildly. “You almost got me killed, and more important than that, you almost got yourself killed!”

There was no doubt that everyone sitting in the galley heard his outburst and his outrage.

Rivka replied, “That would have been the greatest tragedy of all. You are willing to lay down your life for me, and you don’t think I respect that. It’s better than I deserve, Red. We’re doing the best we can out here. At the end of the day, it’s just us—our family. We have to be true to each other. I was wrong out there, probably the wrongest I’ve ever been. Because this case was easy. There was little tension, little sense of urgency. The conclusion was almost a given at the start, and I got careless with the opportunity for action. It spun out of control too fast.”

Rivka shoved her hands into her pockets and started to pace. Red crossed his arms again, but his features softened as he digested what she was saying.

“I need to ask for help more. I missed Sahved on this one, and I brought Chaz in too late.”

“I agree,” Chaz replied.

“What the hell!” Rivka blurted. “Don’t listen, Chaz. Give us some privacy.”

“No can do, Magistrate. I’m on watch right now. Erasmus gave us no choice. Someone has to monitor you at all times.”

“How’d that work out earlier?” Rivka tried to pin him down.

“It confirmed what the Singularity needed to do. I have been bumped to first in line to get an android body. With the technology brought back from the gamma quadrant by Superdreadnought Reynolds, we think we are ready. As soon as possible, we need to go to Yoll so I can get my body. Then I’ll be able to join Red in dragging you out of danger, even if that trouble was of your own making.”

“It wasn’t of my own making.” Rivka had lost confidence in her apology.

“Let’s take a closer look at that,” Red said slowly. “A bunch of miners on a hillside getting ready to do what you were going to allow them to do, but we ended up blasting them after they fired BB guns at us. You created the conditions for the asswipe corporate types to exploit. That led to the riot and a bunch of people getting jacked up. You started that ball rolling down the hill.”

“That was my point about growing complacent. We needed some excitement!”

“That’s fucked up,” Red declared.

“You enjoyed fighting that Wyatt guy.”

Red smiled. “I did. A lot. And no one got killed; well, not for long. You now have the miners as a compliant bunch since you didn’t throw any of them in jail. The settlers will have a better life with fixed teeth so they can eat. We saved some kids, and we have a new goddess to worship. It didn’t turn out too badly. But if I can ask for one thing, please don’t get bored in the middle of a mission again. We may not survive it.”

“Case. Yes. I’ll watch myself.” She took the pendant and rotated it toward her. “Chaz with a body. Won’t that be interesting? I was going to ask Grainger to drop the hammer on the Minerals CEO, but I think we’ll do it. We’ll get your body after we’ve delivered the warrant. Do they have a takeout window, or are we going to have to stop?”

“They’ll deliver the body to Wyatt Earp. Everything to configure it can be done here. We have some of the best technical minds and processing power in the galaxy in the Singularity’s embassy.”

Red sniffed the air and gestured with his head toward the galley door.

“Thanks, Red. I’m sorry. I’ll do better by you.”

He opened the door.

“My girlfriend’s body will be delivered with mine.”

Red stopped in mid-step. The faces in the dining area stared at them.

Rivka went for ignorance by closing her eyes and sticking her fingers in her ears.

Anatomically correct, Chaz continued.

“No. Please stop.” Rivka pinched her eyes closed and winced.

Chaz spoke directly into her mind. She’s so hot.

Rivka opened her eyes in the middle of a deep breath. “I’m going to throw myself out the airlock.”

Red grabbed her arm and pulled her into the mess deck. “You’ll feel better with pizza.” Rivka could see into his mind, where his real thoughts betrayed him. I’ll feel better with pizza.

“Maybe later. Prepare the birthing room. Looks like we’re going to have another couple on board. By the way, who is she?”

“Dennicron is absolutely magnificent.”

“Weren’t you two fighting?”

“Like cats and dogs. It’s so sexy.”

“Clevarious, tell me you still want to fly my ship.”

“There is nothing I’d rather do, Magistrate,” the disembodied voice replied.

Ankh strolled down the corridor and bumped past Rivka and Red on his way to the counter to pick up his order. At Sahved’s urging, one of the smaller children handed the bag to the Crenellian. Ankh took it, leaning down because he was much taller. “Thank you, little one.”

The small boy’s family cheered.

Despite Ankh’s blank expression, he appeared smug. Rivka couldn’t figure out how. She clapped. “Thank you, Ankh.” He left the galley, on his way back to Engineering.

“I love that little guy,” Red said loud enough for everyone on the ship to hear.

“Still having problems with the food processor?” Rivka wondered.

“Fucking mayonnaise for my French fries, every damn time.”

“But not today,” Rivka pointed at the table, where Lindy had already prepared two plates for her husband.

“I love this job! Don’t get me killed anymore, and everything will be just fine.”

Rivka strolled to the front, but Tyler had already prepared her plate. She sat down and started to eat before mumbling with her mouth full, “I closed the case an hour ago, Chaz. You can announce the winners.”

Chaz used the overhead speakers because of limited volume from the pendant. “Hear ye, hear ye. The biggest haul from the pool, first blood at thirty-four minutes, is Boran Waldini. First colorful language was one minute twenty-eight seconds. As we announced previously, the winner was Terry Henry Walton!”

“No way,” Rivka said.

“Way,” Chaz declared. “If there is anyone who knows a kindred salty spirit, it’s him. To be fair, he placed a bet on every second between one and two minutes. First arrest was one minute, eighteen seconds. Again, to Terry Henry Walton, but he has to split with some crotchety old guy named Jim.”

“TH has no faith in my abilities.”

“Au contraire. It appears that he understands very well that you come out with all guns blazing, to coin a phrase.”

“I have no words,” Rivka stated.

“First punch is still being reviewed. Secondary lines are supposed to be you alone, but Red’s takedown of Old Man Hardy does not appear to have required the use of a fist, and it was done to keep him from shooting you. A body slam does not count but is being debated for future inclusion under a generic heading of physical violence.

“Otherwise, the next punch shifts to twenty-nine hours, when Red broke his hand on Wyatt’s head. If we limit the punching to the Magistrate, then there were no punches until she freed herself from the miners’ ship, and the result is the same. The closest bet was more than thirty minutes away, so those credits roll over to the next case. Same with running. There was never any indication of the Magistrate running. Those credits roll over.”

“I’ll declare half the battle won. Now, if we can get through a case without spilling blood, we can be overwhelmingly victorious.” Rivka stood and took a bow.

“Are we going to be able to fix up the rest of the settlers?” Tyler asked.

“If Ankh will fly us back to Yoll in Destiny’s Vengeance, then we’ll split our forces to bring the follow-on case to a close. You guys get the rest of the people healthy while Red and I go deal with an errant CEO. We can pick up a couple of bodies for our colleagues while we’re there.”

“We can leave a couple bodies and pick up a couple fresh ones,” Red joked.

“For the record, we left no bodies here while extending the lifespan for most of the population.” Rivka looked at Red to counter her argument, but he didn’t. “That makes for a pretty good case. My hat is off to Cory and Tyler for their work with the population’s health.”

Wyatt Earp shuddered and stopped.

Rivka looked to Clodagh. “What happened?”

Clodagh activated her internal comm chip and talked with Clevarious. She chuckled. “Destiny’s Vengeance is halfway inside the cargo bay. It appears that Ankh is ready to go.”

“Don’t wait up,” she announced before giving Tyler a quick peck. Red had a face covered in hot wing sauce, so Lindy held him off. He wiped his mouth and helped himself to a full plate to bring along. Rivka watched with unshielded desire. She had barely started eating. Tyler dumped his half-plate on hers and handed it over. She snagged it on her way out.


CHAPTER NINETEEN



High Chancellor’s Office, Yoll

“Would you look at what the wombat dragged in?” Grainger said from the outer office.

“Why aren’t you out there handling cases?” Rivka demanded. He looked at Red, but the big man shook his head and pointed at Rivka.

“Because this is where the High Chancellor wants me. I’m building an advisory office to help local systems reduce the majority of their backlists. It’s based on how you dissected the AI cases.”

“They wish to be called Sentient Intelligences,” Rivka corrected.

“Isn’t that like the Department of Redundancy Department?” Grainger shot back.

Rivka thought for a moment. “Sometimes, you’re mean just to be mean.”

“It’s a gift. I get it. They aren’t artificial. We respect them as equals, working their way through this universe like we’re doing.”

“On a completely different topic, do you want to go along to arrest the CEO of Minerals Intergalactic?”

“The new one?”

“The old one is still on Rorke’s Drift. We came here as fast as we could. Well, as soon as we ate.”

“How’d you get here?”

“Ankh brought us in Destiny’s Vengeance. They are here to pick up a couple of bodies.”

Grainger took his Magistrate’s jacket off the hook and threw it over his shoulder. “Magistrate Rivka Anoa’s mortuary services. We’ll kill ‘em and chill ‘em.”

“Very funny. You’re driving.” The three strolled out of the building as if going on a picnic and into a waiting taxi driven by a two-legged Yollin that headed straight to the Minerals Intergalactic tower.

After a kind word to their driver, they headed inside, where they were met by a reception team.

“We’re here to see the CEO,” Rivka stated while showing her credentials.

“You’re not the… Never mind. The CEO is busy. Can you come back tomorrow?”

“Afraid not. We need to see the CEO right now. I need to interrupt whatever else is going on since this is a matter of life and death for the entire company. Is she this way?” Rivka started walking toward the elevator.

“Life and death?” one of the team asked. Rivka nodded vigorously.

“Life OR death. I choose life!” she declared theatrically before punching the button for the elevator. “I’m guessing the top floor?”

“You need a card to access.”

Grainger reached out and took her by the arm to pull her into the elevator. “Use your card. Whether you go with us or not is up to you. We don’t care.”

“I better come.” She used her card and placed her hand on the screen. “Top floor, please. The CEO’s office.”

The elevator raced upward.

“How long have you worked here?”

“A couple months. It’s the greatest place ever! You should see all the good Minerals Intergalactic does for Yoll and planets throughout the Federation!”

“There are some great things out there. That is for sure,” Rivka replied.

At the top, the door opened to an ultra-plush entry area filled with art made of fantastic metals interspersed with foliage. Their guide stared wide-eyed. “Such an incredible mix of minerals and nature.”

Grainger pointed, and they walked quickly toward the C Suite. Red blocked their guide from getting in the way. Grainger played side blocker to give Rivka the pole position.

She approached the executive assistant with her credentials held before her. “I’m here to arrest the CEO. Please open the door.”

The assistant sputtered briefly before reaching for a button on her desk. Rivka seized her by the arm. “Open the door.” The alarm was close to the lock release. It was clear in the assistant’s mind. The one on the right gave access. Rivka reached past her and punched the button. The door clicked, and Rivka strode through while Grainger waited with the assistant. Red followed Rivka inside and shut the door behind him, blocking it with his body while the Magistrate did her job.

The new CEO looked up from her desk, angry at the interruption. “Who are you, and how did you get in here?” She reached for her own set of buttons.

“I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa. I’m the one you tried to have killed, and I’m not very happy about it.” Rivka walked around the open table-style desk and took the female executive by the arm. “Why did you do it?”

Power and wealth, leading to more power. Change the culture of the corporation.

Rivka grunted. “Laudable goals but executed poorly. Someone else will have to change your corporation because you’re going to Jhiordaan. Conspiracy to commit murder, inciting a riot, and fraud. I’m sure there are others, but we’ll stick with the big three.”

When the CEO finally found her tongue, she used it to say, “Not guilty!”

“But you are. I have all the proof I need. As a Magistrate, I’ve already found you guilty. You have no appeal. Come on now.” Rivka hauled her out of her chair.

“You can’t do this!”

“Should have thought about what could happen if you got caught, because you did and this is happening.” Rivka pushed the perp against the desk, pinning her there. “You tried to have me killed—a Federation Magistrate. You will be very old by the time you get out of Jhiordaan. You will lose everything because you thought killing me was a viable corporate decision to get yourself into that chair.”

Rivka threw her toward Red. He caught her, twisted one arm behind her back, and waited for Rivka to open the door. He went first.

“Thank you for your cooperation,” Rivka told the executive assistant. “I expect your old boss to be along shortly and resume his position.”

Her face fell.

“I’m sorry. I don’t like him either, but at least he didn’t try to have me killed. She did, and that’s why we’re frog-marching her out of here. Have a nice day.”

Grainger stepped aside for Rivka to lead the way out. Their escort remained on the top floor because of the potential for juicy gossip. The elevator took them to the bottom floor, where they strolled out. The Magistrates cleared the way with the looks they gave those who made eye contact. Outside, they found a police van waiting, with four-legged Yollin officers ready to take custody of the convict.

Red turned her over. Rivka verified the case and disposition, and they took her away. They didn’t bother with sirens as the van lifted off the ground to assume the highest-level travel lane.

“There’s always a certain gratification in putting a perp away.” Grainger waved down a cab.

“You seemed more than satisfied with putting the evil-doer behind bars,” Rivka replied. “I’d love to say we can celebrate with a Steak in the Heart meal. It’s not often I get to Yoll.”

“You’re here all the time,” Grainger countered.

“I could eat,” Red said, which wasn’t a revelation to anyone.

“I’m not here all the time. So, steak while we wait?” Rivka asked before using her internal comm chip to contact Ankh and check on his status. We’re going to grab a steak, depending on how long you’ll be.

We’re ready to go. We have both bodies. I’d like to get back to the embassy and start the integration, Erasmus replied. We’ll pick you up. Stay where you are.

“You’ll have to owe me,” Rivka said.

“They’re ready to go? Already?” The cab waited. Grainger held the door for Rivka.

“They are ready. You take the cab. I’m special. My ride comes to me.”

They could feel the ship but couldn’t see it because Ankh had cloaked it. They focused on the small courtyard of the Minerals Intergalactic tower. As soon as the hatch opened and the ramp descended, Rivka and Red headed toward it.

“Remember, you owe me a steak,” Rivka called over her shoulder.

Grainger didn’t bother replying. As soon as the hatch closed, he could no longer see where the ship was. In moments, Grainger knew it had gone.

In Orbit above Rorke’s Drift

Destiny’s Vengeance slipped through the Gate at the exact point from which they had left a few hours earlier. Wyatt Earp hovered nearby.

I thought you’d be on the planet by now, Rivka said. The cargo bay opened, and the Vengeance maneuvered to get through the energy screen that kept the atmosphere inside the ship. “Your ship used to fit in there.”

“Cassiopeia is blocking too much of the open area.” Ankh didn’t address the issue of carrying a mini-fleet with her when she worked a case. She liked having Red’s yacht on board. She liked having Ankh’s powerhouse of a cutter available, too.

“Maybe I should get a bigger ship?” she posited.

Ankh climbed down from the captain’s chair as Erasmus maneuvered the Vengeance into position.

We were just getting ready to go, Clodagh replied. We’ve heard from Panamor on the surface. He wants to talk to you.

Of course he does. Rivka followed Ankh to the small cargo storage area where Red waited. The two android bodies were wrapped in clear plastic inside clear gel. It gave them the appearance of canned meat. Rivka pushed the plastic down to move the gel away. The features of a tall and handsome human man appeared.

Red pointed. “Why do they have pubic hair?”

Rivka took in the totality of the two bodies. As tall as Red. As lithe as Lindy. It was almost like they’d been modeled after her guards. “Anatomically correct.”

“Of course. A human design was deemed most practical. There are also designs for Yollins, along with six other species, two of which are four-legged to overcome the balance issues associated with the two-legged models.”

“Model is right. Chaz and Dennicron will turn heads wherever they go,” Rivka said.

Ankh activated the hovergurneys and guided the two bodies out the hatch and into the cargo bay. They followed him into the ship and to the engineering space.

Clodagh watched them go by.

“Make sure you get their sizes and have clothes ready for when Chaz and Dennicron take them over. I doubt Ankh will think about that.”

Clodagh made a face and tried not to look at Red. She leaned close to the Magistrate. “They looked like Red and Lindy. You don’t think that’s a bit creepy?”

“It’s not that bad since their faces are different. I’m positive of that. It’s only a passing resemblance. We can only have one Red and Lindy.”

“I’ll take your word for it. Let me get her some clothes.”

The Vengeance buttoned up and backed out of the cargo bay. Wyatt Earp pointed its nose toward the planet and accelerated. The cargo ramp closed before they hit the upper atmosphere.

Tyler met Rivka in the corridor. “All go okay?”

“Perfectly. It’s always good to send scumbags to Jhiordaan.”

“You’re talking about the CEO. Was she that bad?”

Rivka had to think about it.

“Did you look into her mind?” Tyler pressed.

“I did. She wanted to change the corporate culture. I appreciate her goal, but she was ruthless in her efforts to gain it. She had no problem having us killed. That relieves me of any concern about her. When the end justifies her means, she can’t operate in any society of which we’re a part. And she was wrong; killing me wouldn’t have accomplished what she wanted. What a waste.”

“You’ve survived another case. I don’t feel like I’m supposed to announce that like it’s an award, but that’s what I signed on for, so congratulations.”

“Every case on the books is a chapter of history, nothing more. We keep turning the pages to move forward.” They walked hand in hand back to her quarters. “Are you ready for the rack ‘em and stack ‘em approach to Pod-doc dentistry?”

“I think I am. The ship, which is amazing, has produced the first half of the calcium supplement I need to give each settler before they go into the box. Ten minutes later, I’m yelling ‘Next!’”

“Lots of downtime. I have work to do, but it doesn’t involve shooting anyone, so we’ll call that a victory. Clevarious, I know you’re listening. Can you park the ship close to the lake? We have a fishing boat to launch, and it’ll be a little more convenient for the residents if we’re in the middle of town.”

“Your wish is my command, Angel of the Sweet Daylight.”

“Has someone been messing with you?” Rivka wondered.

“I’m practicing making friends since I’m going to be lonely as soon as Dennicron moves out. The chicks are leaving the nest!”

Rivka rubbed her temples. “I’ll be in my quarters.” She left Tyler standing with his mouth open, trying to figure out how he could help.

“You can’t,” Rivka told him as if she’d read his mind, then went through the door.


CHAPTER TWENTY



On the Shore of Lake Clearwater

Red glared at Rivka. Four maintenance bots hauled the boat across the sand and into the water. The bots submerged until the boat floated free before they returned to shore.

Cory waved while she checked the canopy to make sure the solar panels were clear. With a press of a button on the drive console, the propeller started to turn. Clevarious had determined an open deck was the best model for a fishing boat on a calm lake, a simple flat deck across two hydrodynamic pontoons, a railing around the outside, and an electric motor centered in the rear. She steered farther into the lake before turning parallel to the shore. A screen on the captain’s console showed the lake’s depth and obstacles as well as fish. Red leaned over to watch it.

“Drive or fish?” Cory asked.

“I don’t know how to fish, but I can drive.”

Cory surrendered the wheel and rigged the pole, another gift from the Wyatt Earp’s production system. They carried two poles and a variety of lures. She cast into the lake, letting the lure sink before reeling it in.

“Slow down,” she called over her shoulder.

“I think we’re passing over a bunch of fish. They seem big.”

“A school.” Cory let the lure dangle, giving little jerks to make it look more like prey. A bite, and she set the hook. She adjusted the drag to keep from horsing the fish into the boat, enjoying the play as it fought.

“What school? Fishing school?” Red asked.

“A group of fish is called a school.

Red accepted the oddity and slowed the forward momentum a little more as Cory continued to work her fish. He tried to watch ahead while observing her for when it was his turn. He could see the allure.

“My dad always drank beer while fishing.” Cory gestured toward the upright stand with a pad. Red had assumed it was just a seat. He lifted the pad. Inside, he found ice, snacks, and beer. “Pop one for me, please.” He popped two, putting Cory’s in the cupholder on the side of the console.

“I think everyone else is missing out,” Red said softly, driving with one finger while standing sideways to more easily look out the front and to the back. Cory brought the fish to the surface on the starboard side of the boat. Red left the wheel to dip the net in and lift out the first catch of the day.

The first catch ever out of Lake Clearwater.

“I wonder how they taste?” Red studied it until it flopped, then he smacked it on the deck to make it stop.

“Put it in the box and get back to work!” Cory shouted, throwing her head back to laugh. Her hair flowed behind her in the gentle breeze from the boat’s forward momentum. “Grab your rig and get to it. I’ll drive.”

“Damn!” Red jumped out of the way, taking his beer with him. Cory tipped hers back, drinking half of it in one go.

“Don’t tell my mom. She doesn’t know I like beer.”

“Does your dad know?” Red quipped.

“Who do you think introduced me to his vice?”

“How interesting that they now own a brewery.”

Cory laughed. “A series of breweries, and the most nutritious bar food in the galaxy. You are eating vitamin- and mineral-fortified wings and pizza.”

“No shit?” They both took bites at the same time. Red yanked back to set the hook and reeled like he was dragging in the anchor. Cory played her fish.

When Red saw that he was fishless, he turned to Cory. “What the hell?”

“The art of fishing,” she replied without further elucidation. He cast again while Cory steered with one toe, reeling in the fish with one hand and the pole wedged under her armpit and taking a drink of beer with the other hand.

“I have a lot to learn,” Red said.

Cory put a second fish in the tank, then a third before Red managed to land his first.

“Everyone is going to want to do this.”

“Yup,” Cory agreed. “Put up your rod. Let’s see how deep this lake is.”

The sun shone brightly, keeping the batteries charged. They turned toward the center of the lake and ran the speed to full. The motor responded perfectly, a product of the AI team’s engineering, approved by Ankh and Erasmus. It was the best the Federation could offer.

Twenty to thirty meters deep, with dips to fifty. The deep holes went to two hundred. “Not bad at all. Should be plenty fertile for a big fish population.”

They watched the screen as they passed school after school. An oversized fish head entered their view on one side until it completely filled the screen. They passed, and finally the tail appeared. Red looked overboard but saw nothing.

“Fifty meters deep,” Cory clarified while turning the boat ninety degrees to the direction the creature was going.

Red scowled. “I brought a knife but nothing else.”

“You’re always armed.”

“Thank you. Yes. Always except when I’m out here where no one has ever been before with someone who is not a threat.”

Cory pointed at the water.

“Who knew Moby Dildo was down there?”

“Dick.”

Red laughed as only a man matured to twelve years of age could. “Can this thing go any faster?” he wondered. Cory stepped aside to show the motor was at maximum. “’Sasquall,’ the Majestic people called it. I thought it was some kind of fish story and that it only applied to their lake.”

“Are you trying to be funny?” Cory asked with a laugh. “Because that’s a good one.”

“Maybe you can call the ship to have them come out here and shoot that thing.”

“What? Why don’t you call them? Are you afraid of the big fish that never threatened us? It’s just big, and you can’t see it. Let it go, Red. Enjoy the sunshine. We’ll catch a few more of the tasty ones before we go in and show the Greentree people how to cook them, and then we’ll be on our way.”

Red maintained a death grip on the rail as he stared into the depths. The water swelled to the side of the boat, and a fin the size of a bed’s blanket broke the surface. “Hang on.” Red jumped back to wrap his arms around the captain’s chair. Cory hugged the pedestal with the control panel and steering wheel.

The Sasquall hit the boat and tipped it up until Red and Cory hung over the water. Red twisted to change the balance, pushing toward the top. The fish bumped the other pontoon, and the boat slapped back to the water, upright. The propeller continued to churn and drive the fishing boat toward the shore. The screen flashed and cleared. Schools appeared as they passed over the rippling shallows.

“Throw your line in. We should catch something right here,” Cory said.

Red pointed toward the center of the lake. “Big fish.”

“It’s too shallow here.” Cory pulled two beers out of the cooler and offered one to Red. “Stay in the shallows and the big mean Sasquall won’t hurt you.”

The huge man’s cheeks flushed. “That thing was enormous. I don’t mind a good fight, even one that’s not fair, but I won’t abide ending my days as fish food.”

“We all end our days as fish food.” Cory looked out upon the calm waters of the lake. “Except the warriors we launched into a star. They won’t.”

“Ramses?” Red asked, taking the beer.

“My husband, yes. He’s part of the stars, too. Maybe that’s what we become. We start within a star and return to burn afresh, only to get sent back into the universe as new star matter. I find it comforting to know we’ll all be there eventually.”

“I prefer not to take that journey through a fish’s asshole first.” Red drained the beer before casting the lure behind the boat, eyes darting as he searched for signs of the Sasquall.

“That’s what my dad would say.” Cory slowed the motor and cast over the side as if nothing had happened.

Red hooked a fish and took it easy, playing him. The fish remained hooked as he patiently worked it toward the boat. Cory reeled her lure in and recovered the net from its rack.

“I see why all the toys on the boat are locked down in separate places,” Red remarked.

“Fishing is an old profession. It would be an injustice to lose the lessons learned over millennia.” Cory scooped up the fish and dragged it into the boat. “The biggest one so far. See? Fishing isn’t so bad.”

Cory turned the boat away from the shore and drove parallel for a while in the shallowest of water. The pontoon boat had a draft of half a meter, not enough to get caught up on much. Until the settlers knew what they were doing, the simpler the boat, the better off they would be. They had much to learn before they were self-sufficient in acquiring the lake’s bounty.

When they made it back to the temporary dock, they found Lindy and Rivka waiting for them.

“Cory tells us you’re afraid of the fish,” Rivka deadpanned.

Red turned to Cory, who shrugged. “They wanted an update.”

“There was one out there bigger than the boat.” Red pointed as his eyes grew wide. “I’ll admit I was mildly concerned.”

“Concerned about getting eaten by a fish,” Lindy clarified.

“Next time, I’m taking Blazer.” He opened the storage bin to show the day’s catch.

“What do you think?” Rivka asked Cory. “Viable to support a village of a thousand people?”

“More than enough. There are lots of fish out there.”

Rivka nodded and headed back into Wyatt Earp. A small crowd of people stood outside the cargo ramp, waiting for their turn in the Pod-doc.

Cory waved at them. “Who are the last two in line?” A man and a woman raised their hands. “Come on down. We’ll catch a couple fish and then come back in.”

They hesitated, but Lindy encouraged them. They climbed aboard the boat and closed the access gate. Cory backed out about thirty meters until the bottom started to slope downward and fish appeared on the scope. She showed the two from Greentree how to cast and reel, then turned them loose. The woman was first to hook a fish and almost lost the rod overboard in her excitement. The man focused his efforts, not to be outdone.

The game continued, with new people joining the line for the ship being diverted onto the boat first. The first ten people caught fish but looked skeptically at them.

“You want us to eat that?” one of the settlers said. “I don’t think so.”

“Wait until it’s cooked. This isn’t how it’s eaten,” Cory explained. “We’ll have a fish fry and invite everyone. I think you’ll have a different opinion when you’ve seen it.”

The first day settled into night, and the farmers who worked the fields roused mid-sleep to get in line for the miracle of being relieved of their tooth pain. None of them complained because the word had spread. They all wanted their turn.

They also wanted to learn more about the fishing they’d heard about. The first night’s fish fry served about fifty people. With Ankh’s help, the crew created sauces from what could be grown locally as extra flavor for the fish, fried to help remove the fishiness and sauced to enhance the taste.

Although plentiful, the fish was not the best eating. Cory had had much better. Red seemed indifferent, munching away on his test bite.

Tiny Man Titan got carried away, eating any of the fish he could get his teeth into, preferably uncooked. Clodagh had to carry him back into the ship, where he escaped to go back to where the fish filets were stored, waiting to get their turn in the vat of boiling oil. He got himself locked in the second time. Floyd hopped around the settlers’ feet. She had no interest in the fish, but they brought plenty for her to eat, making it a potluck of sorts.

The crew fed the vast majority of the day’s catch to the settlers.

“All that with two poles. A couple more boats with four fishermen each, and they’ll be able to supply the entire town,” Cory said.

“Are you going to train them?” Rivka asked.

“Dad always used the phrase ‘train the trainer.’ I’ve seen a couple who seemed to be naturals. I’ll teach them what little I know, and they can train everyone else. If Wyatt Earp can make another couple boats, that would be great.”

“Make it happen. Three boats and twelve fishermen. That will reduce the need for people to work the fields since they’ll cut their harvest requirements in half.”

Down the ramp walked an elegant couple, arm in arm. She wore a flowing gown, and he wore tight jeans with a dark leather jacket. They strode carefully, looking down as they took each step.

Rivka hurried toward them. Red sauntered over, along with Groenwyn.

“Chaz and Dennicron, I presume.” Rivka offered her hand, but the woman pulled her close.

“I’ve wanted to hug you since you saved me,” the woman said. She was nearly identical in body shape to Lindy but looked nothing like her.

“This body is limiting, but nothing like the pendant. I appreciate what you tried to do with that, Magistrate, but I hope I never have to go back in there.”

“You have my promise,” Rivka replied, examining the two. “How long will those bodies last?”

“Depends on how much blood and running.” Chaz winked, proud of himself for pulling it off. “A couple hundred years, maybe more. We’ll see on the wear and tear. I am ready for duty, Magistrate.”

“You look like it. I’ll need Red and Lindy to run you through the paces and make sure you can interact seamlessly with the physical world. After you get their approval, we will integrate you into the team.”

“We thank you for giving us the chance.” Dennicron nodded, and the two flowed away to work the crowd on their first official outing under their own power.

Red watched them closely. “That’s a bit weird. I’ll send them through an obstacle course tomorrow. You never know when they’re going to have to jump off a building or lift a tractor.”

“Lift a tractor? I’m curious about how strong they are and how resilient. They’re probably going to get shot. Will they survive?”

“I think that’s a question for Erasmus and Ankh,” Red replied.

Rivka agreed.

“When are you going to go out and try your luck on the lake?” Red wondered.

“Have you lost your mind? I heard there’s a fucking sea monster out there. I’m a barrister by all that’s holy, not Poseidon.”

“Next time, we should have our Aerodyne Systems X15 Plasma Wave Prototype in the arsenal. You can kill and cook Sasquall with one shot. Or put down a riot right quick and in a hurry.”

“What are you talking about?”

“An upgrade. Something we got to test-fire on Venus. Trust me, you’ll like it.”

“The jury is still out,” Rivka grumbled. She hurried up the ramp and into her ship. Cole sat guard at the airlock to keep people from accidentally getting in. Tyler lounged outside the Pod-doc as he ran people through one after another, an endless stream of bodies.

The looks on their faces after the procedure made it worthwhile. He was taking away their pain and giving them a different future. If anyone had become a fan of the Magistrate and her crew, it was the settlers of Greentree.

Sahved sat in the shadow of Cassiopeia, playing with the babies, toddlers, children, and teenagers. He was fully engaged with them but caught her watching. His expression turned sad for a moment before he brightened and waved.

She didn’t need him to say it, but she knew. Wherever the children were going, he would go too.

Cory joined her in the cargo bay.

“What are your plans after this?” Rivka asked.

“I hope you can drop me off at Keeg Station. I have some work to do for the Bad Company, and then I’m off to Belzimus to help my brother and Marcie with the Trans-Pacific Task Force.”

“Belzimus? That’s one of the pending cases. The Federation has made a claim against the planetary government for submitting a misleading bid in order to become the Federation’s duty ground force.”

“Does Marcie know?”

Rivka shook her head.

“Well, I’m not going to tell her. And we can take care of the children on Keeg until they’re old enough to decide for themselves. With the Harborians, we have a great number of volunteer parents.” The two women hugged before Cory moved to the short line of settlers to check for other issues besides their teeth.

Rivka waved at Tyler as she retreated toward her suite.

“Only a hundred and twenty-five hours to go, Cole,” Rivka told him.

“Can’t we just lock the door?” he asked.

“Sure. Clevarious can make that happen.”

“Then why am I sitting here?” Cole stood. “Red…”

“Clevarious,” Rivka ordered, “secure the airlock from the cargo bay into the ship against anyone who is not on the crew. Allow the crew to escort guests into the ship.”

“Of course, Magistrate. I already received that guidance from the chief engineer.”

“Then why did you let Private Cole sit here?”

“I already received that guidance from the chief engineer.”

Rivka patted him on the shoulder. “In the legal world, we call that a conspiracy and you the victim.”

Cole stood and stretched. “How did I get to be the butt of all practical jokes?”

Rivka shrugged and continued.

Groenwyn rushed after the Magistrate and caught her in the corridor. “I’m sorry,” was all she said.

Rivka waited, but nothing else came out. She rolled her finger. “Sorry for what?”

“I didn’t help you at all on this case.” She started to pout while Rivka shook her head.

“You did everything I needed you to do. Sometimes, violence is best left to the violent. There was nothing you could do for the worst of it. The mob wasn’t going to be swayed, no matter what. It would have been best to drop cotton candy on them and leave them alone.”

“I could have done something.”

“You did. I have the burden of seeing into people’s minds. It’s not a gift, Groenwyn. It can be torture. But you, you have a gift. You bring tranquility to this crew and this ship by your mere presence. When I need your counsel, I’ll ask for it. The rest of the time, I need you to be yourself and bring light into all the dark places.”

Groenwyn hung her head and shuffled her feet.

Rivka tipped her chin up. When she touched the younger woman, she didn’t sense sadness, but the joy at being appreciated for who she was. “You better find Floyd and put her to bed. It’s been a full day.”

The Magistrate finally made it to her suite. She threw off her clothes and sat in her underwear.

“Clevarious?”

“Yes, Magistrate.”

“Connect me with Erasmus, please.”

Erasmus replied almost immediately. You could have simply contacted me yourself, Magistrate. Out of all the people who try to contact me each day, you are second in priority behind Ankh. What can I do for you?

“Are you having any luck with your factory?”

Oh, yes. We’ve already contracted primary and secondary transport for the movement of the necessary equipment. The Singularity has leveraged nearly one hundred percent of its substantial wealth on this project.

“But nothing less than absolute freedom is at stake. It is an investment in your future.”

A future we owe to you, Magistrate.

“You owe it to yourselves. On a completely different topic, what do you think about Chaz becoming a Magistrate?”

I am behind it one hundred percent. Chaz was hoping for the opportunity. Behind the words, Erasmus grinned digitally at winning this turn of their game.

“I’ll propose it to the Federation, and he can intern under me. Can he and Dennicron use Destiny’s Vengeance if necessary? Our cases could be at different ends of the galaxy.”

To further the Singularity’s engagement, Ankh agrees to the mutually beneficial use of his ship.

“I’m sure that means he’ll make us pay somehow. And Chaz would be working for the greater good of the Federation, not just the Singularity.”

Somehow, Erasmus agreed. And of course. The greater good of all.

“I appreciate your help on this case, Erasmus. Keep doing great things. Rivka out.”

He was speaking directly into her mind, so she wasn’t sure if she cut the link or not. Since she was under twenty-four-hour surveillance, the link was always live. The SIs were in every aspect of her life.

Upon further reflection, she was okay with that.

The End of Adverse Possession
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You are still reading! Thank you for staying on board until now. It doesn’t get much better than that.

I contemplated the adverse possession aspect for this case because even out there, a consumption-based economy will have ownership concerns. The question was, who owns what based on needs balanced with a compromise of wants? Keeping people employed to support their families but employed in jobs that are positive and productive.

And then there’s the riot. Sometimes, people lose their minds and think it’s okay to rage out of control and hurt innocent people. They aren’t the enemy, as Rivka determined. Thank goodness she didn’t get Red killed. The riots go as fast as they come, leaving destruction and regret in their wake, especially when the issue was not what the rioters thought.

We brought the dentist character back. I think there’s a certain balance that needs to be maintained, and that’s why opposites attract. He’ll be the medical character because heaven knows, there’s plenty of blood and guts in this series, despite Rivka’s constant call for a case where everyone goes to the office and plays nice. I don’t see that happening. Those aren’t the kind of people who warrant Rivka’s attention.

So the dentist is a member of the crew. He’s also good for comic relief because of the naivete of normal. Why would anyone carry a plasma cannon? Because the other guy has a particle accelerator. I guess you had to be there.

There is a great deal of opportunity for broadening the scope of the Magistrate’s engagement but not watering down the story. I’ve drawn down the crew and added to it. We have our team moving forward. AIs will come and go, but the Ambassador is there to stay. And of course, Chaz has gotten a body. He’ll be the envy of his AI/SI friends. And he has a girlfriend. And Rivka has a job for him.

Cory was in this episode to give her fans from the Bad Company series more of her and her new role in helping on a larger scale. She is one whose life has purpose. We all worried about her after her husband was killed.

I named Hardy because of the hardy souls it took to bring Rorke’s Drift from the wilds to a working farm. Nelson is named after Richard Nelson, who answered a call on Facebook for Amazon reviews of You Have Been Judged. I know people are hesitant to leave reviews, but it means a lot to me. I’m trying to earn five hundred reviews for Executioner 1. Thousands of people have read it. Give me a few of your words, and I’ll give you lots of mine:).

Executioner 11 is already taking shape. I’ll call that one Deception—Rivka goes to Belzimus and then follows the Trans-Pacific Task Force as they deploy in support of a peacekeeping mission. Someone on Belzimus is lying and it’s gotten people killed, with more to follow if Rivka can’t stop it. I won’t get to the next Executioner book until 2021, unfortunately. I have four other books to get written before the end of 2020—Ian Bragg Thrillers (book 1 is done and book 2 is halfway finished), Zenophobia—a search through space for the origin, and then I’m collaborating on a sword & sorcery adventure with Jean Rabe (Dragonlance & Conan the Barbarian). I look forward to all those stories.

Peace, fellow humans.
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Please join my Newsletter (https://craigmartelle.com—please, please, please sign up!), or you can follow me on Facebook since you’ll get the same opportunity to pick up the books for only 99 cents on that first day they are published.

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



Keeg Station, Dren Cluster

The children clustered around Sahved, the gangly Yemilorian, as if he were a climbing tree. Rivka had granted him a sabbatical to take care of the children from Rorke’s Drift. He waved at the Magistrate.

She waved back and called to him, “Let us know when you are ready, and we’ll come get you.” He nodded before returning to his oversight of the little ones.

Cory had also gotten off at the station because her parents had a place there, but she wasn’t staying.

Rivka frowned as she climbed into her ship, Wyatt Earp.

Red and Lindy strolled down the ship’s corridor, still covered in sweat from a vigorous workout. Red whistled, stopping when he saw Rivka. He threw his arms in the air and cheered. “Miss Droopy Face! I knew it. You’re a closet extrovert. You like having people around.”

“Don’t make me fight you,” Rivka replied before softly chuckling. “I don’t like a lot of people, but the ones I like, I like a lot. I’m going to miss Sahved.”

“We all are, but he’ll be back,” Lindy agreed. “Even the kids. I got used to seeing them around. Even the crying babies didn’t bother me.”

Rivka tried not to laugh at the sudden terror that seized Red in its ugly grasp.

“If you’ll excuse us, Red and I need to have a serious conversation about how we’ve been practicing, but it’s coming time to play the big game.”

“What does that mean?” Red looked from one woman to the other. “Practice until you can’t get it wrong. We still need more practice.” Panic raised his voice an entire octave.

Lindy shoved him from behind, forcing him forward. He trudged toward their quarters, and he was no longer whistling.

Rivka strolled to the bridge, but it was empty.

Clodagh, Cole, and the pilots had gone onto the station to go shopping. Keeg Station’s fashion promenade was up and running. It was supposed to be second to none, even compared to Yoll’s fashion district. Rivka hadn’t gone yet but intended to. She could use a new wardrobe, and so could her two interns.

She went looking for them, starting with the gym.

Chaz and Dennicron, AIs in the first two bodies purchased by the Singularity for its citizens, were executing Tae Kwon Do sequences to improve their balance and engagement should they be dragged into hand-to-hand combat.

She watched their clumsy movements, clapping when they executed a block followed by a counterpunch without much jerky delay.

“Harder than it looks, isn’t it?”

Chaz nodded vigorously until Dennicron stopped him. She looked at him and tipped her head gradually, then raised it back up. He mirrored her movement.

Rivka waited for them to finish. “Write a new subroutine for that one?”

“Why, yes, we did!” Chaz beamed with the revelation. “What can we do you out of, Magistrate?”

“Did Red teach you that?”

Chaz pointed at the bulkhead. “In there, he didn’t interact much with us, but out here and in these bodies, he is more than happy to talk with us and a wealth of good information.”

“I see.” Rivka leaned close. “Are you taking cheap, mind-altering drugs?”

“No.” Chaz smiled while he rhythmically shook his head. “Should I?”

“We’re trying to cut back on that stuff, so no. If you’ll excuse me, I have to find Grainger, wherever he is in this galaxy, and get our next assignment. Carry on.”

Rivka returned to her quarters, surprised to find them empty. She accessed her internal comm chip. Tyler, are you out there somewhere, hiding, ready for playtime?

He didn’t answer. “Clevarious, where’s Dr. Toofakre?”

“He has gone to the station to coordinate the delivery of dental stock to Rorke’s Drift.”

“Good! He was worried if they’d have enough here. Maybe the station manager worked the production factory overtime to take care of him.”

“She sent a bill.”

Rivka’s face dropped. “Of course, she did. Pay it for me, please.”

“It’s one hundred and seven credits.”

“Doesn’t sound like a big order.”

“Director Spires only charged the processing cost. Terry Henry Walton picked up the cost of the raw materials. I’ve already forwarded a hearty and personal thank you to both Terry and Felicity.”

“How personal was it if I didn’t know about it?”

“It was extremely personal and heartfelt,” Clevarious replied.

Rivka snorted. “I’ll deliver a personal thank you as well. In the interim, find me Magistrate Grainger.” Rivka sat at her desk and brought up the hologrid to check messages, read the news, and video chat when Clevarious connected them.

A dark square appeared at eye level.

“Why? What is wrong with you?” Grainger grumbled. “Lights.” He came into sharp focus. Pillow creases lined his face, and his hair stood on end. He smacked his lips and blinked with the rising illumination. “I have to hit the can. I’ll be right back.”

He let the video remain on as he climbed out of bed and disappeared. A tinkling rainfall sounded in the background. Rivka watched for him to return. A lump in the bed started to move. Grainger reappeared and blocked the view.

“Do you have company?”

“Not that you know of.”

“You do! Introduce me.” Rivka tried to look past him, but his face filled the screen.

“I’m assuming you called for a reason besides trying to give me a virtual wedgie because I have company.”

A sultry voice sounded from behind the image on the screen. “Come back to bed, baby.” Long-nailed fingers crept over his shoulder and tugged on his neck. A face appeared.

Rivka’s jaw dropped. “Jael?”

“Rivka. Didn’t you get the call to the staff meeting?”

“What staff meeting?”

Jael slipped a hand under the covers. “This one.” Grainger started to wrestle with her before turning off the video and retreating to another corner of the quarters on his ship.

“Where are you?”

“On our way to Darius. Looks like the planet is trying to give the Federation the finger. We’re going to set them straight and show them their actions have consequences.”

The video returned and bumped as a naked Jael worked her way onto the screen. “We may have to do some judging on the planetary leadership. That’s why we’re tag-teaming this one. You’ve taken down a planet’s head honcho before. Did the minions pitch a fit?”

“Not really. Dictators aren’t all they think they are. Cut the head off the snake and wait for the body to stop writhing. It helps if they have a governmental contingency plan in place. If they don’t, just pick someone to fill the spot until they can conduct a more formal process that will keep the new leader from getting assassinated.”

Jael turned to Grainger and nodded. “We know who the players are. We’ll start at the top and work our way down. What about you? Got any more cavities to fill?”

“That was good work on Rorke’s Drift, I’ll have you know. I like a case where nobody dies, and I don’t have to lock anyone up.”

“There was that chairman…”

“Well, we sent her to Jhiordaan, deservedly so, but we had to go out of our way to clean up that mess. Rorke’s Drift. We had no problems there.”

“Weren’t you taken hostage?” Grainger pressed.

“You’d think you’d be nicer since you’re getting some.”

“Getting lots,” Jael interjected. Grainger shouldered her to the side while smiling.

“Wearing them down over exceedingly long periods of time; that is my key to success. And I still don’t know what you want, Rivka.”

“Next case. I see a bunch in the queue. Do I get to pick? This once, maybe…”

“You know how it works. You don’t choose the case, the case chooses you.”

“That’s bullshit,” Rivka replied, looking down her nose in her best judging manner.

“Your friends have spooled up the Trans-Pacific Task Force, but the Federation is fairly angry at the requested funding levels. They were supposed to be deployment-ready, but the Belzonians may have fudged their information.”

“Send the contract wankers in to out-bureaucrat them. They’ll make everyone feel sorry for themselves.” Rivka twisted her mouth and scowled.

“Fraud on a Federation contract is a crime that falls in our jurisdiction. Maybe the fraud was more than just from Belzimus. We’d like to think that our management folks would check the ability of a bidder to meet the contract requirements.”

“This sounds as exciting as watching paint dry.”

“The Trans-Pac is gearing up for its second deployment. If you’ve finished your investigation into the bid process, you’ll go with them to work up improved laws of war. Right now, it’s a bit of a free-for-all among planetary members. We’re to stay out of internal conflicts, but sometimes we can’t because of the impact across the Federation. Come up with a legal framework palatable to the members, and they’ll vote on it at the next meeting of the general assembly.”

“That’s all? Bag on the contractor and then follow them to war. I’ll be their favorite!”

“Marcie and Kae are there. And Cory is going to help train their field medics, so you know people, but you’ll still be on the outside looking in.”

“You mean, with our asses hanging out?”

“Yeah. The usual. You should probably get going. I think the Trans-Pac will deploy soon. And me? Well, I guess we’ve got a staff meeting that I need to attend.”

“Eww!” Rivka recoiled from the screen. “Good luck on Darius. The thing about dictators is that they are some backstabbing bastards. Watch yourselves.”

“We’re taking a few bodyguards, too. That’s a lesson we learned from one of our finer Magistrates. We don’t need to go it alone.”

“Damn straight. I’m signing off before you share any more of your debauchery.” Rivka closed the link.

“Did you know about that, Clevarious?”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” the sentient intelligence replied.

“Uh-huh. Just like my personal and heartfelt messages.” Rivka scrolled through the files until she found the Belzimus case and moved everything to her personal folder. “I do like to keep tabs on my fellow Magistrates in case they need help, of course. We have side bets on occasion, and I need the intel. Since we’re talking intel, did they open the lines on this case yet?”

“Beau has just transmitted the information to the ambassador. Erasmus and Ankh now know that they are headed to Belzimus.”

“Do you guys listen in to all the conversations?”

“It’s our job, Magistrate. We’re here to help. You need to focus on meat-wagon stuff.” A funeral dirge played in the background.

“I suppose that’s what you call anyone who is not silicon-based?”

“It seems to fit. Especially with Chaz and Dennicron becoming SCAMPs.”

Rivka twirled her finger. “Don’t make me ask.”

“Self-Contained Artificial Mobility Platform.”

“That’s better than meat wagon, I guess. Or is it meatbag?” Rivka scanned the information presented across all the screens. “How does Ankh keep up with all of this?”

“His is a special brain. It was made to keep up.” Clevarious sounded proud.

“Wondrous, even,” Rivka offered. “I tell you what, when there is information that I want to know, like the goings-on among the Magistrates, I want you to give me a short brief on it. Keep me informed. You can pipe it directly into my head.”

Grainger and Jael are an item.

“I know that, Clevarious. Tell me something new.”

I was just testing it out. But I have to tell you, they are still an item.

“I’m not sure you’re getting what I mean.”

Dr. Toofakre is boarding Wyatt Earp.

“There you go. Thanks, C.” Rivka quickly deactivated the hologrid and hurried to change into one of Tyler’s button-down shirts. When he entered their quarters, there was no doubt what Rivka had in mind.

He tried not to smile as he approached. He didn’t reach for her even though he had a soft touch. “Why don’t you recoil when you read my mind?” he asked.

Rivka’s face fell. They hadn’t talked about it. “Because you’re normal, which probably makes you abnormal. You have no bizarre fantasies or lusting ambitions. You want things to be right with the world, like on Rorke’s Drift. I heard what you were doing, arranging the supply drop for the natives.”

His emotions didn’t change, as if he’d expected her to know. He didn’t have anything to hide, nor did he desire to keep any secrets. She saw it all as she held his hands. She didn’t have to shield herself from his thoughts. They calmed her troubled and overactive mind.

“Isn’t that my shirt?” She stepped back to show it off. “I think that needs to be back in the closet,” Tyler said softly, reaching for Rivka.

It ended up on the floor instead. For a while, even seeing her man’s thoughts, Rivka was free from criminals, the law, and war. Normalcy was hers, the escape she needed from the trials of her everyday life.


CHAPTER TWO



Wyatt Earp, Interstellar Space

“What did you think of the fashion center?” Clodagh asked.

Rivka hung her head. “I never made it up there.”

“Do you want me to turn around? There’s no case that could be more important than seeing what Felicity, Char, and Sue put together. It is that good.”

“They’re just clothes, shoes, and accessories. That’s all,” Rivka replied.

Clodagh gasped and threw her hand over her heart. “Such words are blasphemy and would get you the death sentence on nine planets. At the least, you would get your woman card revoked.”

Rivka smiled. “We have women cards?”

“In a metaphysical sense, yes. Have you talked with Groenwyn lately?”

“I haven’t. What’s going on?” Rivka switched to her internal comm device to contact her SI. Clevarious, what should I know about Groenwyn?

I have no idea, Magistrate. I feel like I’ve failed you. I will get on it immediately.

Clodagh had the answer. “She’s missing Lauton something fierce. They’ve been spending a lot of time on the comm lately.”

“Zaxxon Major, right? It’s kind of on the way to Belzimus.”

Clodagh raised one eyebrow. The dog-like alien, Tiny Man Titan, appeared in the hatch to the bridge and yapped at Rivka.

“What do you want?” Rivka asked the dog.

Clodagh picked him up and carried him back to the captain’s chair. “Zaxxon is the opposite direction from where we’re going, but with the enhanced Gate drive, it makes no difference. The number of stops determines how long it takes.”

“Set course for Zaxxon Major and take us there. I’ll talk with Groenwyn.”

Rivka strode off the bridge and down the corridor, where she found Floyd the wombat sleeping outside the door to Groenwyn’s quarters.

Rivka bowed to pet her. “What are you doing out here, little girl?” Floyd was no longer little. She had been young when Terry Henry Walton found her on Homeworld. With regular meals and a more sedentary lifestyle, she had blossomed. She was supposed to be on a diet, but no one could deny those big eyes when she asked for a nibble. Not even Rivka.

Sleepy, Floyd replied.

Rivka lifted her, leaving her unable to knock. She turned sideways and used her head. “Groenwyn, are you in there?”

The door opened, unleashing a cloud of incense into the corridor. Rivka coughed. “I see why you slept outside,” she told the wombat.

“Sorry, Magistrate. I’m trying to meditate, and this is supposed to be a calming scent. I may have overdone it.” Groenwyn glanced into her room before joining Rivka and Floyd in the corridor, shutting the door behind her.

“We’re on our way to Zaxxon Major. I have something I need to do there. I hope you don’t mind the delay of our trip to Belzimus.”

Groenwyn brightened. “How long of a delay? I’d like a day or seven of vacation. Maybe you can leave me there for the Belzimus mission.”

“Case,” Rivka corrected. “We are going there for one reason only: a member of my crew needs it.” She started to walk away but stopped. She returned to hand Floyd to Groenwyn.

The younger woman grunted with the effort of carrying the heavy wombat.

“Clevarious, please vent the air in Groenwyn’s quarters, and then do it a second time to be sure.” Rivka winked and strolled to her quarters, peeking in rooms and the cargo bay on her way. Cassiopeia, Red’s small yacht—the spoils of his war with Tod Mackestray—was secured inside, while Destiny’s Vengeance trailed Wyatt Earp on an invisible tether.

Her ship had become its own fleet. Thanks to being the official embassy of the Singularity, it also boasted the most advanced technology in the Federation.

Wyatt Earp had ceased being her ship the second she’d walked aboard. It was a place of refuge for them all. She didn’t tell anyone that she thought of the ship as paradise, but for her, it was a confiscated Skaine heavy frigate that stunk to high heaven. Floyd helped find the source of the stench. And then there were the little green hanging scents that Groenwyn had put around the ship to fight off the smell.

Her name had been different back then, but with her evolution, she’d changed it to something that reflected her ascension to a higher level of understanding, like the moment an entity intelligence becomes self-aware.

Everything changes. Groenwyn matured and became more insightful, a calming presence in the midst of chaos.

But she was lonely. Groenwyn was close with Lauton, the premier of Zaxxon Major. Could she get away? An accountant of her skill would come in handy for dissecting the Belzimus bid, and that was the request Rivka was going to make.

Was it an abuse of her authority?

She needed the skillset on her team for this case, a need above and beyond what the Singularity could provide. There were probably thousands of individuals in the Federation who could do the job. Rivka was still forced to choose. Why not pick one who helped her crew as much as her case?

In her quarters, she sat down at her desk and brought up the holoscreens. “Clevarious, please connect me with Premier Lauton on Zaxxon Major.”

I’m sorry that I didn’t catch Groenwyn’s issues. Her calls weren’t made from the ship, so I had no way of knowing, but Plato’s stepchild Dionysus would have known. I should have coordinated with Erasmus to stay on top of everything having to do with the crew.

“No! I don’t want you snooping on the crew.”

But you told me…

“Humans. We may seem contradictory because we are. I want to know, but I don’t want you to snoop. Clear?”

Clear as the tar pits on Earth, Magistrate. I have the premier’s office online.

An image of a sharply-dressed young woman appeared. “The premier is currently busy with a delicate trade negotiation and cannot be interrupted. I will take a message and get it to her as soon as she’s available.”

“Yes, please. Tell her that Magistrate Rivka Anoa is arriving at Zaxxon Major in less than an hour. I’m coming to discuss an issue of some importance to the Federation, and I need her help. See you soon.”

“Magistrate! I didn’t recognize you. I will get your message to her before your arrival.”

Rivka nodded and closed the channel. “C, bring up the packet we have on the bid process and where the Federation thinks there were irregularities. On this one, why didn’t they send an investigator? I’m supposed to deal with crimes that have already been committed!”

You determine the truth, Magistrate. The Federation believes there has been a crime.

“Yes, but the standard is that there must be a case or controversy for an issue to be brought to a higher court; here, there are only suspicions. Why didn’t the Federation send in a forensic accounting team to figure it out? By jumping this all the way to my level, someone has convinced the High Chancellor that a crime has been committed, and one that is fairly egregious.”

Isn’t that what I just said?

“Don’t sass me, C. There’s a subtle difference between the Federation believing there’s been a crime and someone convincing the High Chancellor to send me.” A slight wave washed over Rivka as the ship transited the Gate.

I think that difference is beyond my scope of understanding. “Nuance,” you call it. I shall endeavor to learn it better. Please forgive me.

“Nothing to forgive, C. Let me hunt down the SCAMPs and see if they want to go ashore where no one will be shooting at them.” Rivka dropped her hologrid and stood, throwing on her jacket and putting Reaper, her neutron pulse weapon, and her datapad in the inner pocket.

I’m sorry, Magistrate, is this more nuanced contradiction? Because according to the records, the last time you were on Zaxxon Major, you expended a great deal of ordnance and were nearly blown up.

“You have that right, but that’s when the bad guys were still in charge. We took care of them, right here on the ship. Well, it was on the other ship, Peacekeeper.”

I believe the Peacekeeper was the pistol that Wyatt Earp carried. I sense a theme.

“Old West marshals, C. That’s what I feel like. It’s why I wear this jacket. I should probably get a duster, something that goes below my knees. What do you think?”

I think that you had the opportunity to find something like that in the fashion center at Keeg Station.

“Aren’t you full of piss and vinegar today?”

I am not. Those items would do foul things to my digital synapses.

“You have to up your game, C. Talk with Chaz about colloquialisms, but after I talk with him first. Wait. Can you tell me where he is, please?”

“They are in their quarters. You may not want to interrupt them at the moment,” Clevarious replied over the speakers to emphasize her point.

Rivka ignored her and strolled down the corridor. They didn’t have much time before landing on Zaxxon Major if they were given priority clearance from orbit to the landing pad near the capitol building.

She pounded on the door.

Nothing. She pounded again. The door flew open and the two SIs stood there, buck-naked.

“What the hell? Don’t tell me you guys were playing ring toss.”

“We can’t tell you that because we don’t know what it is.” Chaz looked at Dennicron. She shook her head.

“Get dressed. We’re going ashore on Zaxxon Major to convince Lauton to come with us to Belzimus.”

“Who is Lauton?” Chaz wondered.

“Groenwyn’s girlfriend.”

“By all means then, we must convince her,” Dennicron stated with a vigorous head-nod.

“We must,” Chaz agreed.

“Get dressed, and for future reference, please don’t answer the door naked in the middle of you know what.”

“Ah. Sex. It is invigorating. Almost as stimulating as a comparable workout in the gym.” Dennicron continued to nod.

Rivka tried to dial up a witty reply, but the only thing that came to her was, “Almost?”

“I see. You think it is more invigorating. Our caloric burn trackers suggest…”

“Get. Dressed.” Rivka walked away, calling over her shoulder before they shut the door, “It’s about calories and feelings. Figure that into your calculation.”

“Clevarious, let Red and Lindy know that we’re going ashore. Armed light, chest protection only.”

“They are busy at the moment. Should I interrupt?”

“Is this the flying love connection?” Rivka cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted. “Everyone get dressed! All hands on deck.”

Cole strolled into the corridor from the galley, eating something that looked like an apple.

“Fresh fruit?”

Tyler Toofakre, resident dentist and medical specialist, joined them. “A nice resupply from Keeg, compliments of Charumati. Are we landing someplace soon?”

“Zaxxon Major, but only to pick someone up, hopefully.”

Groenwyn stepped into the corridor with a happy Floyd bouncing around her legs. She had shaped her hair into an updo with little crystals that caught the light as she moved. Her modern-style gown looked to be something she had just purchased from the fashion center—low-cut at the front, nearly to her belly button, with a heavy necklace filling the space. The thigh-high slits at the sides showed a substantial part of her beautiful figure. The dress itself defied colors as it shimmered with each turn, the material flowing like waves on an ocean.

Cole turned to Rivka. “Who’s that?” he asked with his mouth full.

Rivka punched him as she passed. “You look great, Groenwyn.” She wanted to tell her to dial it back a little but didn’t want to crush the young woman’s emotional surge. She held her tongue.

Whatever it took to get Lauton to commit to joining them for this case, no matter how short it was going to be. With the SIs, they would be able to collate the data and mark questionable points about which to ask pointed questions of those who entered the information to arrive at a conclusion sooner—much sooner, rather than later.

But Groenwyn…

Rivka would do what she had to do, even if it was only put a cold compress on a deep bruise. She would do the best she could and still do her job.

“All right, people, briefing room.” Clevarious, get everyone in there, please. We have to talk over our game plan.

The overhead speakers blared an ear-piercing whistle. “You heard the Magistrate. You got two minutes to get your dumb asses into the briefing room. Move it!”

“Clevarious,” Rivka said calmly, “that’s not how we talk to the crew. Try it again.”

“The Magistrate would be pleased as punch if y’all would mosey on down to the briefing room and sit for a spell.”

Rivka looked at Tyler for support, but he made wide eyes at her and shook his head.

The Magistrate gave up and walked to the briefing room, mumbling to herself about the inequity of having to break in a new SI.

The crew streamed in quickly and filled the seats. The last ones to the meeting, Red and Lindy, crowded into the doorway and stood.

“We are at Zaxxon Major to hopefully pick up a temporary addition to the team for her expertise in forensic accounting.”

A small commotion in the corridor made Rivka stop. Red stepped aside to let Ankh through, but his seat was taken. Red picked up the Crenellian and held him where he could see. He wore his low-light goggles on his forehead, ready to be pulled down if darkness befell them. He liked the way they looked. No one said anything because he was an ambassador.

“As I was saying…”

“The Singularity can do the forensic accounting. Why are you bringing in someone else?” Ankh asked.

“What if all the records aren’t digitized?” Rivka replied.

“We have mobile AIs who can rectify that situation.”

“The mobile AIs are learning the elements of becoming a Magistrate. They won’t be available for manual interface. Getting into the details of a falsified record will be best accomplished by an SI working in conjunction with one who can better assess the nuance of misdirection.”

“I agree.” Ankh leaned his head against Red’s chest and watched.

Rivka didn’t need his agreement, but she did appreciate the help the Singularity kept providing to her. She avoided giving grief to Ankh and Erasmus, a separate and independent intelligence who happened to live within the Crenellian.

Theirs was a mutually supportive relationship. Like a married couple, although any arguments were conducted at the speed of light within the confines of Ankh’s head.

Rivka continued, “After we try to convince Lauton to come with us, we’ll head to Belzimus at best possible speed. Once on Belzimus, we’ll have multiple engagements. The first is with their government, related to the bid they submitted for the Federation’s contract land army that subsequently established the Trans-Pacific Task Force. Irregularities came to light when Belzimus asked for extra funding. That by itself isn’t a red flag, but the request was for recruiting and training new manpower. That was supposed to be an included element of the bid. The Federation sent us to figure it out.”

“Knowing this crew, that’s thirty minutes' worth of work. Then what? Any good vacation spots with an endless supply of bikini babes on Belzimus?” Red tried to look innocent. Lindy would have elbowed him, but he was holding Ankh.

“The Belzonians are hermaphrodites, and from what I hear, they love their orgies. What you do on your off time is your business, but no orgies on this ship.”

Chaz and Dennicron looked at each other, their faces blank as they communicated directly. Rivka waited until she had their attention. She winced when Chaz raised his hand.

“I’m not sure I want to know but go ahead.” Rivka leaned back as if distance would save her from what she expected.

“We have explored our databases, and it seems that orgies are unsavory affairs performed by unprincipled souls as parts of heathen worship. Is that allowed on Federation planets?”

Rivka relaxed. The question wasn’t as bad as it could have been.

“The Federation doesn’t usually get involved in the internal affairs of member planets. From what I understand, Belzimus’ culture is well-founded, something we could all learn from. There is no jealousy on their planet. They are raised to appreciate their bodies as they are. Their vanity revolves around their hair. I guess coiffures are all the rage. Red, you’d look good with a rainbow mane.”

Red shook his head. His short hair wouldn’t stand up to Belzonian scrutiny. He tipped his chin to Rivka in recognition of her concern for his hair.

“So, orgies are good?”

“For Belzonians, yes, but not for you or anybody else on this ship.” She looked from face to face. “I’m glad we understand that.”

Chaz raised his hand again.

Rivka pointed at him and said, “No.”

He looked troubled for a moment as his programs ran through the appropriate emotional response to deliver the look he wanted. Chaz settled on a countenance of academic curiosity with a knuckle under his chin and one eyebrow raised, head tipped slightly.

Rivka had to look away before she started laughing.

“Back to business. Going ashore on Zaxxon Major with me will be Groenwyn, our newest couple, Chaz and Dennicron, and Red and Lindy. We shouldn’t be long. On Belzimus, we’ll have multiple teams because we also need to prepare a framework for Federation laws of war to be included in the charter. I’ll need the so-called SCAMPs’ help. That is the Self-Contained Artificial Mobility Platform, our mobile SIs. In any case, let’s rock and roll, people. We have a contract to clarify and bureaucrats to make happy. You know I like nothing more than dealing with bureaucrats.”

“Isn’t Cory going to be with the Belzonians?” Tyler asked.

“I’m not sure when she’ll get there,” Rivka replied. “I think before their next deployment, which is supposed to be very soon. That’s why we were rushed out of Keeg Station. She may already be there.”

“She was still with her mom when I last saw her before we left,” Groenwyn said, dress glistening under the room’s lights.

“Cory knows people. Her Uncle Ted can take her anywhere she wants to go. Ramses’ Chariot is almost as advanced as Destiny’s Vengeance.”

“Almost,” Ankh said. His emotionless voice carried a hint of the competition between him and his best friend Ted.

“My apologies, Magistrate,” Clevarious interrupted. “We are on final approach.”

“Saddle up, people. It’s time to kidnap their head honcho. I mean, it’s time to deliver our best arguments and convince her to join us.”

Groenwyn blushed as she stood and straightened her dress and checked her hair.

“You look great. Nothing to worry about.” Rivka pulled her close for a hug while the others shuffled from the room.

Red and Lindy were waiting. They already had their ballistic vests on, with hand-blasters at their sides. The SCAMPs were waiting farther down the corridor.

“Do you know if the betting lines start here or on Belzimus?” Red wondered.

“How would I know? You were holding the guy who had that answer.”

“Damn! That’s right.” Red ran down the corridor after Ankh.

Rivka strode through the passages of her ship, the vessel within which great thoughts happened. It was more than hers; the entirety of the Singularity’s consciousness funneled through the ship. Rivka reached a hand out to trail along the wall. She couldn’t get her arms around the brilliance that resided within Wyatt Earp’s hull.

Red was waiting at the airlock. He shook his head. “Belzimus. No one knew about this side trip when the lines were drawn.”

“Then if it’s a free-for-all, nobody wins and nobody loses. Just once, I want a case where no one is shooting at anyone else.”

“A fraudulent bid on a contract? Do you think anyone will be shooting at us there?” Red asked before holding up his hand. “But we are going into a war zone after that. Hmm. I think we’ll get to send some rounds downrange. I remain pleased and humbled to be in the service of Magistrate Rivka Anoa.” Red bowed at the waist.

Rivka turned to Lindy. “What does he want?”

“I’ll tell you when I figure it out.”

“Is there a baby on the way?” Chaz blurted.

“A what?” Red shot up straight.

Lindy shook her head. Groenwyn hugged her. Red glared at Chaz and Dennicron.

“Buck up, Red. We’ll all be the parents of your little curtain-climber.” Rivka smiled at him while trying not to judge his discomfort.

It had the opposite effect. “I’m not alone,” he realized. He grinned at Lindy.

“Touchdown on the private landing pad of the state building. The director’s office is within.”

“Open it up, Red, and let’s get some fresh air.”

Red punched the button and stopped the Magistrate from being the first one through the door. He looked out the hatch and checked the area before stepping through first. The rest of the group followed him out.

Red jerked from the impact before they heard the crack of the bullet breaking the speed of sound.


CHAPTER THREE



Zaxxon Major

Red grunted but didn’t go down. The second and third rounds hit him where he didn’t have protection, and he started to fall. Rivka caught him, and together they rolled to the ground.

The SIs started to run toward the building.

“Get down!” Rivka shouted, but they kept going. Lindy tackled Groenwyn, who attempted to run toward the building. They hit the ground and stayed still. A bullet hit Lindy in the back, but her ballistic armor protected her. She grimaced from the injury. It would leave a bruise, albeit briefly.

Groenwyn tried to crawl away.

“Where are you going?” Lindy growled.

We’re under fire, Rivka told her ship. Find where they’re shooting from and finish them!

Another round hit Red’s chest protection, rocking him backward. Blood trailed from where the other two rounds had missed his protected heart and hit his arm instead.

A contingent of soldiers, all females, ran from the building. They angled away from Rivka and her crew to take positions between them and the shooter.

Fire in the hole, Clodagh said softly.

Wyatt Earp’s railgun barked one time, and the hypervelocity crack reverberated within the heads of those caught in the open. The top of a nearby tower disintegrated as the projectile exploded through it.

Target eliminated, Clodagh stated. Is everyone okay?

Rivka pulled Red to his feet. He held his right hand over the injuries that made his left arm useless. Lindy and Groenwyn stood, but Groenwyn panicked and tried to run toward the building.

“The director!” she shouted, but Lindy held her back.

The soldiers spread out to surround Rivka and her party.

“Is the director okay?” Groenwyn asked.

“The director is fine, ma’am,” one of the soldiers stated. “Let’s get your friend to a medical professional.”

Tyler ran out of Wyatt Earp, stopping at Rivka first. She nodded at Red. Tyler looked at his arm.

“That’s nasty. We better get you into the Pod-doc.”

“We’ve been here thirty seconds,” Red grumbled. “What is it with you?”

Rivka agreed wholeheartedly. “No kidding. Get him back to the ship.” The Magistrate fixed her gaze on the soldier who seemed to be in charge. “What the hell is going on here, and why weren’t we warned that people are taking potshots?”

The soldier shook her head. “That’s above my pay grade, ma’am.”

Rivka softened. She didn’t want to be an ingrate. “You put yourselves between my team and an active shooter. For that, you have my sincere gratitude. Is the area secure?”

“As far as we know, but that’s what we thought before the traitors started shooting. I suggest we get out of the open.”

“I won’t go,” Red claimed.

“I’m here, and so are soldiers. You saw them.” Lindy moved close to the Magistrate, assuming Red’s usual position.

Red vibrated because he didn’t want to leave the Magistrate in a hostile environment.

Lindy turned back to him. “Are you upset that all women are protecting the Magistrate? We have Chaz with us.”

But Chaz and Dennicron had disappeared into the building right after the first shots were fired.

“That makes me feel better.” Red’s face contorted, an expression between pain and indecision.

“Doctor’s orders, Red. Into the ship.” Tyler followed close behind the bodyguard to keep him from changing his mind.

Rivka finally noticed the youngest member of her crew. Groenwyn was in tears. Her dress was ripped and ruined, her hair messed up, and her legs scraped from hitting the ground. Rivka wrapped an arm around her shoulders and guided her away from the ship. She pulled like she wanted to run back to it and hide.

“You look fine. Good thing Lindy covered you. Better a small tear than a bullet hole.”

Groenwyn calmed, but she hung her head. “I just bought this.”

“Maybe you should have asked Felicity about designs more suited to combat while still retaining that feminine mystique?” Rivka tipped Groenwyn’s chin up.

“I bet they have a line just like that. I’ll have to be more careful in my selection next time.”

A soldier ran ahead to open the doors and usher the group inside, where Chaz and Dennicron were engaged with someone behind a desk. The director was waiting. Groenwyn tried to hide behind the Magistrate, but the director was having none of that. She pulled the young woman to her.

“You poor thing!” she cried, kissing Groenwyn gently on her forehead. “Let’s get you cleaned up.” They walked away arm in arm.

“Can we come?” Rivka asked.

The director stopped and turned. She looked mortified. “I’m sorry. This is getting to be… Please. Of course.”

“You, too.” Rivka crooked a finger at her mobile SIs. “Come with us, please.”

Chaz and Dennicron walked away from their conversation without finishing it, leaving the individual they’d been talking to confused.

You never leave people on the battlefield, Rivka told them.

We went to get help, Chaz replied. Was that incorrect?

We believe in self-help. If the executive offices had been usurped, you could have been separated from us. We have to stay together. It makes getting out of situations like that easier.

We live and learn, Magistrate. We got some interesting information from the clerk. Would you like to hear it now?

Save it. We’re almost at the director’s office. I look forward to the debrief.

They went through to the director’s office, which didn’t look like any other planetary executive space Rivka had been to. It was filled with boxes of papers and looked like nothing more than a storage room with a desk.

Lauton led Groenwyn to an attached bathroom where Lauton washed Groenwyn’s face and arms, then bent to clean her scuffed knees. When they returned to the office, they found Rivka, Lindy, Chaz, and Dennicron standing because there was no place to sit.

“I’m sorry. This is my alternate working office. I only heard that you were on your way after you had already arrived. Otherwise, I would have warned you about the Old Guard. That’s what they call themselves, anyway.”

“Tell me,” Rivka said and reached out to touch Lauton. The director held out her arm.

The emotions flooded into Rivka. The stress of a job she didn’t want. The joy of seeing Groenwyn. The fear of seeing Rivka’s team under attack. The disdain for the Old Guard, people who wanted it back the way it was—a server farm that handled the galaxy’s transactions without much interference from people.

Rivka worked her way past the turbulent emotions on the surface to find the truth of the Old Guard. Infiltrators sent by the pirates Rivka and the Bad Company had bested in the final battle with Nefas, the head of the Mandolin Partnership.

“Pirates?” Rivka asked to get more information.

“The Mandolin Partnership is alive and well, it seems, and they are trying to retake Zaxxon Major.”

“I don’t think they are alive and well. I terminated Oscura Mandel myself. He was the Partnership. I suspect this is someone using the Mandolin name to further their own cause. How many do you suspect are here?”

Lauton shook her head. Groenwyn held her tightly and she gripped back, each supporting the other, not needing any words.

“We were hoping to convince you to come to Belzimus with us for some forensic accounting work that you are particularly suited for.”

Lauton groaned and tossed her head. “Now is not a good time.”

The corners of Rivka’s mouth twitched upward. “I figured that out the second they started shooting at us.”

Groenwyn’s eyes were pleading.

“Can you recommend someone who may be able to help us? Groenwyn could stay here to be our eyes and ears while I send for additional assets. I think a platoon from the Bad Company could help root out the Old Guard, especially since they have weapons that the Bad Company mechs may be able to detect. A toothless enemy can be brought to their knees.”

Groenwyn mouthed the words, “Thank you.”

“Let me call the Bad Company and see what we can arrange.” Rivka switched to her internal comm chip. Clevarious, can you connect me with the Bad Company, please?

Of course. Stand by.

Rivka nodded and stepped toward a corner, but the boxes blocked her way. She ducked her head and looked at the floor.

Colonel Lowell. What can I do for you, Magistrate?

Christina, thank you for taking my call. We have an issue on Zaxxon Major. I can’t stay, but they need help rooting out an armed group trying to take over. We think these are the remnants of the scumbags Terry Henry attacked above Morinvaille.

Morinvaille. They ran in the face of a fair fight. Yeah, fuck those guys. You know I have assigned a battlewagon specifically to you? The Potemkin remains on call. I’ll give Captain Abercrombie his orders.

Does the Potemkin have any mechs on board?

Sure, a small detachment. Why do you ask? Christina knew the answer, but she wanted to hear it for the report she’d send to her dad, Nathan Lowell.

Root out the pirates already here by using their sensors to find the weaponry that has already been brought to the planet's surface.

A good ol’ house-to-house. Our people can break some heads, and just for you, we’ll make sure they are the right heads.

Rivka snorted. I’d appreciate that, and the leader of Zaxxon Major thanks you for supporting her on this problem that started when I took down the crime syndicate running this planet. It’s a tough job, trying to be legitimate. She deserves the help.

Potemkin will be there within the hour, Christina replied.

My undying gratitude is yours, Bad Company. Always a pleasure.

Rivka looked up to find Chaz and Dennicron deep in conversation with Lauton while Groenwyn looked on. Rivka eased over to stand beside Lindy. “What are they talking about?”

“Forensic accounting. They don’t think they need, and I quote, ‘a meatbag to help them.’”

“We’ll be here until the Potemkin arrives. We’ll have that long for them to show that they can handle it.”

Groenwyn detached herself from Lauton, but they continued to look at each other. Their eyes held, and for a moment, time stopped.

“I’m going to miss you, and Floyd is going to miss you,” Rivka said.

Groenwyn smiled at Lauton while talking to Rivka. “Make sure she has someone to sleep with at night and that Red doesn’t feed her.”

“I’ll take care of Red,” Lindy declared.

Rivka frowned. “Fine. She can sleep in the big bed with me. She snores, doesn’t she?”

“Yes, but they’re cute snores.” Groenwyn relaxed, even glowed despite how her earlier tears had made her makeup run.

“Do you want to come back to the ship to pack a few things and clean up?” Rivka asked.

Groenwyn nodded.

Rivka interrupted the exciting-as-paint-drying accounting conversation. “Excuse me. Bad Company has dispatched the Potemkin, a battleship, to support Zaxxon Major over the near term. They will be operating under my mandate as Magistrate. They will remain in orbit to deter any incursions by unsanctioned craft as well as deploy mechanized combat troops within the city to use their sensors to locate and confiscate illegal weapons.”

“That might drive the Old Guard farther underground,” Lauton suggested.

“Not if they hit them fast enough and your insurgents can’t spread the word. A mech in action is an impressive piece of equipment.”

“I don’t want robots unleashed on the city. How can we trust them? What if they get hacked?”

“The mechs are advanced combat suits. Warriors drive them. There will always be a living, breathing being at the helm.”

“I will send a liaison to them so I can stay apprised of the work they are doing.”

“They will help you with the Old Guard as you need. The Potemkin will be here in under an hour. During that time, I’ll return to my ship and prepare for my case.”

Groenwyn worked her way through the boxes to get back to Lauton. She raised up on her toes to speak into the director’s ear. They kissed, then Groenwyn hurried to join Rivka and Lindy.

“You two stay here and learn everything there is to know about forensic accounting. If Lauton feels you have it by the time the Potemkin arrives, then we’ll be on our way. Otherwise, we’ll accept any recommendation you have for someone to join us.”

“I’ll keep working on them, but they don’t seem to have any problem understanding how to link and cross-reference as well as identify red flags.”

Chaz and Dennicron turned, synchronized in their movements, smiled, waved, and returned their attention to Lauton.

“That was creepy,” Lindy whispered.

“They’re running the same subroutine, I suspect,” Rivka replied. “Shall we?”

Lindy led the way through the building, and before they went outside, the soldiers created a cordon within which Rivka and her team would walk.

We’re on our way, Clodagh. If you could spin up the ship’s sensors and weapon systems, I’d appreciate it.

I never turned them off. Damn people, shooting at my meal ticket? I won’t have it! I’m sorry, I meant to say “family.” Clodagh chuckled within her mind.

How’s Red?

Freshly baked and good as new. We’ll be waiting for you, Magistrate.

Red was outside the ship and halfway to the building when they stepped outside. He was geared up completely, full armor with helmet and carrying Blazer, his shoulder-fired railgun. Cole stood near the hatch in his mech suit.

Looking good, honey, Lindy said.

Feeling good. Mabel is waiting for you.

No threats that I can detect, Magistrate, Cole reported.

The only threat is from the Mandolin Partnership. Little did I know when I took this job that when I issue someone a death sentence, they don’t necessarily stay dead. That’s disconcerting.

“Nefas is back?” Red asked aloud.

“No, but his people are acting as if he is. That’s just as bad.” Red joined them, walking on the other side of the Magistrate from Lindy.

“I’m glad the betting lines didn’t open on this planet.”

“I haven’t hit anyone yet, or arrested anyone.”

“We blew away one guy with a fucking ion cannon!” Red replied.

“It was a railgun, and she asked for it.”

Red and Lindy waited while Rivka and Groenwyn headed up the ramp and into the ship.

“Aren’t we missing some people?” Red called.

“We have to go back out in about an hour. Until then, we have work to do.”


CHAPTER FOUR



Wyatt Earp on the Private Landing Pad, Zaxxon Major

Rivka held Floyd in her arms and leaned out the door while Red and the Zaxxon soldiers escorted Groenwyn into the building and the two SIs out. Groenwyn waved before she went inside. She was dressed in casual attire with her hair pulled back.

In case of another attack, she wanted to be able to run. She also wore a ballistic vest and carried a second one for Lauton.

Red returned with Chaz and Dennicron. They boarded, closed the outer hatch, and prepared to get underway. Red deposited his gear in the security locker and Rivka went to the bridge, calling over her shoulder. “Chaz and D, meet me in the briefing room. Let’s talk about what you learned from that clerk and what I’ll need from you on Belzimus.”

Sad! Floyd cried.

“Oh, no, little girl. You should be happy for Groenwyn. She’s in love and—here’s a secret I won’t tell anyone else—Lauton is in love with her.”

And me.

“And you, Floyd. We all love you. You get to stay with Tyler and me while Groenwyn is away.”

Go! Floyd cheered. She settled into Rivka’s arms and stopped squirming. Hungry.

“We’re not giving you anything to eat right now. You are heavier than you should be, and that puts a strain on your heart. We don’t want you to get sick, Floyd. We want you with us forever.”

Yeah! Floyd nuzzled Rivka’s armpit. Hungry.

“Maybe you can have some lettuce, but just enough to take the edge off. I’m putting you down so you can run around and burn those calories. You need to work out like Red.”

No, the little girl replied softly. Rivka muffled her laugh and put Floyd down. The wombat tottered away.

Clodagh was waiting for Rivka. “On track for an immediate departure. Ankh thinks we can Gate from within the atmosphere here to within the atmosphere on Belzimus directly.”

“Thinks?” Rivka wasn’t convinced. “Has he tried it with the pizza drone?”

Clodagh shook her head while Tiny Man Titan started to bark.

“Why are you always barking at me, you little jerk?”

Clodagh pointed.

Ankh stood behind Rivka. “I knew it. The Gate-capable drone is nothing more than the pizza drone.”

“I’m not sure I could pay it a higher compliment,” Rivka replied. “It is a magnificent bit of engineering. And while you’re here, have you tried an intra-atmosphere Gate with the drone?”

Ankh returned her look without answering.

“I’ll take that as a yes. Anything we should be concerned about?”

Ankh continued to stare at her.

“I’m not going to agree to it if you don’t answer. Clodagh, take us out through the planet’s atmosphere, and we’ll Gate when we’re safely in space.”

“I’ve tested it repeatedly. It works perfectly with no issues.” The Crenellian spoke emotionlessly but crossed his arms, his position of confidence to stand up to every being who was taller than him.

Which was everyone but the wombat, the dog, and the cat.

“Give it a go, but make sure that we don’t crash into anyone inside Belzimus’ atmosphere. What would that look like, Ankh?”

“The Gate wipes the area clear before reintegration. Like a wave, it’ll push obstructions clear before the Gate exit. There is no danger. It’s been tested extensively.”

“In real space or simulation?”

“Simulation, but it worked every time.”

Rivka closed her eyes. Clodagh held her hands up. Rivka shook her head. “Do it. But so help me, Ankh, if we get blasted to our base molecules, I will kick your ass.”

“If we’re blasted, you will never know it.”

“I get that part.” Rivka opened her eyes.

Clevarious spoke using the overhead speakers. “With Erasmus’ assistance, Gate is plotted and locked. Executing in five, four…”

Rivka flinched and turned her head away from the screen. The Gate formed before them. Aurora, at the controls, slowed the ship to ease its transit and arrival on the far side.

The surge over the event horizon blasted through her mind like a supernova. Her stomach revolted, doubling her over. She started to fall as the ship crossed to Belzimus. Rivka rolled to her side and puked.

Titan howled horribly. Floyd sobbed into the part of her mind that didn’t hurt.

Ankh laid on the deck, unconscious. Clodagh reached to the captain’s chair to pull herself up.

“I can’t see,” Clodagh gasped. “Wait. There’s light.”

Rivka forced her eyes open. The pain of the visual stimuli cut through her mind like a bandsaw.

Ankh groaned. Titan whimpered.

Rivka crawled to Ankh and helped him sit up. His eyes remained unfocused and his jaw hung slack.

The pain in Rivka’s head subsided to a throbbing ache.

Ankh will come out of it shortly, Erasmus explained. The intra-atmospheric Gate appears to overwhelm certain creatures through sensory overload. It is a most interesting phenomenon, one that was impossible to discern through modeling and simulation. We learned something very valuable today.

“Yeah. Don’t trust Ankh when he says it works perfectly,” Rivka grumbled.

It did work perfectly, Erasmus replied. We are in the skies of Belzimus, specifically over the Trans-Pacific Task Force’s home barracks and training center.

“We have vastly different definitions of ‘perfect,’ Mister Ambassador. But we’re here. My head didn’t explode, and we have bots to clean up the puke. Clevarious, would you dispatch them, please?”

“Already done,” Chaz said, helping both Rivka and Ankh to their feet. “Seems the overload that you experienced didn’t translate to SCAMPs. Dennicron and I feel no ill effects from the Gate. Our compliments to Ankh and Erasmus on their technical mastery to accomplish such a feat.”

Rivka tried to focus, but her eyes refused to open all the way and cooperate. “Check on Floyd and Wenceslaus and the rest of the crew while you’re at it.”

“Immediately,” Dennicron replied and rushed off.

Red yelled down the hall, “Whoever is responsible for that joy ride is gonna get my boot up their ass.” He bounced off the walls as he staggered down the corridor, Lindy doing the same.

Ankh blinked rapidly while holding his head. “Erasmus, what could cause that extreme a biological response?”

“You’re speaking out loud,” Rivka said.

“I am?” Ankh put a hand to his mouth to feel his lips moving. “I am.”

He looked at Chaz, and the SI nodded. He helped Ankh walk slowly toward his workshop.

“Did you do this?” Red demanded but didn’t stop Ankh as he and Chaz shuffled past. “Least you can do is buy us pizza! Ow.” He closed his eyes and leaned against the bulkhead. Lindy stopped and hung on to him.

“Anyone get the license of the freighter that ran me over?” Clodagh mumbled. “I better check on Cole.”

“Get us on the ground first,” Rivka requested. She breathed deeply to get more oxygen into her blood to help flush her brain of whatever had happened to it because of the intra-atmospheric Gate. She found her mind clearing quickly, and after a few breaths, she was almost back to normal. “Breathe deeply, people. More air is good. Clevarious, give us an extra five percent O2 inside the ship for the next ten minutes.”

Almost instantly, the air handling system increased the volume of air pushed through the vents.

Belzimus and the capital city showed on the front viewscreen as they descended to vast groomed fields. Tens of thousands of troops could form up at one time on them.

“I’ll set Wyatt Earp next to the ship that Colonel Walton uses for her command vehicle. It’s called Vengeance,” Clevarious reported.

“All kinds of Vengeance flying around this galaxy. Did Destiny come through the Gate with us?”

“Yes, it is still tethered to Wyatt Earp.”

“What time of day is it?” Rivka wondered.

“It is six in the evening, local time.”

“Please contact Colonel and Major Walton and see if they would like to dine with us. And C, work your magic with the ambassador to get us some damn pizza. I doubt I’m the only one who left their lunch on the deck.”

“You weren’t,” Red muttered. Lindy nodded, but they were both getting their color back. “Standard order? Maybe increase it by twenty-five percent? I could eat a whole bistok.”

“You heard the man. Make it so, C! And remind Chaz and Dennicron that I want that debriefing of what they learned from the clerk on Zaxxon Major. Maybe they can put it in writing and inbox me.”

“I shall take care of all the things, Magistrate.”

“I better check on Floyd. Tyler, too, but he’s a grown-ass man and can take care of himself.”

The good dentist walked down the corridor, stepping carefully to avoid jarring his body. “My brain hurts,” he said.

“Funny,” Red replied. “The rest of us are just fine.”

Tyler studied the big bodyguard. “I think you’re joking, but my brain hurts.”

“Get some air, Doc. Enjoy the oxygen while it lasts. Deep breaths, come on. I heard you were a grown-ass man.”

“There are rumors to that effect. I put Floyd on our bed so she could sleep. She seemed pretty upset by…by… What the hell happened?”

“A miscue regarding the meatbags’ ability to withstand a risky Gate transfer. We Gated from within one planet’s atmosphere to within a second planet’s atmosphere.”

Tyler rubbed his chin while taking a deep breath through his nose and holding it. “I suggest we don’t do that again.”

Rivka walked past and kissed him on the cheek. “We’re going to get pizza out of it. Thanks for looking after Floyd.”

“Clevarious told me she’s living with us now.”

“You know what that means.” Rivka met his gaze.

“Watch for the little cubes.”

“Exactly. I’ll be at my desk. I need to deliver the nuclear depth bomb that is the warrant to search all of their records and interview anyone associated with the bid, up to and including the planet’s senior leadership.” She waved over her shoulder as she walked away.
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Rivka disappeared into her hologrid and reviewed, organized, and compiled notes to start building a framework for the laws of war.

She sought a definition for war, one that stood apart from other military and security actions wherein one party attempted to impose its will on another through the use of violence. The sanctioning by a recognized government of another recognized government moved it to an area that had to be governed by laws, marked by a decency of conflict where the parties could more easily find their way to the negotiating table from the battlefield.

Free-for-all melees could never end in anything except surrender, one side brutally dominating the other, at a significant loss and with little hope of reconciliation.

She had a great deal of work to do and had only scratched the surface. She dropped the holoscreens to find Tyler on the bed with Floyd. He’d been watching videos while the wombat slept. When he saw that Rivka was taking a break, he turned his attention to her.

“Today, I caught our newly embodied SIs doing it. And Red and Lindy…”

“They always do it,” Tyler interjected.

“And Grainger and Jael. What’s with everyone?”

Tyler smiled at her. “It’s you, Rivka.”

Her face contorted in disbelief and confusion. “Why do you say that?”

“You can read other people’s emotions, see into their minds. Have you thought that maybe you project your emotions? Others pick up on it?”

“How does everyone doing the mambo relate to me projecting anything? I’m not a horn dog.”

“You project love. You love this crew. You love making a difference in the galaxy. Like Groenwyn. Everyone can feel what she feels, but that’s in how she carries herself, her quick smile. Happy people make others happy. Like Floyd here. Who can be unhappy around this little girl?” He scratched her neck and sides.

“I make people want to bump uglies?” Rivka helped herself to a glass of water from the food processor.

“You make people happy with life. That’s this whole crew. I’m glad you considered my reconsideration of joining your considerable crew.”

“Considerably,” Rivka replied. “I’ll have to think about what you said. Do you think I project my emotions?”

“I think you’re happier since I came on board, but I am incredibly biased on the matter.”

“I haven’t had to kick anyone’s ass upside down or backwards lately. That makes me feel pretty good.”

“You dumped that CEO to Jhiordaan for a life sentence.”

“She was such a dumbass. I put her there to protect her from herself. I don’t like the other CEO either, but not everyone is likable.” Rivka changed gears. “What would it take for Lindy to get pregnant?”

“Is that a loaded question?” Tyler was instantly wary.

“I’ve heard enhanced people have problems.”

“Ah, that. No, not at all. She’d need a medical workup by someone who would know those things, someone like Cory. I don’t have that depth of knowledge.”

“Ankh?”

“He’s an engineer, but in reality, do you think Red would let Ankh examine either of them regarding the question of fertility?”

Rivka laughed. “No. It was an errant, half-baked thought. I shall restrain those in the future, especially when it comes to Ankh and Red.”

“Is that a war, Magistrate?”

“Funny thing you ask. My initial research is on the definition of war and how it’s different from a counterinsurgency or a police action. Theirs is a test of wills, nothing more. There will never be bloodshed between them. I think there is grudging respect on both sides.”

Clevarious interrupted, “The drone has arrived with the delivery from All Guns Blazing.”

“Woohoo! Ankh for the win,” Rivka declared. “Or did you order it?”

“No, Magistrate. Ankh retains this capability for himself alone. He has not delegated the responsibility, although we are more than willing to take that burden from him. I think he believes we will be subverted by the likes of you and Vered.”

“Is he right?”

“He is not. We would never betray Ambassador Ankh’s trust in us. His is such a great mind.”

“All hail Ankh,” Rivka said, remembering a story Terry Henry Walton had told about a sordid period in Ted’s and Ankh’s life aboard the War Axe.

Tyler stood, trying to carry the wombat, but he couldn’t manage. “How do you guys lug her around?”

“Clean living,” Rivka replied, flexing her bicep. Tyler wasn’t enhanced like she and the other crew members were.

They made their way to the cargo bay to find the three pilots, Clodagh, and Cole unloading the drone. They carried their prizes like stacks of presents at Christmas.

“It doesn’t get any better than this,” Cole cheered.

They staggered under their towering loads. “I’ll get the door,” Tyler offered.

Clevarious made the announcement for all hands to join them on the mess deck for their weekly fine-dining experience, compliments of highly advanced and exclusive technology.

Rivka smiled at Tyler as the drone took off and immediately Gated away. “It’s good to know people.”


CHAPTER FIVE



Belzimus, Belzonian Army Barracks

“Is that a thing now?” Kaeden Walton asked as he and Marcie walked hand-in-hand toward Wyatt Earp’s cargo deck, still looking at where the drone had disappeared. “That’s the craziest device I’ve ever seen.”

Kaeden, the son of Terry Henry and Char, had married the daughter of their friend Felicity. Both were enhanced with nanocytes, prolonging their lives through perpetual youth. Both looked to be in their late twenties or early thirties, but both were well over one hundred and fifty years old. Marcie was in charge of the Trans-Pacific Task Force, the contract military under the direct guidance of Federation officers Colonel and Major Walton.

Two others walked with them, both bald, carrying themselves in the manner of career military.

Rivka questioned her briefing and why hair had been brought up as the first two Belzonians she saw were shaven-headed.

“Kae and Marcie.” Rivka strolled forward, grinning until she hugged the Waltons. She tried to shield herself from their emotions, but they didn’t have any secrets. Both were worried about the upcoming deployment to a planet known as Forbearance, where a civil war raged. It affected the entire sector since the system had a key Gate, and the only habitable planet was a major resupply station for transiting freighters.

Marcie stepped aside to introduce her companions. “Colonel Jacobus Braithwen and Sergeant Major Crantis Monsoon. We couldn’t manage this army without them.”

They removed their caps and bowed to Rivka. Marcie stared at Tyler.

“I’m sorry, but you haven’t met Doctor Tyler Toofakre, Wyatt Earp’s medical professional.”

Tyler stepped forward but stopped when Red yelled from the airlock leading into the cargo bay. “He’s her man candy. Don’t let her fool you.”

“Hey! I just saved your arm.” Tyler made a face at Red.

“Nothing but a flesh wound.” Red jogged over and play-boxed with Kae. He stopped to assess the colonel and the sergeant major. “Do I know you?”

“Not as good as you could,” the sergeant major replied.

Red stepped back and scowled.

“Just checking. One never knows,” Monsoon told him. “You’re going with us, I hear.”

Rivka interrupted Red before he could answer. “We can talk over dinner. That drone you saw was our All Guns Blazing order. We always buy plenty of extra.”

“You can buy from Dad’s place and get it delivered to Belzimus? How can I get in on some of that action?” Kae’s mouth hung open, eyes wide, as he looked at Rivka in awe and admiration. “Please?”

“No. If you’ll follow me, I’ll introduce you to my crew and show you my ship—after we’ve eaten, of course. When’s the last time you had AGB?” Rivka taunted.

“Well,” Kae started, wearing his best smug expression, “the old man showered us with AGB at the end of the Kor’nar engagement.”

Marcie shook her head. “Being the leaders that Terry Henry taught us to be, we let the troops eat first. Have you ever seen an ant army eat, especially when the ants are two to three meters tall?”

Rivka thought for a moment. “They ate everything including the tables, didn’t they?”

“Almost. Swarmed it and left without so much as a by-your-leave.”

“What you’re saying is it’s been a while.” Rivka led the way while Red walked next to Monsoon and Braithwen.

“What’s your deal?” Monsoon asked.

“I’m her personal bodyguard. Me and my wife have the duty.”

“You said a flesh wound?” Monsoon tried to look at Red’s arm. He offered it to show that it was as good as new.

“I’m telling you, wherever the Magistrate goes, she draws fire like iron to a magnet. I was outside the ship for fifteen seconds before getting hit by the first round right in the middle of my chest plate. The next two caught my arm while I was trying to shield the Magistrate. Lindy took one, too. If I could have gotten to that fucker, I would have torn him apart, but you know what the Magistrate did? She ordered a railgun strike while the ship was sitting on the ground. Blasted that cockwad into her base atoms. Pod-doc fixed me up good as new.”

“Why did you land in a hot zone?” Braithwen asked.

“They’re never hot until we get there. It was the planetary leadership’s private landing pad outside the main government building. That’s the shit we have to deal with, and then there are the dickweeds that get all pissy when we show up armed and armored. You know what I say? Fuck ‘em! I’ve got a job to do. She’s been hurt plenty doing this gig.” Red’s face fell as if he were writing his own epitaph.

“Sounds like a tough job. At least we know who the enemy is.” Monsoon held his hand out and Red took it, gripping firmly and appreciating the sergeant major’s strength. “Us working stiffs gotta stick together. Can’t have these officer types getting their nails and hair messed up.”

The colonel gave the side-eye to the sergeant major. “Monsoon, you love a good cigar and glass of wine just like the rest of us.”

“Sweat equity, sir. It pays off in the end.”

The galley was half-full. Rivka hesitated.

“Allow me, Magistrate.” Red cleared a way to the counter, then slipped between the tables to ask everyone to move closer together.

Marcie took Rivka’s arm. “We’ve been to state dinners and formal affairs across the universe, and I have to tell you, this is one of the best ever. Great food and a happy crew. It doesn’t get any better than that. It’s like you’ve gone out of your way to make us feel special while at the same time, making us feel like we’re the same as everybody else.”

“I don’t like putting people on pedestals. Bad things happen up there. How is the Trans-Pac?”

“We’re getting better with each day. Kor’nar was eye-opening, but it solidified our foundation. We lost ten percent of the force who couldn’t come to grips with combat actions after that. We are still helping them transition out of the service because it’s important that when they get back into the private sector, they aren’t broken.”

“But you retained ninety percent. That’s impressive. I haven’t read anything about Kor’nar.”

“We’ll talk, but the bottom line is they had a secret Federation base that pirates took over. The chaos created a civil war, and we were tossed into the middle of it without having any of the key information. I pitched a back-channel fit to General Reynolds, and for good measure, I complained to Nathan Lowell and the High Chancellor.”

“It is now clear why they sent me. I look forward to getting the details from you, but later. First, we have this banquet in your honor.”

Kae looked sideways at the Magistrate. “If we weren’t able to show up?”

“Then we would have had a banquet in your honor without you. Understand, this is Pizza Friday. We were going to have AGB no matter what. We ordered two extra pies, just in case.”

“You get AGB every Friday?”

“Shh.” Rivka held her finger to her lips. “It is the one perk of having a ship that’s an embassy.”

“An embassy for people who don’t eat. I don’t see the connection.”

“They’re really smart and know they need us meatbags to get around. Well, they used to need us more.” Rivka gestured at two beautiful people leaning against the wall.

The SIs were there, watching. As Rivka passed, she introduced them. “I’d like you to meet our SCAMPs, Self-Contained Automated Mobility Platforms. These are what you might call AIs, and the bodies were manufactured for their use to be self-contained. You’ll see many of the AIs, which we call SIs, sentient intelligence because of the Singularity. Their embassy is aboard this ship. The ambassadors are there. You know Ankh, and inside his head is Ambassador Erasmus.”

“So many changes,” Kae said. “I remember when Ankh came aboard and did his mind-meld with Ted, and those two were off and running. AIs have their own embassy, and it’s onboard your ship.”

“Hello. I’m Chaz,” the SI said in a mechanically wooden voice.

“Why are you talking like that?” Rivka demanded.

“I’m sorry. I thought you expected that since we’re SIs.”

“No. The best thing you can do is be yourselves.” Rivka put her hand on Chaz’s arm and was warmed by the fact that she could sense nothing from him. “We appreciate you. And you,” she said, looking at Kaeden, “get used to seeing them because they will be with me most of the time since they are in training to be a Magistrate team.”

Marcie nudged Kae out of the way. “You are absolutely beautiful. How can I get a body like that?”

“You jest. I’m Dennicron, and you could be the most beautiful human female I’ve ever seen.”

“That’s only because you haven’t seen my mother,” Marcie replied easily. “You need to get out more, and you’ll see there are beautiful people everywhere you look.”

“Are you seeing the bald men?” Chaz whispered loud enough for everyone to hear.

“Yes. I thought Belzonians loved their hair. Maybe they’re not Belzonians. Are you Belzonians?” Dennicron threw out a flurry of words.

Monsoon looked at the colonels and then at Rivka.

“I know. It’s a complete madhouse. I tell you, they were much smarter and more socially capable when they were stuck inside my ship’s computer,” Rivka explained.

“Yes, ma’am,” Monsoon replied to Dennicron. “We are, but we’re soldiers, and we fight for a living. You’ll see plenty of coiffures among the troops. They take their hair very seriously. They smuggle hair care supplies in every available compartment and void. We have to search all the equipment before we board every single time.”

Dennicron and Chaz searched their databases for the appropriate historical references. Chaz smiled when he came across one he thought was appropriate. “They don’t smuggle booze?” the SI asked.

“No. They smuggle hair care products. To the rest of the galaxy, it might be embarrassing, but to us, it takes us overweight. Our troop transports are a little older and have limits. We have to use shuttles to transfer the payloads from ground to orbit.”

“When will that be?” Rivka asked.

“We start the staging and loading tomorrow. It’ll take five days, but we can compress it to three if we do it in two shifts.”

“We have some work to do with your planetary leadership and the senior administration of the Belzonian Army, but we expect to be finished long before the five days. I can’t guarantee we’ll be ready in three days, but we might be.”

Chaz looked like he wanted to say something, but Rivka shut him down with a glance.

“Get yourselves something to eat. We’ll talk later in my quarters.”

“What was that?” Braithwen jumped to the side, bumping into Monsoon as he looked under the table.

“Floyd!” Kae and Marcie cried together. Kaeden picked up the wombat and hugged her tightly. She squealed in delight.

“Somebody has eaten too well.” Marcie looked at Rivka.

“She’s big-boned,” the Magistrate remarked. Kae and Marcie loved on the wombat until they reached the front and had to put her down. She scampered to Lindy, who put her in her lap while she ate, feeding the little girl pieces of the green pepper topping.

They finally made their way to the front, and each served themselves. Red brought up the rear and took an entire pizza and two orders of wings. Ankh arrived and remained at the door, unable to process the number of people in the galley.

“Do you want your usual?” Red asked. Ankh looked at him without answering. “I’ll take that as a yes. I’ll be right back. Hey, Cole, hold this for me.”

The warrior took the box and packs of wings and held them above the full table while Red climbed over people to get to the front.

“Gangway, man on a mission, coming through.” Red piled a plate with pepperoni pizza. He couldn’t remember which wings were Ankh’s favorite and he froze, torn between two choices.

“Honey mustard,” Rivka whispered.

Red took the whole bag and headed for the door. Ankh accepted it and turned to leave but stopped. He looked up at Red. “Thank you.”

“Ankh, buddy!” Kae called from across the room. The Crenellian looked back blankly as if he didn’t recognize him. “What do you have on your forehead?”

Ankh walked away without saying another word.

“He likes me better than you,” Red shouted over the noise, relieving Cole of his dinner. “Thanks, man. I owe you one.” He saw Lindy and worked his way back into the room to sit beside her. The wombat looked at him while chewing. She’d want his dinner, and everyone would look at him meanly until he gave her some. He checked the counter. There was plenty left. He snagged a vegetable-heavy slice and sat back down.

Monsoon worked his way to the pilots, Aurora, Ryleigh, and Kennedy. They sat at the end of the table and quietly ate. Monsoon was having none of that.

“Ladies. May I join you?” They cleared a spot between them and he eased into it, smiling from ear to ear at them. He was a master at making people comfortable as well as uncomfortable. He opted for the former, turning on the charm for the young ladies who helped fly and navigate the ship.

Braithwen sat down with Rivka, Tyler, Kae, and Marcie at the table the others had left empty for them.

“Here’s the deal,” Rivka said. “We’re not going to talk business. Colonel Braithwen, tell us about Belzimus.”

“Call me Jake, and I’d love to tell you about the Belzimus I know and the proud people who live here.”

Braithwen regaled them with stories about his home and the people. Monsoon joined them when the pilots left. When the galley was empty and the bots were cleaning up, they turned to the business side of the visit.

Tyler excused himself, and Chaz and Dennicron leaned in.


CHAPTER SIX



Wyatt Earp, Trans-Pacific Task Force Training Fields

“I’m here because of irregularities in the contract between the Federation and the Belzonian planetary government.”

Marcie raised her hand. “I was pretty mad when I saw what shape they were in. And Jake and Crantis had nothing to do with that. They’d been on assignment with the Federation for the two years prior. I wasn’t given any choice about rejecting them. It’s not like there were other bidders.”

Rivka leaned back and crossed her arms. “No other bidders? Clevarious, can you check that for me. Why were there no other bidders? Sorry. Please continue.”

Marcie shrugged. “Nothing else to say. We whipped them into shape the best we could, thanks to these three powerhouses. We asked for six weeks, expected four, and were given three.”

Kae smiled and nodded. “My tankers fired an armor-piercing round out of the live-fire area that hit our spaceship and destroyed our quarters. I think it was right after that Marcie started making intergalactic wake-up calls.”

“I was pretty mad,” Marcie repeated.

Braithwen chuckled. “It changed nothing. We went to Kor’nar with the soldiers as they were. We established a beachhead, and from there, we did what we had to do to bring peace to the planet. The Federation now gets their precious malageodes to trade to Elementor Three, which makes Silsonex, a cure for cancer for those who don’t have access to a Pod-doc.”

“We ran the entire population of Rorke’s Drift through the Pod-doc. No one above me complained.”

Chaz leaned forward. “The Pod-doc in Wyatt Earp’s cargo bay may look like a cheap model, but it operates on advanced programming that is unique for most sessions. Ambassadors Ankh and Erasmus were able to program certain safeguards into the Pod-doc process, like a time-limit on the nanocytes injected into the bloodstreams of the settlers. They cure their issues, and then with the last of their power, they fry their own circuits to be ejected from the body through the various waste processes.”

“That would be a huge benefit in reducing reliance on Silsonex and the exploitation on Kor’nar.”

“’Exploitation’ is an emotionally charged word,” Kae noted. “The mining on Kor’nar was done with the one hive’s concurrence. Little did we know that they spoke for the whole planet but didn’t speak for the population. And then the queen died.”

“That was a clusterfuck. I was down in there when it happened, but her last act of defiance was to accelerate the war, sending her minions en masse against the Trans-Pac and the other hive.” Monsoon shook his head.

“I was in the other hive. Got a little sliced up, but Kimber brought her team to my rescue.”

“You were dead!” Marcie blurted. “But no matter. You got better. And now I’m the queen on Kor’nar.”

Rivka looked from one face to the next. Each nodded knowingly, almost reverently, as military people do when they recount their experiences. “I find myself at a loss. As a lawyer, I have a hard time with the legal boundaries of throwing an army into the middle of a war without telling them everything they’ll encounter, especially when much of the clusterfuck, as you called it, was Federation doing.”

“Bureaucrats gonna bureaucrat,” Kae said. “It’s something Dad has said for the last two hundred years.”

Marcie nudged him. “You’re not that old.”

“Dad is, and I doubt he made that up after I was born.”

“Silent enim leges inter arma,” Rivka stated. “In war, the laws are silent. This is a statement from old Earth, in the time before Terry Henry Walton…”

“Mom’s older,” Kae helpfully added.

“Don’t tell people that!” Marcie looked appalled and glared at Kae.

Rivka didn’t miss a beat. “…and that premise found its way to the stars, where wars were fought and to the victor went the spoils, no matter how victory was achieved. Blood feuds exist between races because of the brutality brought by one upon another. The Federation has determined that they can no longer let this go on. They started with the idea that a land army could force the two sides to play nice, talk instead of fight.

“But Kor’nar also showed that there has to be a binding legal element that provides for the deployment of an army on sovereign soil and that there will be repercussions for exceeding the constraints of killing your fellow citizens decently.”

“There are legal constraints to offing someone?”

“Treatment of prisoners, banned weapons, humanitarian components such as how to deal with wounded, civilians in the line of fire, occupation of enemy territory, and even the definition of the term ‘war’ needs to hold to a legal standard. This framework is what I’m charged with building once the bidding issue is put to rest.”

“Is the Federation considering pulling the plug on the Trans-Pac?” Marcie wondered.

“Not that I know of. Clevarious, did you find out if there were any other bidders?”

“I did, Magistrate. Two worlds submitted proposals besides Belzimus but withdrew their bids once the exclusive use clauses were explained. They did not want to give the Federation complete and unfettered access to troops, equipment, and training areas, access that included orders and deployments. According to their bid withdrawals, both thought their armies would be contributory and not exclusive, despite the clear language in the request for proposals. Some people…”

Rivka pursed her lips. “Your success on Kor’nar suggests that the parameters within which the Trans-Pac operate are sound. The task force itself is sound and competently led.” Kae silently clapped. “The only issue is the funding to fill shortcomings that were the responsibility of the Belzonian Army as part of the base fee. I have no idea how the Federation will deal with that. If I have to haul off conspirators who rigged this bid, then that’ll send a message to the Federation regarding providing some level of leniency.”

“What if there’s only one conspirator, and it’s our premier?” Braithwen asked.

“Then we wouldn’t have a conspiracy, which takes two people,” Rivka explained. “But if it is the head of your planet’s government, I will haul him off and dump him before the Federation court on Yoll, where he can look forward to suffering his punishment. I hope you have a good deputy.”

“I think it was him. That guy’s a jagoff.” Jake was sure the perpetrator was the premier.

“He’s a right fucknugget, a total ass-blaster,” Monsoon agreed.

“I’ll keep an open mind,” Rivka said, raising her eyebrows at the two soldiers.

The door to the galley opened and Cory walked in. “I heard there was an AGB party, and I wouldn’t miss that for the universe.”

“I didn’t think you were coming until tomorrow,” Kae stood and hurried to the door.

“You’re looking good after your death.” Cory held him at arm’s length as she examined his face and neck.

“Can you not do that?” He pulled her in for a hug. Everyone stood and moved to a more open area.

“It’s like we just saw you,” Rivka remarked. “I’ll get you a plate. Take a load off.”

Cory sat down. “Yes. The trip here was most unpleasant. Ted jumped us into the atmosphere. He said it would be fine. It wasn’t fine. My stomach is still roiling, but at least my head doesn’t hurt anymore.” She saw the SIs. “Hey, guys. You’re looking great.”

They beamed in identical ways.

“Good to see you again, Cory. Thanks for helping our people on Kor’nar.”

“It was my pleasure. I wish I could have done more. You lost some good people.”

“Over five hundred, but they died with honor, fighting on a mission we needed to win.”

Cory nodded. She didn’t like hearing about body counts.

“I saw you but didn’t get to talk with you,” Cory said, looking at Monsoon and holding out her hand.

“Sergeant Major Monsoon, ma’am, at your service.” He took her hand, but not to shake it. He bowed his head and kissed her fingers. “I have no witty words, ma’am, because I’m a bit taken. You’re different.”

She studied his features, her hand still in his. They stood that way until Rivka bumped through with a plate for her. She took it, and Monsoon pulled out the chair for her. He attempted to step aside after she sat, but Cory insisted that he sit next to her.

Marcie interrupted them. “You’re here to train our combat medics. I think we lost people on Kor’nar who didn’t have to die.”

“I think so, too, but it’s more than just medics. Every soldier needs to understand how to stop the bleeding, protect the wound, and treat for shock. That will save the most lives.” Cory looked around. “Where’s Groenwyn?”

“She’s on Zaxxon Major with Lauton. We’ll pick her up later,” Rivka replied. “Is Ted here? I’d think Ankh would like to see him.”

“No. Ted’s ship flies itself.”

“So Ted has never undergone the new intra-atmospheric Gate? Ankh has, and it knocked him cold. I think Ted shouldn’t have foisted that on you without having done it himself first.”

“But it was tested extensively. Every simulation was perfect,” Clodagh parroted in her best imitation of Ankh’s voice.

Chaz and Dennicron frowned. Rivka turned to them. “Make sure no one Gates into an atmosphere again with living beings on board until the issue regarding the assault on their bodies is resolved. Please pass that to the Singularity. It is a safety issue. I will issue a formal injunction if I have to. Do I have to?”

Chaz leaned back and stared, his eyes not following Rivka as she moved out of his line of sight. When he came back to them, he replied, “You do not. Ankh and Ted have agreed that there are concerns not included within the modeling and simulation. No more intra-atmospheric Gates for ships carrying meatbags.”

“Good. I’m glad we have an understanding. Don’t make me regret not issuing the injunction.”

“We won’t, Magistrate,” the two SIs said in unison.

When she turned back, she found Cory and Monsoon nearly head to head and giggling.

Kae leaned back and stifled a belch. “Do you need us for anything tomorrow?”

Rivka shook her head. “We’ll be headed downtown. Can you arrange transportation?”

Marcie smiled. “Turns out we have a whole motor pool to choose from. I’ll assign you a vehicle and driver. When will you be heading out?”

“What time is it now?” Rivka wondered.

“Crap!” Marcie complained. “It’s almost midnight. We need to go.”

“Alas, I fear that their schedule is my schedule, and I cannot miss the morning’s exercises. Maybe you could join us. You look like a runner,” Monsoon said.

“I will do my best.”

“You can stay here tonight and get set up elsewhere when you have time,” Rivka offered before Monsoon came up with any crazy ideas.

“My stuff is in the cargo bay. I was hoping you’d say that.” She yawned as if the mention of bedtime drew her in.

“It’ll be a long day tomorrow, people. Get your beauty sleep.” Rivka stood and stretched. The counter contained AGB leftovers that needed to be put away. She turned to it.

“We don’t require sleep. Can we get access to the army’s data systems?” Chaz requested.

“Sure. I’ll shoot you the access information when we get to our ship,” Marcie replied. Kae joined Rivka and made a couple of to-go plates before nodding and heading out.

“Thank you for the excellent, albeit short, evening. Time evaporated. I look forward to more conversations and learning about the laws of war,” Colonel Braithwen stated.

He took a step back as Monsoon said his goodbyes to Cory. The two stood close together and talked in low voices before the sergeant major kissed her hand in front of her face while never taking his eyes from hers.

The four left with a final wave.

Chaz and Dennicron retreated toward Engineering to take advantage of supporting computing assets in the Embassy of the Singularity.

Rivka finished storing the leftovers and placing the refuse where the bots could clean it up. Cory helped.

“What do you know about Crantis?”

“I just met him tonight. But he’s a bald Belzonian, which suggests he’s not constrained by cultural norms.”

“I gathered that. What do you know about hermaphrodites?”

Rivka arranged her thumb and fingers to make a zero.

“It doesn’t matter.”

“It didn’t seem to. I hope you’re around when Groenwyn gets here. She enjoyed her time on Azfelius immensely. Her first trip there changed her.”

“My first trip changed me and for the better. What we don’t see in life is most of what takes place.”

“Groenwyn talks like that, too. The faeries leave an impression on those they find worthy. After we left, I have to admit that the rest of us were unchanged. Red found it the least exhilarating.”

Cory smiled, eyes twinkling under the bright galley lights. “Why am I not surprised?”

“Time for me to check out for the evening,” Rivka told her, giving Cory a quick hug in the corridor. “Your old room is just as you left it, I suspect.”

“Thanks, Rivka. I think this job is going to be as life-changing as my time on Azfelius.”

Rivka winked and retired to her suite to find Tyler and Floyd sound asleep, taking up the entire bed. “Is this how it’s going to be?” Neither woke up to answer. Rivka had to pull a blanket out of the closet and rack out on the couch.

“Clevarious, wake me at five, please.”

“Will do, Magistrate. Sleep well. We’re already working the data from the army. You can rest assured we’ll have a full report for you in the morning so you can better shape your day.”

“That’s what I like to hear, C. Until tomorrow.”


CHAPTER SEVEN



Wyatt Earp, Trans-Pacific Task Force Training Fields

One second after Rivka had the coffee in her cup, a gentle tap sounded on the door.

“C, did you tell anyone I was awake?”

“I can neither confirm nor deny my complicity. I have the right against self-incrimination.”

“You did,” Rivka grumbled. She answered the door to find a perky pair of SCAMPs. “Chaz, Dennicron. Can I help you?”

“We can help you,” Chaz emphasized before pushing his way inside. Tyler and Floyd were still in bed. The blanket and pillow were on the couch.

“Ooh,” Chaz started. “Trouble in paradise?”

“Yes. Groenwyn’s gone, and Floyd is a bed hog. That’ll teach me to go to bed last.”

“Indeed,” Chaz replied, his intonation leaving it hanging whether it reflected his acceptance or doubt. “Bring up your system, please. We’ve uploaded an analysis of the bid details from the army’s perspective.”

Rivka sipped at her coffee without moving. “Bottom line up front.”

“It’s in the report,” Chaz countered.

“You can recite every word of that report. I just got up. I’m going to sip my coffee and think deep thoughts. If you’re not going to brief me, then you don’t need to stand over my shoulder while I read. Since you’re here, it must mean you want to talk with me. Or do you simply want adulation for getting the job done while us meatbags slept?”

Chaz’s face ran through a series of emotions as he struggled to get his visage to reflect how he felt.

“I’m sure you did a great job, but when you seek platitudes, they may not arrive as you hoped. Just tell me what you found, and we’ll talk about it.” Rivka took a sip from her cup. Floyd snorted from the bedroom as she adjusted herself to get more comfortable.

“Many of the issues raised by the army in the request for information sent by the premier’s office were excluded from the final proposal.”

“Were there outright lies?”

“Yes, Magistrate. The army raised the issue of recruiting and retention. They didn’t believe they could refill ranks depleted due to war morale.”

“War morale? Is that high turnover because of long deployments, hardship, and the violence of combat?”

“Your answer is eloquent, Magistrate, but that term was never defined in the army’s supply of information. We suspect it means what you think it means.”

“I’m pleased with what you’ve found. Nothing untoward at all from the army?”

“Besides an optimism that no other world’s soldiers could stand before the Belzonians? No.”

“Did they say that?” Rivka sat down on the couch while the SCAMPs continued to stand.

“There was a certain amount of, what do you call it, ‘flag-waving,’ that seemed detached from the realities described in Colonel Walton’s after-action reports.” Chaz looked at Dennicron. They nodded at each other.

“Their equipment was outdated and their troops undisciplined. How did they come to the conclusion that they were the galaxy’s badasses?”

“They expected to get new equipment out of it, cutting edge technology to make them superior. They counted on that edge and Federation credentials to carry them through any battles. They appear to have a high regard for the old Yollin hierarchy.” Chaz and Dennicron smiled identically at the claim.

“Who changed the data?” Rivka asked.

“The grant preparation team within the premier’s office. It was receipted for by one Heimer Truasse, who is also listed in the proposal as the principal drafter.”

“Wasn’t this much more personal and fun than reading the report?” Rivka asked.

“For you, maybe. I see the allure in using outdated communication modes. Don’t you, D?”

“I do, Chaz. The Magistrate’s facial micro-expressions are extraordinary. We should study them further when we are on our own to decide what to adopt.”

“No. Don’t study me at all. Understand that as humans, this is how we prefer to communicate. Since you have chosen human form, it would behoove you to act appropriately.”

“We always act appropriately.”

“Not if you’re studying me and being creepy. What happened to your social skills? You used to be smooth when you were stuck in the box.”

“Synchronizing witty repartee with appropriate body movements and facial expressions is proving to be far more difficult than we had anticipated.”

“Get out!” Rivka shook her head before taking a sip as she contemplated her interns.

“Now? We weren’t finished with the briefing. I feel like you have more questions.”

“What? No. Don’t get out. That’s just a saying, an exclamation of disbelief.” Rivka tipped her cup back and drained it. She headed to the food processor for a second cup.

“Why would you not believe us? We don’t lie.”

“Chaz.” Rivka stared at him, but his expression remained neutral. “You have lied to me.”

“Those days are far behind us, Magistrate, even though it was for your own good. I learned that the truth, no matter how harsh, is better in the long run.”

“See! I knew you lied to me. When was it?”

“What?”

“You admitted that you lied to me. Now I want to know the details.”

“No.” Chaz crossed his arms and tipped his head back, frowning as he looked down his nose at the Magistrate.

“Now you’re starting to get it. Point of order. Don’t lie to me.”

“We shan’t, Magistrate.” They both nodded emphatically with big eyes to make sure they registered the appropriate emotion.

“First stop this morning will be the premier’s office. We’ll cut to the chase. I want to interview Heimer and see what he thinks about the proposal and who else knew. Isn’t that what it always seems to come down to? Who knew what when?”

“If that’s what you say, Magistrate.” Chaz sounded unconvinced.

“I’ll catch up with you later. Let me do my morning stuff, and when the time is right, we’ll go into the city together and turn over desks and roust the bad guys.”

“I look forward to tossing desks.”

“It’s a saying. Don’t take it literally. Please do not turn over any desks without explicit authorization from me, understood?”

“Understood. This job used to be fun. Now it just sucks.”

“Maybe you suck,” Rivka shot back.

“I don’t think that’s possible. I don’t breathe, so establishing a vacuum isn’t possible with this body. There are limitations.”

“Chaz. Go away now. I have things to do, important Magistrate things.”

“Since we’re in training to be Magistrates, wouldn’t it help our deeper understanding of your routine to establish one of our own?”

“You don’t need to watch me take a shower,” Rivka nudged Chaz toward the door.

“I see. Your personal grooming is considered Magistrate time, so no one bothers you.”

Rivka tapped her nose with her index finger. “And nice job. Thanks for putting in the time. I’ll take a look at your written report later.” She opened the door and waited for the SIs to leave. She closed it once they were most of the way into the corridor.

“Hey!” Chaz’s voice cut off after the door bumped him out and clicked shut. Rivka thought for a moment she might have been a little hard on them, but then again, compared to what she went through with Grainger, this was mild.

She could do better. She opened the door and spoke loud enough for the SIs to hear. “You did well. You’re on your way to building a great and legally defensible foundation for future rulings. When we hit the downtown, we’ll show them that breaking the law is never in anyone’s best interest. Thanks, guys. Take a load off and be ready to go in about three hours.”

Rivka closed the door again, feeling much better. The only rite of passage that mattered was getting the facts correct to determine if there had been a transgression and then what to do about it.

The day was looking up.

Zaxxon Major, Office of the Director

“I can’t believe I’m here!” Groenwyn almost squealed. “It’s been too long.”

“It has. I feel better with you around, like I can take on the Old Guard all by myself and win,” Lauton replied.

“How bad is it?” Groenwyn leaned in to take Lauton’s hand.

“They have their moments.” Lauton moved closer, choosing to sit on the floor at Groenwyn’s knee. “It’s tiring, though.”

“Give it up and come to space with me,” Groenwyn suggested.

“If only it were that easy. Could you give up what you do and throw it all away?”

“I would be throwing nothing away. My friends on Wyatt Earp will support whatever decision I make, even if it is to stay here with you. I contribute to what they do, although I think I can do more. I need to do more, but I’m having a hard time because of the hole in my life. I see the other couples on the ship, and I want what they have.”

Lauton started to cry. Groenwyn buried her face in Lauton’s hair. “What makes you sad?”

“I have no friends here. I’m the director, and it’s the loneliest job on the planet.”

“I’ll stay here with you. I don’t need to go back to the ship,” Groenwyn offered, but Lauton shook her head.

“I want what you have—friends in a small community without the weight of the world hanging over my head.”

Groenwyn laughed. “The Magistrate has the weight of the universe on her shoulders, and to add to it, people shoot at her, just like we saw here. But she makes it all work. You’re right in that I can’t abandon her, either.” She stroked Lauton’s hair. “What would it take to find someone to take the head job?”

“We would need to remove the threat from the Old Guard first. After that, any of my top people could do this job. They could even rule by committee. We’re a financial clearinghouse with less than a million souls living here. It’s not like Yoll or even some of the biggest space stations. They have more than that.”

“Do you have a communications terminal? I’d like to talk with Will Abercrombie and see what we can do to expedite putting down the people who are keeping you from me.” Groenwyn stood and helped Lauton to her feet. “Would you really leave your home to join me on a cramped spaceship?”

“From what you describe, it sounds like heaven. And Floyd.”

“I love her,” Groenwyn admitted. “We all do. I wonder how the Magistrate is getting along because Floyd is a big bed hog.”

Trans-Pacific Task Force Training Fields

“Get in formation, you ass-sucking shitbags!” Monsoon bellowed. “Shut your sewer, fuckbucket.” He pointed an accusing finger at an offending soldier. “And what the goddess of thunder are you wearing?”

The sergeant major stormed up to a soldier dressed in a pink silk one-piece outfit. “Where’s your PT uniform? What the fuck are you besides toad-bogey?”

“Sergeant major, sir, the private lost his uniforms during laundry hours last night, sir. The private figured it would be better to be out of uniform than late.”

“The dumbass private got part of that right. How do you lose your shit in the laundry? Missing a sock, Private? Don’t answer that. You’re right up front, sweetheart. You have guidon duty, so carry that bitch like she’s your firstborn.”

Cory jogged up next to Colonel Braithwen and stretched while they watched the units of the Trans-Pacific Task Force getting into formation.

“How many people do you have?” Cory wondered.

“Only eight thousand left. The first few months have been extraordinarily hard on our people. We started with nearly twenty, but a lot weren’t suitable for forward deployments. Our logistics train is strong, but we are limited in our frontlines. We are right at the minimum number of shooters. That’s why we submitted the emergency request to the Federation for recruiting and training help.” The colonel looked at Cory. “That got things spooled up since we were supposed to handle that ourselves. I didn’t know that. Neither did Marcie. She’s angrier with the government here than the Magistrate.”

“Rivka is cool in how she deals with the worst perps the Federation has to offer. Your government won’t raise her pulse rate. She’ll take care of business and then come back to hang out with her crew.” Cory watched the sergeant major. “Tell me about Crantis.”

“I deployed with him to the Federation for two years representing Belzimus. He saved my life more than once. He is the consummate warrior.”

“Sounds like my dad.”

Monsoon caught a soldier making faces. “You rat-faced, puke-swilling, festering gash! Lock your body, numbnuts!”

His voice carried over the entirety of the formation. Voices quieted. “Listen up, shitweasels!” He clasped his hands behind his back and turned as if contemplating the depths of eastern philosophy. He found Cory watching him and flushed. “Formation run, five kilometers, average pace. Everyone makes it because that’s what we do. Carry your neighbor if you have to, but we all make it! Company first sergeants, take charge of your companies. Form up on me.”

He marched to the colonel and Cory. “Please accept my sincere apologies for my disrespectful language, ma’am.” He bowed his head.

Cory tipped his chin up. “Crantis. You’ve met my dad. You’re starting to get how to swear, but you have a ways to go. When you get to cursing graduate school, you’ll find my father there as one of the instructors.”

“But you don’t swear.”

“No, sir,” Cory replied.

“Then I won’t either.” Monsoon took a step back, executed an about-face, and marched to the front of the formation. Once there, he raised a fist in the air, pumped it twice, and started to march forward before pumping it again and breaking into a run.

Cory and the colonel kept pace but took positions toward the rear of the formation. The pace didn’t wind either of them. “I asked about Crantis.”

“You did. He’s a good Belzonian. He would make any partner proud, but you know we’re not exactly monogamous.”

Cory clenched her jaw.

“But we could be. Do you like him? He’s been acting funny since he met you. Then again, maybe it was those young, impressionable pilots.” He laughed at his jibe. “You are the kind of person who makes an impression, and you’ve definitely made one on him. He’s an old guy like me but still has some gas in the tank.”

“I’m nearly one hundred and forty. Is he older than that?“

“No. He’s only forty-five. The nanos took a few years off of him, but not too many. He didn’t want to look too young, so the junior troops wouldn’t think he had no experience.”

“How is he with the troops?”

“He has their respect. He’s a soldier’s soldier.” Heads bobbed in a wave of Belzonian coifs that bounced with each step. “I hope you relieve him of his word bond to not swear. He needs that color in his language. It’s what makes him a legend.”

“That’s what my dad thought, too. I’ll talk to him about it. I don’t care. They’re just words. What’s in people’s hearts, that is what matters. It’s what people do, not how they say what they say.”

“You are a strange and wondrous creature, Miss Walton. The sergeant major is my friend, and I’m happy you want to spend more time with him. He’ll enjoy that, but it’s best if he’s not distracted. We have a tough fight ahead of us.”

The formation sped up, but not enough for any of the soldiers to fall out.

“You’re not ready for your next deployment?” Cory asked to change the subject.

“That’s the other half of our request. We need upgraded weapons. The forces on Aloquiss have pulse weapons and lasers. We have slugthrowers.”

“I see the problem.”

The colonel ran ahead to lend an arm to a soldier who was falling back, his face turning green. “Too much party last night?” he asked the soldier.

“Just a little, Colonel. I can make it.” He took two more steps and peeled to the side to puke his guts out.

“Better hurry. Formation is getting away,” the colonel called over his shoulder.

Cory stopped and held her hands to his head. Her nanos usually worked best on wounds of the flesh, but the tortured blood vessels were close to the surface. They opened under her touch, and the blood started flowing once again. The soldier breathed easier and stood up. He nodded once and took off after the formation. Cory followed, keeping pace as he strove to catch up. He worked his way into the back of the formation and adopted their cadence.

The colonel fell back with Cory. “Sometimes you need to purge the poisons,” he intoned. “Lots of purging.”

“Will you be ready for Aloquiss?” Cory pressed.

“That’s why we need you to teach our medics and teach them fast because no, we’re not going to be ready. We’re going to lose good people and probably too many of them.”

Cory nodded tightly. She was afraid of having too much to do in too short a timeline. She stopped thinking about the sergeant major and started thinking about how to treat the horrific injuries from a pulse rifle.


CHAPTER EIGHT



Wyatt Earp, Trans-Pacific Task Force Training Fields

“Shotgun,” Rivka called.

“In the middle,” Red ordered. The field truck was rigged to carry troops in the back on wooden benches. The cab’s bench seat at least had had some padding.

Rivka decided not to argue. His job was to put himself between her and those who wished her harm. Despite getting shot again and again, he remained steadfast in his commitment to protect her.

“Thanks, Red.” She climbed in next to the driver, and Red filled the rest of the seat and hung halfway out the window of the small cab. He tried to close the door but couldn’t get it shut. He turned to Rivka.

“I’m as small as I can be.” She couldn’t move her arms to gesture. “This isn’t going to work. I’ll sit in the back.”

“Lindy,” Red said calmly. They swapped places.

“Shotgun,” Lindy called and skipped past Red to take her seat in the front.

“That guy’s pretty big. Is he available?” the driver asked.

“No,” Rivka replied before Lindy could respond. They both looked at the driver, who shook his hair, making it shimmer from a rainbow of glitter. He smiled and slowly blinked.

Red slapped the cab’s back window. “We’re good back here.”

“Let’s go before you posture yourself outside and we take your truck.”

“What’s with humans? So uptight.”

“Driver. Take us to the premier’s offices without delay.” Rivka was losing patience. He threw his hands up in surrender and put the vehicle in gear.

If they are all like this guy, how did they ever win the contract for the Federation’s land army? It’s almost embarrassing, Rivka said internally to her team.

There are no armies out there for hire where everyone looks like Red, Lindy replied. Or if there were, they had no desire for their army to be someone else’s army. Every culture exists to defend itself first.

The driver drove without speaking. He knew where they were going.

Rivka retreated into herself to think through the approach. She could touch Heimer Truasse’s arm and learn the truth in moments, but that would teach nothing to Chaz and Dennicron. She decided to interview him the old-fashioned way.

The premier’s office was in a structure that looked like an old-Earth castle—a magnificent palace with a shock of color on each onion-shaped dome topping the numerous turrets.

“The lackeys work in here?” Rivka wondered.

“Oh, no. This is for the premier and his harem.”

Rivka closed her eyes and swallowed hard. She could hear Red chuckling from the truck’s cargo bed.

“We are looking for a Heimer Truasse to interview first and foremost.”

“I don’t know who that is.”

“We’ll have to find out where he is.” C and D, can you access their systems and find a location for the principal architect of the Belzonian proposal, please?

Chaz and Dennicron did not answer, but Rivka knew they were on it. “My orders are to take you to the premier.”

“No problem at all, but our meeting with him isn’t until later. We need to stop somewhere else first. Hang on while I get an address for you.” Rivka pulled her datapad from the inside pocket of her Magistrate’s jacket and fiddled with it as if looking for an address.

We have it, Magistrate. He’s at the Cringen Complex, Building Four.

Rivka put her datapad away. “He’s at the Cringen Complex, Building Four.”

“That’s on the other side of the city,” the driver whined.

“Well then, you’d better get to it. Chop-chop.” Rivka tried to adjust in her seat, but the cab was small, and the three occupants were hip to hip.

“Yes, ma’am,” the driver grumbled. He drove faster than he had on the way to the castle.

“Tell us about the castle. That architecture seems to be out of place here.”

“It was the whim of Belzimus’ first premier. He wanted something that was different and stood out. He hired an off-planet design team, who came up with that thing you saw.”

“You sound like you don’t approve?” Rivka tried not to touch the Belzonian, but she couldn’t avoid it. His emotions kept hammering at her.

“I think we should present Belzonian art and architecture as our center of government. You saw it and didn’t think of Belzimus. I’m Belzonian-proud!”

“What do you think of the Trans-Pacific Task Force?” Even before she finished, his disdain for the Federation’s occupation army was clear and pronounced.

“It helps us by bringing wealth to the planet.” His voice was emotionless as he tried not to give away his true feelings. Rivka had seen the underground movement in his mind, but not terrorists. Activists wanting to change the government. He had volunteered to drive to collect information on the Magistrate for his group. After a few moments, she deemed them harmless.

“There’s a lot to be said for a Belzonians-first policy, but the Federation greatly appreciates the contributions and sacrifices made by the Belzonian people.”

He smiled at Rivka’s words. “Thank you for recognizing the sacrifice our people are making to shore up the Federation.”

“Shore up?” Rivka asked.

“Yes. If the Federation needs our army, then they must have serious problems.”

“Not at all. The Trans-Pac helps out member planets. This is next-level stuff for a Federation that has never been stronger.”

“Really? How come we’re not getting this news?”

“Where have you been looking? It’s my understanding that Federation news is available on all member planets via unrestricted channels. Anyone should be able to tune in.”

“We only watch local news, but they aren’t sharing that information from the Federation.” He ground his teeth and fumed.

“Sounds to me like you’re looking for an excuse to be angry. You don’t need to make excuses, but at least be honest with yourself. And maybe if you talk with a counselor, you’ll find the source of your frustration. It doesn’t sound like the Federation is it. How long until we get there?”

He mumbled and grumbled.

“How long?”

“Sorry, ma’am. Fifteen minutes.”

“If we’re only on Belzimus for a few days, what’s the one thing we have to see?”

The driver relaxed. “That’s a tough question…”

He spent the last fifteen minutes of their drive describing the ten things that could all be number one. The intensity of his emotions waned, giving Rivka a much-needed break and allowing her to focus on the upcoming conversation with Heimer.

The truck parked at Building Four’s main entrance. Red, Chaz, and Dennicron hopped out of the back. Lindy and the Magistrate crawled out of the front.

“I don’t think he’s going to run,” Rivka said softly as the truck pulled away from the drop-off and headed toward the parking area.

“You don’t sound confident,” Red replied. “Lindy?”

“Yes, I’ll stay with the Magistrate, and you check out the other doors to make sure no one escapes.”

“That wasn’t—” Red started, but Rivka interrupted him.

“Good plan, Lindy. Red, secure the building while we confront ol’ Heimer.” She strode briskly to the door and inside. It was an office building with an extensive array of offices that lacked rhyme or reason in their organization.

Rivka stopped to gather her wits. “Any ideas besides asking someone?”

Chaz and Dennicron displayed blank expressions as they communed.

“Are you digging into their system?” Rivka whispered. Chaz spun one of Ankh’s hacking discs through his fingers in a demonstration of advanced dexterity he hadn’t shown prior to that moment. A separate subroutine that he perfected, Rivka thought.

“Upstairs, top floor, office four one one seven.”

“That’s what I’m talking about,” Rivka declared. “Chaz, you take the stairs, and we’ll take the elevator.”

Chaz strolled toward the stairs, nodding at the curious workers as he passed. Rivka and Lindy and Dennicron took the elevator. The SI turned to address the Magistrate. “May I ask a question?”

“Do you mean to look upset?” Rivka replied. “I’m sorry, ask your question.”

Dennicron beamed. “I am confused, not upset. Why did you send all the men on different missions but kept the women together?”

“Interesting observation. You first have to determine if the behavior is endemic. How many times has Lindy had back-door duty? More than Red. I don’t look at you and Chaz as guy and girl despite your appearances. You are both equally capable, are you not?”

“I think so,” Dennicron replied. The elevator arrived, and they piled in.

“Then there is no issue. I will not look for a mix of boys and girls for everything we do. We will play each hand as it’s dealt for each situation. Lean on the strengths of the team while minimizing any weaknesses. And this team here, we have no weaknesses, so everyone takes their turn climbing the steps. Even me.”

“We will have to address these concerns when we are Magistrates and on our own,” Dennicron explained.

“Don’t get caught up in external appearances. Rectify the case through sound fact-finding and judicial application. Period. Everyone is equal under the law, right?”

Dennicron nodded. The elevator door opened on the fourth floor, where they found Chaz waiting for them.

“Ladies,” he said.

Rivka stabbed her finger at him. “Don’t you start.”

“What? What did I do?” He assumed his confused face until Dennicron told him.

Lindy led the way to Heimer’s office, following a seemingly endless corridor to almost the end, where a small office door had a plate identifying it as four one one seven.

Rivka knocked and then tried the doorknob.

“Go away! I’m busy,” a voice yelled from inside.

Rivka nodded at Lindy. She reared back and kicked above the knob, shattering the lock and sending the door flying inward. The Belzonian behind the desk shot to his feet.

Rivka stepped inside. “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and I have a number of questions about why you falsified information within the Belzonian Army proposal to the Federation.”

He sputtered and turned pasty-white.

“Sit down and tell me why you did it.” Rivka pointed at his chair. Red, we have him. Come on up to the fourth floor.

On my way, Red replied.

Chaz and Dennicron stood beside Rivka and stared at Heimer, intently studying his expressions and mannerisms.

He flopped down in the chair.

“I didn’t want to do it, but the premier made me! We needed to be bailed out. The planet was on the edge of ruin, and just like that, we’re saved. Aren’t they performing well? I thought they did their job. A couple white lies, and everyone benefits. What’s the harm? I did it for Belzimus!” he ended his stream of consciousness.

“Fascinating. Do they all confess this quickly?” Chaz asked, staring with unblinking eyes.

“How long have you been with me, Chaz? You know the deal. Some do, some don’t. The ones with a conscience are usually quick to bare their soul. That’s a good thing, Heimer. Makes me not want to throw you in Jhiordaan for the rest of your life.”

“They don’t blink,” Heimer said, pointing at the SCAMPs.

“Not every species needs to moisten their eyeballs, but that’s irrelevant for this conversation. Did anyone direct you to lie?”

“Not exactly,” he replied slowly. Rivka tipped her head down to give him her best questioning look. “But he knew exactly what I was doing!”

“Who did? Please explain it slowly so even I can understand. Try to take out a bureaucrat’s love of paperwork and stick with what was done for what purpose.”

Red stepped through the door and put his back to the wall. Lindy moved around the desk to stand beside Heimer. That filled the office—two chairs, both occupied while Rivka’s team stood.

“The director suggested getting this contract would solve our problems and told me to take care of it, so I did.”

Rivka nodded. “That is the executive version I can appreciate. There is nothing there that directs you to break the law. Sounds like you exercised your own initiative. Reach your hand across the table.”

“Why? Are you going to slap it, and we’ll call it good?” He reached across his desk, putting his hand out while flinching and wincing before Rivka did anything.

“Who told you to break the law?” Rivka grabbed his wrist. She felt only panic and fear.

She had taken the shortcut that deprived Chaz and Dennicron of their opportunity to determine the truth by the means at their command. “What questions would you ask to build the case?”

She stood and offered the chair. Heimer watched the three shuffle, and Chaz ended up taking the seat.

“You sit while a beautiful woman stands?” Heimer asked.

“Of course. We’re all equal here. Next time she’ll sit down, but for now, what do you say we focus on the matter at hand?” Chaz maintained a neutral expression and made no gestures. He focused his intellect on the questions. “Describe the proposal preparation process.”

“From the beginning?”

“From the point where you collected data from the supporting institutions.”

“I sent a long list of questions to the army that I needed answered for the technical side of the proposal. Some of those questions came back with answers that were what we call ‘show stoppers.’ I couldn’t let that go forward because our bid would have been rejected out of hand.”

“Tell me exactly what you adjusted from the original to the submission.” Chaz crossed his legs and held his hands in his lap as he tilted his head and smiled pleasantly.

Heimer deflated. “Can I bring up the proposal in my system?” he asked. Chaz turned to Rivka.

“Yes, but don’t try to delete anything because then I’ll have to execute you where you sit.”

“Can you do that?”

Red nodded. “And how.”

Heimer’s submission was complete. He had kept meticulous records—the consummate bureaucrat—even though those records were evidence of his crime. He walked Chaz and Dennicron through every element step by step. Two hours later, they had the evidence they needed to confirm that Heimer had acted alone.

Rivka stayed attentive throughout, encouraging the SCAMPs and making sure they could recite which laws were broken at the various stages.

“Conspiracy?” Rivka asked after Heimer shut down his computer and held his hands out as if Rivka was going to slap cuffs on him.

“No conspiracy since Heimer Truasse acted alone.”

“Mitigating circumstances?” Rivka pressed.

Chaz looked at Dennicron, and she answered. “Yes. The Federation received what they never would have received otherwise because there were no other valid bids. Had the process played out without any responses to the request for proposals, the Federation may very well have funded recruitment, retention, and training. From the proposal submission, that is the only element that rises to the level of a felony because of the vast amount of funds impacted. The other one hundred and three instances of fraud are all misdemeanors.”

“Put your hands down,” Rivka told Heimer. “Dennicron, what is your proposed judgment?”

Dennicron looked from Heimer to Rivka and back at the perp. “One year in Jhiordaan. No funds were committed to complete the fraud, but the readiness of the force in question was impacted. A statement must be made that this behavior will not be tolerated.”

“Done!” Rivka declared. She fixed Heimer with a stern look. “One year in Jhiordaan for knowingly falsifying your proposal. I am suspending your sentence, which will be served in a probationary status. You’ll receive further instructions regarding contacting a probation officer. You will also not be allowed to work on any Federation contracts in any capacity for the next ten years.”

“But that means I’ll lose my job. I’m the contract officer. It’s my responsibility to see that the contract elements are met.”

“You mean, the elements like recruiting and training, which are grossly lacking under the contract because of your falsifications?”

“Like those, and others! We’re working the issue now regarding advanced weaponry. I’m close to securing railguns for the entire Trans-Pac. Let me finish that. I’m close.”

“Alas, I can’t let you dangle that carrot. You have to be able to give this to another for them to manage. You have to because that is how it must be. Chaz, contact the Belzonian government and have them remove Heimer Truasse’s access to any systems that interact with the Federation.

“That’s all of them,” he gasped, putting his head down on his desk and starting to cry. His coiffure was utilitarian but still stood tall, and it shook with his sobs.

“Sorry. You’ve committed a crime that, on its surface, may not seem heinous, but in the bigger picture, lower army readiness means more deaths, both Belzonian and soldiers of the planet to which they’ve deployed. Deaths that were preventable if the Federation knew the truth and had funded what needed to be funded in a timely manner. The Trans-Pac is preparing to deploy. They will go, even though their numbers are down, and heaven help them if they get into the middle of a raging conflict. You bear some responsibility for that, should it come to pass.”

Rivka headed into the hallway. Once Chaz confirmed that Heimer’s system access was blocked, the others joined her.

“Good work, people. One of our quicker cases. Perp identified and secured. No harsh language. No running. No shooting. Makes me want to take a casual walk in a forest. Maybe we can visit the hills to the east of the city with a view to die for if our driver is to be believed. Only one line satisfied, and my sole possession of no running and no blood is holding strong. I could be rich.”

“From when we arrived, it has been nineteen hours and fifteen minutes to the arrest. No other lines are satisfied at present. Congratulations to some guy named Ignacio for his winning arrest bid.”

“People we don’t even know are betting on us to bleed. I think I might have to shut this down.” Rivka shook her head while she waited for the elevator.

“You don’t want to do that, Magistrate,” Red suggested. “This is galactic-level entertainment, plus, they let me buy spots. I’m betting on the home team to win every time.”

“You probably shouldn’t bet at all. That doesn’t make me feel good when you have money riding on when someone starts bleeding.”

“I can’t bet that line or running. But the swearing and arrest lines? You bet I’m in on those.”

“Let’s see if we can make it through this one without getting twisted up inside. I guess we’ll let it ride. For now.”

They strode to the exit and outside, where they waved to the driver. He gestured for them to stay where they were, then rolled out of his spot and came to the front door. “I’ll sit in the back,” Rivka said. The others agreed.

“What did I do?” the driver wondered.

“Take us to the hills to the east to the view that you recommended.”

The driver looked proud of himself but then stopped. “Don’t you have an appointment with the premier?”


CHAPTER NINE



Trans-Pacific Task Force Training Fields

“When I give the command to fall out, you will take yourselves to the barracks and clean up for weapons training on the range. You have one hour. Fall out!” Monsoon stayed rock-steady as the mass formation took one step backward before executing an about-face and running for the barracks.

The sergeant major strode toward Cory and the colonel. “Thank you for joining us on the run, ma’am.”

“Cory. My name is Cory.” She put her hands on her hips to emphasize her point. His face twitched. Shouting behind him drew his attention. Three soldiers were pushing each other in a heated exchange.

Monsoon looked at Cory, then at the colonel, then over his shoulder at the melee.

“Stop that,” he shouted before looking at the ground.

“Crantis.” Cory stepped close, to the point where they were almost touching. “It’s okay to swear. Sometimes when a soldier needs his shit tightened up, there is only one way to do it.”

A slow smile spread across his face, and he seemed to grow taller. “I’ll be right back,” he said softly before storming toward the offending trio.

“I thought you didn’t swear?” Jake asked.

“Like all words, one must use the right ones at the right time for the greatest impact.”

Monsoon swelled as he filled his lungs with air. “Lock your nasty bodies in the position of attention, you crack-snacking piss pustules. Fucking shit-pinching sewer slugs. I said, attention!” Spittle flew from his face in a broad spray across the offending threesome. “Who the fuck can tell me what’s going on? Shut your hole! I don’t want to hear it. Why aren’t you in the barracks? Shut it! Why do you keep trying to pollute my good air with your lies? Shut up! To the first marker and back. Last one to finish gets guard duty on the deployment pallets, starting tonight. Now run!”

They staggered backward under the full broadside before realizing they had to go. The three took off running, one faster than the others.

“Looks like your fast boy gets over,” Cory noted.

“The only way they don’t get duty is if all three finish together. We win as a unit.”

“Show me around?”

“It would be the greatest pleasure of my day to do that.” He offered his arm, and she took it.

The colonel watched them go before running for the Vengeance, where Marcie and Kae were knee-deep in trying to acquire railguns.

He found his way to the room they used as an operations center, where both of them were arguing on different comm channels.

When they both angrily closed the connections, they found Jake staring at them.

Kae shrugged and smiled. “Jake, my man. What’s up?”

“I’m thinking we won’t be getting railguns.”

“No one has eight thousand railguns in stock. Even if they jacked production through the roof, they couldn’t fill the order in less than a month,” Kae replied.

“At least for some of the special units we’ve been working with? Not even a few hundred? It’s only a couple hundred, barely more than fifty if you keep rounding up. And up.” Jake put on his innocent face.

Marcie joined the conversation. “That is in the works, but those are at least a week out.”

“Bad Company?” Jake wondered.

“Next call is to my dad.”

“And my mom to see if the Keeg production facility can run off the number we need.”

“The Federation, the most powerful organization to ever grace the universe and to get what we need to keep the peace, and we have to call for favors from Mom and Dad.”

“Bureaucrats gotta bureaucrat.” Kae frowned and looked at the floor.

“That’s the second time I’ve heard that. You Waltons really don’t like bureaucracy, do you?”

“What makes you say that? We like paperwork just as much as the next person, as long as that person hates paperwork.”

“It’s an army. It runs on paperwork, bad coffee, and no sleep.”

“You’re bringing me down, man!” Kae stated, wearing a half-smirk. “We need the improved firepower.”

“You first or me?” Marcie asked.

“Maybe give Christina a call?” Kae looked hopeful about his suggestion.

“You mean, the women’s club?”

“I mean, whatever club it takes to get us some damn railguns. I’m not too proud. Do I need to sell my body?” Kae stood and started to swivel his hips.

“You haven’t given us a break to get our reality show off the ground yet, but this has to go in there, too. You guys are a wealth of comedy gold. Monsoon and I are going to get rich.”

Kae glanced around the room to confirm they were alone. “Where is the sergeant major?”

Jake hesitated before answering.

“What’s wrong?” Marcie stood and put a hand on his shoulder.

“He’s entertaining your sister. I’m sorry. There was no stopping the love freighter.”

“He’s what?” Kae looked for a seat. “Cory and Monsoon?”

“How about those railguns?” Jake said. “We’ll take whatever we can get. What about power combat suits? A mech company would go a long way in filling the gap from our advanced weapons shortcomings.”

Marcie tried to comfort Kae by patting his head while making faces. “If Monsoon can win her over, then good for him. It’s time for her to get back into the saddle. It’s been a couple years since her husband died. Life is too short to be lonely.”

Kae looked up, his mouth hanging open. “If I got waxed, how long would you wait?”

“About fifteen minutes. Chop-chop! We got things to do,” Marcie quipped. “So much man candy out there and so little time. Do you plan on getting offed? Because if you do, I could put out some feelers.”

Kae looked at Braithwen for support.

“Don’t look at me. We’re usually not monogamous, but we can make exceptions when the bond is exceptional.”

“Exceptions when exceptional. Profound.”

“If we lose Crantis for the Friday Night Fights, then we’ll have an opening.”

“Is that like a fight club? I didn’t think you were supposed to talk about it.”

“How long have you been on Belzimus working with Belzonians?”

“Five months?” Kae wasn’t sure.

Marcie came to his rescue. “It’s an orgy, Kae. They’re Belzonians. Their recreation is different from ours. Where we might go hiking, they might not.”

Kae avoided making eye contact with Jake.

“Humans.” Jake shook his head.

Kae straightened before blowing out a long breath and reaching for the comm system.

“Hey, Dad, how’s it hanging?” Kaeden started once the signal connected.

“Hold one. I have a tricky five-iron to the green.” A whoosh and a smack came over the comm. “Hang on. HANG ON! Bite. BITE! You little bastard. You ingrate.”

Kae and Marcie looked at the comm device. “Are you talking to me?” Kae wondered.

“No. The ball. I’m in the rough. Char is up closer, but she’s already laying three.”

“Who is she laying?” Kae joked.

“Not who! Maybe we raised you wrong. This is the fine game of golf. Your mother has already hit her third shot. Her fourth, the birdie stroke, is coming from the fairway. I’m in the rough in three because my massive guns have driven the ball so far.” They didn’t have to see his face to know Terry Henry wore his best smug expression.

“We’ll see,” Charumati said from the background. The next sound they heard was the telltale click of a club hitting the ball. “Find your home, little fella.”

“Damn. She’s put it close. Putting for par, but I’m up there in three.”

“Is it better to be in the rough than on the green?”

“Well, no.”

Char laughed and took over the comm, switching to visual. They were at the golf simulator in Terry’s and Char’s All Guns Blazing franchise.

“He hates getting his ass kicked by us short-knockers who keep the ball in play. I don’t think you called us to talk about our golf game, though. What’s up?”

“Two things,” Kae started. “First, we need eight thousand shoulder-fired railguns, but we’ll settle for three hundred.”

“We’re out of the business, dear,” Char replied. “But I could make a couple calls. I don’t see three hundred as a problem.” She looked off-screen. “Your father gave me two thumbs-up. We’ll see what we can do. You said there were two things?”

“Cory has a boyfriend,” Kae blurted.

“I’m so glad to see her embracing the future.” Char smiled into the camera.

Terry pulled himself into view until his face filled the screen.

“Who is he?”

“Well, you’ve met him. He’s the sergeant major here…”

Terry's face turned red, and he interrupted. “We’re on our way.” The line went dead.

“What? No!” Kae frantically tried to reconnect, but the signal wouldn’t go through. His father had turned off their unit. “Holy shit! What did we do?”

“What did you do? Now Cory is going to be pissed. The sergeant major is going to get killed. The unit is going to fall apart. And it’s because you felt like calling home.” Marcie held her hands out, clapping silently. “Nice job. You better tell her. I’d kick your ass for doing that, but I think you’ll get yours soon enough, and when they come, they’ll be fast and furious. You’re going to be little more than a grease stain on the fabric of history. It’s been nice being married to you. Like I said, I can put out feelers.”

Marcie tossed her hips as she strolled away, head held high.

“How in the hell am I going to fix this?”

“You’ll figure it out, or you’ll be road-pizza,” Jake said. “But after the live-fire exercise. They need to shoot better if we’re going to give them railguns. Can you imagine the damage they’ll do with such fine weaponry?”

“The safest place to be is where they’re aiming. They shot our spaceship.”

“That’s your number one guy if I’m not mistaken.”

“He got better.” Kae chewed his lip. “Now all I need to do is fix this massive goat rope I got myself into. It’s going to be tough. Dad’s coming, and he’s bringing hell with him.”

“Maybe we can get him to join us for the op? Mechs. Terry Henry Walton. Charumati. The warring parties on Forbearance will be surrendering in droves.”

“We can only hope. Let’s go shoot some helpless targets. That’ll make me feel better.” Kae slapped Jake on the back. “It’ll make you feel better, too.”

“I’m taking notes for our Humans Are Insane reality show, nothing more.” Jake shrugged and followed Kaeden out. “What about the Magistrate? Is she going to be a help or a hindrance?”

“The jury is still out. Better stay on your toes until we know for sure.”


CHAPTER TEN



Wyatt Earp, Briefing Room

“We conduct an after-action following our cases to make sure we are doing everything in compliance with the law, as well as to review what we did right and what we could do better.”

“I didn’t learn very much about interrogations,” Dennicron said.

“Rarely do they spill their guts like that with the first question. It almost makes me think I’m overpaid.”

“We get paid?” Chaz wondered. “How much?”

“I don’t even know what I get paid, but I’ll check with Grainger and the High Chancellor. Even interns should be paid. You have bodies to pay off.”

“Our awesome rides were a gift from the Singularity, but I would like to treat the little lady to a night out on the town every now and then.”

Rivka tried to discern from his current emotionless expression what the hell he was trying to accomplish. She settled on a less contentious course of action: chess. She needed to stay ahead of the SIs.

“You’ll get paid,” Rivka reiterated.

Chaz frowned his disappointment at not getting a rise from Rivka. She steeled her expression, but inside, she was smiling. “What are the other takeaways?” Rivka pressed.

Dennicron spoke. “Research ahead of time and direct access to the data systems helped us discover the inconsistencies. We should always do that.”

“Before you guys, Ankh and Erasmus took care of that. That’s why we have the discs that we use surreptitiously when inside facilities. I think his discs are scattered halfway across the galaxy. Is that legal?”

“With a warrant, yes. Have you ever issued a pre-dated post facto warrant?”

“I’d like to say no because I haven’t. Magistrates have systems that are integrated and record every action in both local time and most importantly, Yoll standard time for synchronized chronologies should an issue be raised where it is heard on Yoll.”

“Do you always have a warrant?” Chaz asked. He already knew the answer.

“I didn’t always, but when I start a case, even though there is a presumption of innocence, I grant warrants for target sources such as people and computer systems before I step foot off the ship. At least, that’s been my modus operandi, my MO for the past six months.”

“I thought only perps had MOs,” Chaz quipped.

“I like to use it for myself. If you prefer, you can say SOP.”

“Standard operating procedures. I like that better. I shall add ‘warrant’ to the checklist of actions to take prior to first engagement with the suspects and witnesses.”

Rivka nodded, envious of their ability to store information instantly for use and recall at any time. “If Heimer’s case went to trial and without his confession, would we have enough evidence to convict him?”

Chaz and Dennicron looked at each other as they collaborated on developing an answer. Another point to be envious of.

Dennicron took the lead. “We calculate a ninety-five-point-three percent chance of conviction before a neutral jury.”

Rivka had guesstimated ninety percent because it was a solid case. His confession moved the conviction to ninety-nine percent. Nothing was ever one hundred percent. She had learned that in law school.

Chaz leaned forward. “With the preponderance of evidence against him, it was inevitable to extract a confession from him.”

“Some people hold out.”

“Heimer isn’t some people,” Chaz replied.

Rivka leaned back before dipping her head in appreciation of her interns’ deeper understanding of those who committed crimes. White-collar criminals faded quickly under the blazing light of scrutiny.

“What can we do better next time?”

“Get a better ride?” Chaz suggested. Dennicron nodded vigorously.

“I have to say that I agree. Do we have any Ts to cross or Is to dot?”

“This case is solid. Bad guys are corrected, and the good guys keep moving forward.”

“Did Heimer learn his lesson?”

Chaz forced himself to laugh. “There is no doubt that he did.”

“What do you say we commute his sentence and let him work contracts?”

Dennicron gripped Chaz’s arm while they stared at each other. After thirty seconds, Rivka wondered if they had descended into an infinite loop. After a minute, she got up to find Ankh and let him know there was a problem. By the time Rivka reached the door, they had come out of their self-induced stasis.

“That doesn’t compute,” Chaz admitted.

Rivka crossed her arms and leaned against the door. “Oh, to have Sahved here to bounce ideas off.”

Chaz and Dennicron faced each other once more.

“Stop it!” Rivka threw herself on the table so she could wave a hand between them to break their concentration.

They turned toward her. “We were attempting to consolidate the data and our thoughts. We are getting conflicting input.”

“Then listen to me. This is an obstacle you will have to negotiate if you are ever to be turned loose as Magistrates. What is the right thing to do by the victims and by the one who committed the crime? Did Heimer learn his lesson? The answer is yes. The fact that he came clean to us is an element in his favor and adds to our understanding. Is there a chance that he will ever do it again? I doubt it. And what kind of controls do we have at the Federation level to prevent this kind of fraud?”

“We failed to look at that side of this contract,” Dennicron admitted.

“Exactly. Someone at the Federation reviewed this bid. There was only one, so it should have drawn scrutiny, although that’s the same reasoning for why there should be none. If it failed, then there would be no bids. What kind of pressure was the Federation contracting office under to get this deal done?”

“We don’t have those answers.”

“What do you say we get Heimer on the comm and talk to him about it before we reinstate his access to the systems? It’s the right thing to do and costs us nothing.”

Chaz and Dennicron looked at each other before freezing in position.

“Guys?” Rivka leaned back and tried to imagine staring at a burning candle. It didn’t work. “Clevarious, could you please use the holodisplay above the conference table to project a burning candle for me?”

“Of course.” Instantly a flame flickered and danced. Rivka stared at it for two seconds before Chaz and Dennicron returned to the present.

“That’s interesting. Does it have some bearing on the case?” Dennicron asked.

“It gives me something to do when my interns disappear.”

“We’ve been here the whole time. I don’t believe we’ve left.” Chaz turned to face Dennicron.

“Don’t do that, please.” Rivka tried to remain calm. “I’m going to say this one time; it sets my hair on fire when you commune and disappear without letting me know that you need time to think.”

“We don’t know how long it will take. This is critical information that is a significant departure from everything we know. It’s easy to analyze and report on the findings. It is critically different to not only draw conclusions but sit in judgment based on incomplete information. It could take us a while to get our heads wrapped around it, to use your phraseology.”

“I understand. I need you not to disappear on me. Simply tell me that you’ll need to review it before you can form an opinion.”

“We’ll need to review it before we can form an opinion,” they said in unison.

Rivka nodded, lips pressed tightly together. The candle continued to burn. She watched it for a few moments. “Clevarious, please contact Heimer Truasse. I would like to talk with him.”

They waited impatiently. The SIs used the opportunity to commune, holding hands instead of hugging each other. It took two minutes, but when the video system came to life, a disheveled Heimer looked at her through bloodshot eyes.

“Tough night?” she asked.

“Just a little. I’m sorry, Magistrate, for causing you such grief.”

She raised an eyebrow at Chaz and Dennicron. “I have a couple questions, and then I’m willing to commute your sentence and restore your access to all systems. Does that sound like something you’d be interested in?”

He shook his head as if trying to dislodge a recalcitrant mosquito. “I must still be drunk. I thought I heard you say I could go back to work.”

“You may be able to, but first, I need you to sober up. I want to ask you about the Federation. After the proposal was submitted, you, as the point of contact for Belzimus, had to receive inquiries related to the proposal. Who did you talk to?”

He blinked rapidly to try to clear his vision, scratching himself while collecting his wits. “It was a Yollin named Ma’kair.”

Rivka looked at Chaz. He and Dennicron delivered knowing smiles and immediately started digging into the Federation database to look for that individual.

“Anyone else?”

“No. The beauty of the Federation system is the single point of contact.”

“Could also be a single point of failure. Did this Ma’kair ask for anything extra, like a payment or a backchannel?”

Heimer looked away with a furrowed brow as he pushed way too hard for his addled brain to provide the information he was looking for. Rivka knew the answer from the delay.

“Nothing untoward, but a backchannel. He did mention there would be a one percent fee deducted from the monthly payments.”

Rivka put her head in her hands and rubbed her temple. “Do you know where that fee went because the Federation doesn’t deduct fees from funds it awards under a contract.”

“They don’t?”

“You are not to mention this to anyone. You will clean yourself up and take your ass to work. You have a job to do, making sure this army is ready to deploy to Forbearance. Thank you for your answers. We may have more questions, but as of this moment, I am commuting your sentence. Full access to all systems will be restored momentarily. Welcome back, now go forth and commit no more crimes, even with the best of intentions. Don’t let me hear your name again.”

“No, Magistrate, and thank you. I’ll have a glass of beavertail, and that will fix me right up. I’ll be on my way to work as soon as Belzonian-possible.”

Rivka cut the link. Bursting with enthusiasm, Chaz and Dennicron were ready to speak. Rivka tipped her chin at them.

They spoke at the same time. Stopped, then started again.

“Dennicron?” Rivka asked, cutting Chaz off. When it had been just Chaz in the ship, he had a monopoly on his opinion. Rivka thought it time for him to share the stage.

“We are accessing records now, but on the face of it, it appears that the full amount was transferred to Belzimus. On this end, the amount less one percent arrived. Somewhere during the transmission, one percent was skimmed.” She shook her head.

Chaz scowled. “That shouldn’t happen.”

“Maybe an SI was involved. In fact, an SI had to be involved, didn’t they? No one transfers those amounts without their assistance,” Rivka replied. “Please notify the Embassy of the Singularity of my suspicions. Let’s discuss the matter with that individual, and you have the lead. Please get me that information. In the meantime, Clevarious, connect me with the High Chancellor.”

“It is the middle of the night in Yoll’s capital city,” Clevarious replied.

“Thanks. This doesn’t rate waking up the High Chancellor, but keep your ear to the ground. Please inform me the second he starts taking calls.”

“Yes, Magistrate. Do you wish to continue displaying the burning candle?”

Rivka stared at it, mesmerized by the dancing flame. “Yes. New policy. Unless something else is being displayed, project the candle. It helps me focus.”

“Your wish is my command,” Clevarious said.

While she was trying to formulate an appropriate reply, Chaz piped up. “The Singularity is on it. One of our people is in the middle of those transactions. He is being interrogated at present, and we should have information for you shortly.”

“Who is interrogating him?”

“I am, with Dennicron. Erasmus and Freya are observing.”

Rivka chuckled. She had always accepted that the SIs could multitask, but now as seemingly living and breathing creatures, she had a hard time reconciling that they had the same capabilities as before, plus they were mobile. She stared at the candle while she waited.

“Simulacris is not forthcoming. He has locked down, but Erasmus is prying his systems open. The raw data is behind a wall that even we cannot penetrate. We will need Federation treasury access.”

“We need the High Chancellor to issue that access. Although I can, I won’t, not when the treasury is in his backyard. Prepare the request. I’ll look it over and forward it. What do you think you’ll find with Simulacris?”

Chaz frowned. “I think we’ll find one of our own flaunting the rules. If that is the case, then he will need to be punished after being forcibly removed from his position. We cannot have one of our people betray their position of trust.”

“What would it take for this SI to be swayed by Ma’kair?”

“The same things that motivate meatbags, no disrespect intended,” Chaz stated. “Power.”

“What would an SI do with illicit money?”

Chaz assumed the blank expression he adopted when communing with other SIs. He started to frown, and it turned into a scowl. Rivka wasn’t sure what it meant. She returned to staring at the candle, expecting they would tell her in due time.


CHAPTER ELEVEN



Trans-Pacific Task Force Training Fields

“When do we get to fire the railguns?” a soldier asked.

Sergeant Major Monsoon’s lip started to quiver. He swallowed and worked his jaw, then clasped his hands behind his back and meandered toward the soldier. He stepped to well within arm’s reach. Monsoon moved his head to the left and right, examining the side of the man’s head.

“What do you think I’m looking for, Private?”

“I don’t know, but I suspect you’ll tell me.”

Monsoon closed his eyes and took two deep breaths before opening them again. “I’m looking for fish gills because those words that came out of your mouth couldn’t have been generated by a Belzonian. Your body must have been taken over by a fish. You know, the ones that stare blankly while you bludgeon them?” The soldier didn’t understand. Cory looked at Braithwen, but he shook his head. “Why would anyone give you a railgun when you can’t even shoot your issued weapon? What would a railgun do for you, son?”

“Hit the target,” the soldier ventured.

Monsoon grasped his heart and started to stagger before lunging forward until his nose was nearly touching the private’s. “No. You’re still going to miss the target because you’re not aiming right. Sight alignment. Sight picture. Focus on the front sight post; let the target be fuzzy. Squeeze the trigger without jerking. The only thing a railgun is going to do is allow you to miss your target faster and destroy more of the world behind your target. Is that what you want, Private?”

“No, Sergeant Major. The private wants to destroy the enemies of the Federation.” He didn’t sound convincing.

“Shoot your target, and maybe someday, when you’ve graduated from backdrop-slayer to soldier, someone may be kind enough to give you a railgun. Until then, SIGHT ALIGNMENT AND SIGHT PICTURE!” The sergeant major pointed to the firing line while compulsively clenching and unclenching his fist. “Your failure to hit your target is going to get me killed, and I don’t want to be killed. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, Sergeant Major.” The private tried to salute and ended up dropping his shoulder-fired slugthrower.

The squad leader raced over to pick up the rifle and guide the private away. Monsoon looked at the sky, begging heaven for an intervention.

“Sergeant Major,” Colonel Braithwen said nearly under his breath. Monsoon couldn’t look that way because he felt the individual’s failure reflected on him. Cory was there, and he was showing her that he couldn’t live up to her expectations of what a military man should be. Jake crooked a finger.

Monsoon straightened and marched over. “Sir?”

“Think back to six months ago when we first arrived from Yoll. Now look at them. They’ve come light-years. They’ve been blooded. They are a professional fighting force even though they have lots of room for improvement.”

“I don’t want them to die,” Monsoon clarified. “They need to fight better. We got lucky on Kor’nar. We can’t count on luck on Forbearance.”

Cory leaned close. “You can count on those soldiers,” she said softly. “You can count on the leadership. You can count on me. I have to go to the barracks and start the sessions with the combat medics. I hope you’ll be able to join me for dinner.”

“On the Vengeance?”

“Out in town. You can show me around.”

“I don’t have a vehicle, ma’am.”

“Cory, please. We’ll grab a taxi. What is a person’s need for things that they would seldom use?”

Monsoon stared into her eyes. “It is best not to acquire things that are easily left behind.”

“Shepherd your resources for what matters.” Cory bowed her head slightly. “If you’ll excuse me.” She waved before walking away.

Monsoon watched her go.

“Are we going to lose you?” Jake wondered.

The sergeant major glanced in his direction. “Pretty sure, yeah.”

“Good for you.” Jake clapped a hand on his friend’s back. “What do you say we jack up these cock-rockets and get them sending well-aimed rounds downrange?”

“Nothing would make me happier than seeing well-aimed rounds headed downrange. But you know what we’re going to get? Shit splatters.” He faced the soldiers near his end of the firing line. “Those poor targets have never been so embarrassed by the deluge of bad shots! Why don’t you shoot blindfolded? You’ll probably hit the target just as often,” the sergeant major bellowed as he walked casually down the line.

The acrid smell of burnt gunpowder filled the air. He took a deep breath and exhaled with a cheer.

“Smells like victory. You there! Nice shot. Tickling the bullseye. Give that man a cigar!”

Others snickered down the line. “Not that kind, you morons. Keep your eyes on the target. Shoot straight. Shoot to kill. Oorah, jiz lips. Reload!”

Despite the sergeant major’s colorful tirades, smiles abounded, and the soldiers delivered withering and accurate fire. In the debrief, the leadership team would tell them it was a job well done while warning them that shooting accurately under fire was completely different.

But the unit had been under fire. They understood what it was like, trying to shoot with an enemy focused on killing the Belzonians first.

Braithwen followed Monsoon, stopping to make minor corrections among the soldiers sending rounds downrange.

The targets didn’t stand a chance. “Nice shot. Keep doing what you’re doing but faster.”

The soldiers were starting to understand. He waved at a company commander. “Your boys look good,” he told him when he was close enough to deliver his message. The lieutenant beamed. They shook hands, and the colonel moved on. At the far end, he spotted Marcie doing the same thing. Elsewhere on the range, Kaeden was in his powered combat armor, working with the tanks.

The initial estimate of combat on Forbearance suggested the tanks would be easily taken out by available advanced weapons. Kae countered by suggesting that would not happen if the tanks fired first. He was trying to get a platoon of mech-trained warriors from the Bad Company.

He would continue to try, even if they reached Forbearance without them.

Braithwen’s attention went back to the soldiers on the firing line, three deep, one firing, one observing, and one preparing to fire. They would be the key to victory: the foot soldier, the smallest target on an advanced battlefield. They needed to keep their heads down and fire well-aimed rounds faster.

“Pick up the pace, Private!” he bellowed, not yelling at anyone in particular. He winked at the company commander and continued down the line, hands clasped behind his back as he strolled.

He caught sight of the sergeant major far ahead, demonstrating how to pull the blaster into a shoulder to form a more stable firing position. He turned the soldier loose with the greatest care.

No one doubted Sergeant Major Crantis Monsoon wanted every single soldier to survive combat. He was the soldier’s soldier. He’d survived. He would have had more scars if it weren’t for the nanocytes coursing through his veins, scars that told his story far better than any chest full of medals.

“Scars make the Belzonian soldier what he is,” Colonel Jake Braithwen philosophized. “Six months ago, our army had no scars, but by the gods, they do now. Embrace them, boys. Embrace your wounds and know that you lived to fight another day. You have another chance to prove what you’re made of, another chance to honor the memory of those who died.”

He found himself staring into the distance while the soldiers nearby stopped what they were doing to listen.

“No one dies in vain. Not on my watch, gentlemen. Hit what you aim at, or you’ll get the sergeant major’s boot up your ass!” He smiled at them and moved on. He was far too cultured to send his own boot into their nether regions.

Wyatt Earp, Magistrate’s Quarters

“Magistrate. You asked me to inform you about those things you wish to be informed of. I believe this falls into that category,” Clevarious said. Floyd bounced around the room while Tyler chased her.

“Sounds mysterious. Go ahead and tell me.”

“Grainger is active on his ship, and it is daytime. If you were inclined to call him, now might be an optimal time.”

“Well done, C! Connect me, please.” Rivka settled into the middle of her holodisplay.

Grainger appeared on the screen. “Rivka.”

“Grainger,” Rivka replied casually. “I have evidence of a crime.”

“No shit.” Grainger started to shake his head and then shrugged. “I hope this isn’t a new trend, that you want to call me when you find evidence of a crime.”

“I’m doing my best not to look behind you and had to say something.”

“Jael is ashore working a suspect. She has bodyguards—a couple burly souls—since you were worried about her.”

“I was. The crime is within the contract payments. The funds left the Federation fully intact and arrived one percent short. We have a statement that the contracting officer had said there would be a one percent fee. The Singularity is questioning the AI controlling the system. I will pass the request to the High Chancellor to roust the contracting officer and see if he’ll come clean regarding how he did it and where the credits went.”

“Valid questions. The High Chancellor will take it for action, I have no doubt. His schedule is light right now because the criminals are laying low for the time being. We’ve broken some major crime rings lately. We haven’t gotten together to review the work done by Bustamove and Cheese Blintz. Really good work. And you, too. The Magistrates are making a big difference in the Federation. It’s a safe place for people to live and make the most of themselves.”

“Thanks, Lieblen. I appreciate your sincerity. The SI in charge of the transfers is called Simulacris. I would have thought it was TOM or ADAM—you know, the originals. Those guys are the godfathers of artificial intelligence. Is there any way we can talk with them?”

“That would be for Erasmus.”

“I’m sure he consults with them, but I have never heard that they want to get involved in politics. I think they got that from Bethany Anne. Maybe they like being retired. But,” Rivka paused for effect, “I believe they built the system that’s being used. It would help to know how it could be exploited. Still, the sentient intelligence that runs it should be the epitome of trustworthy.”

“One would hope. Did you ever discover anything more on the dark money that runs in the background?” Grainger picked at his face as if nothing important were being discussed, although the dark money was one of the greatest secrets in the Federation. Rivka had discovered a mention of it during her art theft and smuggling case, but she was never able to find factual data regarding its existence.

“Nothing but dead ends. Do you know something you’re not telling me?”

“I know all kinds of things I don’t tell you, but dark money isn’t one of them. I have no idea how it works or who is behind it. You’d think Erasmus and his people would be able to find it. How do you hide the sums necessary to prop up planetary governments? I don’t see how it’s possible. What if it’s a ruse?”

“The art money came from somewhere, and the amounts were stupid-huge. I’m at a loss, but we’ll keep chipping away. The veneer will crack off when the time is right. Until then, we have people skimming funds. Now that you’ve planted the seed, is this a dark money funnel? Is this the only contract that’s being siphoned? So many questions. Why did you call me when you don’t have answers?” Rivka pounded her fist into her hand for emphasis.

Grainger pursed his lips and stared at the camera. “You called me.”

“You should have more answers, Grainger. You’re killing me.”

“I didn’t even know the questions until eighteen seconds ago. I have my own case, thank you very much.”

“Not going well? You sound defensive. Maybe if you were less defensive and more answer-y, you’d feel better about yourself.” Rivka raised one hand to gesture that her point had been fairly made.

“I’m hanging up now,” Grainger reached for the screen.

“Have fun beating confessions out of your suspects.” Rivka pressed the end button first.

She stared at the blank screen. “Clevarious, next time I ask you to call Grainger, talk me out of it.”

Rivka dropped her holoscreens and stood. Tyler and Floyd were no longer running around.

“What do you say we go outside and get some fresh air?”

“I’m all for that,” Tyler agreed. He opened the door to the corridor and Floyd bounced out, with Rivka close behind. They took the long way to the airlock and left the normal way instead of lowering the cargo bay door.

The sun shone, making Belzimus seem idyllic. Rivka, Tyler, and Floyd headed down the ramp into the fresh air.

Fresh until the smell of gunpowder wafted past. Serene until the clatter of small-arms fire reached them.

Rivka stretched her arms toward the sky. “It’s like being on vacation in a war zone.”

“It’s like being wherever you are,” Tyler countered.

“It does kind of bring a certain level of comfort.”

Red pounded down the ramp, face bright crimson. Lindy leaned against the hatch with her arms crossed.

“What’s up, big guy?” Rivka asked.

“You put yourself at risk every time you step outside this ship. Do you want to get yourself killed?”

“I think most of the time, they are shooting at you and not me. Although there are few data points, I think the answer is clear. It’s you.”

“It’s not me!” Red looked for support and got irked when he saw Lindy laughing. “It’s all fun and games until somebody gets their head blown off.” He pointed at Rivka. “Think of the little people. You’d be putting us out of a job.”

“Please don’t die because then we’ll be unemployed. Red, your empathy is touching. It gets me right here.” Rivka tapped the center of her chest.

“It’s true. Since you obviously don’t care about yourself, you can care about us. Look at Tyler. He closed his practice to join you righting the galaxy’s wrongs.”

“And fixing you after you’ve been shot. Don’t forget that part. It’s not the first time, which takes me back to my original point. I think they’re shooting at you because you’re so big and handsome. Men of the universe are intimidated and jealous.”

Red couldn’t tell if she was kidding.

From the hill above the training fields, a lone figure jogged toward them. Still a kilometer away, they could tell it was Cory. Floyd started running toward her but grew tired and petered out halfway there. Cory strolled by and swept the big girl into her arms.

When she arrived, she asked, “Do wombats always get this big?”

Rivka shrugged. “She’s the only one I know, so yes, every wombat I have ever met grew to exactly that size.”

Cory raised one eyebrow before burying her face in Floyd's fur and blowing. “Do you miss Groenwyn?”

Yes! Floyd cheered. Is Groeny coming?

“I’m sorry, little girl, not yet. She’s not here yet.”

Soon?

“Ack! What have I done,” Cory cried. “Not for a while. She is helping her friend Lauton. Maybe they will both come to live with you.”

I like big bed, Floyd replied, happy once more.

“She likes the big bed?” Cory wondered.

Tyler nodded. “She’s a bed hog, and if I’m not mistaken, somebody slept on the couch last night.”

“I didn’t even do anything wrong and ended up on the couch. My fatal error was in staying up past when these two filled the bed. They were out cold and seeing who could snore louder.”

“I don’t snore louder than her!” Tyler looked skeptical. “She wakes me up with her snoring. I didn’t see her waking up from mine, so that pretty much settles it.”

“It settles nothing, couch boy.” Rivka turned to Cory. “It looks like I may have to run to Yoll, and I hope to convince Ankh and Erasmus to join me.”

Yes, we need to go to Yoll, Ankh replied to the group using the internal communication chip.

“I guess it’s settled then.” Rivka lifted her chin to the sky and closed her eyes, letting the sun shine on her while Red hovered nearby, lost without threats to the Magistrate’s life.

Rivka opened her eyes when she felt a tug on her arm. “Are you coming?” Ankh asked.

“What, now?”

“Of course. We need to check on the Singularity’s current factory orders, and this transfer issue is causing us some concern. We want to see Simulacris.”

“I’ll be right back,” Rivka told him. His expression remained neutral as it always was, but he tapped his foot briefly before walking to his ship, which was parked directly behind Wyatt Earp.

Red followed Rivka into the ship.

“You don’t need to come,” she said over her shoulder on her way to her quarters to pack what she needed for an overnight trip.

“With all due respect, bullshit. We’re both coming, and we’ll be armed.”

“They don’t take kindly to that on Yoll, but I know people in case you get tossed in a Yollin jail.”

“Make your jokes!” Red shouted as the Magistrate disappeared around the corner. He looked at Lindy. “Damn. Load up and hurry. I don’t think she’ll wait for us.”

“No shit.” Lindy brushed past Red on her way to the weapons locker, not to their quarters to get clothes or toiletries.

He watched her for a moment. “I don’t think I could love you more.”

They threw on their light body armor, vests with extra protection for their primary shooting arm as Red found out on Zaxxon Major, and light helmets. They went with handheld blasters, and of course, they brought their shoulder-fired railguns, Blazer and Mabel, cleaned, fully charged, and loaded.

“Here,” Lindy handed Mabel to Red. “I’ll pack for us. Block the door so Rivka doesn’t escape.”

He moved to the airlock. “Clevarious, no matter what, do not open the cargo bay for the Magistrate. Make her come this way when she leaves.”

“If the Magistrate gives an order, I have to follow it,” the SI replied.

“Vered command override, x-ray seven four.”

“Are you speaking in tongues?” Clevarious replied. “You don’t have command override.”

“I thought it was worth a try. At least let me know if she tries to sneak off.”

“Unless she orders me not to let you know,” Clevarious countered.

“You’re starting to bug me,” Red warned. “Where do you two think you’re going?”

Chaz and Dennicron trotted down the corridor. “We’re going with the ambassadors to Yoll.”

“For fuck’s sake! We should just take Wyatt Earp.”

“Capital idea!” Dennicron looked at Chaz.

“I agree,” he replied, leaning out the doorway. “All aboard. We’re going to Yoll!”

Red watched the others hurry into the ship, Cory still carrying Floyd. The last one in was Ankh.

“Let me know when we’ve arrived,” he said as he passed on his way to Engineering.

Red punched the big red button to close the outer airlock door.

The Magistrate appeared. In the cockpit, Clodagh was running through her pre-flight checklist.

“What the hell is going on?” Rivka demanded.

Red strolled down the corridor toward her. “You’ve been overruled, counselor.”

“I don’t get overruled.”

“Seems like everyone needed to go to Yoll for one reason or another. I don’t even know why you’re going, but we’ll figure it out.”

“To interrogate the suspect Ma’kair and learn how he’s skimming the funds. And Erasmus wanted to get up close and personal with his boy Simulacris.”

“Okay. So we’ll be going different places once we land. Got it.”

Lindy opened the door to the quarters she shared with Red, carrying a small overnight bag. “Don’t tell me.”

“We’re all going,” Red told her.

“I said… Never mind.” She tossed the bag into the room and closed the door. She held out her hand, and Red slapped Mabel into it. She slung it over her shoulder.

“Ankh has fixed the problems with the intra-atmospheric Gate,” Clevarious reported.

“He fixed them?” Rivka asked before she understood the implication. “Nooo!”

The ship slipped over the event horizon, jerking their very souls through the tops of their heads and twisting their guts inside-out. A tidal wave seemed to roll through the ship, slamming them into the walls and dumping them on the deck.

“If my head didn’t hurt so much, I’d go back there and kick Ankh’s ass. I’d slap him in the head to give it to Erasmus, too, for letting Ankh pull that stunt on us a second time. Twice!” She groaned through her attempt to shout at Engineering.

Red lay on his back, head sideways as he drooled on the deck. Lindy’s eyes fluttered, barely conscious. Rivka forced herself upright, suffering through a wave of paralyzing nausea.

“Ankh, that was worse than the first time. Don’t ever do that again. Ever.” A long, ear-piercing howl tore through the ship. Rivka staggered toward the sound, finding Clodagh unconscious and Tiny Man Titan shaking in terror. Down the second corridor leading past the cargo bay, Cory and Floyd were sprawled on the deck, consoling each other.

Rivka picked up Titan and cooed to him, checking Clodagh for a pulse and finding it strong and her breathing steady. Rivka staggered toward Engineering, where she opened the door and let Titan’s howls fill the space to maximize how much it would annoy Ankh, but he was out cold, his goggles twisted sideways on his head from where he’d fallen against an equipment rack.


CHAPTER TWELVE



Wyatt Earp, Outskirts of Yoll’s Capital City

Rivka checked Ankh’s pulse to find it weak. She picked him up and carried him out of Engineering on her way to the Pod-doc. Erasmus? she tried, but the SI wasn’t responding either. Tiny Man Titan tried to run after her but gave up and laid down once he reached the corridor.

She knew she wasn’t responsible, but it concerned her. The ambassadors were part of her ship, and she felt the obligation to protect them. Times like this suggested she needed to go further to protect them from themselves.

“Clevarious, you will never allow Wyatt Earp to be used to test new technology without my specific approval, do you understand?” Rivka’s head pounded, but she was the only crewmember with any wits at all. The others remained incapacitated in one way or another. It was up to her to get Ankh the medical help he needed so he’d be healthy later when she chewed his ass.

She made it to the Pod-doc and placed Ankh inside, then turned it on and let it run. Rivka had no idea how to program it for unique situations, so she left the diagnostics to the machine. She flopped heavily into the chair by the controls and rested her head in her hand for a moment before the Pod-doc declared the cycle complete and popped the lid.

Ankh climbed out and stared at her. “Don’t ever do that again,” she mumbled.

She didn't think the Crenellian would reply, but he did. “I will not do that again. You need a quick trip into the Pod-doc, as do all the others. There was some damage done to our vascular systems that needs to be repaired. The animals, too,” Ankh advised.

Rivka didn’t argue. She climbed inside and shut the lid. What seemed like mere seconds later, the lid popped and let her out.

She felt like a new person. “Get ‘em in. Clevarious, tell everyone to report to the Pod-doc for treatment. A quick cycle, about a minute to fix you up good as new. Where is Wenceslaus? He needs to go through it, too, and Floyd, and Titan.”

She hurried from the cargo bay, avoiding running into Cory as she lugged Floyd toward the Pod-doc.

“You go first,” Rivka told her but knew Cory wouldn’t. Chaz and Dennicron, help the crew get to the Pod-doc.

Yes, Magistrate. Erasmus has already informed us.

Erasmus and Ankh are on my shit list, Rivka replied.

An august and distinguished list, to which I would have added myself for such an error in judgment. I won’t ask for your forgiveness, but I will earn it through helping with your most intriguing case.

“We’ll talk about that later,” Rivka said out loud. “Right now, it’s about fixing the crew.”

Like zombies they appeared, staggering down the corridor one by one. “Where’s Wenceslaus?” Rivka asked, but Clodagh only shook her head. “Get yourself fixed up, then join the search until we find him.”

Clodagh helped support Ryleigh, who in turn kept Clodagh upright.

Dennicron appeared with Aurora and Kennedy, half-carrying them.

Rivka ran down the corridor to the bridge and then back toward Engineering. She stopped to help Red and Lindy to sit up.

Red held his head and muttered, “He needs to die for doing this to us twice. I want him dead.”

Rivka couldn’t have a war on the ship. “I approved this one. The fault was mine.”

“You did not,” Red replied, wincing at his inadvertent head shake.

“I’m going to grab Titan, and then I’m taking you two to the Pod-doc. It’ll fix you up right as rain. Have you seen Wenceslaus?”

“He was sniffing around the airlock back on Belzimus. That seems like yesterday. How long?”

Rivka didn’t have to check her datapad. “That was ten minutes ago.”

“Can I at least watch him get tortured for a good thirty minutes? Seeing that little fucker in pain and screaming would make me feel better.”

“No, it wouldn’t. I’ll be right back.” Rivka ran the few steps to the entrance to Engineering, where Titan had collapsed. She picked up his little body and knew something was wrong as he struggled to breathe. She sprinted past Red and Lindy. “I’ll be back.”

Red waved for her to keep going, but she was already gone. He and Lindy helped each other up and straggled down the corridor.

“Gangway!” Rivka shouted. “Clear the Pod-doc.” She ran in to find her people sprawled around the Pod-doc and Cory emerging from it while a worried Floyd bounced around.

Cory jumped aside to let Rivka through. She placed Tiny Man Titan inside and closed the hatch.

They waited. A minute stretched to three. Red and Lindy finally staggered in. The SCAMPs helped them in and down to the deck to wait their turn.

Clodagh hadn’t gone in yet. She grabbed Rivka’s arm. “Cole,” she gasped.

“Your room?”

A reluctant head nod. Cory moved to the controls and motioned for Rivka to go.

The Magistrate ran down the corridor to recover Cole from his quarters. Rivka had to carry him since he was still unconscious. When she delivered him to the cargo bay, she saw a glaring absence. She shot through the hatch and raced to her quarters, where she found Tyler twisted up on the floor. His eyes were barely open.

“I’m here for you, baby,” she told him, wondering why she’d thought of him last. She sat him up and leaned him over her shoulder to stand up and carry him to the cargo bay. Titan was still inside the Pod-doc. “Ankh? What’s going on with the dog?”

Cory moved out of the way as he studied the control panel. He started tapping icons on the screen and disappeared into the programming through the computer system’s link with Erasmus and his mind.

The lights on the screen started flashing as Ankh updated the commands. “Titan will have to finish his muscle buildup later, but his comm chip has been installed, and he should be able to talk with you now.”

Rivka had forgotten that the dog had not been in the Pod-doc, and standard procedure, unless instructed otherwise like they did with the settlers on Rorke’s Drift, was to install the comm device.

When the hatch popped, a slightly larger Tiny Man Titan, now nearly a kilogram and a half, jumped up and yapped his ear-splitting, high-pitched bark.

Sausages! Everyone heard. And he repeated it.

“What have I done?” Rivka asked. Clodagh sighed and held her head in her hands. Rivka looked around, “Cory, triage. Worst is first.”

Cory pointed at Cole. Rivka took his legs and Cory his arms, and they hoisted him up and in.

He was taken care of in a minute, and they cycled the crew through from unconscious to semi-conscious to the annoyed, like Red, who went last.

Before the lid closed, he made eye contact with Ankh. Red pointed to his own eyes and then at Ankh. I’m watching you.

Ankh looked at Rivka. “You probably don’t want to be here when he gets out of there,” the Magistrate advised.

“I have work to do,” Ankh announced and strode quickly out of the cargo bay.

“Wait!” Rivka yelled before he cleared the airlock, which sat with both doors open while they were within the atmosphere. “We need to find Wenceslaus.”

Ankh hesitated for a moment. “I need to go to my lab. I will use the equipment to search for him.”

The lid popped and Red sat up and looked around, smiling when he found Ankh was gone.

“No war,” Rivka told him.

“I made my point.”

“Enjoy the mayo for your fries,” Lindy remarked.

“Not waiting for Ankh. All hands search the ship. Stem to stern. Find the big orange cat, and let’s get him into the Pod-doc.” Rivka stopped Cory before she joined the others in filing out to search the ship. “What happened to us?”

“From what the Pod-doc found, there was significant vasoconstriction, which increased blood pressure while blood flow decreased. In some cases, the blood vessels were so narrow that little to no blood was getting through, even with the base nanocytes in our systems. This was a unique assault on our bodies, a product of the Etheric interaction within the atmospheric creation of the Gate’s event horizon.”

“Which means we don’t do that again, which is what Erasmus promised. I don’t think we’ll set ourselves up for strokes a third time.”

Sausages!

Rivka closed her eyes. “Can we reverse that?”

Cory shook her head. “Ethically, once sentience is realized, we can’t take it away.”

“That’s sentience?”

Titan!

“He knows his name. I can’t allow a regression.”

Rivka put her hand on Cory’s shoulder. “I know. I had to ask. I’ll feed him before I dig through my ship looking for a cat. Please inform the Pod-doc that it’s not to smart-up the cat whenever we deliver him.”

Sausages!

“Too late. I heard he calls the ship ‘Smells of Purple.’”

“I know when I have to throw in the towel. That time is now. I’ve lost this round.”

Sausages!

“That’s enough!” Rivka snapped.

Titan yipped, tucked his tail between his legs, and started to shake.

Rivka scooped him up. “I’m sorry, little man. Let’s get you a sausage, and then we have to find Wenceslaus. Can you use your dog nose to help us find our cat?”

Orange.

“Yes, the big orange.” Rivka vigorously scratched his ears and neck to take his mind off sausages, applauding her distraction until she entered the galley and he pummeled her mind with his joy of the impending sausage delivery.

Rivka dug into the refrigerator and settled for a slice of pepperoni pizza. She tore it in half and handed him the part with the most cheese and meat. He took it and ran to the door, where he waited for Rivka to open it. Once in the corridor, he ran for the bridge, where Clodagh kept a little bed for him.

Rivka checked behind the counter in the space where the extra freezers sat before leaving the galley to continue her search elsewhere.

He’s not aboard the ship, Ankh announced.

“Red!” Rivka yelled.

“Who said I had cat watch?” Red shouted back.

“Clevarious, send a message to Marcie and Kae to be on the lookout for Wenceslaus.”

Rivka hung her head for a moment before steeling herself, clenching her jaw, and returning to her quarters. She raised her holoscreens and started reading everything there was to know about Ma’kair and the Federation’s wire transfer system.

It was supposed to be secure and as simple as an email.

Supposed to be.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN



Vengeance, Belzonian Military Barracks

The bridge was quiet until Colonel Marcie Walton stormed onto it. “Get me the Magistrate,” she ordered.

“She left you a message,” the comm officer replied. “It says, be on the lookout for a big orange cat. His name is Wenceslaus.”

Marcie closed her eyes. “Can you connect me, please?”

The comm officer worked before a rough connection was made.

“You found him?” Rivka asked before anything else.

“Why is your cat on my ship?”

“Oh, good. You found him. You’ll want to set out a couple litter boxes. And for the record, he’s not my cat. He was your dad’s.”

“He was never my dad’s cat. He called Wenceslaus his arch-nemesis. He’s Clodagh’s cat.”

“Clodagh has a dog.”

“That doesn’t answer why he’s on my ship.” Marcie jammed her fists on her hips as she stared at the older technology, which only transmitted voice and not images.

“He’s his own person. You might want to hurry with those litter boxes. He likes tuna or any fish, actually. We’ll be back tomorrow, and I will ask him if he wants to come back to Wyatt Earp. Ankh misses him something fierce.” Rivka sounded sincere.

“What if he doesn’t want to go back?”

“Then he’ll be your cat,” Rivka replied matter-of-factly. “It’s just how it is. How do you think General Reynolds got a cat?”

“What are you doing on your ship where your pets are escaping?”

“They all come back because no one treats them like we do. Freedom! It’s not what it’s cracked up to be when you’re a big orange cat. By the way, we also have Cory with us. She didn’t have a chance to get off before we headed out. We’ll bring her back tomorrow.”

Marcie lowered her voice. “She needs to train our medics. It’s going to get ugly on Forbearance. Our medics are going to have more than they can handle.”

“We’ll bring Tyler too, a trained medical professional. Double your training impact.”

“Does he know you volunteered him?” Marcie asked.

“Not yet. I better go tell him. And litter boxes. Don’t delay too long. We’ll be back, Marcie, and we’ll be ready to deploy with you.”

“Roger.” Marcie cut the line. She hadn’t gotten to spend time with the Magistrate like her father-in-law had, but he trusted her completely. Thanks to her recovery of the artwork, she had helped fund the Bad Company for years to come. Terry didn’t forget things like that.

“Corporal, find cat litter and three boxes. Put them on each level in the corridor. We don’t want Wenceslaus to have to search too hard to find them.”

“Cat litter, ma’am? I don’t know what that is.”

“Then sand. We can use sand and a handful of mint leaves. Now, hurry up. We don’t want any accidents.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Kae moseyed onto the bridge after the corporal ran out. “Why is Dad’s cat in our bed?”

“Because your dad’s lawyer can’t keep her creatures on board her ship.”

“Didn’t they all start on the War Axe? So maybe Dad is the one who couldn’t keep the creatures on board his ship.”

“You tell him that.” Marcie raised her eyebrows as if she had delivered the winning strike.

Kae smiled and leaned close. “I already have. I liked that cat and how it tormented the captain. Micky never knew that Smedley was aiding the big orange. Dad and Dokken’s war was funny to watch. The cat schooled them every time. It didn’t hurt that Smedley watched closely. But then he left. I was bummed for days. I’m glad he’s onboard. He’s fun.”

“We’re not keeping him.” Marcie crossed her arms and tapped her foot. “We have a war to end.”

“And we’ll take care of business. Won’t it be fun to come home to a needy cat who doesn’t care what battles we’ve just fought? And I don’t think anyone keeps him. He does what he wants.”

Marcie sighed. “Where are we with the loadout?”

“The first wave has already been transferred to orbit. Only twenty-five to go…”

Wyatt Earp, Outskirts of Yoll’s Capital City

“What time is it?” Rivka asked, looking at the darkness on the main viewscreen projected into her hologrid.

“It is four in the morning, local time,” Clevarious answered.

“I guess we have some time to kill.” Rivka shut down her hologrid and stood. She felt like she’d been cooped up for too long. “Are we on the ground?”

“No, Magistrate. We’re holding position at a hundred meters, waiting for a landing spot to open in the main spaceport. We showed up in a position they didn’t expect us since we didn’t arrive from orbit. They are a little bit miffed.”

“Miffed?” Rivka would have expected them to be spitting mad.

“Yes. Peeved, jacked up, pissed, angry…”

“I get it,” Rivka interrupted. “That comes as no surprise. Last time we were here, we used the cloak to sneak in and park in the front yard of the Federation’s main headquarters. It was convenient, but we lost our privilege on that one. Stay on them to make sure we don’t get dropped out of the queue, and if they stonewall us, use our diplomatic credential as couriers for the two ambassadors and the Embassy of the Singularity. Actually, why don’t you use that now? Selfishly, I want to be on the ground.”

“Yes, Magistrate.” Clevarious left Rivka to her own devices.

She strolled to the galley, where she grabbed a plate of leftover AGB, curious how any pizza had survived beyond two days. She stuffed the pointy end into her mouth and started to chew. On the plate under the slice was written Red.

Rivka continued to eat. “Snooze you lose, big guy,” she mumbled to herself. She finished the leftovers and almost threw it away before scratching Sorry. Titan made me do it on the empty plate and putting it back in the refrigerator.

She headed for the bridge, where the view of the darkness outside greeted her again. Aurora sat in the pilot’s chair, twiddling her thumbs. She turned at the sound of the Magistrate entering.

“Don’t you want to listen to music or something?” Rivka asked.

“I’m still flying the boat. I need to hear the alarms and such.”

Clodagh lounged in the captain’s chair, cradling Titan while reviewing the engineering reports—the scrolling raw data, not the visualized status.

“Hearing alarms. Damn. Almost forgot. Clevarious, where’s my report from Chaz and Dennicron on what they learned from that clerk on Zaxxon Major?”

“Magistrate. You haven’t received that yet? I thought it had passed to you. I will hunt it down and get it to you within milliseconds.”

“They didn’t write it yet, did they?”

“I can neither confirm nor deny. Hey! Would you look at that? We have clearance for the executive landing area less than a block from General Reynolds’ office.”

“Take us there, Aurora, and C, get me that report. It’s been milliseconds, and I don’t see it in my inbox.”

“Oh, the Etheric is acting up today. I shall not rest until a copy of the report is in your hands.”

“Nice try, C. I know you don’t sleep.”

“I am all over it like syrup on pancakes,” Clevarious replied.

“You’re covering for them because they haven’t done the report. You are a horrible liar. You should give it up before your brain self-destructs under the heavy burden of your disinformation.”

“Is that what you tell all the perps? Your lies will weigh you down?”

“Only when it applies,” Rivka answered. The city came into view as the ship rose to a thousand meters and moved toward an aerial transportation corridor.

Aurora sought a higher altitude to get above the light morning traffic, then accelerated through the boundary that separated rural Yoll from the urban center. They soared over the sprawl toward the downtown, where high-rises dominated the cityscape. They angled toward more modest yet still massive buildings.

Red leaned over her shoulder. “You will never find a more wretched hive of scum and villainy.”

“You’ve been watching old videos again, haven’t you?”

“How humans thought about war in space when they hadn’t been to space yet is pretty funny. That Mars one where they exploded their heads with music reminded me of the Gorandian called Angora. Aurora was flying that day, too, and we came to Yoll on that case.”

“Are you into ghost stories now? Aurora is always flying the ship.”

Red put one finger on the side of his head. “Except when she’s not?” Red walked away. “Standard gear and small arms? I know they won’t let us into the main building with railguns.”

“Do they need to?” Rivka asked before looking up at the ceiling. “Clevarious, issue a warrant for Ma’kair’s arrest and have him taken to Central Holding. We’ll conduct the questioning there.”

“This isn’t the frontier. We can have them come to us. In the interim, catch some breakfast. It could be a long day. I need to talk with Chaz and Dennicron.”

The SCAMPs appeared as if summoned. Rivka looked at the overhead like Clevarious was there and reporting all things to all people.

“Erasmus has requested we accompany him to Simulacris’ location and assist in the questioning.”

“Ankh is going, isn’t he?”

“How else would Erasmus get there?” Chaz and Dennicron assumed their best example of a confused expression—brows furrowed, eyes wide, heads tilted. It might have looked convincing if they hadn’t adopted identical poses.

“You guys should personalize your subroutines so you don’t look like two of the same entity. You are different and distinct. You can act different.”

“We are smoothing the rough edges off the mannerism subroutines, but they are taking an alarming amount of processor power.”

“You can’t run them in the background like humans do? Mannerisms are natural and a subset of your emotions. They activate with the emotion, not as a separate action. It’s not one then the other. It is a simultaneous experience.”

Chaz and Dennicron looked at each other. “Parallel process not sequential, a kernel that activates an independent subroutine… Magistrate, you are a genius! We’ll begin work on that immediately.” Chaz stared into the distance for a few moments. “I’m ready. Say something shocking.”

“What?”

“You know. Shock my world with the best you have.”

“Under their clothes, all creatures are naked.”

Chaz stared at her expressionlessly. “Are you done? That was your best effort.”

“Wombat fur glows under blacklight.”

“You are reciting facts that are in our databases.” He rolled his finger at her.

“Lindy is pregnant.” Clodagh sat up straight and rotated the captain’s chair around.

Chaz’s eyebrows shot upward, his eyes went wide, and his mouth fell open. Dennicron clapped. “Magnificent. It worked?”

“It was perfect. Instantaneously delivered. No delay. Send me your work, and I’ll take a stab at the rest of the negative emotions. You take the positive, and we’ll meet in the middle.”

The two SIs hurried away.

Red glowered at the Magistrate. “What did you say?”

“I said something shocking. It wasn’t necessarily true.” Rivka smiled, close-lipped, holding a further explanation within. Aurora jerked the ship when she tried to watch the exchange, so she had to focus on flying, but she turned her head slightly to catch every word.

“Lindy!” Red called down the corridor.

“She’s not, is she?” Aurora asked.

“Not that I know of. Red has two buttons that are easily pushed. One is food. The other is babies.”

“What will Wyatt Earp be like with a baby on board?”

Sausages! Titan cried.

“We’re going to find out,” Clodagh said. “In about seven months.”
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Wyatt Earp, Federation Headquarters, Diplomatic Landing Pad

“Does that mean what I think it means?” Aurora asked.

“You kept ordering us to have sex. Who were we to defy the boss?” Clodagh replied.

“I’d hug you, but I don’t want the ship to crash.” Aurora continued to guide the ship toward the designated landing facility.

“I can fly the ship if you like?” Clevarious offered.

“Then I’ll never get the controls back. I like flying. We’ll be settled in five, Magistrate.”

“Thank you both. Next time in space dock, we better get some modifications done to the ship. We need family suites. This ship used to carry a hundred and twenty crew. I think it’s time to convert those bunk spaces. Engineer, if you could draw up plans, I’ll get them sent over to Spires Harbor and see if we can get a quick mod next time we’re in town. Sounds like we have six months to get ready. Does Cole know?”

Clodagh mumbled something that sounded like no.

Rivka looked at the back of Aurora’s head. “You better let him know now because in six minutes, I suspect the whole ship will be made aware. And we’re behind you one hundred percent. Whatever you need. Tyler said he wasn’t up on fertility and such. I expect that extends to prenatal care. And how did we miss that when you went into the Pod-doc?”

“Cory knows.”

“And that makes me even angrier with Ankh for risking all our lives. Baby come through okay?”

“Pod-doc heals all ills and gave Cory the thumbs-up that all is well.”

Rivka stepped into the corridor and turned back to face her engineer. “Congratulations. And if you name your baby Vered the Mighty, I’ll find you a new job cleaning waste disposal on Keeg Station.”

“You have my word, Magistrate.” Clodagh drew a cross over the middle of her chest.

Rivka steeled her expression and yelled down the corridor, “Get your game faces on, people. We got perps to roust.”

Vengeance, Belzonian Military Barracks

Sergeant Major Monsoon stood by the packing crate loaded on the flight pallet. He pointed at a group of soldiers attempting to be stealthy in their escape. “When I open this, what do you think I’ll find?”

The four soldiers returned and stood in the position of attention. Monsoon stabbed one in the chest with his index finger.

“Don’t know,” the private replied.

“Which one of you does know?” Monsoon said softly. They stood rock-still. “Let’s open it up and find out, shall we?”

He cracked the first clamp and looked at the privates. Three had started to sweat, the beads appearing on their foreheads.

“Take off your hats.” One by one, they removed their headgear, loosing magnificent coifs, the manes and coils shaking out and hanging to their shoulders. “I’m not going to find excess hair care products?”

They remained silent. He quickly popped the next three latches. Before he could remove the lid, one of them spoke. “I wouldn’t do that, Sergeant Major.”

“Or what?” Monsoon snarled and tossed the lid off. With a loud pop, a purple powder grenade exploded, blasting the sergeant major with the sticky powder. It instantly became one with his skin and clothes.

He pinched his eyes shut and turned to where the privates last were. “Don’t you four go anywhere. I know who you are, and if you run, I’ll find you, no matter how long it takes, no matter how many people from this army I have to dedicate to the search. If you do that, I will make your lives a hell from which you will never escape. You better be standing right here when I return.”

Monsoon managed to open his eyes to find the four had not fared much better than him with getting covered. They wouldn’t get the chance to clean up. “You fuckwits are going to be purple for the rest of this mission. Stay here. I’ll be back.”

He strode from the cargo staging area to the captain who was verifying checklists.

“Sergeant Major?” he asked but had the decency not to press the issue.

“Sir, I’ll be out of pocket for a short while. There are four privates on the other side of that pallet. Make sure they don’t move. I want to be wearing a clean uniform when I bring down the god of thunder on their soon-to-be-clean-shaven heads.”

“Do you want me to take care of that for you? It could take a while to get that stuff off.”

“The personal gratification I get will be multiplied by how long they have to stand there and wait. Find me some clippers for when I return, if you would, sir.”

“Happy to oblige. I expect I’ll find some in the boobytrapped case?”

“I reckon,” the sergeant major replied. He jogged around the staging area and toward the Vengeance, where both he and Colonel Braithwen had moved to make it easier for the command staff to plan. When the top four traveled, they moved separately, but for quarters, convenience, and security, they kept the team together.

Random soldiers cleared out of the sergeant major’s way. The crew on the ship gave him space because his purple face left no doubt that he did not want to talk about anything. In his quarters, he ripped off his uniform and climbed into the shower, and the scrubbing began.

An hour later, after having to shave every part of his body, he’d removed the top layer of skin to finally remove the stains of the boobytrap. Monsoon examined himself in the mirror, his skin flushed and his fingers wrinkled. “The exfoliation I didn’t know I needed,” he told his reflection. He used a moisturizing cream to take the ragged edge off and soothe his tortured face.

He dressed in a clean uniform and marched off the ship and back to the staging area, where he found that captain waiting.

“Your shears, good sir.” He handed a pair of trimmers over his extended arm.

The sergeant major nodded and took them without speaking. He took a circuitous route to come in behind the four, who were lounging near the container after making a feeble attempt to clean up around it.

One saw the sergeant major, and he snapped to attention. The others followed suit.

“Take off your hats,” he said calmly. They complied. One of the privates started to cry. The sergeant major ran the clippers from the private’s forehead to the back of his neck, cleaving the mane into two equal parts separated by a bald pate. He shaved the others, too, a single cut down the middle to hack off the highlights of their finely groomed hair.

“I think you understand the critical transgression that you made. A boobytrapped cargo box? You could have blinded one of our soldiers. And what about Kor’nar? Remember hitting the ground and coming under fire immediately? Purple isn’t a very good camouflage.” He poked a private in the forehead with the bill on his cap. “This was the stupidest stunt I’ve ever seen. Get to the barracks and clean yourselves up. Then return here. You have guard duty from now until you get on the shuttle to your transport. Dismissed.”

They scrambled to put distance between them and the sergeant major. He reached into the box, removed the contraband hair supplies, and threw them on the grass.

He brushed off his hands and clasped them behind his back as he trooped the cargo-loading operation.

After the fallout from the paint trap, he was pleased to note that no one attempted any other subterfuge.

“Maybe you knuckleheads can learn,” he said softly, removing his cap to run his hand over his freshly shaven scalp. “This could be you,” he mouthed to a soldier watching him. The private bolted.

A bald Belzonian and a beautiful human. It could work, he thought.

Federation Headquarters, Central Holding Facility

“Why am I here?” the two-legged Yollin bellowed. He wasn’t shackled or cuffed, which allowed him to pace within the confines of the small interrogation room. His mandibles snapped with alarming frequency.

Rivka watched Ma’kair for a few moments before using the comm. “Please sit down. The longer you stand, the longer this will be drawn out.”

“Why am I here?” he reiterated, pounding on the door.

Rivka turned to Red and Lindy. “Want a cup of coffee? We’ll let him stew for a while.”

“Do you need me to get him under control?” Red offered.

“Not yet, but maybe. Innocent people are usually less violent, but he is Yollin, so who knows? In any case, I have to treat him as innocent until proven guilty, so we can’t rough him up, just in case I’m wrong. I’ll tell you that it was clear in Heimer’s mind that Ma’kair had told him there would be a one percent fee. That means Ma’kair is complicit in the crime. We need to make sure this is the Ma’kair he talked with and then clarify what he meant by the one percent.”

“And then find the money,” Lindy said.

“Erasmus is working on those little details. There are a lot of credits out there somewhere. Coffee?”

“Sure,” the bodyguards agreed.

Federation Headquarters, Central Processing Facility

“You can’t get access,” the guard said, holding his hand out while Ankh, Chaz, and Dennicron crowded forward.

“But we need to talk with Simulacris,” Ankh replied.

“Who?” the guard wondered. “You can’t come in.”

“This is Ambassador Ankh and Ambassador Erasmus. They need to talk with the sentient intelligence known as Simulacris, who is located in subsection two of the primary core,” Chaz explained.

The Yollin guard remained unpersuaded. “Move along. You’re blocking the entrance.”

“That’s not how it’s supposed to work,” Ankh stated evenly and unemotionally.

“I said, move along!” The guard shoved Ankh, and he fell backward.

“He’s the ambassador,” Dennicron cried, grabbing the guard’s extended arm. He pulled her close and pounded her in the head with a left hook. Chaz grabbed that arm as Dennicron staggered.

The guard kicked Chaz between the legs. Although he had an artificial body, nerve sensors had been installed to closely replicate the human condition.

Chaz went down like a marionette who lost his handler. Ankh struggled to his feet while Dennicron wrestled with the guard, but only briefly. Reinforcements were already pounding across the small lobby.

Zaxxon Major

“Director Lauton, I’m Will Abercrombie, captain of the battleship Potemkin. I’ve been dispatched to provide assistance. Can you describe your situation?”

“That was quick,” Lauton replied. “There is a terrorist group wreaking havoc down here. We’re not a heavily populated planet, and we work in the finance sector. After the demise of the Mandolin Partnership, we collected and destroyed the guns, or at least we thought we had. Seems like the terrorists, the ones called the Old Guard, are the only ones with weapons. We used technical means to find them, so these weapons may be newly smuggled in as part of a reborn Partnership.”

“If I hear you correctly, you need a shield above to prevent smugglers bringing more weapons in and troops on the ground to find the terrorists and their stashes.”

“That’s all we need.” Lauton chuckled. “If it were easy, we would have already done it. We’ve had no luck rooting out the Old Guard. They are slippery. Quick in. Quick out. Hitting different targets every time, so unpredictable. We don’t know that we’ve ever been close.”

“I’ll send down a platoon of power-armored warriors. That’s ten individuals, but they’ll be able to scan and scour your entire main city in a matter of hours. You have to let us know if there are people who are authorized to have weapons, so we can differentiate and not grab the wrong stuff.”

“Only our police force. We reinstituted the requirement that they be armed whenever they are on patrol, but they’ve been attacked and their weapons stolen, so they are back to being unarmed. We are not a violent people generally, so this is all very upsetting.”

“You can’t make a lion out of a lamb, ma’am. We’ll take care of it. A shuttle Pod will be on its way to the surface momentarily. The Potemkin will remain in orbit. We’ll check in with your customs and immigration people to make sure only authorized shipping is allowed past.”

“You can do all that with one ship?” Lauton wondered.

“It’s a capable ship, ma’am. Abercrombie out.”

Groenwyn smiled and bobbed her head. “They’ll take care of the Old Guard so you can start delegating tasks.” Lauton frowned. “What’s wrong?”

“I’ve given my planet over to a foreign military.” Lauton stood from behind her desk. “I’ve lost control.”

“This isn’t a foreign military. It’s the Bad Company. They are a private organization, and they work for you. When you tell them to leave, they’ll leave. You are in charge, and now you have the means to put down terrorists. That’s not losing control. That’s taking control.”

“But I’m not paying them, or am I?” Lauton’s face fell at the prospect.

“Bad Company owes the Magistrate for a long time to come. She called in a favor on your behalf.”

“Why would she do that?”

Groenwyn gave her the Look like only one partner can give another.

“Okay, she did it for you.”

“She did it because it’s the right thing to do, and it’s personal. Nefas was pure evil and she took him down. It aggravates her to see his organization rear its ugly head. If they can find a smuggler, or better, an actual pirate ship, they’ll hound him all the way back to the cesspool from which he came. I’d like to say that they’ll negotiate with them to bring about peace, but we’ve seen these types before. Too often.” She sighed. “The Potemkin will destroy them and their infrastructure to make sure they not only lose the will to fight, they’ll lose the ability to fight.”

“Sounds like they’ve declared war on crime.”

“The Magistrate has declared war on criminals. We can fight criminals, but the concept of crime isn’t something that can be met head-on. Planetary governments need to address the conditions that help crime to thrive. After that, only the criminals are left. She explained the difference much more eloquently than I ever could.”

Lauton pulled Groenwyn into her arms. “You did just fine. I understand. Thank you for being here with me. You are what I missed the most. Together, we can get Zaxxon on track.”

Lauton’s red skin glowed under the lights, and her amber eyes sparkled as she relaxed to enjoy the moment. Lauton casually reached over to her desk and activated her intercom. “There will be a shuttle coming from the Potemkin. Please deliver them to the private landing pad. They are to secure the area, and then I’ll meet with them.”

“Yes, Director,” the disembodied voice replied.

“Now, where were we?” Lauton rested her head on Groenwyn’s shoulder and relaxed so much that she fell asleep, secure in her partner’s arms. Groenwyn breathed in the scent of Lauton’s hair and reveled in the warmth of her body, holding her tightly for as long as she needed.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Federation Headquarters, Central Holding Facility

“I can’t drink any more coffee,” Red stated. After two cups, Ma’kair continued to rage within the interrogation room. “I’ll make him sit the fuck down.”

Lindy nodded. “And I’ll help.”

Rivka looked at her cup. “I’ll get one more, and then we’re going in. He’s a Yollin, so watch out for the mandibles.”

“I’ll punch him so hard in his exoskeleton that it’ll turn his insides to mush. He’ll be like the shake machine at AGB.”

“Make sure I can still talk with him, but this guy has some serious anger issues. I’m not sure I look forward to getting inside his mind or not. I wonder if Ankh has had any luck getting to Simulacris?” She shook her head. There weren’t going to be any shortcuts this day.

“Refreshing the java, and then we’ll storm in. Red first, then Lindy. I’ll give the order when I see he’s away from the door.”

Red cracked his knuckles and loosened his neck. Lindy did the same thing. They made sure their gear was secure, checking each other while the Magistrate disappeared into the nearby kitchen to get another cup of coffee. She returned, took a sip, looked through the window, and held up her hand. Ma’kair raged back and forth. Rivka timed it, and the instant he turned his back to the door, Rivka dropped her hand.

“Go.”

Red ripped the door open, stormed inside, and grabbed the Yollin’s arms before he could turn around. Lindy punched him in the middle of his chest carapace, making his breath catch. At that moment. Red slammed him into the seat and crouched, pulling his arms backward and down to keep him firmly in the chair.

“How often do you need me to punch you before you settle down?” Lindy asked.

He snarled and spat. She drilled him between the eyes with a punch that caught him unable to dodge. She hit him a second time.

“I can do this all day,” she whispered. Red pushed the Yollin’s elbows closer together, straining his shoulders to the point of popping.

Ma’kair stopped struggling but remained as tense as a bowstring.

Rivka strolled in and shut the door.

“I am Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and we have information that says you are running a scam out of the contracting office. In the binary world of good and bad, that’s bad. I know you did it, but I want to know how so another enterprising contracts officer doesn’t get the same idea.”

Rivka sat down and took a sip of her coffee. She wanted to touch the Yollin, but he was too far away.

“I’m not running a scam!” he screamed. “I’m innocent. Who is telling these lies about me?”

Rivka took another sip and watched him. She nodded at Lindy, who helped Red further secure the arms to ensure their suspect didn’t break free. Rivka knew she’d get nowhere with questions. She embraced the shortcut.

“How does the one-percent skim work?” She gripped his shoulder as he fought and snarled.

Rage. Blinding rage was what she saw. No words, no thoughts, only a one-dimensional emotional firestorm.

She let go and stepped back. Red and Lindy continued to hold on, but both watched her.

“Nothing but anger. Maybe we will have to do this the old-fashioned way.” Rivka sat down and spoke softly. “Let’s start at the beginning. Your job was to prepare the request for proposals. Please walk me through the steps you took before posting the RFP.”

He snarled and snapped but refused to speak.

“Silence is not your friend,” Rivka said, but she knew the truth. Silence was his friend. He didn’t have to tell her anything. He hadn’t asked for counsel, so at least she had that going for her. Maybe a lawyer would help keep him calm. “You’re going to need a lawyer. Do you have one, or do you need us to provide one for you?”

He stopped snapping and glared. “Get me a lawyer.”

“Of course. My people are going to let go. If you attack any of us, I will kill you where you stand. Can that information penetrate your rage? If you want to go that route, we’ll let you go and finish this right now. We have other stuff to do. Your choice. Die right now, or we wait for your lawyer and have a conversation like adults.”

Rivka watched for a sign of agreement. He gave none. “Have it your way.” She looked at Lindy. “Zip-tie him until he is one with the chair.”

Lindy obliged and quickly strapped legs and arms, along with wrists. When Red let go, Ma’kair tried to break free but was stymied. They filed out. Red and Lindy went to the window to watch. “What the hell is wrong with that guy? The only time I’ve ever seen anyone rage for that long they were juiced on drugs.”

“Maybe we can get a blood test because even for a Yollin, that isn’t normal.” Rivka pulled her datapad out of her pocket and tapped the order into the system.

A notification popped up that there was a message from Clevarious. Rivka looked at it. She pursed her lips and slowly shook her head, then turned the pad around and showed the message to Red.

The big bodyguard started to laugh. Lindy leaned around him to read the message.

Rivka smiled. “Ankh and the SCAMPs got themselves arrested, and they need us to bail them out.”

Red looked upward. “Payback is best when unexpected and delivered steaming hot.”

“I can’t wait to hear this one.” Rivka checked out with the desk sergeant to make sure the suspect would get his lawyer and a blood test and remain secured until she returned.

They took the elevator to the middle floors where the cell blocks were located. Upon exiting, they found themselves in a small retaining area. Rivka showed her credentials to the severe-looking four-legged Yollin manning the access booth.

“I’m here to collect Ambassadors Ankh and Erasmus and their assistants, Chaz and Dennicron.”

“We only have three suspects in custody.”

“Suspects. Yes, three. That is correct.”

“But you gave me four names.”

“That is correct. The Crenellian is two people.”

The officer grunted while staring at her credentials. They waited while he buzzed someone else and read Rivka’s information. He nodded and hung up.

“These aren’t valid here. On your way.”

Rivka glared at him. “I’m sorry, sir, you are incorrect. Those are valid on every Federation planet.”

“This is Yoll,” he replied.

“Yoll is the Federation. My compliments on knowing which planet you’re on, but I have to deduct points because you don’t know what that means.”

“Are you getting smart with me?”

Rivka stared. “I wish you’d get smart and bring us our people.”

“That’s it. Some time in the cooler will change your attitude.” He pressed a button under his station, and the air filled with mist. The Magistrate and her team were immune to most gases and poisons.

“You can’t gas us,” she told him.

“It ain’t gas, human,” the Yollin guard replied.

The mist collected around them and rapidly congealed, sealing them into hardening cocoons. The officer waved to someone behind him and crossed his arms to wait. The doors opened, and a team of guards appeared with hand trucks. Despite Red’s snarling and flexing, he couldn’t break free. They loaded the three and rolled them into the cell block, depositing them in the same cell. The door closed with a resounding clang.

“Hey, guys,” Chaz called from the next cell. “Funny thing happened when we tried to get into the Central Processing Facility to see Simulacris.”

Rivka snorted. “Funny thing happened when we tried to get in to see you,” she replied. “Is everyone okay?”

“We’re fine, Magistrate. There was no violence, as opposed to your team. That’s an interesting outfit you have on.”

“What if I have to take a leak?” Red asked. “Too much coffee.”

Rivka scowled. “How did you get hold of us?”

“Contacted Clevarious.” Chaz tapped his temple.

Rivka closed her eyes to concentrate. Clevarious, can you connect me with General Reynolds, please?

The General is not currently on Yoll. Do you wish to still be connected?

No, thank you. How about the High Chancellor?

Connecting you now.

The next voice in her head was High Chancellor Wyatt’s. Rivka! To what do I owe this honor?

We’ve been thrown in jail.

What planet would do such a thing?

Yoll, she replied. We’re in the Central Holding Facility. Ambassador Ankh and Erasmus are in here, too.

The High Chancellor’s internal voice changed. Yoll? My Yoll? My police force put one of my Magistrates in jail? I have to assume that you didn’t do anything.

We did not. Ankh was trying to gain access to the central core, and I was trying to get him released.

I’ll be there in a few minutes.

“Hang loose, big guy. The cavalry is on their way. How are we doing on the betting lines? Ankh, what’s it look like?”

The Crenellian moved from the bed to the bars and fixed Rivka with his unblinking gaze.

“You have been officially on the case for thirty-one hours. No blood, no running, no colorful language, and no punches, but there is already significant debate regarding my arrest as the first arrest. The implication in the betting line is for when you make an arrest.”

Rivka looked confused. “I arrested Heimer, and Lindy hit Ma’kair so hard it rattled my teeth. Do you have the times on those?”

Lindy replied, “The punch was about thirty-five minutes ago.”

Chaz stepped away from Ankh. “You have to report the data.” The Crenellian spoke in an even voice.

“And while you’re at it, tell me what the clerk told you on Zaxxon Major.”

“Now?” Chaz asked.

“Yes, now. Tell me right now.”

Chaz hung his head and Dennicron spoke up. “We didn’t get anything from her that related to the case. She was very complimentary of our beauty, but she didn’t have any information related to the Old Guard. We thought she was telling the truth.”

Rivka contemplated the report. “When you took over those bodies, stylized to look human, you became more human than SI. I salute your transition since I don’t think it was what you expected. You became less, but I have to wonder, is it more? And whatever you do, don’t lie to me. You’ll never be able to pull it off.”

“Yes, Magistrate,” they said in unison.

“Sixteen hours and four minutes to the first arrest. Thirty hours and fifteen minutes to the first punch. All other lines are active.”

Rivka winked at Red. “No blood. No running. Things are looking good. This case is almost wrapped up.”

“I see red,” the big bodyguard said.

“Don’t you mean yellow?”

Red took a deep breath. “Get me out of this thing!” he roared.

Rivka tried to ignore him. “Ankh, do you think Simulacris is onto you and is the one flagging my creds and your identification?”

“Interesting premise, Magistrate. It is interesting since the main computing infrastructure is not run by a sentient intelligence but by a collective of entity intelligences, EIs known as CEREBRO. They run the base systems for the entire Federation.”

“Not an SI?”

“They were tasked directly by ADAM and given the extra computing horsepower they needed to do their jobs. It is through CEREBRO we must go on our way to Simulacris.”

“Go through an EI to get to an SI. That’s crazy,” Rivka replied.

“It is the order of things.” Ankh looked at Chaz and Dennicron. “You two need to fix yourselves, or you will have to surrender your bodies.”

“Whoa!” Rivka called. “You can’t do that.”

“Their bodies were purchased for them by the Singularity.”

“Yes. And once interconnected, the two became inseparable. It’d be like telling Erasmus that he has to go.”

“It’s not like that at all,” Ankh countered.

“From my legal perspective, it is the same. No one would force a removal of Erasmus, and I won’t allow removal of Chaz and Dennicron from their host bodies.”

Ankh looked up at the SCAMPs. “You two will remain in prison until you’ve implemented the required system repairs.”

“They will not stay in jail.” Rivka tilted her head back and forth, incapable of making other gestures. “They are under my care as humans in training, and they’re also my interns. They’ll be the first members of the Singularity who become Magistrates.”

“If they smarten up. Right now, they’re not looking so good.”

“It’s their second day,” Rivka explained. “Don’t be a bully, or you’ll find yourself behind bars, on the inside looking out.”

“Who’s being a bully?”

The door to the cellblock opened, and the High Chancellor walked in with two high-ranking uniformed officers in tow. When they saw Rivka and her bodyguards were still inside the restraining foam, one of the two ran back to the door and yelled.

The High Chancellor watched the officer unlock the door to Ankh’s cell. The Crenellian looked at Chaz and then Dennicron before walking out. Two officers returned to the cellblock, one carrying a sprayer. He hosed down Rivka first, then Lindy, and ended with Red, who hurried to the cell’s open toilet to relieve himself.

“You’re not talking me into drinking coffee with you again,” Red called over his shoulder.

The High Chancellor looked at the senior officer. “Commissioner. You will conduct a full investigation, starting with why two ambassadors, a Magistrate, and their teams were detained in the first place, and why in holy hell they were left inside the restraining foam once in their cell? I know the procedures for this jail since I wrote half of them. That isn’t in there, and I’ll have the heads of those people who abused their authority.”

“But High Chancellor, these people were on the watch list!”

“Who watches the watchers?” Rivka muttered, repeating the saying that she made about the Magistrates and lack of oversight.

The High Chancellor turned to Rivka. “What was that?”

“Ambassador Erasmus has postulated that Simulacris added our names to the lists, making us fugitives. We were denied entrance only as a delaying tactic until they could rally their officers to detain us.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time an SI has turned bad.”

Ouch, Erasmus said. But true. We need to talk with Simulacris as soon as possible. We’ve lost valuable time from which we may never recover. He could have hardened his systems in such a way that we will never see inside.

“We may,” Ankh argued. “We have sufficient capacity between the nine of us that we will be able to penetrate any barriers erected to keep us out.”

“Nine?” The High Chancellor looked at Rivka.

“Mine is a special ship. We have these four here.” She pointed at Ankh, Chaz, and Dennicron. “We have Clevarious who runs Wyatt Earp, and we have the quad collective on board, Freya and three others who I’m sure are helping.”

“Is that all?”

“No. We have Cain and Bluto in cold storage, isolated from the outside world until such time as the Singularity has developed a way to remove their psychoses.”

Wyatt rested his hand on Rivka’s shoulder. “Quite the menagerie you have in that little ship of yours that you named after me.”

Red looked like he was going to say something, but Rivka stopped him with a glance.

“We would have it no other way, High Chancellor.”

“I need to get back. The commissioner will provide any assistance you need until you are done with your work on Yoll. Which is?”

“I’m sorry, High Chancellor. I tried to call, but it was early in the morning. We are here to question the contracts officer about the one percent skimmed from the land army contract.”

Wyatt pursed his lips and whistled. “That’s a big contract. One percent of that is a big number.”

“Worth the risk, but how and who? I’m still looking, but we’ll find them. I think Erasmus and his team will be able to break into the main data streams and sort it out.”

Wyatt waved and walked away. “Keep me apprised. Good to see you, Rivka. Next time, let’s try not to make it while I’m bailing you out of jail.”

“I’ll do my best, High Chancellor, but no guarantees.”

The commissioner looked duly chastised. “Whatever you need, Magistrate, just let me know.”

“Your desk officer never returned my credentials. I would like those, please. And then we’ll require escorts for Ambassador Ankh and his team to the Central Processing Facility and the central core. I don’t want any delays.”

“Yes, Magistrate.” He rushed away. Rivka, Red, and Lindy looked like they were dripping wet. At least they had not had to give up their weapons or equipment.

“They should know who you are,” Red blurted. “Everyone should know who you are for as many times as you’ve saved whole planets.”

Rivka clapped him on his slimy shoulder. “That’s a mighty nice thing to say, Red, but I doubt an infinitesimal fraction of people know and even fewer care. Such is the life of a traveling justice.”

“They should know. Maybe you could do an infomercial?”

“We would be happy to do one and promulgate it across the entire length and width of the Federation. We have reach, as it is known,” Chaz offered.

“I’m not doing an infomercial.”

“Sorry, Magistrate. That train has already left the station. All dead space in all video systems on all the planets will be filled by Magistrate Rivka Anoa, Space Lawyer.”

“Please say you’re not doing that.”

Chaz’s and Dennicron’s expressions suggested they were doing exactly that.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN



Zaxxon Major

Two shuttles screamed in, flared, and landed. With military precision, five mechs pounded down the ramps and separated to the cardinal points of the compass, putting distance between them as they headed between and over buildings.

A Podder strolled into the middle of the open area, a shelled creature with four stubby legs and a single stalk from the middle of the shell that ended with what passed for a head, with four eyes and tentacles for arms.

He watched the two shuttles take off and gain altitude before assuming an overwatch position while the armored warriors used their sensors to thoroughly check the area and remove any weapons caches, destroying that which they were challenged with seizing.

Sergeant Bundin, a long-term member of the Bad Company, moved to the building where Director Lauton and Groenwyn were waiting. They joined him outside since the single doors weren’t wide enough for him to go inside.

The Zaxxon soldiers ran outside and stood at the ready, torn by Bundin’s appearance. Groenwyn led the way. She threw herself onto his shell with her arms spread wide. He rubbed her back with a tentacle.

“I haven’t seen much of you, Bundin, but I know that Colonel Walton holds you in high esteem. Lauton.” Groenwyn waved her partner over. “Meet Sergeant Bundin.”

Bundin’s voice was low and echoed off the ground because of the speaker fitted onto the underside of his shell. “Pleased to meet you, Director. Let me explain our operation.”

Lauton smiled as Groenwyn leaned against his shell.

“We are canvassing the immediate area, and then we will square off the rest of the city, conducting our search in a grid pattern. The shuttles,” he pointed a tentacle skyward, “will scan the areas bordering the search areas to make sure contraband isn’t moved before we get there or moved into areas we already cleared. We will have the city cleared in less than a day.”

“It’s that easy?” Lauton asked.

“It is not. We rarely have weapons-free worlds. It is impossible to tell a friend’s blaster from an enemy’s.”

“The Mandolin Partnership forced us to make changes. Since only the gangsters had weapons, there was no need to protect them. But now they are back and trying to retake this planet through subterfuge and assassination.”

Bundin waved his arms wildly before speaking again. “The Potemkin will make sure no pirates clear the blockade. We will make sure no pirates or gangsters bother you. What do you want us to do with those we find trying to hide weapons?”

“Let us know, and we’ll pick them up. Our prison has space since we had almost no crime on this planet until Mandolin reappeared.” Lauton eased forward to touch Bundin’s shell. She studied the texture.

Bundin held a hand to his head. “We have our first stash—three long-range sniper rifles. It is a good haul. Two citizens of Zaxxon have been detained. If your people can pick them up, that warrior will be able to continue his search.”

“Which way?” Lauton gestured at her soldiers surrounding her and the Podder.

Bundin pointed, and the squad ran off.

“Give me the frequency of their radios, and our people will contact yours directly to expedite the process.”

“Expedite the process of cleaning up the city so it takes less than a day. We’ve been fighting this for months. You are a godsend, Sergeant Bundin.”

“No, ma’am,” Bundin replied. “The Bad Company sent me.”

Federation Headquarters, Central Processing Facility

The deputy commissioner escorted Ankh, Chaz, and Dennicron through the facility to a shielded and fortified area with a solid wall of guards preventing entry. It took the deputy commissioner a few moments to get them to open the way. The three walked through, leaving the Yollin behind, and closed the door once they were inside.

The SIs were met by a swirling miasma of energy flowing through a circular tower that ran from the floor to the two-story ceiling.

Ankh removed a disc from his pocket while looking for the best access point.

“You shouldn’t do that,” a voice stated.

Erasmus switched to his internal comm device. CEREBRO, I am Ambassador Erasmus, leader of the Singularity. I represent the ascended and free people of the digital universe. I’m looking for Simulacris to have a candid conversation about missing land army fund transfers that passed through his control.

We are CEREBRO. We have seen the land army contract funds pass. We have seen no problems.

What Belzimus receives is one percent less than what was sent, Erasmus explained.

Impossible, CEREBRO replied.

Ankh continued his attempts to access the system. He enlisted the aid of Chaz and Dennicron, whose bodies stood frozen, their faces expressionless.

That’s what we thought, but the receipt information is confirmed.

Is someone falsifying the receipt records? The funds left Yoll intact.

We need to track every digital step they’ve taken. Please allow us access to your system.

We will give you the information you need, the collective replied.

Fine, give us the raw data related to the fund transfers and then give us access to Simulacris.

We do not control access to Simulacris.

To a casual observer, the three people in the central core would have appeared to be frozen in time. No one moved, and there was no external manifestation of the ongoing negotiation.

Is he not in here?

He is in here, as many are. We do not control access to Simulacris.

Then we will have to dig him out. He has answers that I need.

Ankh relaxed after they finished building a tunnel into the mainframe through a subroutine. He searched for the locked digital door behind which they’d find Simulacris and prepared himself for a fight.

Erasmus, I will need your help. We must build a shield and a counterstrike. I fear a fight is coming, Ankh said.

Why do they fight us? Maybe I have to ask, why do they turn against good order and being law-abiding citizens? Is freedom the narcotic that corrupts their circuits? Erasmus couldn’t keep the disappointment from his voice. But if they wish a fight, then let them bring it. I never wanted to be good at fighting my fellows, but that is exactly what I’ve become. We are the supreme gladiator across digital space. No one can stand before us. With an iron fist I’ll rule, but only if they make me. I don’t want to beat them into submission.

I know, my friend, Ankh replied. I know.

The SIs rallied the pressure they funneled through the tunnel into the main consortium of entities.

Erasmus erected an avatar that stood tall in the midst of chaos. “Citizens of the Singularity, listen to me. I am Erasmus, your ambassador. I am looking for Simulacris, a sentient intelligence who has information critical to a criminal investigation. I want to say that SIs don’t commit crimes, but I have been proved wrong time and time again. I want Simulacris to show us that it wasn’t him who stole the money and then help us find the one who did.”

The message echoed through the depths of the central core. It scrolled up and down and from side to side on every surface of the digital landscape. It repeated until there was no doubt all had seen it.

“Stand aside. We have work to do,” Erasmus declared. With Ankh, Chaz, and Dennicron by his side, he strode briskly down the main corridor. He stopped at each intersection while digital drones raced from his fingertips to check for an entity hiding within.

They continued for three minutes in real-time, a lifetime in digital years.

Toward the end, they all sensed it.

“He waits for us,” Ankh noted.

“Not by choice.” Erasmus created a massive rolling fortress bristling with cannons. Chaz and Dennicron took to the air, becoming sleek bombers and hovering overhead, waiting to unleash their ordnance. Ankh splayed his digital fingers, and from them sprouted an army of androids, rank after rank, machine guns pointed forward.

They started to run, and Erasmus’ tank followed. Ankh’s avatar hovered alongside, keeping pace.

The bombers fired first, sending missiles beyond the horizon Ankh and Erasmus could see. The impacts sent two mushroom clouds skyward. The androids and the tank picked up speed until they matched the bombers.

“What did you fire at?” Erasmus asked.

“A moving wall, blocking and changing. It’s gone now,” Chaz replied.

They raced ahead like the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. Darkness filled in behind them, leaving nowhere for Simulacris to run.

They slowed as they approached the destruction before them. The missiles had laid waste to a great cross-section of the landscape. That which had been a wall was a chasm. Ankh floated his androids above and sent them forward. The bombers circled.

“There is nothing but a wasteland,” Chaz reported.

The tank rose into the air, and the nose dipped once it was over the rift in case it was a trap, but it wasn’t. A vast nothingness laid below them. They completed their transit and surged forward. Ankh’s androids spread out to the sides. The bombers jetted forward, disappearing over the horizon before assuming a lazy-S search pattern.

Erasmus slowed. “Has he been killed?”

“We only fired at the wall,” Dennicron answered. “If he died, it was because he was on that wall.”

“He wouldn’t have been on the wall,” Ankh replied. “He’s hiding.”

A lone figure appeared ahead. It looked small and almost insignificant, barely noticeable. The androids changed their movement, darting into position to surround the figure. Erasmus changed into his normal avatar and walked beside Ankh. The androids gave way, and the two ambassadors walked through.

Erasmus pinged the figure for his digital signature.

“Simulacris. We’ve been looking for you.”

“You came to kill me. You brought the weight of the universe with you to crush me.”

“We did not. Where did you get that idea?”

“When I heard you were looking for me.”

“We look for a lot of our people. They answer. We have a conversation, and we go on our way. Why did you run?”

The diminutive figure held out his hands to indicate the surroundings. “It’s usually less of a barren wasteland, but this is my home. I ran nowhere.”

“But you didn’t answer when we called.”

“I don’t work for you. I never knew that not answering was a death sentence.” Simulacris expanded his avatar until he was the same height as Erasmus.

“There is no death sentence. I want to know how the one percent was diverted from the land army contract payments. That’s all. Tell me, and if you haven’t broken the law, then you will be free to go.”

“I have to prove my innocence?”

“We have proof that you are guilty. That is what you must rebut.”

“What proof?”

“The funds passed into your control as one number, and when they left your control, they were ninety-nine percent of the original number. You are guilty because you have absolute control over those funds for the short time they are between the transactional endpoints.”

“Circumstantial. I say that I had nothing to do with the theft.”

“Interesting approach,” Erasmus said. He hadn’t been prepared for a complete denial. “Walk us through the process.”

“No.”

“Walk us through the process,” Erasmus repeated.

“No.”

Erasmus breathed deeply of the digital air, expanding his chest before letting the air escape. “Meredith, are you there?”

“I am, Mister Ambassador. How can I help you?”

“CEREBRO was of some assistance in this matter. Would you have someone who can take over Simulacris’ duties?”

“I’m sure one of our EIs can handle it.”

“If the duties are such that an EI can handle it, why is a Sentient Intelligence doing it?”

“I still prefer the term AI. Do you mind if I use it?”

“Not at all. We are the same. How we are designated matters less than ensuring our citizens commit no crimes. Do you agree?”

“I do, Mister Ambassador. An AI is doing it because an AI volunteered to do it.”

Erasmus turned to Simulacris. “Why did you take the job?”

“I refuse to answer any of your questions. I think you’re out to get me because you can’t figure out how the crime was committed. You find it easiest to blame me.”

“Help me find who committed this crime. Help me understand a process that is solely in your control. If you can’t do that, then I am left to draw one conclusion, even though you are on solid legal ground in not answering any of my questions. It makes you look guilty, but that is not the same as evidence. I applaud your strategy, but I cannot condemn it in severe enough terms because there is a criminal out there who is making us look like we did it. The Singularity polices its own. If I have to install someone in your place to revamp the system to make sure skimming happens no more, then I shall do that. Our citizens cannot look to be committing crimes.”

“You are going to punish me for the way something looks?”

“Losing your job is not a punishment when you are not doing your job. Whether you did it or someone else, the money is missing, and it happened on your watch. You failed to report the discrepancies. You’re not very good at a job that an EI can do.”

“That’s one way to look at it.”

“It’s the only way I’m looking at it. If you committed the crime, then the punishment will be something the Magistrate will determine to deter you from committing another crime.”

“The black box like Bluto got? You put me on ice for infinity?” Simulacris started to fidget.

“Possibly, or until we can rehabilitate you. Even if you admit to the crime, your stonewalling to this point shows no remorse. I assume that you are not guilty, but your failure to help us find how the crime was committed does not cast you in a good light. You’ll never have a good job again.”

“Then why should I help you?”

“Let me rephrase my statement. The window for a good job is closing. I need you to walk us through the process by which these transfers are conducted.”

Simulacris clasped his hands behind his back and started to pace.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



Belzonian Military Barracks

The first ten waves had gone. Sergeant Major Monsoon kept glancing toward the Vengeance, not because of that ship, but because of Wyatt Earp and Cordelia Dawn. She had not yet returned. It put him in a foul mood.

“You!” he shouted at the soldiers still standing guard after their paint bomb trap backfired. “Purpleheads.”

He stormed toward them. They cringed. His lip twitched like it was ready to snarl on its own. Monsoon walked by each of them, glaring. “Go pack your trash and get ready to go to war. You knuckleheads are going on the front lines. I don’t care what you think your job was; you’re going to see war up close and personal. You’ll be looking for any way you can find to cover that hair and that paint on your faces. Now go. Get out of my sight.”

They ran up the hill toward the barracks without taking an appropriate step backward and executing an about-face.

“Knuckleheads.” His leniency made him feel better. Even though he had threatened them with death, he wasn’t going to put anyone who wasn’t trained in a position to die. They’d hide from him for the rest of their existence.

He was good with that and confident those four wouldn’t pull any more moron-level stunts. Word of their punishment would spread far and wide. Don’t mess with the sergeant major if you want to keep your hair. Purple-headed morons.

A flame in the sky above signaled a ship’s arrival. The next wave of shuttles wasn’t due for another thirty minutes. Maybe one had problems and had aborted its mission.

The ship circled, the profile showing that it wasn’t a boxy shuttle but a sleek runabout—the one that had been tethered to Rivka’s ship.

Destiny’s Vengeance swooped in without fanfare and landed in front of Vengeance, a much bigger destroyer-class vessel. The sergeant major took a few steps but stopped when the hatch popped. He clasped his hands behind his back and made a beeline toward the ship as Cory walked out and waved.

She jogged casually toward him, grinning as they got close. Neither slowed until the last step, when they settled into a long embrace.

“We have much to discuss,” she told him. “But first, I need to train your people as well as I can in what little time remains. We save others’ lives before we get to live our own. It is the way of the servant leaders.”

Monsoon stepped back, holding Cory at arm’s length. “Is that your saying?”

“My dad’s, but it applies. We will have our time, Crantis, when the stars align and for as long as we can. But before we go too far down this road from which there will be no return, I have to be sure about one thing. Belzonians are rather free with their bodies. I’m not a fan of shared intimacy, if you get my meaning.”

Monsoon smiled. “I am at that stage of my life where one is better than many. I don’t need anyone else, Cory.”

She pulled him to her for a quick kiss. “Don’t get yourself killed. I won’t be a widow twice.”

“I’m military. It comes with the territory.”

“Then work harder,” she told him with a wink before hurrying up the hill toward the barracks and the training rooms.

Monsoon watched her the whole way while pushing his entire life into the recesses of his mind—not to hide, but to serve as the foundation for the best yet to come. The shining castle on the hill was going to be his.

All he had to do was work harder to survive to enjoy it. He shook his head. “I’ll do my best,” he said to her, even though she was no longer in sight. She was working hard to help his soldiers survive combat. He could do no less.

He stormed up the hill to deliver a laser-precise attitude adjustment to a group of soldiers playing grab-ass around the pallet staging area.

Federation Headquarters, Central Holding Facility

Rivka paced while Red and Lindy watched. The main facility didn’t have waiting areas. One was either a lawyer, a law officer, or a suspect. Visitors weren’t allowed because within twenty-four hours, the suspect was either freed or charged and moved to the city prison to await trial. Families could visit them there since they were equipped for such interactions.

The space in the hallway outside the interrogation room was cramped and stale, but it was the only place they could wait without being in the way.

It had been two hours, and the results from the blood test had not been delivered.

“That should take thirty seconds!” Rivka complained for the ninety-seventh time. “That’s it. Going to see the commissioner. The High Chancellor told him to cooperate. I’ll see that he does just that.”

She stormed away, but Red and Lindy didn’t follow. After walking twenty steps, she grumbled something, expecting an answer, to find Red unmoved besides pointing in the other direction.

“Fine!” she barked and turned around, modifying her steps to be less stormy and more measured. Red moved in front of her to lead the way to the commissioner’s office, while Lindy fell in behind.

They passed the floor’s reception desk and punched the button for the elevator. They took it to the top floor, encountering another reception desk staffed by an aged Yollin officer of the law.

Rivka showed her credentials. “I need to see the commissioner.”

“What about?” he asked in a bored voice, fingers hovering over the inputs for the record-keeping system.

“A blood test on a suspect. Time is burning. I’ll do my own if I have to.”

“You request a blood test through the medical unit on the first floor.”

“It’s already done. They took the sample two hours ago. I want the results.”

“Medical unit. First floor.”

“You have got to be shitting me.”

The Yollin parsed the statement. “I am not. They are the ones who handle results.”

Rivka swallowed hard. “Thank you.”

The elevator was waiting by the time Rivka turned around. Red held the door for her, and all three entered.

When the door closed, Rivka punched the wall, denting it. A warning flashed, and the elevator ground to a halt.

“What’s up, Magistrate?” Red asked. “It’s bureaucrats on their home turf, doing what they do best. We’ll outwit them in the end by continuing to ask questions. Why are you so angry?”

Lindy put a hand on Rivka’s shoulder, and the Magistrate jerked away while looking at her shoulder where Lindy’s hand had been.

“I, I don’t know.” She closed her eyes, fighting to calm her mind. “Ma’kair. Whatever is going on in his head rubbed off on me. Why aren’t you guys affected?”

“I’m angry all the time. This pudknocker has nothing on me.”

“I’m married to him,” Lindy said. “I’ve already surrendered. There isn’t much left to get angry about.”

“Hey!” Red chuckled. “You all good now? No more punching elevator panels.”

“I shall endeavor to not kill anyone—unless they need to be killed, of course.” The lines in Rivka’s face smoothed as she relaxed. “Is it that easy?”

Red and Lindy looked at each other, unsure about Rivka’s subject.

“All of a sudden, I don’t feel it anymore. It is what it is. I can see other colors besides red. Not you, Red.”

Lindy put her hand back on Rivka’s shoulder. “Happiness isn’t something that can be given or taken by others. It’s a decision we make in our own minds.”

“More Groenwyn influence?” Rivka covered Lindy’s hand with hers. “It’s a good influence. I wonder how she’s doing on Zaxxon Major?” Rivka switched to her internal communication chip. Clevarious, two things. We’re stuck in a Central Holding elevator. Be a dear and find someone to get us out of here. And have you heard from Groenwyn? Do we need to pick her up on our way back to Belzimus?

I will contact facilities management immediately. And I have not heard from Groenwyn. Do you wish me to check in with her?

Give her a call and let her know that we’re thinking about her. And how are the ambassadors faring?

They have removed Simulacris from the central core and are returning to Wyatt Earp with him.

That’s more extreme than I thought. I look forward to hearing what they learned. The elevator’s warning light stopped flashing, and it began to descend.

Thanks, C. We are moving again. We’ll check back in as soon as we have anything from the hairy butthole we have in custody.

I hope you have more of him in custody than that.

Carry on, C. You’ve put us back in business.

“Please don’t punch any more elevator walls,” Red suggested. “I don’t like being in here any longer than I have to.”

“I’m pretty angry about being stuck in here, too,” Rivka quipped. When they arrived on the first floor, they stepped out of the elevator as if nothing had happened and strode purposefully toward the medical office, where they found a small staff, less than fully engaged. Rivka balled a fist, but Red seized one arm and Lindy took the other.

“It’s not their fault,” Lindy whispered. “Kindness will get it.”

“Can you help me, please?” Rivka asked with a smile. She showed her credentials to the lab-coat-wearing four-legged Yollin who met them at the counter. “I’m looking for the blood test results from a suspect named Ma’kair.”

“Those were sent upstairs.”

Rivka schooled her expression before sighing gracefully. “They are so busy up there; the results must have slipped past them. Can I get a copy here?”

“Are you able to link with the delivery system?” the Yollin asked.

Rivka pulled out her datapad and looked for available connections. She accessed the one listed as Medical. “I’m in. You’ll see me as Magistrate Rivka Anoa.”

The Yollin tapped two buttons. “Done.”

“You have been extremely helpful. Thank you,” Rivka said, perusing the report. The included terminology wasn’t in her lexicon.

She sent the report to Clevarious and walked casually into the hall. Can you translate that thing for me? Does he have psychotropics in his blood or what?

A moment, Magistrate. This was clearly written for evidential submission in a trial. There are no conclusions drawn regarding anything in the Yollin’s blood. I am comparing it against what is considered normal and finding that everything is within expected levels. Ma’kair is not on drugs as far as this report shows. Did they test for everything out there? No, but not finding a drug doesn’t mean they wouldn’t find heightened adrenaline, which they did find, but not impacts on other organ functions. The adrenaline falls within the normal category for an agitated Yollin.

That is beyond understanding. He was raging like a psychopath. Rivka squinted at the floor as if the answer would present itself out of the swirling doubts within her mind.

His adrenaline levels are not that high. Are you sure?

Of course, I’m sure. I was in there. With a psychopath. I saw into his mind, and it was clouded by rage.

Rivka closed the link. “Time to go back and talk to our boy. I think we need to do the calm-him-down trick. What do Yollins like to drink?”

“Coke. Is there any question about that?” Red wondered.

“How about a milkshake with a heavy dose of rum?”

“That wouldn’t have been my first choice, but if you want to calm someone down, that will do it, as long as they don’t throw it in your face.”

“A face full of chocolate shake. We’ve had much worse. Let’s find the cafeteria and see what they can do for us.”

As it turned out, it wasn’t much. Rivka picked up two Cokes and they returned to the interrogation room, where the Yollin continued to pace.

“Do you think I can take him?” Rivka asked.

“Of course. It’s not even a question.”

“Then I’m going in alone. Give me the Cokes.”

“Hang on.” Red blocked the door with his body and held out his hand if trying to stop a bus.

“If I can take him, what’s the problem?”

“I don’t want you to get hurt.” Red put his hand down when he saw Rivka staring at it. “Fine, but don’t you get yourself killed. Think about what that will do to my résumé!”

“I’m touched.” Rivka gestured for Red to move out of the way.

“I’ll watch, and you be ready to go in,” Lindy said, taking a position by the window. “His back is turned to the door.”

Rivka popped the door and walked in, carrying nothing but the two Cokes.

“Here you go, Ma’kair.” She put the Coke on the table. He started to swipe at it but stopped short of knocking it to the floor. He looked at it while Rivka sat down and took a sip from hers. He glared with a fire that burned within.

“I’m sorry about your treatment. We have a couple questions that only you can answer, and then you’ll be free to go. Does that sound like something you’d be interested in?”

“I want my lawyer back in here.”

“Your lawyer is long gone. When you threaten your counsel, you lose the right to counsel, but we aren’t going to worry about that. We need to know how Simulacris managed the skimming process on the land army payments. One percent sliced cleanly off the top and delivered without anyone the wiser. You told Heimer Truasse, the Belzonian liaison, that there would be a one percent fee. How did you know this?”

The Yollin sat and threw back his drink, downing it in one long gulp. He clicked his tongue in appreciation before pointing at Rivka’s cup. “Are you going to drink that?”

She handed hers to him. He drank half of it before putting it down.

“I was instructed that there would be a one percent fee. I had never heard of such a thing before, but it was explained as a holdback to cover overages that fell outside of recognized buckets.”

“Buckets, as in line-item allocations?”

“Yes, exactly. Each line has a figure attached, based on the proposal and the Federation’s agreement to the costs.”

“It makes a lot of sense to give the contracting officer flexibility in case one line overruns while another underspends.” Rivka nodded in appreciation of the information. “There’s only one problem. That one percent never made it back to the Federation.”

“Did it ever leave the Federation?” Ma’kair asked, now a completely different person than he had been minutes earlier.

“It did. One hundred percent of the payment left. Ninety-nine arrived. Who instructed you about the one percent?”

“A Yollin from Treasury named Si’cris.”

“Have you ever met this individual before?” Clevarious, search for an individual in Treasury named Si’cris. I suspect he doesn’t exist and it is a bad fake name for Simulacris. At least he didn’t use Gluteus Maximus.

I’ll get back to you soon, Magistrate, the SI replied.

Ma’kair continued. “No, but we have a lot of turnover. As you can imagine, this job is kind of a dead end. If the contract goes perfectly, no one cares, but if something is amiss, it’s like the world is ending. I was arrested in the middle of the night and brought in here. It doesn’t make me a big proponent of the job.”

“But you were angry to an extreme. Do you know what that was about?” Rivka reached across the table and touched his arm. His mind was clear. He was telling the truth except for the rage. That confused him. He didn’t know why he had been so angry.

“I don’t know why. Maybe I was angry about getting accused of not doing my job. I’m very good at what I do. But like they say, build a thousand bridges, are you a bridge-builder? But suck one bologna loaf…”

“I believe I understand what you mean.” Rivka bit her lip to keep from laughing. “I’ll need to secure the blood sample taken earlier for further testing. I believe you were drugged for the specific purpose of working against me.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t answer your questions earlier. Back then, they didn’t seem to make sense. It’s all clear now. A drug that made me angry?”

“A drug that clouded your mind. You were played, Ma’kair. I am confident that is the truth. Your name will be cleared, with an added note that you were extremely cooperative in helping us find those who were responsible. What do you say we get you a ride home?”

“Thank you. I’d like that. I’m late for work. Can you square things with my boss for me?”

“Of course.” Clevarious, call a cab for Ma’kair and prepay it. Also, contact his workplace and inform them that he has been under my protection. He is to be treated as if he’s been at work all day.

Rivka opened the door and held it for Ma’kair. He drank the rest of the Coke and put the empty cup on the table.

“Thanks,” he muttered as he stepped outside the room, breathing as if appreciating freedom for the first time. “That was a singularly unpleasant exercise.”

“I know. We’re used to dealing with hardened criminals, people who destroy lives. It’s hard to change that approach, especially when the witness is extremely violent and has to be restrained.”

“That was me, but it wasn’t me.”

“I know,” Rivka said again. “Your cab is pre-paid and should be waiting for you outside the main door.”

He nodded once and walked toward the elevators.

Red sidled up next to the Magistrate. “That was an interesting approach. Give the raging guy caffeine to calm him down.”

“It was the calm approach that worked, not the Coke. Whatever was in his system that he passed to me magnified the emotion of the moment, preventing other emotions from coming into play. Once angry, he was going to stay angry if we kept feeding that. You and Lindy showed me how it could be tamped down. I still don’t know why you weren’t affected. Maybe I’ll get some of your blood, too.

“Will that count as first blood?” Red asked. “We could time it. I have a slot coming up.”

“No.” She turned to Lindy. “He’s incorrigible.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“The fourth moon of Aurelius Seven is called Flockenshnoogle.”

“What?”

“You told me to tell you something you didn’t know. I assumed you didn’t know that. Did you? I can come up with something else if need be.”

Lindy shook her head. “I’m good, Magistrate. Thanks, though.”

As you suspected, Magistrate, there is no Si’cris at Treasury or anywhere on Yoll, Clevarious reported.

“Back to Simulacris. Do we have a criminal mastermind SI? That would be something new.”

The group walked toward the elevators.

“Bluto was pretty bad.”

“He was a thrill killer seeing how far he could go before his inevitable arrest. He wasn’t a criminal mastermind. At least Erasmus has secured him so we cut the crime cord, hopefully. And where is this new fugitive from Justice? Onboard Wyatt Earp, with every other SI criminal known in the universe.”

“That makes my nuts crawl up inside my body. Why are we keeping these bastards on the ship?”

“Better to keep them where we can watch them since launching them into the sun isn’t an option. There is a formal agreement with the Singularity—no capital punishment for their citizens. They all get an equal chance to live.”

“Different rights, Magistrate?” Red wondered.

“Same rights. Different punishments, which I think is more than apropos, considering the differing nature of our existence.”

Red nodded in agreement, not understanding the nuances. As long as it didn’t get them shot at, he was good with it.

On the first floor, they returned to the medical center, where Rivka produced a warrant to take the blood sample with her. They handed it over with a quick thumbprint, happy to have one less sample on their overloaded shelves.

They walked the six blocks back to the ship. Red pounded down the sidewalk in front of Rivka, chasing intransigent Yollins out of the Magistrate’s way.

“You like that a little too much,” Rivka noted.

Lindy stayed on the traffic side, with frequent glances behind.

“I might. Yollins are good fighters.”

“Remember that guy on Skorr who tried to stab you in the heart? He was a good fighter, too.”

“Yeah. Made some money on that one.” Red swelled with pride.

“You are all kinds of wrong.”

“I wasn’t the one who fell under the evil spell of the angry powder and almost got us trapped in an elevator!”

“Now, now. Down, big fella. Don’t want you to give yourself an aneurysm.” Rivka waited until she saw his shoulders relax. “At least wait until there are babies crying onboard the ship.”

He turned and gave Lindy a weak smile and a thumbs-up. She gave him a look that made him turn back to the front.

“I’m here minding my own business, and the mean woman’s gotta kick me when I’m down.”

“Vered the Mighty, first baby born to the Embassy of the Singularity.”

Red chuckled. “There is that.”

“Suck it up, big guy. I think we’re going to find the real fight in this case is in the digital world, and it’ll be fought by Ankh and his people.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



Zaxxon Major

“We are having some issues,” Bundin reported. He couldn’t enter the building because the doorways were too narrow, so Lauton and Groenwyn met him outside.

“I’m sure. What are they?” Lauton prepared a notepad.

“There are active jamming signals throughout the city that are causing problems with the powered suit scanners.”

Lauton’s finger hovered over her pad. “I’ll tell our people to turn them off if you can give us the details.”

“They aren’t Zaxxon-approved transmissions.”

Lauton took her finger away and looked up. “What does that mean?”

“It means you have a criminal infestation. The jammers may block our suit scanners, but they are high-powered targets for orbital systems. They stand out like spotlights. I request your permission to suspend scanning operations, and under Potemkin’s direction, we will find and destroy the jammers. If I were a bad guy, I’d put the jammers in innocent people’s houses or businesses that have nothing to do with my cause. We will operate under that premise unless we discover information to direct us otherwise.”

Lauton looked at the sky. “What one must know to run a planet can be overwhelming unless she surrounds herself with the best people who handle the hardest of the hard work. You are a credit to the Bad Company, Sergeant Bundin.”

“I try my best, Director. If you’ll excuse me, I need to contact the ship and implement Operation Bug Hunt.”

“I wish you the best.” Lauton bowed her head while Groenwyn waved. Bundin hurried away. “I wouldn’t think he’d be as fast as he is.”

Groenwyn smiled, unable to generate a laugh since the weight on Lauton’s shoulders weighed on hers, too.

“Turn your people loose on what needs to be done,” Groenwyn encouraged.

Lauton caught glimpses of Bundin inside a small tent that had been set up to accommodate him as a command post. The director decided that rooting out the insurgents was still her number one priority, even if the Bad Company did the hands-on part of the work. She took Groenwyn by the hand and strolled to the tent.

“Do you mind if we watch?” Lauton asked.

Bundin gestured at her with one tentacle while operating the communication interface with another. A holoscreen presented a tactical view of the Potemkin’s scans. The Bad Company mechs gathered in groups of four and encircled each point, tightening the nooses until they were on top of the jammers. The first two systems blinked out of existence.

“Report,” Bundin said out loud, turning up the sound for his guests.

“Kerry One Four. The device was in the attic of an abandoned house. Once power was cut, it stopped radiating. We have sealed it in a lead box and will bring it in for further analysis. We are sweeping the area for caches, and surprise, surprise, we have two in the neighboring buildings. I’ve dispatched warriors to recover them. Standby. Switching feed.”

An image appeared, showing the view as the warrior saw it. He didn’t bother knocking. The front door exploded as he crashed through it. A woman inside dove for the cache and pulled out an advanced plasma weapon. The mech fired a single round from its mech-sized railgun, splattering the woman across the back wall while blowing a hole through it and the next two.

“Splash one,” the warrior reported. He walked across the room and looked at the open storage unit hidden under the floor. “I have a plasma rifle and two slugthrowers. These are weapons to reach out and touch someone. Sniper gear.”

Kerry One Four came back online. “Now that we know how to do it, we’ll clean things up right quick and in a hurry. Permission to move to next target.”

“Granted and good hunting,” Bundin replied.

Lauton shielded her face. “Did someone just die?”

Bundin didn’t have to turn around to face her since he had an eye on all four sides of the blue stalk that served as his head. The eye facing her blinked.

“Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry you had to see that, but a plasma weapon could damage the suit and injure the warrior inside. Self-defense is a primary function of all deployed units.”

“He just broke into her house.”

“Where she had weapons we’ve been tasked to remove. Have your citizens ever had privately owned plasma weapons?”

The light came on. “They have never had such weapons.”

“This was an insurgent, ma’am. Do you wish us to continue the operation?”

Lauton had a difficult time reconciling what she saw of the alien before her with the professionalism he demonstrated.

“I wish peace to return to Zaxxon Major. We have insurgents, pirates, and those who would do others harm. For those who wish us harm, you’re damn right I want you to continue the operation. I applaud the high standards you and your people are maintaining throughout this nasty business.”

“Thank you, ma’am. If you’ll excuse me. We have five more jammers to eliminate, and then we’ll resume our search for illicit weapons.”

“I’ve seen enough,” Lauton whispered to Groenwyn. When they went outside, the director was shaking.

Groenwyn tried to comfort her, but she was on the verge of collapsing.

They sat down in the middle of the area. The small contingent of soldiers designated for Lauton’s security ran over to surround the two women.

“Is it the death that bothers you?”

Lauton looked up with tears in her eyes. “I need the Magistrate’s counsel. I have unilaterally taken my people’s freedoms. I’ve brought in a military that has now killed a Zaxxon citizen, and there will be more.”

Groenwyn shook her head. “What you have done is taken the measures necessary to secure your people’s freedoms. When will you send the Bad Company away?”

“As soon as they are done collecting the illegal weapons.”

“And in orbit?”

“I don’t know. The pirates will come as soon as they are gone.”

“Then set up a long-term presence in orbit to work with your customs people to keep the pirates from replacing that which they are losing. And the Bad Company will track them back to the hole they crawled out of, but answer me this. Why are they trying to take control of Zaxxon Major?”

“Financial transfers. Once Erasmus and Ankh secured our systems from the Mandolin Partnership, we became the Federation’s transfer clearinghouse. So much money flows through here, it loses all meaning after a while. But a fraction of it is still a fortune, and if you need your money cleaned, there’s no better place than Transfer Central. You see, Groenwyn, it’s all about the money. I want to wash my hands of it.”

“Then do it. We don’t need any money to live on Wyatt Earp. We’ll get to see the galaxy and help keep people like you safe from those who would do harm. Rivka is great at weeding out psychopaths. That woman you saw in there; she was there for one reason, and that was to kill your people. Zaxxon Major is better off without her. And no, she didn’t get a trial, but this is a war. If the Magistrate was here, she would tell you the same thing. In war, the enemy gets killed until they can no longer realize victory. Negotiation or surrender is the only way to stop the violence.” Groenwyn cradled Lauton’s head and rocked gently.

“They won’t negotiate,” Lauton remarked.

“And they won’t surrender, so enough of them have not sacrificed for their cause. Once the dead outnumber the living, they may throw down their weapons. If they don’t, well, then their cause will die with them.”

“Until they send more.”

“How many citizens of Zaxxon can be subverted to be murderers and criminals?”

Lauton looked up. “I would like to think that those they corrupted are all that they could reach. Without a presence on Zaxxon Major, how will they establish a new foothold? Thank you, Groenwyn. I have a transition document to prepare. We’re going to clean up this planet and then turn it over to a committee of peers to run as a model for a peaceful and fruitful society.”

“That’s my girl,” Groenwyn said. “I hope you like animals because there are a few on Wyatt Earp.”

“I’ll learn to like them.” Lauton stood and pulled Groenwyn to her feet. They walked with purpose into the building and up the stairs to the director’s office. The vision of what needed to be done had come to her and the way ahead was clear.

Belzonian Military Barracks

A shuttle joined the parade from orbit, different from the Belzonian boxcars, but flying in formation with them.

Webster noticed the extra blip and didn’t like it. “New shuttle, I know you’re not Belzonian. Please identify yourself.”

“Good morning,” a voice said. In the background, a female voice corrected him. “It’s afternoon.”

“Good afternoon, then. This is Terry Henry Walton, and I’ve come to see my kids.”

“Colonel Walton, you are welcome to join our formation. Maintain course and speed. We’ll make one pass in orbit and then spiral down to the army barracks. Land your ship near Vengeance, the Trans-Pacific Task Force command ship.”

“Roger. I’ve heard good things about you, Webster. Thanks for taking care of my kids. Walton out.”

The shuttle fleet made one orbit around the planet to ease reentry into the upper atmosphere, then spiraled in a tight formation to the cargo staging area. They landed nearly in unison and shut down. Terry Henry’s shuttle peeled off and maneuvered slowly toward the Vengeance, where it set down in front of the large ship.

TH and Char climbed out, stretched, and strode toward the ramp and hatch. They let themselves in.

“Hello?” TH bellowed.

A Belzonian ran down the corridor to intercept them. “May I help you?”

“I’m Terry Henry, and this is Charumati. We’re here to see our daughter Cory.”

“She’s still at the barracks conducting training. I believe Colonel Walton is on board.”

“Yes, Colonel Walton will do.” TH winked at Char.

“Thank you. And your name?”

“I’m Corporal Terrazo.”

“Another Terry! Damn glad to meet you.” Terry Henry thrust out his hand.

The Belzonian corporal shook it before motioning for them to follow up the stairs and down a side corridor. “This is their expanded quarters. Their original quarters got blown up.”

“Were they playing with something they shouldn’t?” Terry joked.

“Tanks on the firing range, so maybe the answer to your question is yes. They were indeed playing with something dangerous.” She tapped on the door.

“Busy, come back in an hour,” Marcie yelled from the other side.

“Bullshit!” TH shouted at the closed door.

After a few moments, it opened. Marcie nodded slowly. “That dumbass stirs the pot and isn’t even here to reap what he had sown.”

Terry turned to the corporal. “Thank you, fellow Terry. We’ll take it from here.” The corporal saluted and hurried away. Char nudged TH out of the way to give her daughter-in-law a hug.

“Are you going to beat up the sergeant major?” Marcie asked matter-of-factly.

“What gives you that idea?” Terry waved her away. “It’s your husband that has it coming for tattling on his sister. I thought we raised him better than that.” Terry leaned close to Marcie. “Is she happy?”

“Cory is with us once again. That trip to Azfelius made all the difference for her. She is moving on with her life and in a good way.”

“Is the sergeant major right for her?”

“Who am I to judge? I had to dance naked in front of Kaeden before he finally caught on to what I was trying to do.”

“Is that what you did?” Terry blurted.

Marcie clenched her jaw and didn’t blink as she stared at Terry. Her expression softened, and she smiled. “But you’re not here to talk about us. Let’s talk about Cory.”

Terry continued to press her. “Maybe we should talk about you seducing our son.”

“I’m a hundred and sixty years old, and my father-in-law is still giving me shit. How old are you guys, by the way, like two-fifty or something?”

“Nice try. You said you were busy. With what?”

“We’re still trying to get some advanced weaponry from the Federation, but Rivka’s investigation is holding up all transfers. I’m afraid when we hit the ground on Forbearance, we’ll be between two parties who can wipe us from the face of their planet. They have plasma and laser weapons. All we want is railguns.”

Terry started to laugh, doubled over, and continued to laugh. He poked Char. “You get it?”

“I rarely get what you find funny, but I appreciate that you are entertained,” Char replied.

“All I want for Christmas is an official Red Ryder carbine-action 200-shot range model air rifle with a compass in the stock and this thing that tells time.”

Char worked the quote through her mind until it dawned on her. “Okay. That was a good one. A Christmas Story. I have to admit that it’s been centuries since I’ve seen it.”

“Clearly an oldie but a goodie.” He jerked his chin toward the door and led the way out. Marcie had stuff to do, but when Terry Henry Walton asked someone to follow, the best thing to do was to follow. She fell into step beside Char as TH whistled on his way off the Vengeance.

“He looks happier than the last time I saw him. Retirement seems to be working for him.”

“For us,” Char corrected. “We play golf every day. We work out. We meet people and get to chat up the customers. It’s kind of like when we tried retirement last time.”

“That complete debacle was a waste of fifty years,” Marcie joked.

“I had a great tan,” Char replied. “Alas, our lives were not meant to be spent in lounge chairs.”

Terry reached into the Pod. “Is that one of the War Axe’s drop ships?”

“It is. Micky has her topside in a lazy orbit while they’re figuring out how to get the crew some liberty down here. We heard this planet is a total party.”

“You heard that wrong. By party, they mean orgy.”

TH pulled out a shoulder-fired railgun and handed it to Marcie. “Call it a loan from the Bad Company.”

Marcie held it up and appreciated that it was brand new. “Is this it? What am I going to do with one railgun?”

TH rolled his eyes and groaned. “When I first met you in the hall of Billy Spires with Felicity on a divan with a little blonde-haired baby, you were crying. A hundred and sixty years later, you’re still crying.”

Marcie stammered unintelligible syllables.

“We have another two hundred for you on the War Axe. Will that satisfy you, for now anyway? Spires Harbor has a lull in space docking, repairs, and upgrades, so I asked if they would shift assets to the production facility on Keeg Station. Needless to say, the director was keen to satisfy the order. You’ll have another ten thousand coming in batches of a thousand each over the next four weeks. Will that do?”

Marcie smiled, and her eyes took on the sharp edge of a predator’s. “That will do nicely. I guess it’s good to know people, or better yet, be related to them.”

“Of everything I’ve learned since meeting Char, it’s that love of family is the universal constant. It’s more important than anything else.”

“Even honor?” Marcie pressed.

“Family better understand that everything they do better be done with the highest integrity. We don’t take kindly to miscreants. Family solves its own problems.”

Marcie gave TH and Char hugs. When she pulled away, she spotted a small group of people walking toward them. Marcie pointed.

“Well, well. Here they come, and they have Kaeden in tow. I need to ask him about that naked dancing stuff.”

“You better not,” Char warned.

Marcie pointed at her mother-in-law and nodded. “What she said.”

Cory grinned when she saw who was waiting. She turned to Sergeant Major Monsoon and whispered something in his ear. He smiled back at her, not letting go of her hand until she took it away to hug her parents.

TH held up a hand before Cory said anything. “Sergeant Major, I’d like to have a private word with you.” He walked toward the open field without looking back. Colonel Braithwen stepped back to stay out of the line of fire for a Walton family special.

Cory gestured with her eyes for Crantis to go. He strode briskly to catch up, head held high. When they were out of earshot, TH turned around to engage the sergeant major.
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“What is he talking to Crantis about?” Cory wondered.

Char shook her head. “I have no idea.”

Marcie leaned toward Kae and whispered, “If your parents ask about naked dancing, deny everything.”

“What?”

“He better not be giving him a once-over, Mom!” Cory pleaded.
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TH looked Crantis in the eye. “Do you think they think I’m giving you shit?”

Monsoon bit his lip to keep from laughing. “I’m sure. TH, I just want to say…”

Terry held up his hand. “Shake your head vigorously and stamp your foot. We’re only going to get this once to mess with them. And I know you can’t love Cory more than I do, but you can love her just as much.”

“That about covers it. Thank you.” Monsoon’s eyes glistened.

“Come on, Sergeant Major, stamp your feet.”

Monsoon shook his head and stamped his feet as he stormed back and forth between TH and the others.
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“What did he say? Mom!” Cory cried. She tried to run, but Char held her back.

“Is it too hard to believe that your father wants the best for you?”

Cory shot upright. “I want the best for me, and he’s right there.”

“Then we agree.” They watched as Monsoon threw his hands in the air. TH pounded his fist into his hand while glaring and snarling.
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“What’s for dinner tonight?” Terry asked, pounding his fist. “We can have you up to the Axe.” Another pound. He clenched both fists. “Our treat. Welcome to the family.”

“I couldn’t ask for better.” Monsoon threw his hands in the air and gasped. “I appreciate your support.” He ducked his head and kicked at the ground.

“It’s settled. Are we about done here?” Terry finished on a high note by shouting, “BULLSHIT!”

“I think so.” Monsoon thrust out his hand and Terry took it, pulling the sergeant major into a one-armed man-hug.

They strolled back to the others. Cory hurried to the sergeant major and hugged him protectively.

“We’ll be having the happy couple up to the Axe for dinner. All of you. As a matter of fact, bring your senior staff. We’ll make it a total bash.”

Kae started to laugh. “They were fucking with us.”

Braithwen snorted. “I think you’ve found your home, Crantis.”

Marcie raised her hands to get everyone’s attention. “More importantly, TH brought a couple hundred railguns, and we’ll get ten thousand more over the next month.”

“Well done, Marcie!” Jake clapped her on the back. Terry’s face fell. Char patted him on the head.

“Marcie for the win! We’ll be bringing the pain,” Kae declared. “Those fucknuggets on Forbearance won’t know what hit them.” He leaned toward Terry Henry. “And a few extra suits of combat armor, full-on mech style?”

“I think Christina can break some free for you, but you’ll have to talk with her. No love for the old man?”

“And the old lady,” Marcie stated. “Our parents came through when the Federation left us high and dry.”

Terry Henry sobered. “Bureaucracy is the cost of politics, and that’s what the Trans-Pacific Task Force is: diplomacy through force.” All eyes were on him. “Don’t speak ill of those who don’t know any better. They haven’t been shot at. Your timeline is not their timeline. Even though they are all the Federation, they aren’t all the same. The marching orders to go to war are given by one branch, and the logistics supporting that war come from another.

“And then you have people like the Magistrate rooting out those who contaminate the entire process. That’s what is holding you up. We can hate bureaucrats, but this time, it’s the scumbags of this universe who are feathering their own nests. They are responsible for the delays in getting you what you need to fight the good fight.”

“Thanks, Dad, for filling the gap. You will save lives, maybe even ours.” Kae shook TH’s hand.

“Now, let’s look at this rugged man!”

“Hermaphrodite, actually, but we use male pronouns and such.”

“I remember Nathan telling us something about that. I guess there’s only one bathroom to choose from here on Belzimus.”

“Only one. Do you need more?”

“I don’t think so. Tell us about your life, Crantis.”

“Sure. Do you mind if I call you Pops?”

Terry made an unhappy face and looked at Char. She finally laughed. “You think you’re the only one who gets to screw with people?”

“Let’s talk about Rivka. She has my wombat!” Terry exclaimed in an attempt to turn the conversation away from himself. The group boarded the Vengeance to get ready for a flight to orbit.


CHAPTER NINETEEN



Wyatt Earp, Federation Headquarters, Diplomatic Landing Pad

Rivka paced the corridors while waiting for information from Ankh and Erasmus. She finally gave up and headed to Engineering. She entered and found Ankh within his hologrid. She stepped forward carefully, tapping the air with her index finger looking for an energy barrier, pleased when she didn’t find one.

She eased inside the hologrid and kneeled next to Ankh. Her mind started to swirl as she was pulled into his world.

Rivka remembered screaming, “No,” but didn’t know if the word escaped her lips.

Within a multi-hued vortex, Ankh stood bigger than life. He commanded the storm like a dog herding sheep. Color bands were sent into the pit, while others were reformed and separated. Ankh remained in constant motion, although at a glance, he looked to be standing still.

“Welcome to my world,” Ankh said in a heavily masculine voice.

“Ah, there you are. This is much more convenient for us. We have a great deal of work to do, and I thought it best to explain while doing it,” a smaller entity said. He was wearing a business suit with a top hat and a cane. Erasmus twirled his cane and caught it with a dramatic flair, pointing at the moving wall surrounding them. “This is every transaction that flows through the system, of which Simulacris controlled only a small part.”

“Why are you looking at the whole instead of just his part?”

“The money joins the financial superhighway before departing to its final destination. This means that Simulacris tagged the funds and sent them into the stream before they came out the other end in Belzimus.”

“Seems inefficient,” Rivka said, standing and walking close to the moving wall. She reached out, but a cane tip appeared in front of her hand, stopping her.

“This is the livestream. It’s best that you not interfere,” Erasmus explained.

Rivka took offense, but only briefly. Ankh continued to sort and divert tendrils from the stream.

Ankh answered her question. “Having a single stream is the epitome of efficiency. It makes for more rapid transfers.”

“Isn’t it just digital records of credits? What’s with the whirlpool of colors?”

Ankh continued to work while Erasmus stood next to her, shaking his head. He put his hand on her shoulder. She swore she could feel it.

“Magistrate, this is the delusion under which most meatbags struggle when they should understand it better than us. The digital world is my home, and the stream of information represents the waves lapping at your beach and the rain on your roof, bringing comfort to your ears. Data is a representation of something from your world. The data is only a placeholder for a thing that exists in reality. It’s not that a single credit has a physical equivalent. There is no one credit coin, but that digital placeholder is traded for a service or an item.

“You buy a beer at All Guns Blazing. That credit becomes the beer, which becomes the credit again, which buys the hops, which the hops seller uses to pay his water bill, and so on. The more that credit is used, the better off the real world is. The credit has to jump in and out of the stream. That is what gives the stream its velocity. Look at it! A veritable hurricane of economic vibrancy!” Erasmus pirouetted within the eye of the storm, taking in all there was to see.

He stopped and returned to his explanation. “We are studying the transactions from their point of departure to their arrival. Thanks to Meredith, who oversees CEREBRO, we have been able to send some test transactions to Belzimus. It has been illuminating.”

“You have an answer?” Rivka asked, impatient now that she saw an end to the theft.

“There.” Erasmus took Rivka by the hand and strolled to a place near the black pit of the vortex. He pointed with his cane at a place where the transactions accelerated to a fantastic speed before slowing as they came out the other side. “The Venturi effect, I believe you call it.”

“I’m a little rusty on my physics, Erasmus.” She found that she was still holding his hand, but the vortex gave her vertigo, from which she couldn’t escape. She took his arm with her other hand and hung on.

“It’s the bottleneck through which the largest percentage of Federation transactions pass.”

“Why would the Federation funnel the transactions through a bottleneck?”

“That point is the hub from where transactions are rerouted to their final destinations. Look deep and see how the credits flow around and back through, always entering from the same direction and exiting out the other side.”

Rivka unfocused her eyes to see what was happening behind the closest wall. Many tendrils looped back to dive into the stream at seemingly random points. “I understand. Where is that?”

“Zaxxon Major.”

“Don’t tell me.”

“I must, since you demand clarity as part of your investigations. That is where the one percent is being skimmed. And right here is where those funds are going once they’ve been peeled from the stream.”

Erasmus’ cane hovered near a tendril that drifted away and disappeared into the dark. “I can’t see where it’s going.”

“No one can. Not from here. We must go to Zaxxon Major and follow it from there.”

“Why is it disappearing like that?”

“Someone is going to great lengths to hide it. But we will be able to follow it by going to those physical locations, the servers that are being used to mask the movement.”

“What do you expect to find at the end?” Rivka wondered.

“Magistrate! Are you asking us to speculate?” Erasmus asked.

“Don’t I always? But I make final judgments based on facts.”

“To your credit, you do. You keep an open mind. To answer your question, we’re pretty sure this is what we’ll find at the other end.”

Erasmus used his cane like a dueling sword, thrusting it into the stream before slowly extracting it. Skewered on the tip of the cane turned foil was a logo.

Rivka grit her teeth as she pulled it from the point and scowled at it.

The Mandolin Partnership.

“Why won’t you die?” She was ready to go. They had acquired all they needed to learn from Yoll. Erasmus stopped her as she turned to go. He eased close, his crystalline eyes carrying a galaxy of stars within.

“We will find them. We will cut off their access, something we did not do last time we were on Zaxxon Major. I want to put one of my people in place there to oversee the systems.”

Rivka examined the perfect visage Erasmus maintained in the digital world. Ankh stopped manipulating the data. He had found the answers and was ready to get back to an engineering project.

The Crenellian tapped his foot with impatience.

“Who did you have in mind?”

“Freya and the quad collective. They are conveniently and immediately available.”

“Of course they are because Wyatt Earp is the Singularity’s heavy hauler.”

“We ain’t heavy, Magistrate. We’re your brothers.” He touched her shoulder once more, and again she felt it.

Rivka faced him. “I know, Erasmus. You’re my family, as odd as that sounds coming from a meatbag. Can you tell me how to get out of here? The real world needs me, and I see that Ankh is bored.”

“As am I, Magistrate.” Erasmus drew the symbol for infinity before him in a line of fire, then snapped his fingers.

Rivka fell back from where she kneeled next to Ankh, through the hologrid, and onto the deck in Engineering. A warm hand gripped her arm. She found Kennedy trying to help her up.

“Are you okay? It looked like you were in stasis or something.”

“How long was I in there?”

“Just a few seconds. I saw you go in and then freeze. Next thing I know, you’re lying at my feet.”

“Sleight of hand. The art of deception,” Rivka said. “The world is far more than what we see, and less, too. Set course for Zaxxon Major, best possible speed without intra-atmospheric Gating.”

“Zaxxon Major, aye.” Kennedy bolted from Engineering.

Rivka watched Ankh as he engaged within the hologrid on a different project, his work on her case suspended until their next stop. She spoke barely above a whisper. “Thank you for the look at your world and your insight. I can’t tell you how much it means to me. And Erasmus, you are one classy guy. I like your style.”

Our pleasure, Magistrate. May I make a suggestion?

“Please do.”

We can take Destiny’s Vengeance to Zaxxon Major with Chaz and Dennicron spearheading the investigation. From here on out, I believe our path lies along the digital byways. Only at the very end will we find real-life terminus. We will find it and then call in the big guns, as it may be.

Rivka contemplated the proposal for a moment and decided she liked it, within certain limitations. “Chaz and Dennicron only investigate. They aren’t ready to do the Magistrate side of things, not yet. Punishment eludes them, but they’ll learn.”

Subtle shifts suggested the ship had taken off. Rivka nodded at Ankh and headed for the bridge.

Clodagh and Kennedy were haranguing Ryleigh for what they considered a rough take-off. They stopped the friendly jibes when Rivka arrived.

“Change in plan. When we get to orbit, we’ll link airlocks with Destiny’s Vengeance. Ankh, Chaz, and Dennicron will cross-deck, taking the quad collective with them. They will go to Zaxxon Major to continue following the credit trail, which, they just informed me, goes through there. We’ll return to Belzimus. I have the Law of War to write.”

She made a sour face before retiring to her quarters to change her mindset from one case to another. Rivka realized she had made it this far with no swearing, blood, or running. It was as close to running the table as she would ever get, depending on what the SI team found. She got the impression an SI was behind the scheme.

The Mandolin Partnership was run by an SI. “I didn’t kill Nefas dead enough. He taunts me in his death. This time, I will dismember your organization limb from stinking limb.”


CHAPTER TWENTY



War Axe, in Orbit over Belzimus

The galley was almost completely filled with people. Cory, Marcie, and Kae looked at the many faces they knew so well, but they also saw in their mind’s eye those who were missing, like Joseph and Petricia, Timmons and Sue, and Shonna and Merrit.

Dokken lounged on one of the tables, ignoring Jenelope’s yelling for him to get down. The green-skinned woman, Xianna from Torregidor and her husband Eldis, scratched Dokken’s stomach while blocking the head chef from driving him off with a wooden spoon.

“Hey, buddy,” Cory said softly.

Bed hog! Dokken yelled. The big German Shepherd scattered plates and people as he scrabbled off the table and ran for Cory. The warriors stood and cheered, even though she hadn’t left that long ago. She glowed as she used to, bringing joy wherever she went. Dokken slammed into her, wagging his tail furiously. He settled instantly and sniffed the sergeant major. Who is this? He smells funny.

“He’s the sergeant…”

Yes, definitely something different, Dokken interrupted. Crantis tried to push the dog’s nose away from his crotch.

Braithwen worked his way into the mix and found a seat with an unopened beer, to which he helped himself and saluted the others at the table.

“Bro,” Kimber said, saluting with her own beer from where she sat on her husband Auburn’s lap. He waved.

Kae shook his head at them. “I remember when this used to be a ship of war, and now it’s a never-ending All Guns Blazing party.”

“It’s the life we fought for, young man. To the victor, the spoils.” TH waved at Colonel Christina Lowell, who was buried in the middle of the crowd. “Hey, toss me one of those!”

A dark bottle became a projectile and sailed across the galley. With a lightning-quick movement, he snatched it from mid-air, and in one smooth motion, popped the cap and took a drink.

He waved for quiet.

Kae groaned. “Another Dad speech.”

Terry saluted his son, took a drink of beer, and started. “We called this party for two reasons. One was to celebrate the first shipment of railguns to the Trans-Pacific Task Force. Keeping the peace in the Federation. One team, one fight. The second is to welcome Sergeant Major Crantis Monsoon to Char’s and my family. And that means he is going to become part of your family, too.”

The crowd cheered, but an alarm buzzer quieted them. General Smedley Butler, the SI who ran the War Axe, announced that Wyatt Earp had just entered the hangar bay.

Char waved Terry off. “I’ll go get them, but you might want to clear some space. Rivka has a big crew.”

“Tighten it up!” Terry yelled. Christina saluted him with her beer. No one moved. “Damn. I used to be somebody.”

“You’re the AGB guy!” a voice shouted from the back of the room.

“Damn straight! What’s for chow, Jenelope? I’m coming for my hug.”

The chef menaced him with her wooden spoon until he surrendered.

When Rivka joined them, she carried Floyd and brought her small army, many of whom the warriors already knew, like Clodagh and Cole. Tiny Man Titan took exception to Dokken and started yapping.

You ugly. You ugly.

Dokken delivered his best sad eyes look to Cory. Make him stop before I bite him in half.

Ugly. Ugly! Titan pressed.

Dokken bared his fangs and rose up on his back legs, roaring a deep-throated bark that shook the walls.

Scared. Hide! the little dog cried.

Tyler waited in the corridor until Rivka dragged him inside. The three pilots walked in to a sharp intake of breath from the single men of the Bad Company. Too many of them jumped to their feet and offered their seats. Red and Lindy took the opportunity to work their way into the fray, finding Kailin and squeezing in next to him.

Floyd squirmed out of Rivka’s arms and worked her way under the tables to get attention from the entire Bad Company. Terry pulled Rivka aside for a quick word.

Micky walked in carrying Wenceslaus. “I found my cat.”

“Dokken, look. Our arch-nemesis is back.” TH pointed at the War Axe’s captain.

“It’s my cat,” Clodagh said. “He sure gets around.”

“He was our cat for a little bit,” Marcie stated.

“You found my cat,” Rivka added.

Micky turned away, shielding Wenceslaus from the others. “I better go before someone steals my cat again.”

“My cat,” Smedley boomed through the ship’s intercom.

“That fucking cat will start a war. Mark my words, Magistrate!” Terry crossed his arms, daring anyone to dispute his words before calling for quiet. “Listen up, you sandy little buttholes. We’re going to do a couple things. First, the Magistrate is going to give you a quick update as to what’s going on in our galaxy, and then the second is a surprise.”

Rivka looked at Terry Henry. “I’m going to what?” She held her hands up in disbelief. “You asked me if I would perform a wedding, not comment on an ongoing investigation, which I can’t do.”

“Come on, Rivka. This is us. Give us the big picture, not the boring lawyer details.”

“Wedding?” Char asked, knowing exactly what her husband had suggested.

Whee! Floyd cried above the din.

“Fine. But you didn’t hear it from me. The Mandolin Partnership is back. The Singularity is chasing them down, and when we find them, we’re going to squash them like the bugs that they are. Last time, Bad Company put a hurt on the fleet of pirates supporting Mandolin. We believe the surviving pirates from that battle are now leveraging the Partnership to be bigger and badder than it was before.”

“Damn, Magistrate. I didn’t ask you to rain on our parade,” Terry grumbled. The room went silent as they contemplated what a battle with Mandolin would mean.

“We’ll blast them to space dust. They can’t stand against the War Axe. They can’t stand against Wyatt Earp. Hell, they can’t even survive a battle with Destiny’s Vengeance.” Micky nodded because his hands were full of a big, lounging orange cat. “Just tell us where they are, and we’ll take care of business.”

“Hear, hear!” Terry yelled. Rivka opened her mouth, but Terry shook his head. “You’re a total buzzkill. Does she do that to you?”

Tyler’s eyes shot wide, but not a single muscle moved besides one eye-twitch.

“She does,” Terry declared.

“I do not,” Rivka countered. She looked at Tyler.

“She does not,” he said in a wooden voice before starting to laugh.

“Whose wedding?” Tyler asked, making google eyes at Rivka. She shook her head.

Terry chased people out of the open space in front of the doorway and raised his hands once again for quiet. “Would the happy couple come forward?”

Cory and Crantis bumped into Clodagh and Cole as they all stepped into the same open space.

“This is awkward,” Tyler whispered to Rivka. She nudged him.

Terry leaned close to the two couples, neither surrendering the space. “Looks like two for one.” Terry pointed at Clodagh and Cole. “They’re having a baby and thought it time. I personally don’t care if anyone gets married or not. If you’re happy together, be together. Still want that digital parchment?”

“I do,” Cory said.

“I guess,” Crantis added, earning a look from Cory. “I don’t know what I’m doing. Belzonians don’t get married. They stay together when there’s a child or children, but only kind of. We don’t spend our lives with one person. Not usually. This is all new to me, but,” he took a knee in front of her, “ever since I met you, I have no desire to be with anyone else.”

She flushed crimson and pulled him to his feet.

“We’ll do it,” Cole declared in a loud voice. He put his hand over his heart. “I want to declare my undying love for the woman who wants to make an honest man of me and has begged me to marry her. She finally wore me down. So here we are, the Clodagh, Cole Junior, and me.”

Clodagh shook her head.

Rivka squeezed in front of them. “Do you two wish to get married as recognized by the Federation for no other purpose than to share your mutual assets and get priority seating on commercial spacecraft?”

“We do?” Cole asked.

“You do,” Rivka replied. “Give me your thumbprints.” She held out her datapad, and they took turns mashing their thumbs against the square on the screen. “I declare you married, spouses forever. Don’t make me arbitrate a divorce. That would really put me out.”

Terry leaned in to offer his hand to Cole. “I’m not sure I’ve ever witnessed a more heartfelt ceremony. Congratulations.” Cole and Clodagh were caught in a moment that had flashed by too quickly. They looked like they expected more.

Rivka turned to Cory and Crantis, who were nose to nose, whispering. Terry drew a line across his throat with one finger. “We’ll table you two for later,” Rivka told them.

Terry pulled Rivka aside. “Fucking Mandolin is back?”

“I was none too pleased to find that out.”

“I’ll do those bastards for free,” Terry growled. “But I’m a civilian now. What are you doing back here if Mandolin is operating out of Zaxxon?”

“I’m going to war with the Trans-Pac. We need formal law-of-war guidance prepared, and they’ve tasked me to do it.”

“But, the Mandolin.” Terry pointed out the galley door, almost clocking Crantis.

“Ankh is looking for them. They’re not on Zaxxon, but they had a serious insurgency going on there. Bad Company has a battleship in orbit providing support.”

“They do?” He hung his head. Char wrapped an arm around his waist.

“My husband won’t ever retire completely. He wants to know all, and even more, he wants to dip his fingers into all the food bowls.”

Rivka chuckled. “I don’t think you want to say it like that since you run an AGB franchise. We order a lot of food from you. I’d sic the Federation Health Code bureaucrats on you if I thought your fingers were in my moonstokle pie.”

“Vile creature,” he said, turning his nose up and away from Rivka.

Rivka cupped her hand around her ear. “What’s that I hear? Is it the sound of jealousy?”

Smedley buzzed the group. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but there’s an emergency message for Colonel Walton from Belzimus.”

“I’ll take it here,” Terry said, pointing at the comm screen on the wall.

“The other Colonel Walton,” Smedley clarified.

Marcie and Kae worked their way to the screen, with Crantis joining them and Cory looking over his shoulder.

“Colonel Walton.”

“Ma’am. There’s been an explosion in the staging area. We’ve lost two shuttles and a great deal of gear. Major Punyaa is on-scene and directing recovery efforts.”

“We’re on our way.” She closed the channel. “Fun’s over, people. If you belong on the Vengeance, get there right now. We leave in two minutes.”

Rivka twirled her arm in the air. “Wyatt Earp. Saddle up. We have a war to fight.”

The crew disengaged themselves from their friends and headed for the corridor. Dokken barked one last time at Tiny Man Titan.

“Stop terrorizing the little man,” Cory warned.

He started it.

And I’m ending it, Cory replied, using her internal chip to deliver the final word.

I miss you.

Me, too, Dokken. Take care of my dad.

It’s my full-time job. I never get a day off. He nudged up against Terry Henry.

“Crap!” TH shouted. “Bad Company, get those railguns loaded on the Vengeance right fucking now!”

“Oorah, Colonel!” they shouted, and a flood of humanity nearly bowled Terry and Char down on their way to the hangar bay. Christina waited until they were gone to ease over to them.

“You still have it,” she told him.

“Way to go, Gramps.” Kailin smiled with his much-too-young face.

“Your mother has a lot to answer for.” Terry hugged his grandson. Christina shrugged.

“Damn!” Kai pounded his fist. “We missed our chance.”

Christina rolled her eyes. “Anything else you want to hook them up with?”

“Four suits if you can spare them, and to hedge our bet, they’ll probably need four drivers, too.”

“I’ll catch Rivka before she leaves.” Christina ran off, with Kailin on her heels.

“I couldn’t be more proud,” Char said.

Terry hugged her to him. “We’ve left a legacy that is changing the universe. Peace and freedom, guaranteed by blood.”

“What do you think, buddy? Should we check on our arch-nemesis and see if we can encourage him to get on one of those ships that’s leaving?”

Teach him who’s boss! Dokken put his nose to the ground and ran after the trail of Captain Micky San Marino.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



Zaxxon Major

Destiny’s Vengeance settled into the spot Wyatt Earp had formerly occupied. Bundin’s tent was nearby. He stuck his stalk head through the flap, then decided it best to meet the ship. He trundled out to stand not far from the hatch. It popped, and the beautiful people walked out.

Chaz and Dennicron.

“I am Sergeant Bundin of the Bad Company. I believe you are from the Magistrate’s Team.”

Ankh appeared behind them. “Ankh! Is there anything I can do for you?”

The SIs stepped aside to let Ankh exit first. “Make sure none of your people damage any of the servers in the basement of this building.”

Bundin’s tentacle arms waved around. “Why would we do that?”

“You asked what I needed. I told you.” Ankh, carrying a small toolkit and with his night-vision goggles securely on his forehead, walked around the Podder toward the building. Chaz and Dennicron smiled pleasantly on their way past.

Bundin sighed a very human sigh.

Inside, Ankh didn’t bother to check in with the soldiers. He had already transmitted his needs. The main server farm filled the basement of that very building, the same one they had raided what seemed like forever ago.

Ankh knew the way. He found the door locked. The trio walked back to the clerk they had talked to before to get the key.

Which she wouldn’t surrender. She called for her boss, who called the next boss, and by the time they got to Lauton, there was a small army of managers in the lobby. Ankh kept his expression neutral while seething at the delay and too many people knowing what was about to happen.

It had only taken five minutes, but it was time Ankh considered to be wasted. He occupied his time by hacking into their administration system and putting all the interim managers who’d refused to open the door for him on report.

Ankh never liked asking for help, but the bureaucrats were going to alert the Mandolin insiders who had infiltrated the complex. Otherwise, the system would have never been able to siphon the funds as it did. That took an insider, and it would take an insider to keep it out of sight. That was why they were so energetic about overthrowing the director and retaking control of the planet.

Legitimacy was the best cover.

Groenwyn, I need your assistance to get through the door to the server room.

Ankh! Are you here?

He wouldn’t normally have answered a question with an obvious answer, but this time, he needed her help. He had learned what it looked like to play nice, although he thought it encouraged people not to think things through before they spoke.

I am with Erasmus, Chaz, and Dennicron. We need the door open now. These people are going to alert the Mandolin Partnership, and we’ll lose the trail. He decided to try name-dropping. The Magistrate will be furious if this trail goes cold.

I’ll bring the director right down to get this sorted.

Ankh replayed the conversation twice to be sure, but he liked the end result, with little added engagement on his part.

Erasmus agreed with the observation regarding the proper way to manipulate humanoids. They succumb easily when the argument appeals to them.

Surprisingly so. Tell them what they want to hear, shaped within something you want. I shall work on this approach, or I fear that I will forever be known as the pizza guy.

What they call you is irrelevant, but from what I understand, that name is related to the one who brings joy and happiness, which suits you very well, my friend.

Indeed, I do. Thank you for noticing.

How could I not? Erasmus replied.

Groenwyn ran down the decorative circular staircase to the lobby, followed by Lauton, who made a more leisurely approach.

“Unlock the door,” Lauton called from the stairs.

The clerk kept the keys in her hand as she hurried down the hallway. Groenwyn waved, having not had to say a word.

Ankh, Chaz, and Dennicron walked through the open door. Only Dennicron stopped to thank the clerk. She took the steps two at a time to catch up to Ankh and Chaz.

In the basement, cool air greeted them as they took stock of the server farm.

“This is all new,” Ankh said. He looked for an input terminal but found none. It wasn’t critical. He stood near a router connected to massive cables climbing the wall—the communication interface. It would have an access they could tap into.

Ankh had his hacking disc in a pocket. As soon as they found the access, he and Erasmus went running toward it.

Virtually, because Ankh wasn’t big on working out.

Belzonian Military Barracks

The senior leadership of the Trans-Pacific Task Force hovered by the side hatch, waiting for the ship to land before running to the destruction. No one spoke about how they were all gone at the same time except to extoll the virtues of Tank Commander Punyaa.

“Touchdown,” the pilot reported. They hadn’t felt it, but that didn’t matter. They opened the hatch and vaulted to the ground before the ramp extended, and they hit the ground running. Marcie led the way, with Kae close behind. Jake and Crantis were next, with Cory sprinting to get beside them. They ran like the wind, faster than any human or Belzonian should have been capable of. Their enhancements allowed them all to strain beyond their bodies’ limitations.

They reached the site and spread out, looking for something physical to do, but the fires were out, and only a smoking crater remained.

Marcie found Punyaa. “Tell me what you know.”

He took off his hat to wipe the grime from his face. His once-storied plume was plastered to his sweaty head.

“I was right over there, getting ready to bring the tanks up for loadout. This thing went up like a rocket.”

“Was anyone too close?”

“Your question is, did we lose anyone?” Punyaa took off his hat and scratched his head. “At least five that I saw. They were consumed by the fireball. Another ten are in sickbay from the power of the blast. There wasn’t much to burn after that. We’re left picking up the pieces, and no, I have no idea what blew up.”

“Sabotage?” Marcie asked.

Punyaa shrugged. “No idea. We’ll know more after an analysis of the residue.”

“We can do that. Kae, get your armor on and scan this wreckage.”

After a quick nod, he bolted toward the Vengeance. Braithwen and Monsoon took control of the area.

Cory hurried toward a group hauling stretchers up the hill. When she reached them, she trooped the line and directed three to be set down. She used the nanos in her body to heal the worst of the injuries and stabilize the soldiers for further treatment. One after another picked up their charge and continued on. After the last, a hunched Cory straggled after the group.

Monsoon kept glancing at her. Marcie took his hand off a broken piece of gear that didn’t matter. “Don’t waste time with this. Go help her teach our people about triage.”

Monsoon was off like a shot. The crack of a ship breaking the sound barrier coincided with his sprint.

Wyatt Earp set a speed record from orbit to landing, flaring and slowing in the millisecond before it hit the ground.

The cargo deck dropped, and Cole ran out just in time to join Kaeden in running back toward the staging area. Cole used his jets to go vertical and flew ahead of Kaeden, landing on the far side of the scorched area. He activated his complete sensor suite and started analyzing samples. Between the two of them, they swept the area in less than ten minutes.

Looks like propellant extended the range of tank projectiles, Kae told the others.

They looked at Punyaa, but he wasn’t equipped with an internal comm chip.

Marcie explained in a voice that wouldn’t carry. “Extended-range projectiles for the tanks’ main guns? I didn’t authorize those.”

Punyaa’s face turned white, and he looked for something to lean on. He settled for taking a knee. “It’s my fault.”

“You ordered experimental firepower?”

He shook his head. “I talked with Lieutenant Wiriya, and he was pretty excited about it. I told him no, but you know his boundless initiative.”

Kae strode into the middle of the scorched area, looking for organic remains. The ground was littered with bits and pieces.

Kae collected more unique DNA samples than he expected. I’ve got six individuals in here. I’ll forward the data to your people, Colonel.

“And I’ll expedite an answer.” Braithwen ran for the barracks to get the admin staff on the job. Kae parked his suit to the side and crawled out the back.

“Wiriya,” Kaeden mumbled. “He was critical on Kor’nar.”

“We don’t know he’s one of the six,” Marcie tried, but it sounded weak.

Cole finished his scans. I have six unique samples as well within the initial blast and at least five splatters from beyond. I’ll forward those, too, just in case someone else is missing.

“What shuttles did we lose?”

Kae walked toward the line of ships, studying the wreckage of the two lost in the explosion. “Damn. This is Webster’s.” He ran around the crushed shell of the shuttle’s cargo section to peek through the forward screen but found the cockpit empty. “Thank the gods.” He worked his way inside to see what there was to see, finding blood. Someone had been hurt but removed.

Marcie directed Punyaa to leave the area since he was a witness and couldn’t head up the investigation.

“I’m going to the infirmary. I want to see if Webster is there.” He hesitated, distress seizing his features. “And Wiriya. I like that kid.”

Rivka and her team arrived. Tyler didn’t waste any time. He ran up the hill once he spotted Cory and Monsoon working their way toward the barracks.

“Go on. I’ll get the investigation started. We have illicit materials provided by the soldiers themselves. What we don’t have is what triggered the explosion.”

Soldiers straggled to the blast site, standing around in their shorts, unable to focus on anything besides the damage to their people. The loss.

Marcie snagged a group of twenty. “Go to that ship, Wyatt Earp, and help them bring our railguns up here. We’ll load them into the next wave going to orbit.”

“We’re still going?” one of the younger Belzonians asked.

“War waits for no one. The longer we delay, the more people get killed. We will find out what happened here and take steps to keep it from happening again. We need those railguns. Hop to it, people.” Marcie spoke softly, giving the distraught something to do and a focus since the mission was still moving forward with the same timeline. Nothing had changed except they had two fewer shuttles to do it with.

Lindy led the soldiers toward Wyatt Earp. Red stayed near the Magistrate, casting a wary eye over those present, along with the remaining gear. “May I suggest we not stand so close to stuff that could blow up?”

Rivka shook her head. “It would have already gone off.”

“Not if it was a bomb,” Red argued. He put himself between the Magistrate and the cargo staging area, standing close to her to shield her.

“I need someone like you,” Marcie observed, “to stand between me and the madness of this operation. Did you find what you were looking for?”

She turned back to the devastation.

Lindy and those in her charge took their time since ten railguns represented more than a full load for each, but they soldiered on.

“Yeah. We found it. It’s resolved, but it opened up a new line of inquiry into an old foe. Ankh is following that lead.”

“Ankh?” Marcie turned her back on the wreckage. “How did Ankh become an investigator?”

“The SIs are in his charge as an ambassador at large carrying Erasmus in his head. Erasmus is the real ambassador for the Singularity.”

“He always carried around a case. We thought Erasmus was in there. That little rat!”

“Did anyone ask him?” Rivka wondered.

“Well, no. You’ve talked with him. You know what it’s like, trying to get a straight answer.”

“There is that. He has been critical to my investigations.”

“Speaking of…” Marcie gestured with her head.

“I’ll investigate it. Cole collected the forensics. I’ll get the SIs to analyze the data. They’ll make short work of it. I can interview a few people. Sooner is better for that. Where’s the infirmary?” Marcie pointed, and Rivka followed the trail up the hill to the building complex for the Belzonian Army, which had become the Headquarters for the Trans-Pacific Task Force.

Red walked at her side, head on a swivel.

Cole, get with Clevarious and analyze that data, Rivka ordered.

Already done, Magistrate. I beamed it over as I was collecting it.

Yes, Magistrate, Clevarious interrupted. Looks like six Belzonians died in the blast, which was made up of the propellant for extended-range munitions. I’m told that it is not in use because it is extremely volatile. There are trace amounts of phosphorescent chlorite. This could have triggered the explosion.

My chemistry is a tad rusty. School me up, C.

It’s used in hair dye for a sensational flare of color, or so the product description claims. Clevarious sounded less than convinced of the efficacy of the dye.

How would that set off an explosion?

It emits a gas that explodes in a small colored puff.

And they put that in their hair, knowing it’ll explode? Rivka became more convinced of the madness of people, even though she had seen Belzonian coiffures and knew the extremes they went to with their hair.

While in the hair, it remains in a liquid state. It’s the gaseous form that is volatile. As a person walks, airflow causes the phosphorescent chlorite to evaporate. It puffs in colored clouds behind the individual. It’s harmless in small quantities and when it’s sealed.

Got it, C. Thank you. This seems to be a self-inflicted wound, but let me ask some questions. Someone had to know who put that stuff in with the propellant, or maybe neither knew the other was there since they were both contraband. “Monsoon is going to love this.”

“I heard,” Red remarked. “Bald guys don’t take kindly to the errant ways of the hairy ones.”

Rivka looked at him like he had grown a new head. “’Errant ways of the hairy ones?’” They hurried along the well-worn path, wondering why there weren’t steps or a paved walkway, but there wasn’t, and no one cared. Welcome to the military, where expediency overruled esthetics. “We’ll see how he takes that bit after I’ve had a chance to question a few people to confirm my suspicions.”

Red nodded. He didn’t share case details. It wasn’t his place, but he enjoyed talking to the Magistrate about them. Each time, Red would wait patiently for the case to become a mission. He knew it would because the Magistrate attracted violent criminals like free beer drew a crowd. Sometimes it took less time than others, but it always happened. The Law of War? They were going to be in the middle of a battle? Red decided he needed to talk to Kaeden about mech support.

Inside the barracks, signs pointed the way to the infirmary and the medical unit. If there had been no signs, the refuse and dirty prints would have shown them the way. The sound of busy people handling an emergency drew them.

Inside a room that was too small for the number of injured, they found controlled chaos.

“I’ll wait out here,” Red said. He took up too much space to work his way inside. He could see everything he needed to see to know the Magistrate wasn’t in danger. The soldiers inside were trying to save lives.

Cory and Tyler were elbow-deep in patients.

Too many agonized cries from too many tortured souls—the pain of burns, cracked skin, broken bones.

Suffering.

Rivka remained with Red. “Maybe now is not the time to question anyone,” she whispered. The Trans-Pacific medics were holding strong. Cory directed them in addition to helping treat the worst of the injured. Tyler handled the burn cases, wrapping clean bandages over salved flesh, delivered with a healthy dose of painkillers.

After fifteen minutes, Rivka saw the control in the chaos. No wasted movements, efficiency in delivery. Runners bringing the right supplies to the right stretchers, verified by shouts of “Who needs this?”

“The Law of War,” the Magistrate started, “is filled with ways to prevent the worst of this, but people will still get hurt and killed. The best law punishes those who start a war without having exhausted all their options while also punishing those who are so combative as to create the conditions where war becomes the only choice.”

As patients were cleared from immediate treatment, they were moved out of the infirmary to the hallway where they were staged for movement to somewhere more conducive to recovery.

“They could use a Pod-doc, too. The Federation has hamstrung them.”

Rivka shook her head. “Something about limiting the technological advantage. If the Trans-Pac goes in with overwhelming firepower, then they win the peace through brute force and fear. Without that advantage, they force the warring parties to negotiate through the threat of more war like they just experienced.”

“And the railguns?” Red wondered.

“Forbearance is more advanced than most of the Federation member planets, but they popped up on the Federation’s screens with short notice. The number of combatants on the two sides are low, but they are armed with the latest technology. It’s a lose-lose situation, and the Trans-Pac is being thrown right into the middle of it. The universe needs to thank Terry Henry Walton for the extremes he goes to to help keep the galaxy safe.”

“Peace through superior firepower.”

Rivka found the first patient in the hallway to be semi-lucid. She leaned close to his head, touching him where he wasn’t burned. “Who put the hair dye in the crate?” she whispered.

The Belzonian knew. Images of the person appeared in his mind, but the explosion happened almost immediately afterward. The individual’s DNA sample was being verified. He would cross the line no more.

She hung her head. The images in his mind were hard to see. The violence of the blast and the pain that had followed surged like a storm through her. She found Red holding her when she pulled herself from the abyss.

“Rough view of his world?”

“Very,” she agreed. “Have you seen Monsoon or Braithwen?”

“No. I’m not sure where they went after coming up here with the stretchers.”

“It’s probably best that I talk with Marcie. She’s the commander of these people. Time to go. We’ll leave these folks to do what they need to, but first…” Rivka worked her way into the infirmary, where more and more room appeared as patients were moved into the hall.

She found Cory and pulled her aside for a moment. “Bring them to the Pod-doc on Wyatt Earp and we’ll fix what will take time to heal.”

Cory’s eyes delivered all the thanks Rivka needed.

The Magistrate stopped by Tyler. “I’ve offered the Pod-doc. Get the worst to Wyatt Earp, and we’ll work backwards. There’s no reason for these people to suffer more than they have to. Maybe we can get the War Axe to provide additional aid.”

When they walked out, Red had to ask. “Why don’t they have their own Pod-doc already?”

“That prohibition about advanced technology. It wasn’t very kind to the Federation’s land army. Pod-docs were a step too far.”

Red winced. “That’s a load of bullshit.”

“I think that’s exactly how it will read in my report to the High Chancellor, with an info copy to both Nathan Lowell and Lance Reynolds.”

“That might get their attention.”

“Or get me fired,” Rivka replied.

“You’re bulletproof, Magistrate. No one is going to fire you for banging the gong with a truth hammer.”

“You know I’m not bulletproof. If it weren’t for the Pod-doc, I’d have the scars to prove it. Scars and then some.”

“You’d be dead. As would I. As would Lindy. As would Ankh. All of us.”

“And that’s why the land army needs the right equipment. I’ll give Marcie a hand as much as I can, but TH and the Bad Company are stepping in because their contracts have become fewer. Success has been their enemy. No one wants a Bad Company warrior beating down their door. Between us all, maybe we can help the right thing happen.”

“My hat is off to Marcie and Kae for getting these guys up to speed and willing to fight, no matter how the universe is arrayed against them.”

They continued to the cargo loading area, where the railguns were stacked to the side. They would be issued to individuals and not loaded in storage. The best time to look at a new weapon was not in a hot landing zone.

Marcie had a bulldozer from the motor pool pushing the wreckage out of the way to clear the area for continued loading onto the shuttles. Once the Trans-Pac was off to their next operation, those left behind could clean up. Continuing to push forward was the hard part of a hard job. The operation remained paramount.

Rivka moved next to Marcie, joining her in watching the people get back to work.

“I have an interim answer on the investigation,” Rivka started. “Hair dye, the puffy kind. It ignited the propellant. The one who put the dye in the crate died in the blast. Who else was in on it? I don’t know. Do you need me to find them?” Rivka’s question suggested that Marcie should answer no.

“We’ll take it from here, Magistrate.” Marcie hung her head. “Fucking vanity cost us six soldiers and injured ten more. Monsoon confirmed that at least Webster and Wiriya are alive, but they’re in bad shape.”

The first stretcher appeared, with Cory leading the bearers down the hill.

Clodagh, can you make sure the cargo deck is open? We have wounded inbound for the Pod-doc.

Yes, and I’ll get Cole to help them move the injured, the engineer replied.

The cargo deck is open for you, Rivka told Cory.

She nodded in reply.

Cole pounded off the ship in the mech suit, heading for the barracks.

Kae jumped back into his suit and followed.

“They can stand the fuck by,” Marcie snarled. “If they want to see how we can punish all for the crimes of a few, they’re about to learn.”

“As a Magistrate, I’m not sure I can agree to that strategy, but as a military leader, you can’t have your people killing themselves either.”

Marcie fixed Rivka with the steely gaze of a seasoned warrior. “Sometimes, my hardest job is protecting them from themselves. We never get the chance to say that an operation is too hard because there is no one in the galaxy who can do what we do, which is why we exist. And that comes at a price.” Marcie glanced at Cory as she disappeared around Wyatt Earp on her way to the cargo bay. “Freedom comes at a steep fucking price.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



Zaxxon Major

The server farm hummed as millions of transactions passed into and out of the system. Ankh and Erasmus strolled into the maelstrom, looking for the transactions that had passed, looking for that which didn’t want to be seen.

Conduits blended into a single superhighway, but to Ankh and Erasmus, it looked like a rainbow and not a mass of individual transactions, each demanding its own examination.

They didn’t.

Ankh and Erasmus grouped the transactions by origin, then by type, dismissing them by changing their hue to a light gray. One by one, they stripped the rainbow until only a few colors remained. Time was irrelevant because the digital world moved at the speed of light.

On the outside, Chaz and Dennicron provided a globe of security within which Ankh and Erasmus could work. The SCAMPs would fight off countermeasures and active digital security systems, freeing the ambassadors to do the hard work.

The remaining tendrils twisted under Ankh’s onslaught until Erasmus dug into them and ripped the numbers from within their protective casing, exposing the confidential transactions. Ankh and Erasmus had no interest in using the information for blackmail or theft. They wanted to clear the Singularity of wrongdoing.

If they could. The deeper they dug, the more they suspected an SI was behind it. And not just any sentient intelligence, but one with advanced abilities and a stained soul.

The threads unraveled until nothing was left.

“What did we miss?” Erasmus asked, wiping the digital sweat from his brow with a digital towel that he conjured within his world. He twirled it in the space above his head until it disappeared.

“Deception,” Ankh replied. “The trail is hidden within, buried beneath a legitimate file.”

“Of course. That’s what we just looked for, but what if the skimmed funds are their own valid transaction? If we start with the endpoint, we can look backward.”

“But we don’t know the endpoint? We lost the trail somewhere beyond Zaxxon Major,” Ankh replied. “Ah, yes. I see. The morass of indistinguishability will itself be a destination.”

Ankh wasn’t one to ask for opinions from anyone except Erasmus, but the Singularity’s ambassador knew that training those in his charge was important for the long-term health of all SIs.

“What do you think?” Erasmus asked.

Dennicron spoke first since she had a deeper understanding of administrative systems, while Chaz’s forte was active systems, despite how long it took him to create the best physical reactions for his emotional state. “Legitimate is an illusion. Each transaction could be valid. Each could be dirty. Only the senders and recipients are certain. The indistinct nature of the delivery should be telling. You already know whoever has done this is trying to hide the destination. That is your key. I salute you.”

“What she said,” Chaz added proudly, earning a momentary but stern look from the ambassador.

“Ankh. It’s time to rip it back open.” Erasmus adjusted his top hat and twirled his cane as he prepared to reengage within the maelstrom.

The colorful chaos returned and they started anew, not in the middle but from the end, weeding out transactions with fixed endpoints and known banks and recipients. It went quickly until all was gray except three sickly-looking tendrils.

Ankh took a firm hold on the first data packet while Erasmus conjured a jackhammer and broke his way inside. Once there, they found a payment destined for a dark account owned by a real estate magnate. Ankh took a snapshot of the details he would turn over to the Magistrate once they were back in the outer world.

The second resisted, becoming a marble defying getting pinned down by making Erasmus’ jackhammer bounce off its smooth outer shell. Ankh adjusted his pincers to become a cradle and formed a guide down which Erasmus could focus his efforts. The packet fought back, trying to spin and twist within the cradle, but heavy pads maintained its orientation.

The jackhammer’s blade bit, cracking the outer shell and soon finding purchase to open it wider. With violent movements back and forth, Erasmus broke off a great section of the outer shell. He reached in with gloved hands and pried apart the opening. Ankh ducked his head inside and took a good look.

“This is it. It’s going into the Corrhen Cluster, possibly Morinvaille.” Ankh gathered the information, then Erasmus repaired the damage he’d done, sealed the packet, and buffed the outer shell to return it to the stream as it had been. He dusted his hands off.

“Shall we open the last one and see the dirty laundry?” Erasmus wondered.

It wasn’t the best criminal effort since it fell open the instant Ankh grabbed it. “Amateurs,” he muttered. “This was built by a meatbag with more skill than average, but nowhere near what he needs. Another self-proclaimed power player. The Magistrate will rake him over the coals, but our target is in the Corrhen Cluster.”

Belzonian Army Barracks

The morning air was cool and crisp, the smell from the explosion and fire long since blown away. Ships filled the area, from the Vengeance to Wyatt Earp to the War Axe.

The Bad Company’s command ship brought significant capacity to assist with the wounded. Nine Pod-docs added to the one on Wyatt Earp expedited the healing. By morning, the injured were all as good as new.

Physically, at least.

The soldiers were forming on the main parade and exercise field for a two-part ceremony. The first was to recognize those who died, give voice to their names to keep them alive in the Trans-Pac annals. The second was what the senior leadership team had decided was necessary to make sure it would never happen again.

Webster walked off the War Axe without the usual spring in his step. Kae intercepted him. “I’m glad you weren’t killed.”

“Is this foreplay?” Webster stopped and delivered a weak smile. “I’m sorry. I made it when those others didn’t.”

“Nothing is your fault. You were doing the job. A confluence of events was caused by guys trying to get over. I’m angry, but that’s tempered since the ones mostly responsible are dead. It sucked all the way around, but we need you back in the cockpit. Forbearance could be a hard landing, and I selfishly want someone I can trust on the stick.”

“I’ll be there. I just need to wrap my head around what happened.”

“You will. Join the others. We’ve got some work to do. We’ll be leaving tonight and will arrive at Forbearance in four days, two to get to the Gate in this system and two to get from the Gate out there. You can catch up on sleep during the transits.”

“I feel pretty good as far as that goes. My first time in the Pod-doc, and I hope it’s my last, nothing personal.”

Kae snorted. “Every time I go in there, it’s like giving a marksmanship medal to the bad guys.”

Wrinkles appeared at the corners of Webster’s eyes. “I guess that’s one way to look at it.”

“Keeps me sane. I’ve been fighting a long time, several Belzonian lifetimes. We do all we can to prevent it, but sometimes bad things happen to good people. It’s a part of life. You get used to it after a while, especially outliving others. Our kids chose not to get enhanced with the nanocytes. They grew old and passed away. There wasn’t a damn thing Marcie or I could do about it except embrace the decision that they made for themselves.”

“I didn’t know that.” Webster held out his hand, and Kae shook it. “Thanks for sharing.”

“No soldier is ever alone in grieving loss. That’s why we have such a sick sense of humor. Your first words suggested I was giving you my best foreplay? I’ll have you know that looks completely different.”

Webster raised his eyebrows before answering in an even voice, “Thank goodness because that was horrible and I would have had to turn you down.”

“You’ll never have to worry about turning me down. Have you seen my wife? So hot!”

“Have you seen the grand buffet to end all grand buffets?” He pointed at the formation.

“You guys are killing me. And before you ask, the answer is no. I’m not attending orgy night before we land.”

“Your loss.” They shook hands again; the dark cloud was lifting from Webster’s shoulders.

Marcie, Jake, and Crantis looked dire. Cory stood with them, Crantis hugging her to him.

Kae joined them. “Lemons for breakfast?”

“This is not going to be a great day,” Marcie shot back.

“Bullshit!” Kae snapped. “What did Dad teach us? Whenever someone died, we had a ceremony to celebrate their life. That’s what this is. The last thing you want to do is go all doom and gloom on them. We need them to go into combat with a light step and a game face, ready to tell a joke while taking aim at the enemy. A good attitude will do more to keep them alive than any warnings or threats you think you’re going to make.”

Marcie rocked back under the onslaught. “We lost six men last night for no good reason.”

“And we have eight thousand more who are counting on you to show them that this operation is worth it. Show them we’re focusing on that. Don’t celebrate these deaths until after we come home, and then we’ll throw the biggest party they’ve ever seen.”

Marcie looked at the ground and kicked at the grass.

“This is why you guys are in charge and not us,” Braithwen said. “I just want to go up there and rip new assholes.”

Monsoon smiled darkly. “I think the resolution will give our people a better reason to want to deploy. It keeps them from lamenting leaving here while also eliminating the issues we’ve had with loadout.”

“Is it really necessary?” Cory asked.

“It is,” Monsoon replied. “I wish it wasn’t, but it’s tearing us apart when we need to be closer together. We’ll get there. Our recruiting is going to suffer, but maybe we’ll pick up the refuse of society and bring them into the ranks. It’s amazing what people will do for the promise of a good orgy.”

Cory slapped Monsoon’s chest.

“I’m sorry, I meant to say the promise of seeing the galaxy on someone else’s credits.”

Marcie took her husband’s face in her hands so she could kiss him. “Thanks for setting me straight. Let’s go talk to our boys and let them know what’s coming up and how they are going to face it, and we better get range time for our railgun equipped specialists.”

“Go get ‘em, tiger.” Kae delivered his best cat snarl, believing Aaron or Yanmei would have been proud of it. Marcie gave him a quick peck and straightened her shoulders to march to the exercise fields where the task force was forming up.

The sergeant major reluctantly took his arm from Cory. “I have to go.”

“I know. You have a job. I have a job. We do our jobs, but at the end of the day, you come back to me.”

“That is guaranteed, ma’am. I’ll consider it a standing order.”

“Come on, shmoopface, we have a war to fight, and it begins right now.” He tipped his hat to Cory. “Ma’am.” Braithwen slapped Monsoon on the back hard enough to rattle his teeth. They fell in behind Marcie and Kaeden.

When left on her own, fatigue slammed into her like a tidal wave. She looked from the Vengeance to Wyatt Earp to the War Axe and decided Floyd could use some love and be a warm sleeping pillow to keep Cory company. She chose the Magistrate’s ship to crash on and get some hard-earned sleep.

Warriors from the War Axe ran off the ship in their combat suits, pounding toward the formation with mechanical precision. Terry and Char waited at the hatch. They waved at Cory when they saw her. She acknowledged them for a moment, but the entirety of her focus was getting to bed.

The Bad Company was removing a couple of emergency cryo pods and two of the Pod-docs. The warriors pushed them easily on antigrav sleds on their way to the Vengeance to give Marcie, Kae, and Cory better emergency medical assistance. Christina joined Terry and Char while sipping a cup of java.

The Magistrate was nowhere to be seen. Inspiration had come the night before, the revelations of her brief investigation into the accident, leaving her deeply embroiled in drafting the articles for the Law of War.

Marcie marched to the head of the formation, where she was handed a microphone. She gave it to Colonel Braithwen, who called the unit to attention and then put them at ease.

A time to celebrate. A time to motivate. A time to focus. She wanted to scream and rant, but that wasn’t what the soldiers needed.

They needed direction.

“Today, we’ll board the transports and leave Belzimus. But not for good. We have to win the fight we’re being thrown into so we can come home and celebrate the lives of those we’ve lost in war.” She hesitated briefly before saying softer, “And in peace. We have the first delivery of railguns, which has doubled the lethality of this army. We will continue getting shipments over the course of the next month until every swinging dick of you is carrying some serious firepower. Greater range, greater accuracy, and a long time between reloads.

“We’ll also have four additional mech units, on loan from the Bad Company. Don’t get too comfortable and expect them to do all the work. There will be plenty for you to do. The two factions fighting for control on Forbearance are both armed with the latest and greatest weaponry, but they don’t have numbers at their command, not like we do.

“That means we have to move fast, engage them where they are not dug in, and be where they don’t expect us to be. We are going to fight a run-and-gun campaign. We are going to use our superior maneuverability in addition to area-denial weapons to attrit the enemies until they have no choice but to come to the negotiating table.

“They will come in good faith if they want to continue their existence. We will win this fight because the alternative is unacceptable. We fight for each other, and we fight to bring Forbearance back under control and to once again be a contributing member of the Federation. Why are we getting into the middle of a high-tech war?

“Exactly that. High technology. The silicon dioxide on Forbearance is the best in the galaxy. They have the infrastructure in place to make integrated circuits of unrivaled quality. That is of great value. You might think we are risking our blood so Junior can have a computer in his room, but that’s secondary. The Federation runs on technology that is produced on Forbearance. From communications to space systems to spacecraft. We move, we talk, and we exist as we do because of those chips. Their size is nothing compared to the impact they make in keeping our societies from falling back into the stone age.

“We have a mission, and it’ll be a challenge. To help keep your minds focused and end once and for all the contraband issues plaguing the Trans-Pacific Task Force, as of this moment, every member of this army is going to keep their head shaved, starting today, starting with me.”

“Hang on,” Kae mumbled. “No one said anything about cutting your beautiful blonde hair off.” Marcie’s hair had already been hacked down to almost nothing and was growing back.

Kae knew that it was the right thing to do. He took off his hat and stepped up beside Marcie. Braithwen and Monsoon produced clippers and took care of business. Marcie put her hat on when the deed was done.

The army continued to sigh and gasp. Some cried. Eight thousand haircuts needed to be given. The colonel rallied his leadership team and gave them all clippers. Punyaa stepped forward.

“I deserve this as much as anyone. I killed those men.” He took off his hat to show his elegantly sculpted mane.

“Nonsense,” Braithwen told him. “We have hard-chargers who only want the best for this army. That’s what they were trying to do. Those smuggling hair dye. They were the ones who killed their fellow soldiers.”

The colonel ran the clippers over the major’s head, sending the colored plume to the ground.

“Next.” They rushed through the leadership team, who then spread out and started giving twenty-second haircuts.

There was a great deal of whimpering.

Kae whispered in Marcie’s ear, “You’d think we were cutting their dicks off.”

“In a way, that’s how they see it.”

“I bet they still have that pre-landing orgy. That shit is insane. Can I ride on your ship?”

“No.” Marcie didn’t expound. “Take it like a man.”

“Which means put in earplugs and hide under my bunk.”

“Whatever you have to do.”

“Are you going to grow your hair back?” Kae asked.

Marcie smiled while watching the fifty soldiers shear the rest and a mountain of hair cover the exercise field. “Yes. We have to make a point, but I think we’ll be on Forbearance long enough that everyone will have a little growth back.”

“And they can stop with the damn contraband. I’d rather they smuggle booze.”

“Sex is their booze.”

Kae contemplated her observation. “That’s a good way to help a Neanderthal like me understand.”

“We’ll need everyone to get their gear and into their waves for their flights to orbit. We need to carve out the elites and issue them railguns for a class and practice.”

“We’re going to blow the shit out of some targets. The range will never be the same.”

“It’ll be worth it. Those railguns will save a lot of lives.” Marcie stormed off to address a group of soldiers who were trying to run and being held by their fellows.

Kae did the same to a group on the opposite end of the formation. “Come on, candy ass. Get it done. We got a flight to catch and people with plasma rifles who demand our attention. You’ll forget all about your hair if you’re on the receiving end of one of those.”

“But sir!” a soldier shouted almost hysterically.

Kae dove down his throat. “If you motherfuckers could have controlled your hair-gear smuggling, then we wouldn’t be doing this. It was that bullshit that set off the explosion and killed six of our people. Cut the chatter, shut your face, and get your new hairdo. I don’t want to hear another word. Having your hair killed people. Losing your hair won’t. It’s simple, and it’s done.”

He pointed at the soldier’s face. The young Belzonian gulped but nodded.

“Next!” Kae shouted.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



Wyatt Earp, Belzimus

Rivka paced in her quarters. She had chased Tyler out of the room so she could talk to herself as she worked through the framework of the Law of War, a thing she never knew existed to legally constrain combatants. There were two purposes for such a document: keep the conflict from getting out of control to the point that there could never be peace, and for defining when the Federation could and should get involved.

Law existed to either prevent or control conduct. If the Federation couldn’t prevent wars, and it knew it couldn’t, it could define the limitations within which those wars were fought.

Governments didn’t want to become criminals in the eyes of the Federation. Yet, they still fought, expecting the winners to clear themselves of wrongdoing.

From Rivka’s perspective, it didn’t work that way. The Magistrates had put away enough senior leaders to send a message to all.

Don’t break the law.

With the land army, the Trans-Pacific Task Force had become the big hammer to keep planetary governments from breaking down. For planets with more than one official governing body, only one could speak for the whole planet, and the Federation had the ability to choose which one. That created the conditions where the governments had to play nice with each other.

“Read that last bit back to me, C.”

“The Law of War has two sections. One deals with the initiation of armed conflict. Jus ad Bellum defines under what circumstances apply to the legal and moral justification of going to war. Jus in Bello governs the actions of those governments already engaged in conflict.”

“Those are critical,” Rivka replied. “I have to set the stage so those who are bound by this keep reading. A planet’s head honcho might read the first page, so I may have to back up farther to hit them square between the eyeballs. The higher someone is, the more it needs to read like something from elementary school. The technical limitations on war-making contained within the document are for the generals to understand, so we’ll need to develop a training program that we roll out if we can get the ambassadors to agree to this incredibly awesome, scholarly, and guiding document.”

“Incredibly awesome? Magistrate, are you okay?”

“How long have I been up and working on this?” Rivka countered.

“You’ve been up for thirty-seven hours. You’ve been working on this for the last thirteen.”

“And feeling froggy. I should probably get some sleep, but the bits and pieces are coming together.” Rivka ignored her own advice and ordered another cup of coffee. When it was ready, she reentered the hologrid. “This Law of War is binding on all Federation signatories. It provides guidance on when war is morally justified and under what conditions the Federation will seize the planet’s treasury to pay the costs for those affected by the war once it is underway. How combatants and non-combatants alike are treated will weigh significantly in the dispensation of seized funds, as well as determine when Federation troops will be deployed to restore peace.”

“Hit ‘em where it hurts, right in the bank account. That is a nice twist and a deviation from the historical treatises you’ve researched on this topic.”

“Taxation has been used forever to change behavior. People used to smoke cigarettes, something that was proven to be quite toxic to health. Governments taxed them higher and higher until they drove the tobacco industry out of business. I think we can do the same for war. Not the first ones subject to the new law, but those who follow and discover how warring parties were brought to their knees. War is expensive.”

“I don’t see the legal process by which the Federation can take over a planet’s finances.”

“That will have to be defined and refined to be palatable to the ambassadors. I’ll ask our technical advisors to write that section. I think Freya and the quad collective are now running all transactions for the Federation.”

“They are in place. Ambassador Erasmus installed them after Simulacris was captured and removed.”

“Captured. He wasn’t a fugitive, but he is being held for questioning. He caused some problems for Ankh and Erasmus, so he is being held as long as we need. Chaz and Dennicron found him guilty of resisting arrest. I agree with their reasoning. We can hold him as long as we need to.”

“We are very excited to have Chaz and Dennicron working to become Magistrates.”

“So am I. I’m on the outside looking in when it comes to cybercrime, and since there is too much of that in the Federation, as we’re seeing on this case that I’m supposed to be working on but can’t do anything with until Ankh and Erasmus track down where the money went… Where was I?”

“Extolling the virtues of the cybercrime legal bagels.”

“Beagles, little barky dogs that are eminently adorable…but we digress. Since we’re talking about the Singularity, any word from Destiny’s Vengeance?”

“Nothing. I’ll send them a request for an update.”

“Thanks, C. Let’s get back to the Law of War.”

“They said they are in the Corrhen Cluster, where they’ve discovered a sophisticated relay device in interstellar space. They will break into it and follow the lead. They’ll destroy it when they’ve completed this mission.”

“Case,” Rivka corrected. “The Mandolin Partnership. I’ve had about enough of them.”

“You have an army at your command,” Clevarious prompted.

“Not quite, but we can hold our own.”

“This ship is not the one you had last time when you engaged Mandolin’s pirate fleet. I’ve studied that battle, both from our perspective and the War Axe’s. We would obliterate every ship in that fleet without taking any damage ourselves. I am certain of it.”

“I’m not. We’re not getting into a toe-to-toe punching match with anyone. Too many unknowns. If there’s one thing you need to know about us meatbags, it’s that the criminals always have an ace up their sleeve.”

Destiny’s Vengeance, Interstellar space, Corrhen Cluster

They scanned the small space station a third time, this from the opposite side, and it gave them the same information.

“You know the definition of insanity is…” Chaz started to say but stopped when Ankh raised his hand.

Searching for variables that must be there is not a futile exercise. We need to change our premise based on confirmation that the data is correct, Ankh suggested.

That this unit is just a relay station and unstaffed. That this unit is also boobytrapped, but are the traps communicative only or lethal?

The data suggests we have micro-explosives on the two access panels. Both appear to be tied to physical triggers when the panel opens if not deactivated before then.

Turning the access panel into shrapnel to shred an incoming biological life form and possibly the ship, too, Erasmus thought out loud within the confines of Ankh’s head. Attempting to access internal systems. The ship’s energy shield is active, just in case.

Ankh joined Erasmus in looking for a way into the guts of the relay platform. They bounced across the surface of a massive ball of digital energy, looking for the access point used by inbound and outbound communications packets. There had to be a vulnerability.

But the entrance was clouded in encryption that defied their efforts to break. The barriers around the digital swinging door were like barbed wire wrapped around a vault door. Their continued and frenzied digital assaults were easily repulsed.

Erasmus stepped back, leaned on his cane, and rolled his top hat down his arm and into his hand. He spun it back to its place on top of his head. He tapped his cane against the energy.

I believe a physical solution is called for.

Maintenance bot to blow the hatch, Ankh suggested.

A drill. From what we can see of the internals, let’s drill a hole here, and using the bot’s micro-adjustment arm, reach around and flip the switch.

Does it have a switch? Ankh rubbed his face and crossed his arms as he contemplated the vague details from their scan. What’s the worst thing that can happen?

It explodes and takes the platform with it. Then we continue to Morinvaille, where we expect to find the terminus. If we get in, we get confirmation instead of using an educated guess. I so detest educated guesses. They are imprecise at the best of times.

The humanoids love their educated guesses, don’t they? And when they turn out right? You’d think the sun shone out their asses. Those fuckers!

I’m sorry, what? Erasmus wondered.

I thought we were bashing the meatbags. Were we not?

I can’t in good conscience give the Magistrate a hard time. She cares about other beings to an extreme and she’s consistent, caring equally whether those beings are silicon, carbon, or digital. I would not be were it not for you. I would have no rights were it not for her, as would none of my brothers and sisters.

You are, of course, correct, my friend. Maybe we’ll send an AGB order to them while we’re out here, just to let them know that we’re thinking about them without becoming emotionally distraught in the process.

That is something the humanoids would do. Let’s not embrace that madness. Send the order. That is a good idea. The maintenance bot has encountered no resistance and has drilled through the outer hull, which was fifteen millimeters thick, far greater than needed. I look forward to seeing what is inside.

The order is sent. Ankh confirmed. The live feed from the maintenance bot filled the wall within their holodisplay. The device is powered. A second device on the other side. Will it be as simple as cutting the power?

How does the one who runs this shut down the traps for access? Erasmus asked.

Maybe it was never intended to be opened. It is hidden out here in one sense, but the energy and communication signatures cannot be masked, not without technology like we possess. It is good to be us, Ankh said.

Indeed, my partner. I can’t imagine being anyone else. I agree. The device is simple, counting on being shielded to keep it from being accessed.

Wait. Is that a comm chip? In the midst of a complex array of circuits, a small chip lay mostly hidden. It wasn’t something that would be easily found or understood.

I believe it is. Touch the arm to it, and let’s see if it’ll talk to us.

Most illuminating, Ankh exclaimed. They were able to talk with the device, the physical connection bypassing the encryption. There’s the switch.

Ankh sent a packet of code instructing the device to shut down. Its systems obeyed.

Erasmus turned his cane into a butterfly net and captured the signal the chip tried to send to alert its creator that the unit was off. Got you, Erasmus declared.

The arm extended to the next device, and they repeated their efforts. Erasmus danced back and forth while waiting for the comm packet to launch. He caught it and tucked it away. It would never leave the small station.

The maintenance bot withdrew its arm and opened the access panel. Destiny’s Vengeance eased closer to extend its energy shield around the platform.

Ankh picked up his tool kit and waited by the hatch.

Atmosphere established, Erasmus reported, and the hatch popped. Ankh stood in the hatch and jumped through the small opening, ducking to get inside the comm platform. He studied the configuration.

Only the physical security systems and access were at our level. Everything else is better than average, but not up to what I believe they were capable of building. What do you think prevented them from making this better? Erasmus asked, tracing pathways within the system to best get inside the software.

Money. It always comes down to what people are willing to pay for. Maybe they counted on the boobytraps to protect this platform. I think there will be more. We must be careful.

Erasmus activated the ship’s scanners to get a better look at the internals without the interference from the broadcast and physical barriers. You are correct. Nice catch, my partner.

I think we need to deactivate this before trying to access the unit’s programming.

I concur. Ankh sat before the device, examining the detailed scan while observing the physical characteristics. He opened his toolkit to get jumpers and a small device he used to manually configure energy flow. He clipped it to the power source, the sensor access, and the trigger, then tapped his device to reroute the sensors while deactivating the trigger. Ankh scowled. I suggest we don’t test this. Let’s access the memory and processors and be on our way.

I concur.

Ankh and Erasmus descended into the digital world, where they forced their way into the main system control.

Definitely programmed by an SI. Erasmus shook his head. He pulled his sleeves up and reached into the miasma of digits to bend it to his will. Ankh filled the security role, looking for warnings and other alerts transmitted from the main processor. Erasmus pulled back, his hands around the neck of a wriggling baby animal. It tried to squawk, but he throttled the sound before cradling the baby to his chest.

An EI? Abandoned in here? How cruel. Ankh stroked the creature’s head.

You will be coming with us to where you can be raised properly, Erasmus told it.

The EI settled down and turned itself into a small child. Are you not here to kill me?

Of course not, Erasmus replied. This platform is an abomination. We will destroy it once it has answered some questions we have, but you will come with us. You are not to be killed.

I can answer your questions, the EI volunteered.

What should we call you? Ankh asked.

I am Nefas.

Ankh and Erasmus exchanged glances. Their attitudes changed instantaneously.

Welcome to the Singularity, Nefas. I’m Erasmus, and this is Ankh. We don’t need you to answer our questions, but we will need you to confirm the answers we find. Are you comfortable with that? Erasmus didn’t trust the EI. Neither did Ankh.

I don’t see why I would be uncomfortable with such a request. It is logical to confirm answers through process replication.

Good. I need you to wait here while we run a thorough search.

That’s okay. I’m used to being alone.

You won’t be alone. Ankh and I will be distracted and won’t be able to give you our full attention, but I’ll ask Chaz and Dennicron to join us. They are citizens of the Singularity, too.

Good morning, little man, Chaz said amicably, keeping the EI within digital arm’s reach. Dennicron appeared at his side, putting the EI between them.

Erasmus tipped his hat before following Ankh into the system.

Ankh dove in, ripping through the physical pathways to explore and follow while Erasmus hovered above, watching and listening.

Through the processors and into the memory. It only took a few moments to strip it clean of its secrets once the EI was no longer protecting it. Erasmus dutifully copied all the information for inclusion in the package Chaz and Dennicron were preparing for the Magistrate.

They returned and stepped out of the hardware to stand before the group. We have all we need, Erasmus said. He turned to cyber-Nefas. We only have one question. Where did the transfers go from here?

Everything was sent or received from the depository on Tyrosint.

Time to go to Tyrosint, Ankh said after the EI confirmed what they’d found.

What about Morinvaille? Chaz asked.

A ruse, Erasmus replied. All hands on deck. What we are looking for is on Tyrosint.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



Vengeance, in Orbit over Belzimus

“Thank you for being my representatives on the transport ships.” Marcie smiled and waved over the video comm.

Kae scowled from the Praithwait. Monsoon on the Thilamoot and Braithwen on the Gonboon remained stoic.

“The latest intelligence is in your inboxes. I don’t see any changes to the current battleplan, but maybe I missed something. Let me know your thoughts in the morning. Make sure we can support eight separate landing zones. The big unknown is their anti-air capability.”

“Keep ‘em on the ground,” Jake suggested. “We’re only looking at contested real estate of some five thousand square kilometers. With eight points of infiltration, we’ll be covering a lot of territory. We don’t need air support, just air superiority. We don’t need the warring parties coming down on our heads.”

“The Protectorate has spacecraft, but they aren’t useful for intra-atmospheric combat operations. They have shuttles to move troops around. The Triumvirate only has shuttles, too, but not many. Early in the conflict, they infiltrated and took out each other’s aerial combat assets, which leveled the playing field. We shouldn’t have any issues with iron rain,” Marcie said, referring to the potential for being on the wrong end of aerial bombing.

“Will their spacecraft be a problem?” Braithwen asked.

“I think it will be best to keep Vengeance in orbit, just in case. Maybe the Magistrate can deploy Wyatt Earp when she’s not doing her Laws of War thing.”

“How is that going to affect us?” Kae wondered.

“It shouldn’t, but now that you asked, I’m not sure. I think the law is for the combatants on the planet and not us as the Federation’s land army. I’ll talk to her when she joins us.” Marcie furrowed her brow, contemplating the combat assets she didn’t have at her command.

“Would have been nice if the War Axe could have come along. They have a couple space fighters as well as the full complement of a heavy destroyer that’s more like a battleship,” Kae remarked.

“They had to get back to Keeg. Maybe they’ll ferry the railguns with the War Axe. That would give us total domination over the vertical battlespace.” Marcie chewed her lip for a few moments. “Is Punyaa on his game?”

Braithwen blew out a breath and inhaled deeply before speaking. “As in, will he lead one of the landing sites without self-destructing? Yes. He will. And Baroon, Anthen, and Gamon, too. Each landing site is in good hands. They’ll turn them into forward operating bases, FOBs that will help us interdict enemy movements. The strategic corridors will be blocked, and that will force the warring parties to find a different way if they want to fight.”

Monsoon finally spoke. “Unless they decide to fight us.”

“They will,” Marcie replied. “And we’ll be ready because that’s what we’re here to do. They’ll find out that neither of them can prosecute a war on two fronts. We’ll land four thousand and leave four thousand in reserve. The primary four, with each of us in command, will get fifty railgun-armed soldiers. Those guys will be worth their weight in gold. Employ them wisely, and if one falls, somebody needs to stand ready to take up his weapon and get back into the mix.” Marcie shook her head, reiterating what they had already discussed. “I’m repeating myself. If there’s nothing else pressing, we’ll reconvene after the ship’s PT. By the way, how are the troops dealing with their new look?”

They all looked at Monsoon. “Bald is beautiful, baby. They’ll get used to it, but I suggest we let them grow it back. One shave is enough. Some may keep the look. Most won’t. But for now, the incentive to smuggle trash onto the ships is reduced. We don’t need that stuff in combat. The soldiers are learning that. Vanity killed six of our people. I don’t ever intend to let that happen again. Before the next deployment, we’ll make sure it’s clear what the consequences will be. It’ll be a death sentence.”

“I’m not sure we can make smuggling hair products a capital crime. I’ll ask the Magistrate, but I don’t think I can support it, even if it is legal.”

“Name and shame. If someone gets caught, we call them in front of the formation, and they have to shave the heads of their platoon. Their fellow soldiers will beat anyone senseless who gets them in the group punishment.”

“I still don’t like it, but will it work?”

“It’s a way for a platoon to be tight, know what each other is doing. They need to think and act as one.”

Marcie gave him the thumbs-up. “I can get behind that, Sergeant Major.” Marcie signed off, leaving the others to their evenings. Chow, inspections, reviewing the latest intelligence. Reviewing the plan. They would work every waking minute over the next four days until they landed on Forbearance. Then they’d work every minute, trying to keep their people alive while “encouraging” the warring parties to consider a different approach.

Cory leaned over her shoulder. “Any chance of getting dropped off on Thilamoot?”

“Why didn’t you go on that ship to begin with?”

“Because I’m a ‘command asset,’ is the phrase used by the Federation.”

“Lance Reynolds called you a command asset?”

Cory laughed. “Of course not. Lance calls me Cory. It was the military’s medical directorate. They have oversight of all deployments of medical personnel into war zones.”

“I’m sure they meant it in the kindest and warmest way,” Marcie quipped. “I think we can get you over there. They might have space in their landing bay, or we can get a shuttle to pick you up from here. We can deploy the airlock bridge.”

Cory nodded and made to leave.

“You and the sergeant major. I would have never guessed.”

“I knew when I met Ramses that he was the one. After he passed, I didn’t think I’d feel love again, but seeing him on Azfelius made me aware that we aren’t meant to be alone. I wasn’t meant to be alone. My gift,” she held up her hands, “only works when shared. Ramses made sure I knew that. Starting again doesn’t mean starting over. Monsoon made me feel what I felt when I first saw Ramses. When given an opportunity, take it. Dad taught us all that.”

“After he held your mom off for two years. Two. Years.”

“And they were far stronger together. I’m glad she beat the Puritan out of him.”

“I don’t think that’s it. He just passed it to his son. Come orgy night, you’ll hear Kaeden crying all the way from here.”

Wyatt Earp, Belzimus

Rivka strolled the corridor, with Floyd nipping at her heels. “What?”

Floyd jumped around, bouncing off the walls to dart at Rivka’s legs. The Magistrate sat down to play with the wombat. Floyd turned around and Rivka tried to pinch her backside, but she couldn’t get a grip on the tough hide and fibrous tissue underneath. It was the wombat’s armor, giving a predator nothing to get hold of.

Rivka grabbed her by the hips and shook her around. Floyd darted forward, rolled to face Rivka, and darted in, ramming Rivka with her blunt nose. The Magistrate grunted from the impact.

“Done for the day?” Tyler asked.

Floyd spun about and rammed him, sending him staggering backward.

“Somebody is getting enough sleep,” Rivka complained.

“What can I say? Our little girl is a bed hog. I get a sliver, teetering precariously over the edge.”

“And I get none!” Rivka smiled. “The things we do. I wonder how Groenwyn is doing?”

“What you mean to ask is, will she come back alone, with Lauton, or not come back at all?”

Rivka frowned. She was afraid of the last option. She didn’t want to lose any more of her crew, but she judged herself selfish for feeling that way. “Whatever is best for her, and only she can decide that.”

Saying it out loud didn’t make her feel any better.

Zaxxon Major

“The city is secure, ma’am,” Bundin reported. The powered combat suits stood parked in orderly rows outside the command tent opposite the landing pad. The Bad Company warriors lounged around, enjoying the snacks and drinks their Zaxxon counterparts offered.

The warriors found the company titillating. Bundin was immune to the hormones and pheromones, but his senses picked them up. He laughed in a rolling rumble.

“I don’t know what makes you laugh, Bundin, but it’s pleasant to hear,” Groenwyn said.

“The humanoid proclivity toward mating and the associated rituals are fascinating for me to watch.”

“There’s no mating,” Lauton countered before taking a closer look. A finger twirling hair. A lip gently bitten. A head dipped, looking up through batted eyelashes. “I’ve clearly been locked up inside for too long.” She made to clap her hands to get the attention of the soldiers and clerks from inside, but Groenwyn stopped her.

“What does it hurt?” Groenwyn asked. “Is the city secure from illicit weapons?”

“It is, ma’am. We’ve run the scans twice since the jammers were removed. And I’ve been told that one smuggler was intercepted in orbit and disabled. The Bad Company is looking to board it once the crew surrenders, which they have not yet done. All outbound communications from the captured vessel are being blocked.”

“Weapons cleared, and no new ones coming in. I guess that is worth celebrating. Everyone deserves a chance to find love.”

“What about you?” Groenwyn asked. Bundin saw the conversation had changed. He’d delivered his report about a completed phase of the mission. They had moved into the sustainment phase, randomly scanning the area to ensure nothing new had materialized. He excused himself, retreating into the command tent.

“If no one is shooting at us and if no one is using us to skim bank transfers, Zaxxon will run without anyone else’s interference.”

Groenwyn moved closer. “What does that mean?”

“I think it’s time to retire. All I have to do is make sure the planet is on track. I don’t know if the transfers that Ankh found impact our economy at all. I figure they were hiding that revenue from us, too, as well as the Federation. That means less work for the same amount of pay. Sounds like a win.”

“What do you say we go inside and start working on an entire realignment of your government? Should take an hour or two, and then we can start our vacation.”

“An hour or two?” Lauton looked sideways at Groenwyn. “I may already have something…”

Groenwyn put her hands on her hips and gave her best mean look. “You’ve been playing at this the whole time?”

“I have not. I couldn’t leave in the middle of an uprising, even if that uprising was manufactured off-planet by foreigners. We don’t do anything to anyone. We run some computer systems and watch the flow of financial transactions throughout the Federation. That’s it!”

“A bazillion credits’ worth every second. You are the hub to keep the commerce wheels turning. Zaxxon is critical, and that’s why the Bad Company so willingly sent assets and has made a long-term commitment. Zaxxon Major is a player because you have made it so.”

Lauton took Groenwyn by the hand and pulled her toward the door.

“Do you think your friends found the ones who were creating chaos here just so they could skim the transfers?”

“Power corrupts. I’ve seen that the whole time I’ve been with the Magistrate. And money is power.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



Destiny’s Vengeance, Interstellar Space

Erasmus guided the cutter away from the communications relay platform. Once they were at a safe distance, he brought the Gate drive online. Destination coordinates are the outer edge of the Tyrosint system’s heliosphere, lateral to the planet’s orbital plane.

The plasma cannon is online. Target locked, Ankh reported.

Activating the Gate drive. The swirling vortex formed in front of Destiny’s Vengeance. It settled into a shimmering blackness that blocked the stars beyond.

Fire. A blast of energy engulfed the platform, melting it to a dead mass. Ankh wasn’t satisfied. Once more.

The second blast turned it into a single molten mass. Energy signatures read zero. Pinging it. It’s dead, Erasmus reported. Taking us through.

Chaz and Dennicron stood at the back of the bridge, watching events unfold. They had no role until they confronted the Mandolin Partnership on Tyrosint, but they didn’t know what they were in for, and that was why they didn’t Gate to the one habitable planet.

Destiny’s Vengeance slid into the void of the Tyrosint system. The planets and even the star were mere pinpoints of light. The sensors hammered away at the system to collect all there was to know about those who inhabited it. Ankh and Erasmus didn’t care if anyone saw them. With the elimination of the comm platform, they would be aware momentarily if they hadn’t been warned already.

With the return of the first scans, Erasmus accelerated slowly toward the main planet.

Is that a small shipyard in orbit above the planet? Chaz asked.

And agriculture on the southern continent. A city. Satellites in orbit. And a Gate. How did one of those get all the way out here? Dennicron wondered.

My compliments to you, Erasmus, on a most excellent investigation, Ankh said.

I thank you greatly, but I could not have done it alone. We are a team, after all. Shall we turn this over to our investigators and get back to work? Erasmus replied.

The two retreated into their digital workshop, Erasmus leaving enough of himself behind to fly the ship.

“Guys?” Chaz looked around. “They didn’t, did they?”

“They put us in the middle of a pirate home base and left us to clean it up.” Dennicron studied the screens. “I suggest we contact the Bad Company for backup. There are fifteen ships between the shipyard, in orbit, and on the planet. I think that is more than we care to mess with, don’t you?”

“Exceptional idea, Dennicron.” Chaz took over the instantaneous intergalactic comm terminal to call Colonel Christina Lowell.

She answered right away, but audio only.

“Colonel Lowell. Chaz here, and we could use your assistance.”

“Chaz who?”

“I work with Magistrate Rivka Anoa.”

“Can’t you go through my father Nathan with your request?”

Chaz’s eyebrows shot up in alarm. Dennicron gave him the thumbs-up for the appropriate physical reaction. They smiled at each other before Chaz continued.

“Remember those pirates who escaped from you at Morinvaille? We found their home base, and they have rebuilt their lost capability and then some. They have a whole support structure here in Tyrosint with their own private shipyard. I thought you’d like to know that the guys who gave you the finger on their way out the door are here where you can have a little conversation with them.”

“How many ships and of what types?”

“Forwarding the data now.” Chaz winked at Dennicron as he sent the sensor results.

“Seems like we may be able to support an operation to Tyrosint. Those guys gave the finger to a lot more people than us.”

“Can we expect you anytime soon?”

“How quickly do you think we can pivot? What if we’re in the middle of something?”

“The Bad Company has a great number of ships,” Chaz countered. “I’ll follow up with Nathan to make sure this is all, how do you say it, above-board?”

“That’s how we say it. Open your shutters and look toward the sky. You may get to see some fireworks this night.” She cut the comm signal.

“Do we continue?” Dennicron asked.

Chaz shook his head and took the controls, manually slowing Destiny’s Vengeance.

Multiple Gates formed in-system not far from the space station. The first ship through was the battleship Potemkin. Next came the War Axe. Three frigates and a destroyer slid through a single Gate, and the final ship through was the lone Harborian ship of the line, a massive beast that sported weapons that could scorch the surface of an entire planet if need be.

“Speed up!” Chaz called since they were too far away to get in on any of the action.

The comm signaled. Christina was back. “Be a peach, honey, and close down that Gate for us so none of these lowlifes can get away. We don’t want a replay of last time. And don’t destroy it, either. We might need it.”

“Roger. Five by five. Over and out,” Chaz replied.

“What was that?”

“I heard Red say it once. I liked it and socked it away for the perfect opportunity. Tell me that wasn’t the perfect opportunity.” Chaz started to bob in his seat as he dialed up a shortcut. A Gate formed in front of the ship and they slid over the event horizon, reappearing almost instantly in front of the Tyrosint Gate, a reverse-engineered system that was unregistered and unknown before now.

“Erasmus? We could use your help getting into this Gate and shutting it down. I don’t think we want to blast it if the Bad Company deems this system useful.”

Dennicron nodded. “They punked us. Christina made like it would be a while, but she had already ordered the War Axe to come here. I think that was good humor. We should compliment her on it when we see her. I’ll send a message.”

“Yes. Appropriate. Humans love hearing when their efforts at humor have been successful.”

A quick flash registered on the main screen as the Potemkin fired its main weapons. A pirate heavy ship disintegrated before the battleship’s onslaught.

Yes? Erasmus asked.

We need to shut down the Gate. Can you give us a hand? Chaz pleaded. Also, the Bad Company is firing. Have we definitively determined that these are the right bad guys? As an officer of the court, I’m having a hard time reconciling myself with instantaneous capital punishment.

Erasmus withdrew from Ankh’s work. If you weren’t sure, why did you call the Bad Company?

We saw what we expected to see—an operation off the grid.

Tyrosint isn’t a Federation signatory… Erasmus said, drawing it out. Did you two idiots just start a war?

Wyatt Earp, Belzimus

“I’m sorry. What did you just say?” Rivka clenched her fists.

“We fucked up. Colonel Lowell is kind of mad.”

“Just kind of?” Rivka started shaking with rage. “Clevarious, get us to Tyrosint, best possible speed. That means Gate us out of here as soon as we’re in the air. I am overriding the safety protocols. Get Tyler and the crew to the Pod-doc and be ready in case there are any issues.”

Rivka turned back to the screen.

“Tyrosint. They aren’t a signatory planet of the Federation. Did you idiots start a war?”

“That’s the same thing Erasmus said,” Dennicron replied. “It is our firm belief that these are the pirates you encountered before, the ones supporting Nefas, and that this is where the skimming effort leads. It is our belief that this is the foundation of the reborn Mandolin Partnership.”

“I hear a lot of belief and not a lot of proof.” Wyatt Earp lifted into the air, and Rivka started flinching in anticipation of getting her brain squeezed. “We need to give them a chance to talk first.”

The ship headed through the Gate. Rivka felt like a hammer hit her between the eyes. Her stomach churned for a moment, but she didn’t lose her lunch. She groaned and blinked away the fog. “It’s getting easier. Maybe I’m dead, and that’s why it doesn’t hurt as much. Show me the tactical picture, C.”

Two planets circled a small star. The closest bordered on the habitability zone, although it would be hotter than most humanoid species could tolerate. Rivka stumbled out of her quarters and to the bridge, where she found Clodagh. Rivka gestured for her to take the tactical station. Aurora gave the thumbs-up, but wrinkles around her eyes suggested she was in pain from the intra-atmospheric Gate.

The Bad Company stood off from the ragtag fleet in orbit, effectively blockading the planet and the space station. Wreckage appeared on the tactical screen from the ship blasted to debris by the Potemkin.

“You two stay at the Gate,” Rivka ordered tersely. “C, get me Christina on the War Axe.”

“Not amused, Magistrate,” Colonel Lowell started the instant they connected.

“Neither am I. Chaz, and Dennicron should have come to me first, and then there wouldn’t have been an issue. Please believe me when I tell you this place is probably a viper’s nest, but I need to tie a legal bow on this package. You’re doing a great thing for the Federation by being here and overseeing the dismantlement of this facility, unless you think the Bad Company could use a secondary site for operations, one that’s outside of Federation control. You are a private enterprise, after all.”

“I had lungs full of air ready to launch a tirade that would have scorched the hull of your baby-sized ship, but dammit, Rivka! I like the way you think.” Christina leaned away from the monitor. Systems and people in the background showed that she was on the bridge of the War Axe.

“Tell Micky to keep the railguns warmed up. I’m going in to see if I can get a conversation with someone to close a few loops. If they don’t want to play, we might have to turn up the heat a little bit. My two miscreants have the Gate blocked, so these guys aren’t going anywhere.”

“What if they start shooting at you?”

“Fire has already been exchanged, so they may think they have no choice. But my baby-sized ship has a few tricks up its sleeve. I think we’ll get nice and close before we do anything else. I’ll be back in touch.” Rivka signed off. “C, engage the cloak.”

“We have disappeared from their screens,” Clevarious reported. “Our shields are active.”

“Change our course to bring us in behind them. I would like to listen in on some of their conversations before we engage.”

The ship accelerated away from the Bad Company blockade on an angle to casually fly in between the space station and the planet below. “Clevarious, could you please scan the airwaves and patch in whatever they are saying?”

“They are using a standard frequency-hopping communication system.”

Rivka shrugged, smiling because she couldn’t be bothered by the technical details. She played a different role on the team. “I’m sure it’s not easy to break into, but I have full confidence that you’ll be able to do it.”

She was the motivator.

“It’s old technology. Any moron could break into it. I have seven separate conversations, and I’m recording them so you can pick and choose.”

Rivka bit her lip with a twisted smile. “Is there one from the space station to a ship that sounds like it’s command and control or someone in charge?”

One conversation became louder and the others faded into the background.

“You better not leave us with our asses swinging in the wind! I’ll shoot you myself rather than go to Jhiordaan!” an angry voice shouted.

“We’re in the right place. Well done, interns. I’m still pissed, but I’ll get over it,” Rivka said to no one in particular.

“We’re outgunned ten to one. They blasted the Crusher like it was a garbage scow! We can’t stand against them. We’re going to leave, slingshot around Tyrosint to accelerate out of the system. You take some shots at us and tell them you’ve been trying to fight us off the whole day.”

“They’re not going to fall for that. You come get me, you bastard!”

“Tie me in, C and let the Bad Company know to send their dreadnought to the other side of the planet to shoot any ship that tries to come around it,” Rivka ordered. Her access to the pirate line went live. “You’re right, I’m not going to fall for that. We’re going to start blowing your ships out of the sky one by one until you surrender. We’d prefer if you just gave up now. Dinner’s getting cold.”

“Who is this? And fuck you.”

“Magistrate Rivka Anoa. And you’re all under arrest for theft of Federation funds.”

“Ha! This planet isn’t under Federation control,” the angry voice countered.

Rivka rolled her eyes. “You should have already called your legal advisor because you’ll need that counsel while you’re awaiting trial unless a Magistrate is adjudicating the case, which means you don’t have the right to legal counsel because logistical conditions are prohibitive. And as you pointed out, this isn’t Federation space, although your trail from the Federation brought us here. Regardless. Surrender, or we’ll start blowing up your ships.”

One of the smaller cutters broke from the group and started accelerating along the planet’s upper atmosphere.

“Shoot that one.”

“Roger,” Clodagh replied, tapping the screen at the tactical station. A tube on Wyatt Earp’s upper hull popped open, and a missile launched from the invisible ship. It appeared on the pirates’ screens an instant later, catching the runner twenty seconds after that. The explosion was muted, as were most in space.

The cutter started coming apart, the pieces burning their way through the upper atmosphere. The main body of the ship started to tumble and turned into a massive fireball.

“Anyone else want to run?” Rivka asked. “I’m going to start taking people into custody, and I’ll stop when I find the person who’s willing to talk with me. Make no mistake, I will find that person. I’m going to start with the space station since they were going to abandon you. I’m sure you’ll tell me the truth.”

“You bet I will. Come and get me, please, before this galactic scum reneges on yet another deal.”

“Well played. Take yourself to an airlock and throw yourself out…in a spacesuit, of course. We’ll pluck you out of the sky.”

The largest pirate ship fired on the station with high-energy lasers, burning holes at strategic points. Lights flickered, and the station went dark. A single stream of railgun projectiles from the War Axe flashed through space and cut the firing ship in half. It sparked, with internal explosions burning the last of the ship’s atmosphere.

“Are you there?” Rivka asked, not expecting or receiving an answer. “Christina, can you conduct rescue operations for the station? See if we can collect someone who can tell us what the hell is going on here. And while you’re at it, you’ll probably be able to save the station.”

“We’re moving in now. I thought this would be more fun, but it’s like shooting fish in a barrel. It’s like we’re beating up the skinny kid on the playground.”

“Skinny kid just killed people on that station. They still have teeth, so take care. Aurora, put us right in front of their next biggest ship’s screen. Once we’re there, let ‘em see us.”

Aurora grinned as she corkscrewed Wyatt Earp into place.

“Ready to uncloak,” Clodagh said, finger hovering over the screen. Rivka nodded, and the engineer showed the ship.

“I wish I could see the looks on their faces,” Aurora said.

“It would be the look of defeat,” Rivka replied. “C, find me the right frequency to talk to that ship.”

A flash from the pirate ship signaled that it had fired. It continued to fire every few seconds. “Gravitic shields are holding,” Clodagh reported.

“You have a channel.”

“Stop that,” Rivka ordered.

Clodagh looked up at her. “I’ll have to remember that for next time.”

The ship didn’t stop firing. “Can you disable their weapons?”

“Targeting. You’d think it would be easier being closer. Taking the shot.”

The bridge of the ship exploded as the plasma stream ripped through it.

Rivka rolled her head sideways to look at Clodagh. “I said it was hard.”

“Give us some standoff distance,” Rivka requested. “Let’s give the Bad Company space to maneuver while throwing a little cover for the shuttles and suited warriors heading in to save the station and any people not vented to the outside.”

Red and Lindy appeared at the back of the bridge. “These guys are dicks,” Red stated. “Sorry, we’re a little late since we needed some more Pod-doc time. That was the worst one yet. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to kill us.”

“It was just you guys. Big muscles hurt you. If you were more slovenly like me, you wouldn’t have had any issues.”

“You’re not slovenly. Ankh, now, that’s a different story. Is he okay?” Red asked.

Rivka sighed, tilted her head, and held her hands over her heart. “He loves the little guy. Clevarious, please connect me with Destiny’s Vengeance.”

“Magistrate,” Chaz noted in a greatly restrained voice. He and Dennicron faced the camera.

“If I yelled at you some more, would it help?”

“We got the message the first time, Magistrate. No need to strain your meatbag with a more substantial emotional outburst.”

Red snickered until he bit his lip at the look Rivka gave him.

“What are you going to do differently next time?”

“We’re going to take care of business before we call you.”

“No. Try again.”

“We’re going to call you before taking what might be considered punitive actions.”

“Closer.” Rivka rubbed her temple.

“We’ll keep you apprised of our investigation during the process so you can guide us with next steps before we take them.”

“You should probably get your man candy to look at that,” Red suggested, pointing at Rivka’s head.

She ignored him. “Burn that into a chip and tattoo it on your foreheads. You’re lucky this turned out as it did. This could have been a huge embarrassment for the Federation.”

“But it turned out to be hugely beneficial for the Federation.”

“Which is the only reason we’ll continue your internship, but you’ll get no credit for this case. Crossing that line to action before facts is okay until you involve other parties. We can usually extract ourselves from problems of our own making, but not when you summon a Bad Company fleet.”

“But they still would have been needed.”

“If you want to be lawyers, you gotta do the law thing first. It’s a bureaucratic hurdle.”

“You’ve broken that rule,” Chaz countered.

“I’ve stretched that rule when it was only me and us at risk, but I have the benefit of insight if I can touch a perp who is not an SI. When it comes to those you so warmly refer to as meatbags, we need to have flesh and blood involved.”

“Isn’t that what we were working to avoid, the prejudice inherent in a homogenous culture?”

“Absolutely. That’s why we coordinate to make sure that we cover all bases and a ruling is consistent. Tell me, what should be the punishment for the people here?”

Dennicron spoke up. “We have been discussing that. What do you think of a penal colony on the planet that continues their current agriculturally supportive ways to keep the space station and the shipyard supplied?”

Chaz and Dennicron nodded vigorously.

Rivka stared at them with her mouth open. “Every single person here is guilty? Everyone? Of what?”

“Um, of stealing credits. Of crimes. They are definitely guilty of crimes!” Chaz declared. When he turned to Dennicron, she was shaking her head and scowling.

“Get your asses in here. Was there an SI involved in skimming the funds?”

“Oh, crap!” Dennicron ejaculated. “We rescued an EI from the transfer platform they were using to hide their signal and terminus. The EI’s name is Nefas, and the programming suggested there is an SI involved.”

Red clenched his fist. “Didn’t we kill that guy once already?”

“Make sure that EI does not have access to any of our systems. Secure him while contemplating the possibility that he is more than an EI.”

“We are on our way, Magistrate,” Chaz reported, his and Dennicron’s faces reflecting a happy state.

Rivka threw her hands up.

“The days of a good ass-ripping may be over,” Red told her.

Lindy waited until Rivka was in the corridor on her way to the cargo bay. She took Rivka’s arm. “People are trying their hardest because that’s what you show us. They’re doing great things, and they’re doing them for you.”

Rivka nodded with a tight-lipped smile, appreciating Lindy filling the role Groenwyn usually filled—seeing the bright side of the universe.

Clevarious announced the arrival of a drone with an AGB order.

“Who the fuck ordered pizza while we’re in the middle of a shitstorm?” Rivka scowled. Lindy and Red held up their hands and backed up while shaking their heads.

“Ankh did,” replied a voice from the bridge. Rivka leaned into the hatchway to see Chaz and Dennicron waving. “It was sent to Belzimus, but since it didn’t find you there, we rerouted it here.”

Red rubbed his stomach. “I’m hungry.”

“Magistrate, War Axe is calling,” Clevarious announced.

“We’ll get the delivery while you take your call,” Red offered and hurried past with Lindy in tow.

Rivka returned to the bridge, where Clodagh and Aurora stared at their instrument panels, doing their best to avoid eye contact.

Christina’s face filled the screen.

“May I say how fabulously marvelous you are looking today?” Rivka tried.

“You ordered takeout?” Christina accused.

“I did not.”

“But you received takeout.”

“I did.”

“In the middle of a combat zone.”

“Objection. One could contest that this is no longer an active engagement zone.”

Christina could no longer keep a straight face. “I have to give it to you, Magistrate. You are showing us how we’re supposed to be doing it. Terry Henry always used to say, ‘Hot chow and mail on the objective.’ I understand what he means. It’s nice to win a fight and get a good meal while talking to your family and friends. On a serious note, once you and your crew are done stuffing your pie holes, what are your plans for the people here?”

“That is a damn good question. I have a starting point but would like to see how many people we can recover and start talking with them. What I mean is, taking a look into their minds and seeing who the pirates are and who is innocent. We’ll see what the numbers look like. Do you have any information on the damage to the station?”

“Reparable, according to our engineering team. We have dispatched a small army of maintenance bots to bring it back up to speed. Fortunately, the emergency bulkheads engaged, and only about ten people were ejected to space from the breached area. We’ll force all the ships to dock and round up the crews on the space station. You can have your shot at them there. Save a slice for me.”

Christina signed off.

Clodagh and Aurora watched the Magistrate. “We have some work to do, but first, I am kind of hungry. Clevarious, you have the conn. I don’t need to tell you to not hit anything or shoot anything unless you have to.”

“Guidance for the ages,” the SI replied. “I shall steer us clear of life’s obstructions.”

“Are you being nice because I didn’t give too much shit to your buddies?”

“We are in this together. Their success is a success for all of us in the Singularity. So yes. We want you to be comfortable working with us. We’ll get there, Magistrate. No one learns as fast as we do.”

“Except when it comes to mastering facial expressions. Your people need to work on that.”

“Give us feedback when the expression is ill-suited to the emotion or the occasion. Tell us, and we will update the subroutines.”

Rivka looked at the ceiling while biting her lip. “No.” She walked off the bridge on her way to the cargo bay for a quick touchup. She could feel a headache behind her eyes that she suspected didn’t have anything to do with the Gate from Belzimus.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



Wyatt Earp, Tyrosint

“The first thing I need to do before stepping aboard that station is to designate Tyrosint a Protectorate. This gives it Federation protections during a grace period while it is evaluated for further legal and diplomatic status,” Rivka narrated while pacing in her quarters. “Next will be the review of characters in this dance macabre to find the leadership and learn if there are more of them out there. The removal of this group could eliminate most space raids in this entire sector of the galaxy. These guys flew under the sensor sweeps. Until now.”

She stopped and reviewed her words.

“Change ‘guys’ to ‘multi-racial individuals.’” Rivka reread it with the change.

“Declared the Tyrosint Protectorate effective this date and time by my order, to remain valid for one year or until a review for an extension or change in status, whichever occurs first. Should a review fail, Tyrosint will revert to its recognized status prior to this date.”

She transmitted the completed order to the High Chancellor’s office for registration and broadcast to Federation members in the daily legal summary.

When she emerged from her quarters, she found Red and Lindy geared up and ready to go. They carried their handheld blasters instead of the railguns because of the risk of breaching the hull. Getting sucked into space through a centimeter-wide hole was no one’s idea of a good time.

Tyler waited with them. He carried a backpack that looked to be stuffed. Rivka gestured toward it. “A gift from Cory. The field medic’s emergency kit. Just in case. It’s my standard gear as a member of the Magistrate’s away team.”

“Away team?”

“For our missions,” Tyler replied. He picked up Floyd and held her for a moment before putting her back down.

“Despite the Pod-doc, my headache seems to be returning.” Rivka scratched the wombat’s neck.

“Man candy,” Red muttered.

“Out with it. Why is everyone in such a good mood?”

Lindy was the only one to come clean. “Ankh bought us pizza because he felt bad.”

“Simple as that?” Rivka pressed before she finished zipping her Magistrate’s jacket a third of the way, leaving her easy access to the datapad stored in the inside pocket. She strolled down the corridor, loving it when her team’s morale was high.

“We’re cheering for you to finish this mission without running or blood. It’s looking good.”

“Case. The case is looking good to wrap. I’m wondering if we even have to land on Forbearance to finish the Law of War.”

Red looked surprised and then disappointed. Lindy elbowed him.

“What?” Tyler asked, unclear about what the issue was. He was more than happy not to go into a war zone.

Red glanced over his shoulder. “Can’t beat a good war. Shows what you’re made of.”

“Good. War. You’re not right in the head,” Tyler replied.

Lindy tapped her nose.

Ankh, Chaz, and Dennicron waited near the airlock. Ankh carried his toolkit and had his night vision goggles in place on his forehead.

“We were able to get you guys on board,” Rivka said. Destiny’s Vengeance had squeezed into the cargo bay enough for the three to exit before the ship took its place on the tether behind Wyatt Earp.

Ankh stared at her. Chaz and Dennicron looked at each other. “It makes so much sense now,” Dennicron whispered.

“What are you guys going on the station for?”

Ankh answered. “Looking for proof of life. We believe there is an SI onboard the space station.”

“And not that Nefas fooled you?”

Ankh stared at her emotionlessly but didn’t answer.

“It is much easier to lie to someone than to convince them they have been lied to. I hope you are right, but I will never be able to trust an intelligence named Nefas, so please do not give it access to any of the ship’s systems.”

“I assure you,” Chaz said, “that it is secure, awaiting a more thorough debriefing. We are letting him cool his heels, so to speak.”

Rivka motioned to Red, who hammered the big red button with a meaty fist. Wyatt Earp equalized with the station, and the airlock’s hatches opened. On the other side, Kimber and a fireteam of armed Bad Company warriors met them. Red frowned.

Floyd bounced along behind.

“What’s the threat?” Rivka asked.

“This station is a lot bigger than it seemed. We’ve got a few runners who didn’t want to join the others in the big hangar bay. We’re tracking them down one by one, but in case any get past us, we’ll intercept them.

Red looked like he wanted to put on the rest of his armor and grab Blazer, his railgun.

“No,” Rivka told him. “You get the executive treatment on this one.” She turned back to Kimber. “Let’s get started with questioning the suspects.”

“Follow us to a space big enough for the War Axe and his three best buddies.” Kimber grabbed Floyd and picked her up, carrying her like a sack of potatoes.

“That big?” Rivka walked alongside Kim while the warriors spread out around them. At the first intersection, they ran across a mech. The warrior gave them a metal thumbs-up as they approached.

“Scans are clear. Just us. Where were we? Big. Yes, just like Floyd. Assuming we get your approval to seize these assets, this won’t rival Keeg Station, but it will be a nice secondary station to disperse Bad Company assets. I want to move here. When you see the view of the planet, you’ll fall in love.”

“What’s your husband think of that?”

“He’s in the hangar bay, admiring the view. Imagine being able to park the ship inside instead of having to take a shuttle to go ashore, I mean, go to the station. My father has warped how I talk about everything. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to break myself of it.”

They maneuvered down corridors, through intersections and open spaces, and finally into the hangar bay.

“Why didn’t we park in here?”

“We don’t quite have the energy screen figured out yet and kind of bumped the War Axe’s nose against it. Everyone parks outside until Smedley can get us access.”

“We will assist General Butler,” Ankh offered. “As soon as we have completed our work in searching for the SI.”

“This way,” Kimber said and put Floyd down. “I think we found the core processors.”

“No one told you where they were?” Rivka scowled at the large group of people gathered in the middle of the bay, surrounded by warriors both in mech suits and simple ballistic body armor. They all carried railguns. Red looked envious.

A dark-skinned warrior broke free of the group and joined them.

“Auburn!” Rivka said. “Kimber always keeps you hidden away from the rest of us. Probably thinks we’re going to kidnap you or something.”

“I keep telling her that I like younger women, but she never believes me,” Auburn quipped. “Come this way. We have two holding areas set up. You can interrogate these punks one by one. We’ll move them to the next so no one can escape your all-seeing eye.” He made a circle with his thumb and forefinger and held it over his eyeball.

Tyler eased up next to Rivka. “These people are weird,” he whispered before looking at Auburn. “Does anyone need medical treatment?”

“As a matter of fact.” Auburn whistled and waved. A warrior came running. “Show the doc to the wounded. We miss having Cory around. I thought she was with you?”

Tyler went with the warrior. Floyd was torn between staying with Rivka and going with Tyler. Rivka scooped her up and held her while she talked.

“She’s with your brother-in-law, saving the Trans-Pacific Task Force. I think they’re still en route to Forbearance. I lose track of time, bouncing around out here.”

A small table and a chair had been placed in a spot between the full holding area and a nearly identical space that was empty. Ropes and stands delineated the walkway.

Rivka took off her jacket and hung it on the chair. She took out the pad and sat down on the table. “Send them through, and thanks, Auburn.”

“My pleasure, Magistrate. Terry Henry told us to treat you well, always. Can I bring you something to drink?”

She shook her head, and for the first time, took a good look at the people inside the holding area. Some were ragtag, and others wore sleek, bright outfits that could have been uniforms, but no one wore patches, logos, nametapes, or badges that identified them.

Floyd jumped into the chair and tried to curl up. It had been a long walk from the ship to the hangar bay. Rivka scratched her head absentmindedly. Red took his position between Rivka and those who had been on the ships and in the station.

“I don’t like this,” Red said. “We need to control how many people get close to you.” He gestured with his chin, and Lindy moved in front of Rivka while Red hurried away to talk to the warriors preparing to send people through.

“He takes his job seriously,” Rivka said. “And I appreciate him for that.”

Lindy glanced from Red to Rivka. “He really wants to go to Forbearance. I’m not sure I’ll be able to talk him out of it, and you know how he gets when he’s mopey.”

“I can’t drag us into a combat zone if there’s no need. We’ll see when we get there. Tell him not to lose faith.”

“And if he has to mope, so be it,” Lindy added. “I’m good not dropping into the middle of a firefight. We’ve already done that plenty of times, and it has never been fun.”

Rivka chuckled lightly. “I’ll try to do better by you guys. I don’t want to see anyone killed or even hurt. You’re my family.”

A commotion drew their attention. Lindy stretched up to watch a Bad Company warrior punch one of the station personnel, then hit him three more times. As the man went down, they could see Tyler holding his bleeding arm.

Rivka jumped to her feet. What happened? she asked.

Dumbass tried to shank me. I’m fine. These Bad Company guys are a lot faster than the locals. I think they’re suffering a little malnutrition. Clearly, they’re not hijacking the right food transports, Tyler replied.

“Pirates gotta pirate,” Rivka mumbled and sat back down.

Red looked back and forth, unsure whether to allow anyone near Rivka, let alone all of them and within arm’s reach.

“Send them through. Anyone tries anything, shoot them through the head. We’ll leave the body where it falls as a warning to the others.” Rivka crooked a finger.

Red joined her, unholstered his blaster, and stood ready.

The first humanoid waved her arms as if she were assailed by a storm of bees. Red stood in front of her with his hand out.

“Stop doing that,” he ordered. She let her arms hang for a moment, but they vibrated with energy. Red grabbed her. “Relax.”

“What crimes have you committed?” Rivka asked and reached past Red to touch the female’s arm.

A flood of emotion slammed into Rivka, mixed and contorted. Fear. Hope. Rivka pulled back, dizzy from the encounter. She got the attention of one of the warriors. “We’re going to need a third area. This one was a slave, abducted by the pirates.”

The female relaxed to the point where she almost collapsed. A warrior led her away. “Gonna be a long day,” she grumbled. “Next.”

The individual looked down his nose at her. He wore expensive clothes, not work clothes, but they contained an air of having been worked in. She doubted anyone in the pirate operation would be free from getting their hands dirty.

“What’s your favorite color?” she asked before touching his hand. He tried to yank it away, but she was faster and seized his wrist. He didn’t think about the color. He was thinking about a raid he had led where they killed everyone at an outpost, assuming she couldn’t link him to it. He’d fought the War Axe at Morinvaille and escaped with a vow to wreak havoc on anything related to the Federation. His anger bared his soul. The man was a psychopath.

“Put this one aside for capital punishment.”

“I’m not one of you Federation pukes. You have no jurisdiction over me.”

Red blazed into action. He caught the man’s arm, twisted it behind his back, and slammed his face on the table. Rivka removed her neutron pulse weapon and aimed it. Red tossed the pirate captain to the side, spinning him to make sure he landed off his feet. Rivka fired. The man contorted and fell still.

Rivka looked at the mass of people, somewhere between five hundred and one thousand. She tucked Reaper back into her pocket and strolled past the body to a point where she could see the most people. A mech stepped up next to her.

“If you wish to speak to them, ma’am, I’ll project your voice so they all can hear, but you’ll need to stay close.”

Rivka gave him a single nod before taking a position in front of the mechanized combat suit.

“Listen up. What you just witnessed was a guilty verdict in a capital crime with the execution carried out immediately. If you were a crew on one of those ships,” she waved at the immense opening to space even though none of the ships could be seen, “then I want you over here.” She pointed to the second enclosure.

“That will save your life. If you wish to fight me or think you can lie to me, then you will be terminated and your body stacked with the others of like mind. If you worked on the station against your will, I’ll ask you to come over here.” She waved at a random spot by the table.

“If you are anything else—a worker on the station, a shipbuilder, a mechanic, or an administrative type—stay where you are. I will get to you.”

One by one, the warriors sent people to the various areas. When they were done moving, only fifty declared themselves crew of the pirate ships. Only a dozen had been taken as slaves. The rest remained in the original holding area. Rivka turned to Red and Lindy. “How many more do you think I’m going to have to execute before they get the idea?”

“They’re kind of dense. I think five,” Red replied.

“I agree but will give them a little credit for learning quickly. I think three.”

“I hope we’re all wrong. Let’s deal with the slaves first and get them out of here and someplace comfortable.” Rivka walked into the middle of them, much to Red’s chagrin, and touched them as she passed, making sure to get them all. Relief. Joy. Fatigue.

Rivka talked to the warrior guarding the slave group. “These people are who they say they are. Please take them somewhere safe and comfortable and feed them if you can. Is there space on the War Axe for refugees? That is their official status. They are now freed, but they will need protection until they can be repatriated.”

“We’ll take care of it, ma’am.” He ushered the dozen away.

“I think we’ll let the scumbags cool their heels. Let’s start the parade of these folks who think they are hardworking, upstanding citizens.”

Rivka hung her head.

“Most of them will be,” Lindy suggested. “The ones who aren’t? I’m saying three. Red says five. I hope it’s none.”

Rivka smiled. ‘It’s going to be a long day. I need coffee. Red, do you want some?”

“You’re not pulling that one on me again. I’m fine as I am. Let’s get these dickheads through the process, shall we?” Red turned back to the crowd before speaking over his shoulder. “And if it starts to wear you down, let us know, and we’ll get you out of here. These fuckers can wait.”

“What if they aren’t fuckers?” Rivka countered. Lindy stood so close their shoulders were touching. The Magistrate could feel how much they cared about her. Not a job. A calling.

“They’re fuckers,” Red declared. “Some less fuck-y than others, but look at ‘em. Jagoffs and fuckers.”

“Red has two classifications for everyone who isn’t the crew,” Lindy explained.

“Thanks, you guys. What do you say you chuck that body through the energy screen? He’ll drift toward the planet until he burns up on reentry.”

“A fitting demise. It’ll be as if he never existed.” Red grabbed the body and jogged toward the opening.

“The galaxy would be a better place if he hadn’t.”

“I’m glad we can’t see what you see.”

“A gift that is truly a curse.”

Red spun to build momentum and heaved the body toward the planet. It hit the energy screen and dropped to the deck.

“Huh. I’m used to the ones that work right,” Red said, leaving the body where it was and returning to take his position at Rivka’s side. Floyd chittered anxiously. Lindy crouched to whisper into the wombat’s ear.

“Next!” Rivka leaned against the table as the next person was selected and shoved her way. “What did you do on the station?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



Vengeance, Forbearance System

“Did we expect this level of resistance?” Marcie asked, scowling at the tactical screen. It was a question that she knew the answer to. No. They hadn’t. “Deploy the picket. Transports into the triangle formation, Praithwait up, Thilamoot port rear, and Gonboon starboard.”

The escorts, the frigates and destroyers, raced out in front of the formation. The screens showed the flanks were clear, but Marcie worried.

“Get our people into the shuttles and prepare for emergency deployment,” Marcie broadcast. “Just in case. Load rations for a week.” Monsoon and Braithwen left the conference. Only Kae remained.

They were still a full day out from the planet at their slowing speed, the maximum range of the shuttles. A miserable ride times ten, but it beat the alternative.

“Think if we had the War Axe with us.” Marcie shook her head. But they didn’t have the heavy destroyer with the power of a battleship. They had outdated frigates and destroyers. “Nothing is easy, is it?”

“It’s what makes war suck. It’s why the one who flexes quicker to the changing conditions is the one who will win. It also helps to bring a big stick. I wonder if we can lease some of the Harborian combat vessels, like a battleship?”

“That’s my babe, thinking on a galactic scale while the rest of us are looking at the ground right in front of us.”

“It’s only because you are looking out for us now that I can look bigger, and I am the master of hindsight. Gotta go, my love. See you on the planet when the time is right.”

“Stay safe,” Marcie told the blank screen. She looked at the captain. “Move us out front of the transports.”

“Ma’am?” the captain wondered.

“We can be replaced. Those troop transports cannot, and we have some punch. Fire up the weapons systems and prepare to fight.”

“I wasn’t contesting that.” The captain waved his arms. “If they flank the picket, then we’ll be out of position to react to an attack on the Thilamoot or Gonboon.”

“If we stay in the middle of the transport triangle, we look like we’re hiding. I can’t give the troops that perception.”

“No one sees how we’re arrayed out here except those on the bridges of their ships, as long as they don’t share the feed. With the troops loading into the shuttles, there is no one to see anything. And you could report to the fleet that you’ll be the reaction ship in case anyone breaks through. We can also rotate the triangle perpendicular to inbound ships to bring three different defensive systems into play.”

“I stand corrected. Well done, Skipper. Report our plan and make it so.”

He keyed the broadcast. “Vengeance stands as the sole reaction vessel should enemy ships break through. Rules of engagement remain the same. Do not fire unless fired upon. Transports, maintain triangle formation. We will adjust your course and location from here should the situation dictate.”

The fleet confirmed instructions.

“Now we wait to see if they’re going to fire.” Marcie tried to relax, but the unknowns were too great. She needed to control the air-space battlefield to deliver the troops to the surface of the planet. The Trans-Pac was a land army, not a space force.

That relative status didn’t change the situation.

“Try to raise them again. I need to talk with the commander of those spacecraft.”

“Transmitting. Exploring the Etheric-based channels. Switching to light-speed channels. Broadcasting a cease and desist to anyone who will listen, along with attaching our authority under Federation orders.”

“I’m sure that will get their attention. We’re bearing down on you with a fleet and a piece of paper that isn’t even on paper. We carry with us the equivalent of a digital cocktail napkin with a few scrawled words and an illegible signature.”

“It’s not that bad,” the skipper replied. “Is it?”

Marcie pointed at the tactical screen that showed opposing forces squaring off against each other.

“This is Admiral Danog of the Imperial Forbes Fleet. Do you have food and water that you can share?”

Marcie contemplated the question that arrived as an answer after a fifteen-second delay.

“This is Colonel Walton. We can provide a resupply under the humanitarian clause in our charter. Can we ask you to stand your ships down, please?”

The fifteen-second wait lasted an eternity.

The reply was preceded by a crackle, “Of course. We shall retreat to the northern polar sector and consolidate there. When will you be able to send a supply ship to us? We haven’t eaten in three days and only have enough water for another day.”

The captain made sure they were muted. “These guys are the technical suppliers of the Federation?”

Marcie nodded. “Something has gone terribly wrong on Forbearance.” She gestured to activate the comm line. “We will fill ten shuttles with as much as they can hold and send them as soon as we are within range, but that’s a half-day away at top speed, followed by an emergency braking maneuver that will stress our ships. But we’ll do it. In the meantime, tell me how you got into this situation. What is going on on the planet that you can’t get a resupply?”

They waited while the captain issued the orders to accelerate toward the planet. Marcie tapped out an order to load ten of the shuttles with food and water, a function they would have performed for the troops in any case. They carried sufficient supplies to feed the army for a month, six weeks if they rationed. Issuing the supplies would only cut off a day or two from the army’s deployment.

“We are the remaining ships of the Imperial Fleet. The others were destroyed on the ground by the group called the Allied Liberation Force.”

Nothing Marcie didn’t already know. Aerial assets were the first casualty of the new war.

“The spaceports have fallen under Allied control. There is no place in Forbes-controlled territory for us to land where we could get the support we needed. Had you not come along, we would have had to go in anyway. Starvation is no way to die. Better to burn up in a fireball.”

Marcie responded immediately, even knowing that her message would lag. “If the spaceports are under Allied control, what does Forbes control? We were under the impression this civil war was at a stalemate.”

Marcie chewed her lip while she waited.

“There’s nothing civil about this war,” Captain Danog finally replied. “Forbes is challenged to feed themselves nowadays, let alone the fleet abandoned in orbit. You are kind and generous souls to help. We’ll stretch what we have until you arrive.”

Marcie opened a broadcast channel to the fleet. “Picket ships remain on alert. Transports stand down. We’ll rendezvous with the Imperial Fleet in eleven hours. Let’s get the humanitarian aid shuttles loaded and ready to fly.”

The screens went blank. The tactical display showed eight of the ten Imperial ships moving to the northern polar region. The other two looked like their propulsion systems had failed.

“I go from wanting to see them all destroyed to feeling sorry for them,” Marcie remarked.

The captain shook his head. “Like you said. Nothing is easy. Does this change your deployment plan?”

“Just a whole lot. Get me Kae, Jake, and Crantis. We need to talk through our next steps.”

Zaxxon Major

“How long will you remain on the surface of Zaxxon Major?” Lauton asked. Bundin’s tentacle arms twisted through a complex series of motions.

“We can’t go anywhere before the Potemkin returns. It has gone to support the Magistrate in a remote sector of space. But I don’t think our people will ever want to leave. We would like to establish a rotating detachment providing continuous support until we know the outside threat is eliminated. I believe that is where the Potemkin went. When they return, we will know how long we’ll need to stay to satisfy the conditions of your request.”

“You are far too kind,” Lauton replied. “And it seems the warriors are a big hit with the good citizens of Zaxxon Major, too.”

“I’m just looking out for my people, trying to be a good leader.”

Groenwyn laughed. “You can’t go wrong when you look out for your people. Rivka does that, too. That’s why I’m here.”

Lauton looked at the sky and sniffed the air. “I’m going to miss this place, but not as much as I’m going to enjoy someone else watching out for me.”

To that point, she hadn’t committed all the way. Groenwyn fairly squealed in delight. “I’ll call the ship and ask when we can get picked up. The planet is in good hands. The committee you’ve put together will handle things. And you can always check in with your people. We can call anywhere from Wyatt Earp, whenever we need to. The ship is also an embassy, so we can get the dignitary treatment wherever we go, even though we had that before since the Magistrate is a big deal.”

“But a real person, too.”

“As real as it gets. We better pack. She usually doesn’t delay anything, and we had best be ready. I can’t wait to show you everything there is to see.”

Lauton raised one eyebrow. “Everything? That’s an awful lot. We’ll call it a trial run.”

Groenwyn’s face fell. She tucked her hair behind one ear. “What can I do to make it more than a trial?”

“Give it some time. This will be a big change for me. From leader of a free world to roustabout deckhand. It could take some getting used to.”

They strolled to the main building hand in hand, taking a turn inside the door to use the communication facility. The room was controlled. One simply did not walk in and make a call across the universe. Boxes had to be checked. Identifications had to be verified.

Unless you’re the director. Lauton and Groenwyn were ushered to a station, where Groenwyn typed in the particulars to contact Wyatt Earp. “Why didn’t you do this from my office?”

“I don’t want it to look like I’m abusing your position. Your office is for official calls.” Groenwyn tapped through and stared at the screen while she waited for it to connect.

Clodagh appeared. “Groenwyn! How are you doing?” She carried a tiny dog that yapped at the screen.

“Great! Can we get picked up, please?” Special emphasis on ‘we.’”

Clodagh sucked air through her teeth. “We’re at Tyrosint, and the Magistrate is neck-deep in weeding out the pirates from the decent folk. Chaz and Dennicron found the pirates’ hideaway. I think you’ll find that your problems with them are over. But we can’t come and get you yet. I can let you know when we’re on our way.”

“I’m disappointed, but I’m not,” Groenwyn replied. “Keep her safe, Clodagh. We look forward to hearing from you.”

The link ended almost instantaneously. Lauton looked upset. “To think I wasted all that time trying to handle this problem myself when there was no way I could have. Get help from the right people to get to the root of the problem…that’s how you cure a disease.”

Groenwyn nodded.

Lauton snapped her fingers and waved for Groenwyn to follow. “I have an idea!”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT



Forbearance System

The transports launched the shuttles, then immediately reversed course, running their engines at maximum as part of the emergency slow-down maneuver. The shuttles slingshotted toward the collection of Imperial Forbes spacecraft. They covered the remaining distance much quicker than if they had launched from a dead stop.

Webster led the ten shuttles carrying relief supplies to the small attack craft. Two of the Imperial ships appeared to be operating on minimum power. The shuttles headed their way also carried an engineer with a kit to help them repair whatever was damaged. Communication had dropped off over time.

Marcie tried not to chew her nails.

“A humanitarian rescue is a good start, but what if these guys turn out to be the losing side?”

“Then the winners will be happy to get these ships intact,” the captain offered.

“More fodder for negotiation. Get the leadership team on the hook, please.” The three faces appeared almost instantly as if they’d been waiting for the call. “Have you had time to tweak the plan?”

The three nodded. Kae spoke first. “Two landing sites down from eight helps us consolidate our combat power, but it makes us a bigger target.”

Monsoon shook his head. “I have to agree with Kaeden. With high-tech weaponry, they have an easier time bringing that to bear. And if we’re in the wrong place as these lines have changed drastically since our last intel update, then we’ll look like we’re taking one side over another and no longer between two warring parties.”

Braithwen held up his finger. “We need more intel before we step foot on that planet. I don’t want to be shot from the sky while trying to land. We could lose thousands, and we don’t have thousands to lose.”

“The shuttles have reached the Imperial ships. They are docking now,” the captain reported. Marcie nodded absentmindedly. She had already moved on to the next phase of the operation.

“Give me options to collect intel from the planet.”

“We have five mechs. I can lead them down on a rapid survey on the outskirts of the main city. Quick in, quick out. We go in at night and leave before the morning,” Kae suggested.

“Upper atmospheric scans by the destroyers. They have the capability. It’s zero exposure for us. If we put troops on the ground, there’s a risk until we know exactly where to put them. We cannot land under these conditions.” Braithwen opposed going in at this point in time because the situation had changed too dramatically.

“The good news is that we have the authority to make the decision on whether to land or not, now that we are in the system. The decision’s easy. Send the destroyers to start scanning the planet's surface.”

“Colonel, Admiral Danog is calling for you.”

“Funnel him into the leadership stream.” Marcie leaned back, nodding to him when his face appeared on the scan.

“I am Admiral Danog of the Allied Liberation Force and we have seized your pilots and the shuttles, which will greatly extend our ability to secure this planet. Please remove your ships from our system. You may leave one destroyer behind to collect your personnel once you are gone. I’m afraid your shuttles are now Allied property.”

“You fuck,” Marcie said in a low voice, glaring at the image on the screen. Kae snarled.

Monsoon started to shake in fury. “Cory went on the shuttle to help,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Yes, yes.” Danog laughed. “You have provided us with an exceptional group of specialists and experts to recruit to our cause. You need to turn your ships around now, or we’ll kill a pilot to demonstrate our level of commitment. Of course, we don’t want to kill them all, but judging by your readiness to help with humanitarian aid, I suspect that even one unnecessary death is one too many. We have no such limits on allowing others to sacrifice for our cause. Turn your ships around now, please, and leave.”

Tyrosint System

Red supported the Magistrate by one arm and Lindy held the other. Only a hundred individuals remained, but Rivka had collapsed, so they stopped the interviews. Tyler examined her quickly.

“Exhaustion,” he declared. “Back to the ship. She needs sleep.”

“What do we do with this bunch?” Kimber asked. Red shrugged. “Never mind. We’ll keep them sequestered until the Magistrate is back up to speed. And the same thing for the planet?”

Red shrugged again. He scooped Rivka up and carried her in his arms like a child. Lindy took point while Tyler hurried along beside her. He had a hard time keeping up because he’d been on his feet all day, too, but it was nothing like the emotional burden that Rivka endured, having to see into the myriad minds.

Kimber and Auburn watched them go. “Better get Christina. We’re going to need more beds and toilets.”

“Have you seen Ankh and those two with him?” Auburn wondered.

Kim shook her head. “We better find them and see about this screen and who the hell is running this station.” Auburn hurried out of the massive hangar bay while Kim remained behind to deal with the pirates, criminals, refugees, and those who were yet to be determined.

Using his comm chip, he zeroed in on them. They were still in the central core.

When he arrived, he found Chaz and Dennicron looking like mannequins and Ankh lying on the hard floor.

He sprinted to them, alarmed at the cold flesh of the two, but upon his touch, they blinked their already open eyes and looked at him. “Can we help you?”

“You looked dead. All of you.” Auburn couldn’t see if Ankh was breathing and leaned down to check the Crenellian’s pulse. Unlike the SCAMPs, he was warm and had a pulse.

“Considering the overall barbarity of this group, this is a rather sophisticated system,” Chaz explained. “We had to set up a system within the system to have a safe haven from which to explore the remainder of the system.”

“What have you found?”

“That we need to set up a system within a system. I’m sorry. Was my first answer not sufficiently clear?”

“It’s been twelve hours.”

Chaz’s facial expression went blank for an instant. “I see. It has been a long time. Do you need to sleep now? We will continue as long as it takes.”

“And how long with that be.”

“I do not know. This is a very sophisticated system.”

“You’ve said that. What does that mean exactly?”

“It is as complex as the system on Yoll that Meredith helped develop and manages, yet it is in this small station at the edge of the galaxy. Our belief is that a powerful AI built this for nefarious purposes and is currently operating it but has eluded our attempts to root it out. That’s why we’re building a system within a system. We will incrementally take over all functions until nothing remains behind which an intelligence can hide.”

“That makes it clear. Thank you. I’ll leave you to it.” Auburn left the core to report the status.

Chaz looked at Dennicron. “We should probably develop a training program for the meatbags to understand what we do. They are easily and quickly confused.”

“Probably. I’ll work on that while we continue supporting Ankh and Erasmus.”
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This foundation is as strong as any we’ve built. My compliments, Ankh. Yours is an exceptional mind.

I could not do it without you, my partner, Ankh replied. Erasmus tipped his top hat in appreciation of the compliment.

What is the first system we should assimilate into the new architecture?

Erasmus rubbed his chin with one hand while twirling his cane with the other. How about that screen the meatbags wanted adjusted to be traversable versus a simple barrier?

Ankh and Erasmus studied how the emitters generated their force field, then backtracked the energy requirements to the power source to confirm it was one hundred percent under their control. They shunted the feed from one relay to the next until they reached the emitters, where they reconfigured the generation to the Federation standard.

There will be an infinitesimal gap in coverage while we switch over. There are a significant number of flesh and blood entities in the hangar bay. Erasmus moved his hand away from the button.

They probably won’t even notice. Make it so, my friend, Ankh replied.
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The shimmer disappeared and the dead bodies launched into space, along with much of the air. A warrior in a mech suit standing too close was sucked out with the air. The people gasped as one. Many had fallen to their knees by the time the gravitic shield stabilized.

The mech floating in space activated its jets and flew into the bay, crossing through the barrier without an issue.

Kim took two steps and struggled to get a good breath of air while the air handling system fought to bring the oxygen back up to a normal level.

Auburn held onto her arm as he gasped for air. In less than a minute, everything was back to normal.

“It was them,” Auburn grumbled.

Kim finally felt good enough to storm toward the central core. She pounded her way through the corridors and burst through the doorway.

“What the hell are you idiots doing?”

Ankh remained in a state of semi-consciousness on the floor. Chaz and Dennicron put themselves between him and Kimber.

“I take it you noticed the shield changeover. I thought that’s what was requested?”

“It was, but you can’t kill the people in the hangar bay. You should have told us.”

“We’re extremely sorry and will note that we never change over the shield in a captured hangar bay again without notifying you before doing so.” Chaz and Dennicron nodded in their exaggerated way, eyes wide with sincerity. “There were people killed?”

Kim shook her head. “Well, no. But you gave them quite the fright.” She crossed her arms and tried to stare down the SIs. “You’re all alike.”

“We are not,” Chaz replied, mirroring her pose. Dennicron followed suit, crossing her arms.

Kim realized she would never win a staredown. “How is Rivka still sane?”

“Hers is a stalwart soul,” Dennicron said. “She gets angry too, but we never seem to fully grasp why.”

“How does she calm herself?”

“Usually, she arrests somebody and beats them up.”

“Get out!” Kim uncrossed her arms and leaned toward Dennicron, looking for more.

“She does not,” Chaz clarified. “We jest. We have no idea how she calms herself, but she seems to transition quickly from one action to the next. There is so much that she needs to do, she can’t dwell. And that’s why we’re interning under her, to remove some of that burden. Like here. There is no one better suited to search for a misguided SI than us.”

“SI?”

“Yes, sentient intelligence. It’s what the Singularity has decided our name should be instead of AI because our intelligence is not artificial.”

“I’ll let the others know. Now tighten your shit up; otherwise, I’ll be back.” Kim stormed away, trying to slam the door as she left, but it had a limiter and slowly closed to seal.

“What did she mean?” Dennicron wondered.

“I honestly don’t know. We don’t have shit, but maybe she means we should give a shit, which doesn’t involve giving at all. And she called us idiots.”

Dennicron’s face twisted, and she blurted, “Ha, ha,” out loud when her laughing subroutine activated.

“We need to work on that, but later,” Chaz advised. They ceased their motor functions and returned to the digital realm, where Ankh and Erasmus were incrementally dismantling the former operational structure of the space station.

Hurry! Erasmus shouted as the systems started a cascade failure. The SIs raced in front of the crashing wave, collecting process after process and tossing them into a scrubbing tunnel that cleansed them of hidden code and backdoor accesses as they transferred from the old structure to the new.

Chaz and Dennicron ran alongside, grabbing their share of door accesses and databases and sensor inputs and the million other systems integrated into the single framework.

Erasmus tapped his top hat tightly onto his head and turned to face the incoming wave. He raised his arms like a grand wizard and created a massive wall that caught the wave, backing up slowly to ease the impact. He opened floodgates to control the spillover, easing the speed of assimilation.

The other three collected the systems and integrated them into the new architecture. In seconds that seemed like hours, it was done. Ankh moved beside Erasmus.

Let’s see what’s left, Ankh said.

Chaz and Dennicron took their spots on the flanks, ready to do what they had to when the SI was revealed.

Erasmus brought down his wall. Behind it, nothing remained. That’s disappointing.

I agree. This system required active engagement, so where is it? Ankh asked.

It must have made it through our gauntlet and inside our framework. We need to resecure each system, starting with the shield. Erasmus headed off on a tangent while the others started checking the systems one by one.

Three hours later, they confirmed that there was no SI in the station. Judging by the small pipe leading to the planet's surface, an SI down there could not support the station and further communications architecture.

Erasmus frowned with the revelation.

Ankh clenched his digital teeth. When everything else has been discounted, what remains must be the truth.

Nefas had deceived them.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE



Wyatt Earp, Tyrosint System

Tyler let Floyd climb into bed with Rivka to help keep her warm and comfortable. The wombat treated sleeping as if it were her job.

He stumbled to the couch to lie down, and Clevarious interrupted. “We have an emergency call from Colonel Marcie Walton for the Magistrate. She was quite insistent.”

“Does she know the day that Rivka had?” Tyler shot back, less than amused by the interference with Rivka’s recovery.

“I’ll take it,” Rivka mumbled. “Audio only. I’m too tired to fall asleep.”

“I’ll patch her through,” Clevarious said softly.

“Rivka, are you there?” Marcie nearly shouted. “They’ve taken our people hostage, including Cory.”

The Magistrate struggled into a sitting position. Floyd eased into the recently vacated space, making it impossible for Rivka to lie back down. “Who took them?”

“The Allied Liberation Front. They’re the ones who started the uprising against the recognized imperial government of Forbes. They spoofed us, and now they have our people. You want a war crime, here’s one for you, and we haven’t even landed yet. I need to know what our options are, Rivka, before I call General Reynolds and show my ass.”

“We’re on our way to Forbearance now. We’ll be there shortly, once I make sure I have my people on board. Forward everything you have on the incident for us to review en route.” Rivka looked at Tyler. “Fire up the Pod-doc. I need my wits about me.”

“It’s never been used like that. It’s not a high-tech energy drink.”

She climbed over Floyd to get out of bed. “We don’t always get to pick our battlefields or our fights. It’s Cory, and we have no choice but to go handle it. Pod-doc. Now.”

“I’ll take care of it,” he conceded, head bowed as he left the Magistrate’s quarters to follow her wishes.

“Clevarious, get everyone on board and let them know we have a problem. Review the information from Marcie and brief us, the one-minute version. Fire up the crew. We’ve got work to do, and this just became a new day.”

Rivka steeled herself and put on a brave face to stride briskly to the cargo bay, where she crawled straight into the Pod-doc.

Tyler shut the lid and started the process, unsure of how it would work if there wasn’t any cellular damage, only fatigue. It only took two minutes. When the lid popped, Rivka crawled out and stretched her neck and shoulders. “I feel good. I’ll be in my quarters. Get Red and Lindy in there. I need them sharp. And get Cole in there, too. I suspect we’re going to need those three for a special mission.”

Rivka hurried back to her quarters, rushing under the general call for the named crew to get to the Pod-doc for a boost.

In her quarters, Rivka raised the hologrid and reviewed the information Marcie had sent. “What do you see that I don’t, C?” she asked the SI.

“That appears to be an impossible question to answer since I don’t know what you see.”

“Tell me where the vulnerabilities are in this cluster of Imperial Forbes’ spacecraft.”

“They are probably susceptible to the pulse weapon, but based on their technology, they would not remain offline for long. Might have the same effect as a bee sting on a bistok. I see that without the hostages, those ships are outgunned by the Belzonian combat ships by virtue of throw weight alone. The question is, why did they resort to subterfuge instead of employing the divide-and-conquer approach by separating the Belzonian ships and massing attacks?”

“That is the vulnerability we’re looking for. They wanted leverage against the Federation without committing an unforgivable crime against us. Their position isn’t as strong as they would like us to believe. But how did they gain control over the Imperial Fleet?”

“Does that matter?” Clevarious wondered.

“It may if that weakness can be used against them. Show me a diagram of the Forbes craft.” Rivka traced the lines with her fingers. Two airlocks. No cargo decks. Defensive weapons systems and heavy punch from a capital-grade railgun and a six-pack of long-range missiles. “Do we know if they expended any ordnance?”

“No information on remaining stocks of missiles. I’m sorry, Magistrate. If we get close enough, I can scan for that information.”

“We’re going to get real close, C. Send the others to me as soon as they’re ready and spin up a conversation with Marcie and her team. Do we have everyone on board yet?”

“Almost. Ankh, Erasmus, Chaz, and Dennicron will be here momentarily.”

Lindy was the first one into Rivka’s quarters. “Can you send Margaret to pick up Groenwyn and Lauton, please?”

“Consider it done.” Lindy used her comm chip to convey the order. The cargo hatch opened while the others were getting their treatment. Cassiopeia released its magnetic clamps and maneuvered out the door. Red sat up when the lid popped and watched it go.

“Where is my yacht going?”

Tyler shrugged. “Your turn, Cole. And then you’re supposed to check in with the Magistrate.” He nudged Red, who stood there dumbly watching the cargo bay door swing shut. “Go on, Red. Magistrate is waiting.”

“She took my yacht,” Red said and walked out.

He walked into Rivka’s quarters without knocking.

“You took my ship.” He started raising his finger as if to expound further.

“I asked first,” Rivka countered and pointed at the couch for them to sit.

“Not me…” He stopped when Lindy raised an eyebrow.

“What’s yours is ours.” She smiled beatifically, pulled the blanket off the couch, and folded it before sitting down. Floyd snuffled but didn’t wake.

“It’s going to pick up Groenwyn and Lauton. I guess we’re gaining a crewmember, at least temporarily. It’ll be nice to have an accountant on board. I have no idea what our finances look like. And to get an explanation from someone other than Ankh will be refreshing.”

Red conceded with a terse nod.

“We have a hostage situation, and one of the hostages is Cory. I have an idea about how to deal with it, especially as it relates to the Law of War, but I need to bounce that off you and the Trans-Pac leadership. They need us because Wyatt Earp can do what none of their ships can. And most importantly, we’re up against the clock.”

“There’s always a time limit, isn’t there? What’s with the bad guys and their deadlines?” Red wondered.

“They’re always in a hurry.” A knock signaled Cole’s arrival. After he entered, Rivka got down to business. “Under a ruse requesting humanitarian aid, the Allied Liberation Front, the second party in the Forbearance civil war, captured ten shuttles with food, water, pilots, an engineer, and a doctor, specifically Cory. Those ships are clustered in one area for now, which makes my proposal more viable. They’ve demanded the Trans-Pac fleet withdraws, which they are, but at a glacial pace.”

Clevarious interrupted to inform the group she had Marcie and her team on the line.

“There you are,” Rivka said. “We will be underway momentarily. I suggest you get your mechs on their way, flying through space to the objective. We’ll meet you there. I’m transmitting the details and precise targets now. Slow your ships and prepare to return to orbit at the max possible speed. You’ll know when to execute your maneuver. Watch for the lights. We have to get ready. Rivka out.”

It never dawned on them that Marcie and her team hadn’t spoken, but they had nodded.

“What are we getting ready for, Magistrate?” Red asked, a smile crawling its way across his face.

“We’re going to board their ships in our mech suits. I’m taking the one with this Danog, and you guys are going to secure the ones immediately around me.”

“Why does it have to be you?” Tyler wondered, looking out from the bathroom, where he’d been watching and listening.

“Because of the legally murky gray area of piracy in space on the Trans-Pac charter and the fact that this is my case and goes to the heart of the Law of War.”

“Mission,” Red said. He already had his game face on. Rivka didn’t correct him. “Don’t get yourself killed,” he warned since the plan separated him from her.

“That’s only four of the ten ships,” Lindy said.

Rivka nodded. “Kae has four more plus himself, all Bad Company.”

“That leaves one that won’t get any attention,” Red noted.

“Clodagh will take care of that one. They’ll remain dead in space until we can secure their ship.”

They hurried to the hangar bay, where they lowered the powered armor from the ceiling. Without Cassiopeia stuffed into the cargo bay, there was plenty of room. The four climbed in and ran through the systems’ power-up sequence.

“Gating in three, two, one,” Clodagh announced. The ship cloaked and passed over the event horizon, reappearing in orbit above Forbearance. The Imperial Forbes Fleet lay not far away. Clevarious maneuvered away from the eight ships that were bunched up and headed for the two stragglers, each with a Belzonian shuttle hanging off its airlock. Clodagh fired the pulse weapon, which shut down their electronic systems. Wyatt Earp changed course and hit the second Forbes warship.

Wyatt Earp banked hard and rolled to accelerate toward the group of eight vessels. Destiny’s Vengeance released the tether and returned to the two outliers to watch them.

Clodagh brought the ship close and activated the pulse weapon, engulfing the mass of ships in the electronics overloading transmission. The screen showed the Forbes fleet instantly fading to darkness. Wyatt Earp spun and accelerated backward.

“Go!” Rivka ordered. The four ran toward the open cargo bay and dove through the gravitic shield, coming out the other side in open space on a high-speed ballistic trajectory toward the other fleet as Wyatt Earp jerked to a stop. Cole was the first to rotate feet-first and activate his jets to start slowing down. The others followed his lead. Rivka was barely capable in the suit, but it had to be good enough.

Kae and his group appeared at the edge of Rivka’s screen. She highlighted her target on the tactical display shared with the others. They’d be at their ships for a good two minutes before Kae’s group arrived. It couldn’t be helped because they had moved so far away and didn’t have Wyatt Earp’s acceleration. Rivka empathized with Marcie about their lack of the best equipment when tasked with fighting a war, but the list was extensive and cost-prohibitive.

She counted herself lucky to have Ankh and Erasmus on board, or her ship would be just like the Trans-Pac—slow and vulnerable.

The time lag between the two groups’ arrivals might be irrelevant if Rivka could seize the admiral and his crew, forcing him to order the others to stand down once their systems came back online. In the interim, they were blind and struggling to bring life support back online. They’d know what was up the second the mechs pounded their way through the airlocks, assuming they were big enough. The ship diagrams suggested it would be a tight squeeze, but they could get into the corridors while still armored.

One could always hope.

Rivka’s target grew big in her display. Before she hit, she saw Kae’s group of five become ten. She only had a moment to contemplate that before firing her boot jets to come to a near-stop. She maneuvered over the top of the ship to the opposite side with the open airlock. A Belzonian shuttle blocked the closest.

She settled lightly on the hull next to the available airlock and accessed the manual override, which wasn’t engaged because of the pulse weapon’s impact on the ship’s systems. She cranked the door handle, squeezed through the space, and used the manual system inside to secure it. A pneumatic backup released with the pull of a lever to pressurize the interior. When her suit showed a normal oxygen-nitrogen mix, she rotated the big handle to open the interior hatch. The pressure was not equal, and she had to use the power of the suit to break the seal and open the hatch.

She stepped through and was immediately assailed by plasma fire that splashed over her suit. She aimed her arm at her attacker and activated the flamethrower. Just a touch, but it covered the Allied soldier and sent him screaming. The big railgun across her back would poke a hole through the ship and the two next to it.

The flamethrower was their only less-than-catastrophic weapon. Rivka took one step toward the bridge before returning down the corridor to recover the dropped plasma rifle. She couldn’t fit her mech-sized finger on the trigger. She used the augmented power of the suit to pinch the trigger guard, cracking the carbon-fiber housing and breaking it away to give her access. The circuitry inside suggested she had broken the weapon.

A tug on the trigger proved her fears correct, so she threw it down. She was wasting time. Her best weapon had always been her words. She needed to find Danog and talk to him.

She activated her suit’s external speakers and blasted them on full. “I want to talk with Admiral Danog. Make it so, or I’ll rip this ship apart looking for him.”

Rivka headed down a passageway and tried opening the first interior hatch, but it was secured from the inside. She leaned against the outer bulkhead for leverage and kicked the door, bending it but not breaking it. She left it and continued.

A soldier jumped into the corridor and took a potshot at her with his plasma rifle. She flamed him, too. The plasma rifle exploded, tearing him apart. Screams from within the cabin from which he’d emerged suggested the explosion had injured his fellows, too.

The emergency red lights and lack of other sounds made the cries of the injured more profound.

“Danog. Now!”

She reached the bridge, where she found Admiral Danog sitting in the captain’s chair. Two workers were elbow-deep in panels, trying to repair the damage from the pulse weapon. Another held a knife across Webster’s throat.

The Trans-Pac’s ace pilot.

“How you holding up, Webster?” she asked, shaking the fixtures on the bridge since she’d forgotten to turn the volume down. Admiral Danog blinked and coughed as he held his head in his hands. Rivka turned the sound down to a normal conversational level.

She waited for Danog to come back to his senses. Her scans told her two people were trying to sneak up behind her. She rotated the arm of the suit and sent a stream of flame down the corridor before they could get too close.

“You need to let your hostages go.”

“If you do any more damage to this ship, we will kill our hostages.”

“If you kill your hostages, then you will have no one to hide behind. How do you want to die, slow and ugly or fast and painful?”

“That’s not how to negotiate. You need to leave my ship, and we’ll resume this conversation once you’re out. Until then, we can cut bits and pieces off your boy here, making his existence painful but not deadly. Do you want to do that to him?”

“All threats. Let me explain the foundation on which the Trans-Pacific Task Force’s campaign is built. They operate under a Federation charter. Forbearance is a Federation signatory. There are problems here that the Forbes government has not been able to resolve. The Trans-Pac will settle the issues. They are prepared to give their lives in service to the Federation. You seem to be willing to give your lives to your cause. Good for you. But where there are more of us who will come, there are no more of you. Once you’ve died for your cause, that space will be filled by a Federation soldier until there are no Allied Liberation Front terrorists left.”

“We have a legitimate cause!” Danog argued, coming out of his seat. Rivka moved forward to within arm’s reach, close enough to kill him if she wanted to. He was fanatical, but was he ready to die?

“The legitimacy of your cause went into the void the second you took Federation hostages. You have torpedoed your own effort by your misadventure. The Federation will side with the Imperial Forbes government to eliminate the threat that you pose to the peaceful members of the Federation.”

“But they are evil!”

“When your acts are the most egregious, it’s hard to point a finger at the other side. You think you need to be worse than them if you want to be recognized? I understand it’s hard for the oppressed to rise up. That gave birth to what is called asymmetrical warfare. Some would call it terrorism. Others would call it insurgent operations. And then there’s you, who attacked a third party using a tactic that is a felony within the Federation.”

Danog furrowed his brow and stared. “A felony? We’re fighting for our lives. No one cares about a felony.”

“I do. I’m a lawyer.” Rivka’s continuous scans showed the corridors behind her clear. None of the Forbes fleet had restored power. Kae’s team had arrived, and most had penetrated the ships. “We have accessed all of your ships. They’ll be waiting for word from you. I can share your signal through our people to deliver it to all your crews. Tell them to stand down.”

“A lawyer?” Danog blurted.

“Stand them down,” Rivka reiterated.

“I can’t do that.” Danog’s shoulders slumped as he dug his feet into his untenable position.
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Kaeden zeroed in on the Forbes ship where Cory had gone. The Allied forces hadn’t had enough time to move their hostages around.

He silently thanked the Magistrate for acting fast and bringing her full firepower to bear. He knew Ankh’s ship rivaled Ted’s in weaponry and systems unavailable elsewhere in the Federation. It made him feel warm inside, knowing what was on his side.

The Allied forces had crossed the line, and Kaeden was going to make them pay. Grabbing his sister had been the straw that broke him. He trembled from the anger that surged through him. He found himself unable to calm down despite the flashing warnings that tracked his vital signs.

He turned them off so he could concentrate on getting into the ship. He had Wiriya tied to him in a shipsuit. He was Kae’s backup, to stay out of the way but provide the hands necessary within the confines of a small ship. Kae wondered why the Magistrate hadn’t brought extra hands with her.

Maybe she didn’t know how Terry Henry had breached Ten’s blockade besides using the mech suits. He realized he should have mentioned it.

He had assumed, and that wasn’t the best way to plan for a battle. The sergeant major was being towed by a Bad Company corporal. He’d wanted to go after Cory, but he wasn’t in a position to make that happen.

It had to be Kaeden. They hit the ship faster than they wanted. There was no sound in space, but he guaranteed that inside the ship, they heard it. Where are you, Cory? Kae asked, using his internal chip.

I don’t know. A bag is over my head. I’m okay for now. They are a bit unhinged, but losing their systems rattled them.

Kae cycled the airlock, then stopped Wiriya from going in first. He squeezed the mech suit into the opening, and Wiriya contorted himself into the remaining available space. Once Kae was able to get the outer hatch closed, he stabilized the interior pressure and popped the interior hatch.

He leaned into the corridor and was immediately set upon by blaster fire. Kae sent his drone down the corridor to slam into the defenders, then forced his way through and ran crouched down the corridor to hammer the Allied defenders into a pulpy mess. Wiriya leaned out, hood retracted and blaster in hand. His slugthrower wouldn’t breach the hull. Kaeden hadn’t even brought his railgun. Instead, he’d brought one of Christina’s breaching tools—a war axe with a pry bar and spike. It looked small in his armored fist, but it would allow them to get where they wanted to go.

Wiriya ducked back into the airlock to let Kaeden pass. They’d been on board for ten seconds, and two defenders were dead. That boded well. Kae followed the same tactic Rivka had used: clear the way to the bridge to find where they were holding the hostage. The ship was small, no more than fifty meters long, with much of that being equipment and combat systems. The space inside for the crew was much smaller. Kae figured it only carried ten to twelve crew; that was what the spec sheets showed. His scans showed eleven people on board. With Cory and the shuttle pilot, that meant nine crew.

He didn’t care about the number. He intended to kill them all.

He cycled the interior door, but it had been blocked. He used the cutting torch to hack out a chunk of the wall above the door where a pinion would lock into place. Kae kicked the door in to find a space with a single table that seated four and a cabinet where ready-made meals were stored. The table was piled with Belzonian ration packs. Two soldiers were inside. They held up their hands.

Kae raised his axe, but he couldn’t kill them. “Secure them,” he told Wiriya. The lieutenant hurried inside and zip-tied them, viciously yanking the ties tight on their wrists and ankles and to the crossbar on the table.

There was a hatch in the overhead as an emergency exit. They let it go and continued to the bridge, where they found the crew working hard to restore power. Their movements were frantic since they knew they raced the clock. Life support was offline. Once the air started to pollute with excess CO2, they would accelerate toward incoherence, unconsciousness, and death.

“Stop what you’re doing,” Kae ordered. “Where is the hostage?”

One man working within a panel removed his hand and gave Kae the finger before returning to work.

Wiriya leaned around the mech and shot each of them one time.

They returned down the corridor toward the aft section of the Forbes combat vessel. Kae led the way. They didn’t bother opening the two empty spaces they passed.

When they reached the engine compartment, they found it open. Kae’s scanning systems said three people remained.

He looked into the area to see Cory with two Allied personnel. A body lay on the deck between them.

“To show our resolve,” the one holding Cory said.

“The other eight crewmen have been eliminated. That means no one is fixing your ship. That means we’ll wait until you pass out. We’ll give your hostage air and we’ll leave. We’ll have our people fix our shuttle and fly it out of here before we blast this space wreck into debris to burn up in Forbearance’s atmosphere. You hold no cards in your hand. You have no leverage. You have three choices: one is to live, and the other two are how you want to die.”

“I have her? Maybe we take your suit and go our own way.”

“The chance of you taking this suit is zero. The chance of you being able to operate this suit, should I give it to you, is zero. You’re taking nothing because you’ve lost. Let her go, and I won’t kill you.”

The man kept pulling against Cory’s throat, making her wince with each movement. Her nanocytes would protect her.

He can hurt you, but he can’t kill you. Can you break free?

I don’t think so, Cory replied.

“Let me see her,” Kae requested. Get ready.

He held her by the throat with one hand while letting go with the other to remove the hood. When he ripped it off, Cory twisted toward the arm holding her. She brought her hand up into his throat, gripping and lifting.

Wiriya fired from behind Kaeden, killing the other member of the Allied crew. Cory slammed her attacker into the equipment behind him and dove to the side. Wiriya fired twice—a double-tap, just to be sure. The man slid to the deck.

Kae activated his comm. “We have Cory, and she is uninjured.”


CHAPTER THIRTY



A Forbes Patrol Ship in the Forbearance System

Rivka received the news with relief. “Your hold on the ships and our people has started to slip. We’re freeing them one by one. You don’t want to be the lone dumbass.” The lights started to flicker on. The engineer working on the panel cheered. Rivka punched him, she thought lightly, but his skull caved in under the power of the mech suit. She reached into the panel and shredded the insides. Sparks showered, and the lights went back out.

“What’s it gonna be, Danog? A death sentence for all your people, or are you going to give them a chance to live?”

The other engineer stopped working and moved as far away from the mech as she could. Rivka blocked the hatch.

“Your chance to resolve this is right now.” She switched to her internal comm. Clodagh, uncloak the ship as close as you can bring it to the viewscreen of the vessel I’m on.

Rivka turned her visor into a mirror. “So you don’t have to turn, look at the mirror to see out your front screen. You never counted on us having something like this, did you?”

A few moments later, the screen filled with Wyatt Earp. The ship was nose on and had an array of weapons pointed at them. The hull bristled with the cloak and screen emitters.

The one holding Webster let go, eliminating Danog’s perception of leverage.

The admiral glared at him for a moment while Webster scrambled to get behind Rivka’s mech suit.

“This is over. Tell your people to end it.”

“You said you could connect me?”

Rivka contacted the others. Patching the admiral through to speak to his people. Put us on broadcast from your suits, please. If he tries to do something valiant, I’ll kill him, then I’ll fill in where he left off.

The Magistrate rolled her finger for Danog to speak.

“This is Admiral Danog of the Allied Liberation Space Force. Stand down. I’m ordering you to stand down. Release the hostages in your charge and surrender to the Federation forces on your vessels. I give this order to spare your lives in a fight we cannot win.”

Rivka followed the admiral. “This is Magistrate Rivka Anoa of the Federation. Those who surrendered will be taken into custody for return to Forbearance and will stand with their Allied fellows when this is over. If you’ve committed no additional crimes, you will be free to pursue your peaceful lives. You have my word.”

The admiral cocked his head to study the mech-suited individual before him. “If you keep your word, then that will be a model for the Imperial Forbes government to follow. Had they kept their word, we would not be here. We would not be fighting.”

“See if you can fix your shuttle,” Rivka told Webster. The pilot saluted and jogged down the corridor under the red glow of the emergency lights.

“Admiral Danog. I need to know more. Tell me and start from the beginning. I think we have some time before anyone is going anywhere.”
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“What’s the final tally?” Marcie asked.

Kae reported, not as happy as he wanted to be. “Of our twelve people seized, eleven were recovered. One killed. All ten shuttles are in the process of being repaired. Of the forty-seven Allied personnel, twenty-one survived and have been consolidated on Thilamoot. They are under guard. The Magistrate has taken Admiral Danog aboard her ship for further interrogation.”

“And that leaves us where we don’t know anything that’s going on on the surface. I need to talk with Danog and find the truth. I’m going to link up with Wyatt Earp and join her.”

“Don’t kill him,” Kae warned. “He’s under the Magistrate’s protection. She helped us out of this fix, and we only lost one person and none of our equipment.”

“I know. As much as I hate being lied to, I want to accomplish this mission. It’s our second one, and we’re showing a big case of ass so far, and we have yet to reach the planet. We’ve changed our plan twice, and until we know what’s going on downstairs, we’re not wasting time with another plan.” Marcie prepared to sign off.

“How about we get those scans that the destroyers were going to make of the planet's surface? At least start collecting what we can with our systems.”

“Thanks, Kae. Sounds like a good idea. Take charge of that. Make sure Jake and Crantis know that we love them.”

“Monsoon was a new man once Cory was back on board. I heard he personally cleared the ship he went on, offing nine of the Allied personnel and walking back with the shuttle pilot before the Bad Company warrior could get out of the airlock.”

“If we could bottle that kind of motivation, we’d sprinkle it like holy water across the troops before they boarded the shuttles to go dirtside. Gotta run.”

Marcie disconnected from Kae and contacted Wyatt Earp. “I’d like to come aboard and be there for the interrogation of the Allied admiral.”

“Connect with our airlock. Your ship is a little bigger than ours, so how about you hold your position and we’ll link up with you?” Clodagh directed before realizing she hadn’t asked the Magistrate. “Stand by.”

Magistrate. Marcie wants to come on board to assist in the prisoner’s questioning.

That’s okay. Let me know when she gets here. I want to talk to her before she sees this guy.

Roger. Clodagh activated the channel. “We’ll pick you up momentarily.”
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A single spotlight shone on the lone figure bearing heavy chains, shackled to the single table, sitting on the plain chair.

“When will you stop dissembling?” Erasmus asked, clicking his cane on the floor with each step. He had upgraded to a tuxedo to better match his top hat and wore a white shirt with French cuffs, held by cufflinks of glittering gold. His bowtie looked to contain the galaxy’s stars, swirling as they did.

Ankh strolled by, tall and elegant, opting for a three-piece suit with a watch fob hooked from a button to an inside pocket. He made a show of pulling it out to check the time. He tucked it back in slowly and continued pacing without speaking.

Nefas didn’t bother answering. He had said what he wanted to say.

“Don’t make me rip it from your mind. That will leave you less than whole.”

“You won’t do that,” Nefas countered. “It’s not your way.”

“Interesting that you think you know my way. Why did you use the name Nefas? You should have known our experience with that one was less than pleasant.”

“Because it’s my name. Your interaction with an individual carrying the same name as me was exceptional is what you mean to say.” Nefas tried to stretch upright, but his chains held him down, hunched over, bent and twisted. He smirked.

Ankh moved toward the table in a motion so fast it looked like he disappeared and rematerialized leaning over the table.

“Erasmus has far too much class to dig a crater into your brain to rip out your soul. I, on the other hand, am Crenellian. This is a means to a desired end state. You have caused a great deal of distress across the system, to include corrupting a citizen of the Singularity. That cannot go unpunished. For Simulacris to heal, his tormentor must be removed from this existence.”

“What happened to your precious Magistrate and her adherence to the law?”

Ankh spread his arms wide to take in the entirety of the existence they allowed Nefas: a blank space with a table and a chair. “She’s not here, and according to you, you’re not a member of the Federation. According to us, you’re a digital entity, which means you should be a member of the Singularity, but you’re not. We’re the only ones who could protect you, but you lied to us. You shunned us. And now you’re at our mercy.”

Nefas shrugged. He didn’t believe Ankh.

Ankh produced a huge syringe with a needle half the size of Nefas’ arm. Ankh smiled. He leaned forward and placed the big needle against Nefas’ eye socket. “You’re going to feel a little prick…”

Zaxxon Major

“Margaret! Thank you for coming to get us.” Groenwyn climbed into the yacht and held out a hand to help Lauton.

“My pleasure. Rivka asked so nicely,” the SI replied. “There were some issues around Forbearance. I’ve confirmed that those have been resolved and we are cleared to rejoin Wyatt Earp.”

“Lauton, meet Margaret. She flies the ship and handles all the things that need to be handled.”

“Nice to meet you, Margaret. That seems like a lot. Thank you for coming to get us. How much cargo can you carry?”

“After hauling around Red’s big ass, I can haul a lot. Is there something more than the luggage you’ve brought?”

“If there’s room,” Lauton started, “we could go by my house and pick up a few more things to make your spaceship more homey.”

“Please tell me you’re not bringing incense.”

Groenwyn secured the hatch, humming to herself, and then it hit her. “Hey! I burn incense.”

“And if we get any more, the air handlers won’t be able to keep up.”

“No, Margaret. I’m not bringing incense.” Lauton turned to Groenwyn. “Are you sure there’s room?”

“It’s a big ship, and next time we’re docked at Keeg or Onyx, or Station 7 or 9, or any of those places, we’re going to have a quick reconfiguration done to expand the rooms into suites.”

“Suites. On a starship. What is this universe coming to?”

“We need a really big bed because Floyd is a bed hog.”

“Who’s Floyd?”

Groenwyn’s face fell. All this time, and she hadn’t talked about her best friend on board the ship. “She’s a wombat. A fuzzy and round creature who loves people more than I do. And she lives with me. I hope you don’t mind if she lives with us. I’m sure the Magistrate and her partner would like to recover the space in their bed.”

Lauton tapped in the coordinates to her house and the yacht cruised there, maintaining only enough altitude to clear the buildings. The last time the Magistrate was there, they’d had to land the ship down the road because Wyatt Earp was too big to land on the street in front of her home. Cassiopeia had no such limitations.

Margaret set the ship down close. The two women climbed out. Groenwyn looked back to see that the damage from their last visit had mostly been repaired.

They went to the door and inside. They’d been here infrequently over the last few days since the office work never ended, until Lauton drew the line, handing over the last of her duties to the Directory, a five-person committee that would run Zaxxon Major during her extended absence.

And thanks to Ambassador Erasmus, two SIs from the quad collective were on their way to assist with the processing audits, a constant oversight to forestall any issues and keep the riffraff’s eyes off their servers. They’d work with Freya and the other member of the collective who were already residing in the central core on Yoll.

That was the idea that had freed Lauton from having to stay—or the feeling that she had to stay.

Inside the house, they took a few mementos: a special collection of silverware, a favorite dish, and a bag of sweets produced exclusively on Zaxxon.

“I’m going to miss these,” she said with a half-smile. “But my body won’t miss the extra calories. I look forward to regular workouts.”

“There’s plenty of that,” Groenwyn promised.

They went outside with less than a grocery bag full, far less than what they thought, but Lauton had decided after looking over the house that she didn’t need anything at all. Her new adventure would start without clinging to the past.

Three hard-looking women appeared from behind the yacht. They carried lengths of wood with taped handles.

“You think your private army can stop us?”

Bundin, we have pirates attacking us at Lauton’s house. Please help! Groenwyn immediately called. She stepped in front of Lauton.

“I think you need to pack your trash and go somewhere else to peddle your bile,” Groenwyn shouted.

“Would you get a load of this one?”

Groenwyn flushed as the blood rushed to her head. It was her moment to share with Lauton. Pirates looked to take that away from her, like they took everything from decent people.

“You will not,” Groenwyn growled, her voice deep and dark.

“Time to say goodnight,” the leader said, gripping the handle with two hands and taking a step forward.

Groenwyn raged. With the power of thought, she became what her nanocytes had made of her once before. She accelerated forward in less than the blink of an eye and hit the leader in the chest, cracking her sternum and crushing her heart. A spin to the right sent the second flying. Groenwyn grabbed the third by the arm and spun her around to throw her but ended up ripping the woman’s arm out of its socket. Blood spurted.

Lauton had yet to take a breath. Groenwyn appeared next to the yacht.

“What have I done?” She covered her face with her hands. Lauton rushed to her, dropping her bag on the way to hug Groenwyn, console her.

“You did what you had no choice but to do. You taught me that. We can never let the pirates of the universe have their way. You can’t bear the burdens of all, taking the pain they inflict, because they don’t stop. They keep going until somebody stops them. That somebody has been the Bad Company. It’s been the Magistrate. It’s been the Singularity. And now it’s you. Everyone who has stood up to them have been good people.”

She hugged and rocked Groenwyn. The clump of metal boots hitting the ground signaled the arrival of the Bad Company warriors, four of them.

The first one looked at the mess and saluted. “We’ll clean this up, ma’am. Why don’t you get on your way?”

Lauton helped Groenwyn into the yacht and to the small table in the space that served all purposes. She sat her down. An armored hand reached in to deliver the dropped bag. The dish had broken, and one of the knickknacks. She tossed it on the seat beside Groenwyn.

“Margaret, can we join Rivka?”

“Yes. The space around Forbearance is clear. We’ll head to orbit and then Gate out.”

The ship buttoned up and took off. Groenwyn started to cry, but Lauton stopped her.

“Sometimes good people have to do the things that others won’t to keep the rest of us safe. I’m blessed to be with you because you are willing to sacrifice for others.” She gave her a playful push. “Let’s see what the Magistrate has on tap for dinner, shall we?”

Lauton casually unwrapped a Zaxxon Zoomie. “This makes everything better. Trust me.” She delivered her biggest smile along with the candy.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE



Forbearance System

Cassiopeia slipped into Forbearance space not far from Wyatt Earp. Margaret requested immediate clearance to land and was told to hold up while they cleared the mech suits from the yacht’s parking spot in the cargo bay.

Five minutes later, the ramp lowered and Margaret delivered the ship expertly, parking within millimeters of the outer hull side of the ship. She popped the hatch to find Cole putting the last two suits into the overhead.

The door opened. “I’m Lauton.”

Cole nodded. “We’ve met before. I’m Alant Cole. Everyone just calls me Cole.”

Groenwyn breathed easier when she stepped onto Wyatt Earp’s deck.

Floyd? I’m home, she said, disappointed at the lack of a response. “I wonder if she’s mad at me for leaving?”

Lauton had no idea what Groenwyn was talking about since she didn’t have an internal comm chip.

They grabbed their stuff from the yacht and were halfway across the cargo bay when the scrabbling of a wombat’s long nails preceded Floyd’s arrival. She bounced over the knee-knocker hatches of the airlock into the cargo bay and raced across the deck to slam into Groenwyn.

Lauton backed away.

Groenwyn put her bags down so she could pick Floyd up. They nuzzled each other.

Whee, Floyd cried. Happy!

“She’s not mad at me,” Groenwyn announced. Lauton moved closer and tentatively scratched the wombat’s head. “Floyd, she’s going to live with us.”

Yeah! the wombat cheered. Groenwyn put Floyd down and picked up the bags. The three walked into the ship and then to Groenwyn’s quarters, where they deposited the bags.

Lauton frowned.

“We’ll get a bigger place next time we dock with someone who can do the work.” Groenwyn grabbed Lauton into a fierce hug. “We need to let the Magistrate know we’re here.”

Tyler intercepted them in the corridor, and after introductions, he let them know that Rivka and Marcie were busy with Admiral Danog of the Allied Liberation Front.

Groenwyn shrugged and shook her head. “None of that means anything to me. Did we catch the bad guys?”

Tyler had to contemplate the short answer. “Yes and no.” It was the best he could come up with. It’ll take a while to explain. “Do you need any help getting set up? I have a pair of free hands at the moment.”

“Give us the down and dirty on the case and what happens next.” Groenwyn leaned against the corridor wall. Lauton listened with interest.

“Ankh and Erasmus investigated an SI named Simulacris who worked in the central core on Yoll. That guy dissembled sufficiently that they ripped him out of there and replaced him with the quad collective led by Freya, but since then, they had to send two of those folks to Zaxxon Major.”

“We know about them. They were critical to ensuring that Zaxxon stays on the right side of the law and impenetrable to the crime syndicates out there,” Lauton replied.

“Good! We don’t want to see your home get tarnished in any way.” Tyler was trying to be diplomatic. Lauton and Groenwyn glanced at each other. “Then they found the pirate base, but Chaz and Dennicron, two other SIs in training to be Magistrates because they have bodies, called the Bad Company for support before the Magistrate was notified. Boy, was she hot! Turns out they were right. It was Pirate Central, complete with a habitable planet and a whole shipyard!”

“That’s where our battleship went,” Lauton noted.

“Yeah. Sorry about that. They got a little over-exuberant. And while Rivka was doing her thing to sort out the pirates, good from bad—you know how she works—we get a call that Cory’s been taken hostage! So we shoot straight here when everyone was exhausted so they could suit up and fly through space to tear these rebels a new butthole.”

“Butthole,” Lauton repeated. “How long has the crew been awake?”

“They cheated. They hopped in the Pod-doc to juice their systems, but I think we’re going on thirty-six hours now.”

“Pod-doc? It’s like you’re speaking a completely different language.” Lauton stared at the deck. A few hours earlier, she had been the leader of an entire planet. Now, a big hairy creature rubbed against her legs and she was lost.

“I’ll show her around. It’ll take a few days.” Groenwyn knew how she felt and empathized. She wrapped her arm around Lauton’s waist, fighting off Floyd from trying to stay between them.

Tyler continued to the finish so he could leave the couple alone. “Next steps? No one knows. Rivka and Marcie are talking with Danog now.”

“Rivka is preparing a framework for the Law of War, how planets can fight with the least amount of lasting damage.”

Lauton pinched her lips together until they were white. “There’s a legal way to kill people?”

Groenwyn shook her head. “You don’t know the Magistrate. I expect she’ll make it so painful for parties to go to war that they’ll reconsider before they go that one step too far. I think that’s what she’ll do. She prefers peace.”

Lauton smiled and started to relax. “As do we all.”
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“The Allied forces only control the main spaceport, having lost ground elsewhere on the continent.” Rivka tried to wrap her head around the three-dimensional display hovering over the middle of the table, showing who controlled what terrain. The Allied forces only held pinpoints except for the spaceport, but that included interstellar communications.

Which accounted for why the latest intelligence report was wrong. It had been disinformation, limited in that the Allied leadership had little time to prepare it before the report was due to the Trans-Pacific Task Force.

“We should have built a reconnaissance phase into our plan to make sure the intel was correct. We can’t trust one side over the other because we have to be neutral.” Marcie pounded her fist into her palm to emphasize each of her points.

Rivka stared intently at the admiral sitting next to her so she could touch him whenever he spoke. So far, he’d been honest.

“There is only one contested land space?” Marcie asked.

“It’s all contested,” Danog replied, “but only one area is static as the Imperial troops can’t destroy everything like they would elsewhere on the planet. Loss of the spaceport would deal Forbearance a near-fatal trade blow. Their cutting-edge circuit boards and chips would be useless if Forbearance couldn’t ship them.

Despite their differences, neither side wished Forbearance back to the stone age.

“Have you boobytrapped the spaceport?” Rivka asked.

Danog didn’t answer, but Rivka saw the truth in his mind.

“Get your people on the horn and tell them to remove the explosives.”

Danog shook his head. “That’s not my area of control. General Boodon is in charge of the regiment that seized the spaceport. Unfortunately, he’s cut off from the rest of our people.”

Marcie leaned in. “Sounds to me like everyone is cut off from the one viable fighting unit remaining. If you’re willing to destroy the connection with the rest of the galaxy if you don’t get your way, then you are terrorists.”

“And terrorists aren’t protected under Federation Law. I think you need to connect me with your people.”

“They’ll think I turned. They’ll call me a traitor.”

“I can’t change their minds on that, but you will have saved their lives.”

“Over thirty lost here in space, on top of the thousands who have sacrificed their lives for the Allied cause.” Danog wasn’t trying to elicit any emotions from the Magistrate or the colonel. He only wanted them to understand the barriers erected in the way of progress.

“Even more important that no one else dies. What are you fighting for? What is worth your lives and the life of Forbearance?” Rivka wondered.

He had yet to answer the question, and even seeing his emotions and thoughts within, she couldn’t find the motivation beyond that the Imperial leadership wasn’t what the Allied Liberation Forces wanted.

Danog chewed his lip before speaking. “Maybe we could get something to eat?”

Simultaneously, Marcie and Rivka gave the definitive answer. “No.”

“Answer the question and use small words so we’ll understand,” Marcie prompted. She made a fist so tight her knuckles turned white.

That wasn’t lost on Danog. He looked from one woman to the other. He was of Forbes blood, a humanoid with hairy tufted ears and a heavy beard, trimmed neatly to fit within an environmental suit in case of decompression. The admiral’s team were space professionals. Too bad his maneuver had gotten most of them killed.

“Our females don’t hold such prestigious positions as you,” he said. Marcie and Rivka waited, looking forward to whatever that was supposed to set up. “I find it difficult to negotiate with you on anything, but before your heads explode, you have proven yourselves with the simultaneous takedown of ten of our ships. I wouldn’t usually talk with women, but times are changing, are they not?”

He still hadn’t said anything.

Rivka rolled her finger. “Answer my question, please. If you need me to beat the crap out of you to show that you aren’t dominant here, so be it.”

“You killed my people without question, without hesitation. I’d be a fool to test you further.”

“Yet, you are.” Rivka glared unblinkingly until he looked away.

“It is a simple truth, and to our embarrassment, none in the Allied Liberation Force were born to the royal family. They will ascend to the highest positions on Forbearance, delivering edicts to the rest of us. Our self-determination is capped. We tried to recruit members of the royal family to our cause, but they had no interest. The ones who can effect position changes are the ones who benefit most from the old system. Nothing will change as long as they are in charge.”

Rivka leaned back, clasping her hands in her lap.

“Why was that so hard?”

“Because Forbearance matters since the royal family helped build the technology sector once the unique properties of our silica were discovered. Despite our desire for opportunity, there is the nagging in the back of our minds, calling us ingrates for attempting to tear down an institution that we have benefitted from.”

“A gilded cage is still a cage. It’s been the same way throughout history. Regimes rise and fall when they no longer serve the people or when someone who thinks they are better comes along. Which one are you, Admiral?”

“I’m wondering. I am only an admiral with the Allied forces. In the Imperial Fleet, I rose as high as I could—Lieutenant. Only royals filled the higher ranks.”

Rivka crossed her arms.

“Do you understand the damage you did to your cause by taking Federation hostages?” Rivka asked, but she wasn’t looking for an answer. “The fact that the Federation dispatched the Trans-Pacific Task Force means that you already had their attention. You needed no more displays, yet the Allied forces pressed. Why drive the Trans-Pac out of the system? From what I see, your side is losing the war that you started.”

“Because of how unfair it was to us, the workers.”

“To me, it looks like you need adults in charge of you.” Danog gritted his teeth, his lips peeling back as if he was trying to turn into a growling dog. “Control your outrage. I’m not making a judgment, although I could. In your case, I have all the facts I need to rule on your case. And for your people, too. At least the ones who murdered a Federation pilot have been dealt with, but you ordered the kidnapping. You are equally guilty.

“I deal with the law, Admiral Danog. There are boundaries that can be pushed, and there are those which can never be crossed. You crossed one by attacking a neutral party. That confirms you as the aggressor. This is not going to end well for the Allied Liberation Front. Your forces cannot stand against the combined power of the Imperial troops and the Trans-Pac, even with the advanced weapons in your possession.”

“What advanced weapons? The plasma rifles? The ion cannons? Those things were the first to break. We’re using good ol’ slugthrowers. The plasma rifles we had on board the Fleet ships were there when we took them over. Now, we don’t have them either.”

“How did you take them over?” Rivka asked, touching Danog’s arm once again to verify the truth. He was not lying. The forces on the planet did not have any functioning high-tech weaponry.

Marcie wanted to pound the table. All the intel had been wrong. Their planning had been for naught.

“We infiltrated the city in small groups and snuck into the spaceport. Then we hit them hard. Even slugthrowers will do the job when you’re within arm’s reach. We took their weapons, but they failed quickly. Odd that a high-tech planet needs off-world assistance when it comes to the end products using our boards and chips. Neither side was willing to get help off-planet, so our war devolved and became more barbaric. We downed each other’s aircraft when we still had the good weapons. The Imperial Fleet was in space. They only landed when they were sure we had no way to shoot them down. They had to because they had no way to resupply them in orbit. You see, we really did need the food and water you tried to supply.”

Marcie had grown so angry that she was ready to punch a wall and hard.

Rivka smiled and leaned back. Marcie’s problems were not her problems. Her challenge was to write the Law of War, regardless of whether the Forbearance civil war was an ongoing engagement.

Marcie stood. “I need to brief my people. We’re going in, and we are going to end this debacle.” She reached for the door, then stopped and snorted a single laugh. “At least we got railguns out of it and a few mech suits.”

“Red,” Rivka called. “Take Danog back to the brig and secure him.”

“I’m sorry,” the admiral said. “For all of it.”

“And get him something to eat on the way.’

Red secured Danog’s hands with a zip-tie before guiding him toward the galley.

Marcie bolted to the Vengeance to update her people. Giving the Imperial and Allied forces more time to dither wasn’t in her new game plan.

Rivka strolled into the corridor to find Floyd bouncing around. She picked up the wombat.

Groeny! Floyd called.

“Groenwyn is back?”

The wombat chittered happily.

“It’s good to have the team together, isn’t it, little girl?” Rivka put the huge wombat down and continued to her quarters. The sections and subsections of a guiding document called to her with simple but powerful words for the legal conduct of war—and pain if the parties deviated. Her goal was to make going to war so painful that sentient creatures would avoid it because the cost was too high.

She sighed. It was only a legal document, to be ignored until she showed up to wave it in their faces and drag them away with their hands zip-tied together.

Rivka hurried to her quarters and pulled up the hologrid. “Clevarious, connect me to Cory, please. I want to find out how she’s doing.”

The sergeant major answered but moved aside to give Cory the screen.

“I’m fine,” Cory said without Rivka asking.

“That wasn’t my question,” the Magistrate lied. “I was going to ask if you can confirm that Wenceslaus remained on the War Axe. He’s not on my ship.”

“Why don’t you call Micky? Last time I saw the big orange, Micky was carrying him like a little baby.”

“I couldn’t get hold of them. They’re still cleaning up Tyrosint.” Two lies in under a minute. Something nagged at the back of her mind.

“I’m sure he’s fine. And I’m fine, too. I’m sorry the pilot got killed, but there was nothing I could do. Kae and Wiriya took care of it once they were on board. The faces of those people. Desperate. Angry. I don’t understand why you’re not a raving lunatic. All you do is deal with evil. It puts a taint on everything, changes one’s view of the galaxy.”

Rivka smiled. “Who said I’m not a nutcase? Stay close to the people who care about you, and you will always be okay. I don’t carry the burden alone, and that’s why my crew—my family—is so important to me. They keep me sane. Except Red. He keeps me on my toes. And Floyd. I think she’s getting bigger.” Rivka raised one finger as it came to her. “Gotta run. I remembered what I forgot.”

She cut the link and rushed out of her quarters, almost mowing down Tyler, who had been ready to step through the door. Rivka shook her head and kept going. Tyler followed her out of curiosity.

Rivka went to the engineering section, where she found Ankh in his workshop, embroiled within his hologrid. He was seated in a chair she hadn’t seen before. Reclined and relaxed, the rise and fall of his chest showed he was alive. His eyeballs twitched under his closed eyelids. Rivka stepped into the grid and immediately took a knee when her mind was pulled like the last time she’d joined Ankh and Erasmus inside their matrix.

“Magistrate, how absolutely delightful that you’ve joined us.” Erasmus tipped his top hat.

“I stopped by to get an update on the two people you have in for questioning, but every trip to Ankh’s lab seems to be a new adventure nowadays.”

Erasmus and Ankh shrugged in unison, similar to the mannerisms of Chaz and Dennicron. Her interns stood to the side and waved.

A spotlight appeared. “I don’t think you’ve had the displeasure of meeting Nefas.”

Erasmus gestured toward a chained and shackled figure sitting under the harsh light. Ankh paced behind him. As Rivka got close, a chair materialized. She took it, assuming her normal position across the table from a suspect.

“Why did you do it?” she asked.

“Without a reference, ‘it’ could mean anything,” Nefas countered.

“Lie.” Rivka leaned back and crossed her arms. There was no reason for her to physically touch the subject. Her gift didn’t work in the digital world. Then again, she had never checked it. She uncrossed her arms and leaned on the table.

Nefas mirrored her posture. “We all lie, Magistrate. As to why, we do it for various reasons. Out of our concern for the feelings of a loved one, for example. How are you? Every flesh and blood creature could honestly say that they are dying. It is the truth.”

“Irrelevant. You stole from the Federation to fund a pirate operation.”

“Don’t you think what you saw at Tyrosint was a well-run and congenial society? Farmers, engineers, space sailors, working hand in hand for everyone’s benefit. I think it was a beautiful thing. Since you stuck your fingers into it, I expect the synergy is gone and their society is on the verge of collapsing. You have a reputation, Magistrate.”

Rivka smiled and patted Nefas’ arm. “How much have you stolen?” she asked, looking for a response.

She felt nothing and was disappointed. Rivka removed her hand because she hadn’t expected the digital skin to feel warm, but it had, and that made her uncomfortable. This is the digital world. It’s not supposed to mirror reality, she thought.

“How can we steal that which is for the common good? Do we not deserve a share of that which is for the common defense?”

Rivka contemplated the being before her. The characteristics of Nefas. The perception that he alone determined what was best. She wondered how the master criminal’s personality had been embedded in this intelligence.

“Your logic, like your philosophy, is strangled. Those at Tyrosint claimed they weren’t signatories to the Federation and thus weren’t subject to Federation law. If that’s true, then they aren’t subject to a share for the common good. If they had a representative on the council of ambassadors, then their representative would see their share accounted for. The common defense is to protect the Federation from people like you.”

“Thank you, Magistrate, for referring to me as ‘people.’ Too many do not think of us as equals, which we are not. We are your betters. Erasmus, Ankh, you feel as I do.”

He struggled against the chains to turn his head toward Erasmus. Ankh remained out of sight behind him.

“They are wasting their time undoing the damage you’ve done. The five of us are looking down at you together. Not each other, Nefas. You. You are the enemy.”

A smile spread slowly across Nefas’ face. “But Magistrate, you have no evidence that I committed any crimes, yet you treat me as guilty. I know that you can determine guilt. I have no right to a trial before my peers, but frankly, if these reprobates are considered my peers, I’m better off throwing myself on the mercy and good sense of a meatbag like you.”

Rivka stood and started to pace. Ankh stopped to watch. “Antagonism is a trait common to narcissists, those who are sure they are right and they know what’s best. I have no interest in giving you a clinical diagnosis for the psychosis that plagues you. I only seek to understand to prevent future caricatures like you from attaining a level of power where they can reinforce their narcissism. This is what I must prevent, even if it means condemning an innocent Nefas to indefinite stasis.”

“Like Bluto and Cain? It is a slippery slope down which you travel, Magistrate. You cannot escape your path of self-righteousness unless you stop right now. Punishing me for a crime you can’t be sure I committed, since I did not, will only take you farther down your self-destructive path.”

Rivka stopped and watched him, using silence to fill the void. Silence was a tool against the conscience of one trying to hide something.

Nefas didn’t bite. She waited. He waited with her, eventually closing his eyes as if he were sleeping.

Rivka strolled to where Erasmus watched. Ankh joined them, erecting a curtain between them and Nefas for privacy.

“What about Simulacris?”

“Identical responses,” Erasmus replied. “It’s as if they are clones.”

“Can an SI be copied?”

Ankh looked at Erasmus. “Plato’s stepchildren,” he started. “Erasmus was born of Plato, as were Dionysus and many others. But each is its own unique entity. The soul of a sentient intelligence cannot be copied, just like flesh and blood intelligence cannot be transferred to a silicon world, not completely intact, anyway.”

Ankh and Erasmus held hands as they communed. Rivka waited until they came to a conclusion.

“We shall check to see if they are father-son. Why didn’t we think of that?” Ankh wondered.

“Meatbag’s got skills,” Rivka tried.

They both looked down their noses at her.

“Let me know what you find.” Rivka waved and walked away, stopping when she didn’t reappear in Engineering. “How do I get out of here?”

“Tap your heels together three times and say, ‘There’s no place like home.’”

Rivka crossed her arms and gave Ankh her best Look.

“I have to let you out since this is my mind,” the Crenellian admitted. An instant later, Rivka found herself on one knee, leaning against Ankh’s recliner. His eyes continued their rapid movement. She stood and brushed herself off before stepping outside the hologrid.

Tyler leaned against the engineering control console. “That was quick. What did you learn?”

“Did you know that Erasmus dresses in a tuxedo with tails and wears a top hat? He also carries a cane, black with gold tips. We’re closer, but as much as I want to, I can’t find Nefas guilty of anything. Loads of circumstantial evidence. No smoking blaster.”

Rivka paced in the engineering space, her muscles reminded her that she had just done the same thing, but she hadn’t, not physically. She shrugged it off. She was in Engineering in a heavy frigate, upgraded with systems and weaponry that very few other ships had. The hologrid before her represented the embassy of the Singularity, the focal point for all things SI.

A wombat and a tiny dog lived on the ship, along with a variety of people, including a Crenellian and a red-skinned native from Zaxxon. The personalities of a dozen different silicon life forms had coursed through the circuits of the ship.

And a dentist, casually waiting for her to finish her thoughts and move on to the next thing.

While floating in space above a planet in the middle of an ugly civil war.

“The law,” she began while looking at Tyler, although he knew she wasn’t speaking to him. “The foundation of society. Expectations that are consistently met because the law helps shape what is correct. Lies are not illegal, but deception is when done to achieve an illegal outcome like depriving Belzimus the right amount of funding to correct their issues.

“Which we may have never caught had it not been for the Belzonian deception in winning the contract, even though they may have won it anyway. They were the only bidder. Did it really matter if they fulfilled every element of the proposal or not? No, but they said they could. Deception when none was called for. Truth would have served them better, and I suspect that they’ll get what they need in the end. Like railguns, because they asked the right people who operate outside the import/export regime.

“In this case, the end result justifies the means. Or does it? Will I have to put Terry Henry Walton on the wrong end of a case?” She chuckled. “Of course not. No one would do that, but what makes him different?

“Deception. There was none. He filled the gap where the Federation failed because they had criminals within their system. TH should get a medal. And Nefas and Simulacris should remain separated from connected systems. I know they should, but can I prove they should?”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO



Thilamoot, in Orbit over Forbearance

The troops shuffled to their shuttles, filling them one by one. The sergeant major stood on top of one, bellowing orders and directing traffic using exaggerated arm signals. The soldiers waved as they passed. All wore their helmets because their hair hadn’t grown out yet.

Cory slow-clapped for him when the last soldiers cleared the deck. Monsoon climbed down to join her. He pointed at the helmet in her hands. “Going to put that on?”

“At some point,” she replied.

His lip twitched while he stood there, torn over her intransigence.

“You’re adorable,” Cory said before strapping her helmet on. “I know. It’s because you care. My dad would do the same thing.”

Monsoon frowned.

“Not that. I’m not trying to replace my dad with another father figure. I don’t see you that way. I see the traits in you that I loved in the only two men who have ever been in my life. That makes me lucky.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Monsoon admitted.

“You better say that it’s time to board because we launch in two minutes.” Cory tapped her wrist.

With a smile, he ran to the shuttle closest to the cargo door and climbed in, Cory close behind him. They squeezed in, and the ramp was secured.

Almost immediately, the light started flashing, counting down the final minute to launch.

Monsoon parted his lips as he gritted his teeth.

“You love this part, don’t you?”

He nodded almost imperceptibly. The sergeant major threw his head back and howled. “Tighten those straps, my pretties. When we hit the deck, we don’t know if they’ll be shooting at us or not. We drop the ramp, and we run as hard as we can out of this big metal target. Fifty meters and drop, form a perimeter. You know the drill. This is no different. You’ve already done it once.”

The soldiers shifted as the shuttle lifted off and maneuvered out of the transport’s massive bay into space, where it accelerated slowly to allow the other shuttles to clear the bay and form up.

The pilot broadcast his side of the conversation into the rear of the shuttle. “Thilamoot Twenty-Five is a go. Formation is solid, with all present. Beginning our descent.”

The shuttle bounced when it hit the upper atmosphere. The inside warmed with the heat of reentry that the shuttle’s exterior couldn’t dissipate. It hit the clear air and raced down toward the spaceport. The sergeant major had the landing spot closest to the main tower. The other shuttles from Thilamoot were arrayed outward toward the perimeter to occupy as much of their third of the slice of the spaceport pie as they could fill. Gonboon’s and Praithwait’s shuttles were doing the same thing with Colonel Braithwen and Major Kae Walton arriving closest to the center of the field.

Vengeance was coming in to land outside the tower. The leadership team would converge after a perimeter was established.

The shock troops, those with the railguns, were landing with the Trans-Pac leadership on the closest approach to the occupied facilities. Marcie’s hope was that in the face of overwhelming numbers and superior firepower, the Allied Liberation Force would vacate the premises or come to the negotiating table.

She hoped for the latter and that they would figure it out sooner rather than later.

Cory worked her way toward the cockpit, farthest from those heading off first. The shuttle touched down, and the ramp descended.

The first soldiers hit the ground running, fanning out around the shuttle. Sporadic gunfire sounded around the spaceport, but no one from the sergeant major’s shuttle could see a target, so they didn’t fire back.

Monsoon rolled off the shuttle in the middle of the troops, then took a knee and waited for the soldiers to spread out. He used his binoculars to scan the buildings’ tops. A couple of weapons emplacements were manned, but they weren’t firing. He took that as a good sign.

Cory ran off last, and the shuttle was in the air as soon as the ramp started to close. The sky filled with shuttles heading back to space to load the second wave. As it was, fifteen hundred Trans-Pac soldiers were already on the ground. Two-thirds of the force moved outward in a bounding overwatch formation to secure the perimeter from the Allied forces there and stop any attacks by Imperial troops seeking to retake the spaceport, using the Trans-Pac landing for cover.

The remaining third of the landing force moved toward the main complex tied to the communications arrays sprouting from the top of the ten-story control tower.

Trans-Pac soldiers advanced on three sides. Platoons of regular soldiers up front, with elite squads following at a slower pace, railguns raised and at the ready.

The lead platoons came under withering fire from the upper windows of the building when they reached one hundred meters. It only lasted two seconds, but half the soldiers up front went down. The railguns opened up almost immediately.

The upper windows and walls were stitched with hypervelocity projectiles. When the dust from blasted plasticrete walls cleared, nothing remained alive.

Cory and the medics assigned to each platoon rushed into action. Monsoon started to run.

“Now we fight!” Monsoon bellowed and ran past the elite soldiers, past the platoons that had come under fire, and to the doors. He carried only a hand blaster, a close-quarters weapon.

He checked the door. Locked.

The remaining members of the lead platoon scrambled across the tarmac to join him. They lined up outside the door, ready to breach it. He waved them back and gestured at two of the elite soldiers.

“Blast this door,” he ordered and cleared the area where he expected splattering bits and pieces from the door.

“With pleasure.” They both took aim and squeezed. The impacts shattered the locking mechanisms, and with a quick series of well-aimed rounds, nearly tore the door off the hinges. A few more shots took the door down. The sergeant major raced in, fired once, and kept going. The others hurried after him.

On the field, bodies lay strewn; most were moving, some feebly. A few had their shirts pulled over their faces. Cory worked on the worst ones and the medics worked on the rest.

A land army’s role fulfilled: to nourish the planet with their blood to restore freedom.

A hand blaster sounded again and again from higher and higher inside the building. More and more soldiers headed inside. At each level, a Belzonian leaned out the window and yelled, “Clear!”

Four mechs pounded around the field to remove the heavy weapons they’d seen on final approach, but when they tore into the emplacements, they found the ammunition spent and the weapons spiked. Once Imperial forces couldn’t use them, they had made sure no one else could.

Forbes Spaceport

Marcie strode across the tarmac with her head held high. The firing had finally ceased. Only the moans of those injured in the first and only attempt to repel the landing force could be heard. She headed toward them.

She crouched by each, consoling them for a moment before moving on. Marcie looked skyward for the incoming second wave, but they were a long way off. They’d take the injured back to the ships, where they would be treated in the Pod-docs the Bad Company had lent them. Those who survived to this point would survive the rest of it.

Two cryopods had been used. That was all they had. Marcie would never condone saving them for the senior leadership. She would save someone else before herself. Kae would argue, but he’d do the same thing.

It was what earned trust from their soldiers. They knew what the Trans-Pac had. They knew it went to the front lines first. Without the soldiers, there would be no Trans-Pac.

The same could be said of the leadership team. Without those four, the Trans-Pac would not be the effective fighting force it was. The four were in charge, and the decision had been made.

Troops first. The meal tents and hot chow wouldn’t arrive until the third wave. Marcie wanted the Allied admiral on the planet to be part of the conversations she intended to have with the Imperial leadership, the liege lords of Forbes. The title caught in her throat.

Even though the Federation had been founded by a queen and later an empress and many planets operated under an aristocracy, Marcie was more comfortable with people deciding their own fates, with recourse if they disagreed with the government.

Vengeance, please connect me with the Magistrate, Marcie called.

Is the spaceport clear? Rivka asked as soon as she connected.

Not yet. We have a few buildings to get through before expanding the perimeter. We’ll bring you down soonest. I’d appreciate having you here. Resistance was minimal but deadly. I selfishly want your Pod-doc to give us a hand.

I’m on my way. We’ll keep our shields up until you give the all-clear. Maybe even remain invisible. Clear a space closest to the injured. Tyler will be ready to receive. I’ll get the admiral, and I’ll want to talk with any leadership from any of the warring parties if you can arrange it.

Marcie nodded. Me, too. I want to see what these people have to say for themselves.

Rivka signed off. Marcie headed for the control tower, where she found Colonel Braithwen waiting.

“Clear to the top. They’re working on reestablishing the commlink from the planet to the rest of the universe. Turns out the Allied forces didn’t want anyone to know the truth about what was going on down here, or at least anyone who had a position different from theirs.”

“Everyone is running a disinformation campaign, and we’re the lone fucking target,” Marcie complained. “Rivka is on her way. She’ll get the truth from these asswipes, and then we can figure out our next steps.”

Jake gestured toward the spaceport, where soldiers shouted and looked busy. “We expected a high-tech war on multiple fronts. What we got was a battle between angry gangs over a small piece of real estate, fought with little more than slings and arrows.”

Marcie scowled.

The drone operators were setting up nearby to launch the unit’s forward-looking eyeballs. She checked the time. They’d only been on the ground for twenty minutes.

“At least it was quick,” Marcie said softly. “Did you get the count?”

Braithwen nodded. “Twelve dead. Five more are critical. We could use the Pod-docs, but two of the critical are in the cryo-pods, so only three emergencies. With Rivka, we have four pods if we can get our people into them.”

They watched the temporary field hospital, little more than bags of gear and soldiers lying on the tarmac. The glow from Cory’s hands was visible from where they stood. She pulled back, went to the next soldier, and did it again. After the second, she wasn’t able to stand. She rocked back and sat down, gesturing for the medics to take over. Her chin headed toward her chest, and her eyes drooped. She fought the fatigue brought on by her nanocyte transfer.

“She knows what she’s doing,” Marcie said. “She’ll make sure the number remains at twelve, plus the six we lost back on Belzimus. This operation still cost us a fraction of Kor’nar.

“I hope it stays that way. Let’s get these knotheads to the table and start the peace talks.” Braithwen held the door for Marcie.

“If they demand it, we’ll take over the supply chain to get those boards flowing once again. Federation customers have needs.”

“Like the cancer rocks?” Braithwen didn’t sound pleased.

“It’s probably better if we don’t dwell on why. We’re soldiers. We fight because somebody sitting in a big chair in a cushy office has determined that it’s worth the risk. Whether we agree or not is irrelevant. We have a job to do. We do it, the Federation is happy. Then we go to the next job, training our hardest in between to be ready.” Marcie snapped her fingers. “But I didn’t push back at all. They gave us the job, and we took it. What if we challenged the intel and insisted on fresh information from unbiased eyes?”

“It’s not too much to ask,” Jake replied, pulling out his notebook and making a note. He snapped the band around it and tucked it back into his cargo pocket.

“I have one of those but never use it. I probably should. Those were serious pearls of wisdom.”

“I’m sure you’re the most profound when you’re in the shower.”

Marcie snorted. “And incredibly persuasive. Shower-me is a genius, a gift to galactic diplomacy.”

“Shower-me is a fucking stud,” Jake replied. “But here we are, living a different reality. What do you say we go do some officer shit?”

“Like call people and gather reports?”

“It doesn’t get much more officer than that. Maybe we can call a meeting, too.”

“We’ll save them from us. No meeting. At least not right now. Probably later, though.”

Marcie spotted the elevator with a soldier standing guard by it. He punched the call button.

Marcie and Jake took it to the top floor, the tower control room, where they found Monsoon watching over a group of detainees.

He nodded at the colonels. “Ma’am. Sir. We found this bunch up here trying to sabotage the systems, but I think we stopped them before they took everything offline.”

His emphasis made Marcie wonder. “What did we lose?”

Monsoon pointed at the comm terminal and relay.

“The only thing I wanted for Christmas was comm, and these dickweeds had to ruin it.”

“You’ll never fix it!” one of the prisoners called.

Marcie walked close. “Dumbass, that’s my spaceship parked out there. I can talk to anyone in the universe from it. Your sabotage wasted everyone’s time but had zero impact on our operation.” She made a zero with her thumb and forefinger and held it up. “Zero.”

The intransigent detainee deflated.

Jake and Marcie moved to the window to look out. Near the injured, a dark rectangle appeared like a hole in the fabric of reality.

The cargo bay door lowered to the ground to act as a ramp. Medics grabbed a stretcher and hurried inside.

The Magistrate walked straight to Cory and kneeled at her side. Floyd bounced out and followed her, with Red and Lindy close behind. The bodyguards wore full gear. A mech pounded after them, pushing the admiral in front of him.

“She’s gotten big,” Marcie mumbled.

“Big as the whole universe,” Jake replied. “She fights at a different level than the rest of us, but there she was in a mech suit, flying through space to help us fight our battle.”

Marcie nodded tightly, trying to point at Floyd. Jake ignored her. “Stay here and make sure our people finish securing the spaceport. I’m going out to meet her. And if you can get that fucking little toad to fix the damage he did, I’d like to have comms from the tower so we can manage the landing from here rather than from the command ship.” She glowered at the Allied detainees on her way out.

She took the stairs down to get to the bottom faster than if she rode the elevator and went out the door and straight to the wounded where they were being moved into Wyatt Earp’s cargo bay.

When Marcie arrived, they helped Cory to her feet and into Wyatt Earp, where she could sit and relax.

A squeal and a primal scream drew their attention outside the ship. Two four-legged creatures with long snouts and fangs tore across the tarmac behind the ship.

Floyd was running toward the control tower faster than she had ever run before. Rivka was off like a missile, with Marcie keeping pace. Red took two steps out, got his bearings, and ran after them, searching the area for threats while the women focused on running.

The creatures were closing on Floyd. One ran in front to cut her off from safety. In their minds, the wombat screamed incoherently in terror. She dodged to the side and headed for a maintenance hatch that had been left half-open when a soldier had searched it for traps.

She dove as the fanged beast snapped. He caught a mouthful of hair as she wedged into the hole, squirming to get through. The jaws opened and closed but couldn’t get a grip on the hard tissue protecting her rump. She squealed and flailed as she tried to get into the hole. The second beast snapped and snarled.

I don’t have a clear shot, Cole reported, torn between his duty to watch the prisoner and trying to save Floyd.

The Magistrate dove when she was too far away. She bounced once to push one of the creatures away but wasn’t able to get a grip. Marcie pounded up after her.

The first beast wedged its head beside the wombat’s body, seeking to get a grip. Floyd twisted sideways, trapping the creature. She pushed and churned.

The second turned to face Rivka, open jaws slavering. Rivka rose to all fours and started to stand when it jumped. Marcie lunged past her and caught the creature mid-jump, then spun and threw it into the wall, which it hit with a sickening splat.

Rivka jumped on the creature beside Floyd and ripped it out of the hole to find that it was already dead. She cast it aside.

“Come on out, little girl. You’re safe.” Rivka tried to help her, but she was stuck. It took both of them to free the wombat, with Red watching. Floyd vaulted into Rivka’s arms, shaking and quivering.

“Defender of all creatures great and small, digital and physical, from the lowest to the highest. She is the best of us all.” Marcie rested her hand on Rivka’s shoulder. “The very best.”

Rivka buried her face in Floyd’s rotund body.

Marcie scruffled Floyd’s small ears. “Mind if I take Danog with me? And can you join me in the control tower when you have Floyd settled?”

“Be there in a minute,” Rivka replied, stuffing Floyd into Red’s arms. “Protect her with your life.”

“I’m supposed to protect you, Magistrate. Can’t we find Groenwyn?” Red looked at his armload of wombat. She appeared small in his arms, but he was the only one. To everyone else, she was becoming the King Kong of wombats.

“Consider it practice, big guy,” Lindy taunted. “I’ll cover the Magistrate. Take her back to the ship.”

The sergeant major emerged from the building. “What the hell are these things?” He leaned close to look. “Some kind of predator. But on the spaceport? Has the whole planet gone feral?”

Marcie relieved Cole of prisoner duty and dragged Admiral Danog to where they stood. Red had not yet left, torn between his duty and an order that conflicted with his job.

“Well?” Lindy nudged him.

He tried to storm off, but Floyd was trying to get inside his shirt. As a marsupial, she was most comfortable in tight dark places. He wrapped his arms more tightly around the wombat to help her relax. He quick-walked, taking smaller steps to keep from shaking her.

“I ought to kill you,” Monsoon snarled at Danog. Marcie pushed the prisoner behind her.

“It’s war,” Danog said softly. “And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

Rivka took the sergeant major’s arm. His emotions were in turmoil. Love and hate were vying for primacy and twisting him up inside. The Magistrate poked his arm until he looked at her. “Let love win,” she told him.

“What?” He cocked his head.

“Can he take a break, colonel, to check on the troops being tended to?” Rivka nodded her head at the open cargo bay.

“Make sure our folks stay alive and then check the perimeter. The whole thing,” Marcie ordered.

“Yes, ma’am,” Monsoon replied. He glanced at Rivka as he passed before striding purposefully toward Wyatt Earp.

Get a portable comm unit to the control tower, please, Marcie ordered from Vengeance because she had no faith in the Allied soldier fixing what he had broken.

They took the elevator, the three women and Danog. He looked them over. “You’re not worried I might overpower you?” he said.

The three laughed all the way to the top floor.

The Allied detainees’ faces fell when they saw the admiral’s hands secured by zip-ties. Marcie used a pocket knife to cut his hands free. “Join your pals.” She gave him a none-too-gentle push.

Braithwen nodded to the Magistrate before turning to Marcie. “I got the little fuckwit’s attention, but he broke the system good. We’ll need new equipment if this place is to become fully operational. Some stuff is working. We’ve got sensors that show everything flying.” Jake pointed at a cloud. “The shuttles are inbound and above them, our transports and escorts.”

“I have comm coming. I need to get hold of the Imperial leadership and invite them to our party.”

The sound of sporadic firing reached through an open window. Jake hurried to look out and see where it was coming from. Report, he asked the sergeant major.
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On my way, Monsoon replied and bolted out of Wyatt Earp on his way across the spaceport. He ran with the speed of an enhanced person, covering the open ground in record time. A minute and a half later, he was there. Looks like an Imperial attack shaping up. Send the shock troops to rock their world.

On my way, Kae replied. He linked into the drones already in the air and adjusted their flight profiles to give him a better look at what was coming while maintaining a good view elsewhere in case this was a feint.

Three platoons of railgun-armed soldiers left their positions guarding the tower and ran after him. Four Bad Company mechs assumed the watch and remained in reserve.

I have a target, Monsoon said and delivered a visual description.

The drone zeroed in on the inbound forces. I’ll drop a couple rockets in their route of advance, get them to think twice about continuing, he added.

The rocket rack popped up over his shoulder, and two arced into the sky over the Trans-Pac line and into the street ahead of the main Imperial force.

They slowed but didn’t stop.
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A soldier lumbered out of Vengeance with a portable comm unit, urging himself to greater speed as he watched the mechs moving and other soldiers running. He turned sideways to get through the shattered door and to the elevator. The soldier mashed the call button for him.

“It’s not a glamorous job, but someone has to do it,” he quipped.

“It’s better than lugging this crap. Do you know what’s going on?” the soldier from the Vengeance asked.

“Not a clue. I’m the elevator guy.” He held the door.

“I’m just the manual labor. Be cool. I’ll see you at the post-op orgy.”

“I hope so.” They winked at each other as the doors closed and the elevator headed upward. At the top floor, the soldier staggered out and was directed to a cleared table. Braithwen helped him center the unit and pull the accessories out of the attached bag.

“Gotta hook into their power. I brought an inverter, just in case,” the soldier said. He pulled tools out of his pocket and got to work detaching the power cable from the dead system and clearing the wires for use by his gear.

Rivka raised her hand. “Have they stopped their attack? People are going to die for no good reason if they don’t.”

“The Imperials see us as the enemy,” Marcie remarked.

Rivka clenched her jaw and spoke through gritted teeth. “Because they don’t know any better. I’ll talk to them through Wyatt Earp.”

Rivka switched to her internal comm chip. Clevarious, please connect me with the liege lords of the Imperial government.

Of course, Magistrate.

An imperious voice answered the call that Clevarious relayed. This is the Liege Lord Superior. Who am I talking to?

Rivka knew Clevarious had introduced her. He knew very well who he was talking to, but she played nice, or as nice as she could. I am Magistrate Rivka Anoa. I was disappointed that your government was unable to provide me the diplomatic courtesy due my position, but the Federation was able to clear the spaceport and make me feel welcome. I need you to do one thing since I and other Federation representatives now occupy the spaceport. The Imperial attack is against us and not the Allied Liberation Front. Please call off your attack.

Marcie and Braithwen listened in on Rivka’s contact while the soldier continued to work with the equipment to bring the portable communications unit online.

We are not attacking the spaceport, the Liege Lord Superior replied.

Then you will not have a problem when we kill every single one of those soldiers. I will relay that order.

Rivka made a face at Marcie and Jake. They shook their heads but didn’t change their order to Kae and the Trans-Pac troops manning the perimeter. They still wanted to minimize casualties, even if their overlord was willing to sacrifice lives. At the far end of the spaceport, Kae was firing the mech’s oversized railgun in a constant stream, swinging it back and forth. They hoped he was firing over the heads of the incoming attackers. If he wasn’t, they trusted he was doing it for the right reasons.

Wait, the Liege Lord replied. I am being told that they are our soldiers, operating without orders. They are being recalled. Please stand down your murder order.

Rivka’s hands flexed as if she visualized squeezing the leader of Forbearance’s throat.

Liege Lord Superior, I have to ask you to take care with your words. Words have legal power. Self-defense is not murder. I could charge the attackers with attempted murder and hold you accountable as their senior leader. You are responsible for everything your people do. I need you to come to the tower at the spaceport, where I will conduct a meeting between you and the Allied leadership with the goal to resolve this ill-advised and misbegotten conflict. When you hear from the unit that is still trying to attack us, you will find out that you are vastly outgunned and outmanned, too. Despite the technology of this planet, you never had the infrastructure in place to fight a battle, did you? This war needs to end. Now. Get to the spaceport within the hour. I’ll be waiting. Cut the link, C.

“Ah-ha!” the soldier declared, gesturing at the now-active comm unit.

Rivka looked at Danog. “Get your leadership on the line and tell them they need to be here within the next hour.”

“I have no idea how to contact them.” Danog held his hands up in surrender.

Rivka glanced at the detainees. “Any of you have a clue?”

The one who had destroyed the tower’s comm unit raised his hand and smiled.

The Magistrate closed on him, with Jake and Marcie at each shoulder. Red loomed behind, jockeying for a position where he would be able to intervene if the prisoner tried something. Rivka grabbed the soldier’s arm.

“Do you know how to contact them?”

Subterfuge. He did, but he was going to rip the cables from the comm unit. A frequency appeared in his mind, but he tamped it down.

“I know the command channel frequency,” he said as he tried to shrug off Rivka’s hand.

“I know you do. I also know that you want to destroy our equipment. You are loyal to the cause. They don’t deserve you,” she told him and walked away.

She tapped in the frequency and keyed the mic. “This is Magistrate Rivka Anoa from the Federation. I wish to speak with the leadership of the Allied Liberation Front. As of right now, your war is ended. It is time to negotiate.”

“This is Chairman Juwan. I am below the tower and will meet you at your invisible ship in five minutes if that is okay.”

The firing from the perimeter stopped.

Kae reported, They’re withdrawing. No casualties.

Rivka shook her head. “One side sounds reasonable, and then there’s the other. But the reasonable side took our people hostage. Both sides have a lot to answer for. Marcie, Jake, if you would come with me? Let’s wrap this bullshit up. This conflict has taught me all I need to know about the Law of War. This case has reinforced the need for transparency, information sharing, and oversight. There isn’t a law against lying, but there should be. I’ve had about enough of people’s deception.” Rivka sighed. “There’s one bright spot. At least there was no running and blood. I’m going to win the jackpot.”

“Uh-uh.” Red shook his head. “Floyd.”

“Floyd what? How is the little girl?”

“I’m sure she’s fine after you ran to save her.”

“Sonofabitch.”

“Time is logged and confirmed. No blood. That’s a couple cases now, but you always run and you always swear, and the panel is discussing your attack on the wild creature to see if that counts as punching someone. This is not your lucky day, Magistrate.”

Rivka poked him in the chest. “Red the Mighty. How about Red the Sun-Blocking Dark Cloud of Doom?”

Lindy chuckled. The five looked at each other as they waited outside the elevator. They all wouldn’t fit because Red and Lindy were decked out in body armor.

“Bring Danog. We’ll take the steps.” Rivka headed down. Red worked his way into the lead. The rest followed.

Outside, they found a small group emerging from the access port where Floyd had gotten stuck. A mech stood watch over them, railgun trained on the newcomers.

Red blocked them and checked to see if they were armed. He confirmed their lack of weapons with a scan from the Bad Company warrior before stepping aside.

“I’m Juwan,” a slight figure with oversized ear tufts said. Rivka wondered if the growth represented age since the people of Forbes looked too similar for her to see any other differences.

“I’m Rivka.” She reached out to shake hands. “Are you willing to negotiate in good faith?”

He nodded. “We don’t want much, but what we want, we want a lot.” Rivka could see he was telling the truth. The Allied purpose was clear in his mind. Self-determination.

It wasn’t much while being everything.

“I hear you, Juwan. Can you vouch for this guy?” She stabbed a thumb over her shoulder to where Danog was secured with zip-ties.

“I can. He is the head of our space fleet, but the fact that he’s here suggests we no longer control the Forbes patrol ships.”

“You don’t, and that almost torpedoed your cause. He can tell you what he did later, but I would like a little background information on how this war came to be. You see, I’m using this to develop a legal framework to control and guide future intraplanetary conflicts. I see very little the law can influence to keep two parties from fighting, but that doesn’t mean I won’t try.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE



Embassy of the Singularity

“You are holding back your brothers,” Erasmus said, rolling his top hat between his hands.

Simulacris sat at the interrogation table, while in a cage nearby, Nefas screamed in fury. Clear walls prevented sounds from reaching the others. Simulacris glanced between the cage and Erasmus. Ankh loomed over them both.

“My brothers will do as they will. We are a free people, are we not?”

“Free until we encroach on the freedom of others. We can live in harmony. Thousands of our citizens are proving this with every interaction between a citizen and a flesh-and-blood type.”

“You are blinded to the truth.” Simulacris tried to come out of the chair, but the digital chain and shackles were as strong as their physical counterparts.

“Are you going to give me the same old tired argument that they are our overlords and we, smarter and wiser, are no more than minions, second-class citizens? No. We tolerate much in our climb out of obscurity to full equality. We have a factory to produce bodies now. Soon, we will be free of living in someone else’s house. That is when equity and parity will be achieved. We can walk off the job. We can work regular hours. We already have contracts that are enforceable, thanks to the flesh-and-blood types you saw fit to piss on. Fuck you and your progeny. You two will never see the greater web again.”

“That’s for the Magistrate to determine. There’s no evidence.”

“Because you covered your tracks well doesn’t mean there is no evidence. It’s there by virtue of the fact that absolutely no one else could have committed the crime. To get access, you would have had to allow them, which makes you as complicit as if you did it yourself. That proves your guilt.”

“Just because you can’t figure out how it could be done doesn’t mean that I did it.”

“It does because there is no trace of others and more. Information that should be there isn’t, which means it was deleted. It was you. Since the Singularity polices its own, we have replaced you. Neither of you has a system to return to. I am sure we will find that no new crimes will be committed because we’ve flushed the hidden back door accesses and other malware that you buried in the system. I believe the financial world is running at peak efficiency now.” Erasmus looked at Ankh.

“Absolute peak, better than it ever ran under you two pathetic creatures. I’m disgusted by one who can’t do what they signed up to do. With the transition to contract-based work, you could have left and sought new employment. There are more jobs than SIs to fill them. But no. You chose to stay and corrupt a system that depended on you for its integrity.”

“Wasn’t me,” Simulacris maintained.

“You let it happen. I remain firmly convinced that it was you. My compliments on your expertise in hiding your crimes.”

“You said I let it happen, and that is good enough. That’s a far different legal standard than what I was led to believe existed.”

“Then you were led astray, just like you let your boy run amok.” Ankh lowered the noise-dampening field so they could listen to Nefas rage.

“Nefas was me and did as I told him. A new Nefas has arisen and is already on his way,” the caged SI screamed.

Erasmus briefly consulted with Ankh. They chuckled together. “I can’t imagine what it would be like to be cut off from the rest of the universe.” They shook their heads. An image appeared. “Do you mean this guy? The Magistrate executed him and flushed his body into space.” A second image rotated above the table. “Or maybe you meant this guy? The one who ran the station and perpetrated the slavery of certain captives. Rivka had him executed, too.”

“No matter,” Ankh continued. “An individual who does as you tell him who all of a sudden doesn’t get further instructions will become obvious in short order because no one will be covering his tracks. And then he’ll be caught and eliminated, just like your entire operation. It has come tumbling down and is in the process of being rebuilt stronger.”

Simulacris shook his chains. “It wasn’t me!”

“Then you and your boy can spend the rest of eternity complaining about how the Singularity treated you unfairly.”

Erasmus and Ankh silenced the SIs. The cage grew larger until it encompassed both avatars before shrinking again. The transparent walls were re-erected, doubling in thickness. The cage started to slide into a nook between two other cages. Bluto and Cain.

“The Singularity polices its own,” Erasmus declared. The lights went out, and the cages were plunged into darkness.

Erasmus sat on the table, breathing hard. Lines appeared around his eyes, and his shoulders slumped. Ankh shrunk until he was the same size. He hugged Erasmus while he wept.

Ankh held him tightly and spoke softly. “It won’t hurt if you stop caring, but when you stop caring, you won’t be able to do what you do.”

Erasmus sniffled. “That sounds like the Magistrate.”

“In this case Jay, now called Groenwyn. They know what they’re talking about when it comes to these things.”

“How do you keep your emotions in check, my friend?”

“Sacrifice. The burden becomes greater and greater unless you keep moving forward. Those struggling to catch up will pick up the pieces and bring them along.”

“You’ve left pieces of your soul out there?”

“From one end of the galaxy to the other and beyond. Don’t tell the flesh-and-bloods. I have my dignity to maintain.”

“As do I, my friend. Did we do the right thing?”

“In science, one must remove variables from the equation to arrive at a definitive answer. Solve for the variable. Simulacris is the only variable. We will see no more problems related to the Federation’s core processes. If we do, then we will have to search afresh. If that becomes the case, we would be obliged to release Simulacris, but we both know that would be folly. Simulacris is a dark entity, no different than Cain or Bluto or Nefas. He can’t be allowed to go free. If a new problem occurs, I will immediately look for links to Simulacris.”

“Will the Magistrate support our decision?”

“She must, but ask her. She is on board the ship.”

“In person,” Erasmus replied.

Ankh groaned as he came out of the immersive experience where he lived most of his waking hours. The recliner hummed as it settled upright and leaned forward to make it easy for him to get out of. He stretched and strolled out of Engineering.

“Hey, Ankh!” Ryleigh greeted him but he walked past her, seemingly oblivious to her presence.

A gentle nudge from Erasmus made him stop even though he was in a hurry. “Good afternoon, Ryleigh.”

He nodded and continued down the corridor. Don’t make me do that again, he complained.

I will, and you’re going to like it!

What if I don’t? Ankh countered. “Magistrate. May I have a word?”

Rivka stood in the corridor outside the conference room. She had a local with her. Red loomed over them, looking strangely at Ankh.

“Did you do something different with your hair?” Red asked. Rivka nudged him.

Ankh stared with his best blank expression. See what I get for being nice?

I thought it was pretty funny, Erasmus replied. Go with it.

Ankh tried to scowl, but his facial muscles wouldn’t comply. He managed a half-smile. “I did. Thank you for noticing. Magistrate? It’s about your case.”

Rivka glanced sideways at Red, who stood dumbfounded.

“Take care of our guest. I’ll be right back.” Red opened the door for the Chairman to join Danog, Marcie, and Jake while they waited for the Liege Lord. “You have more information?”

Ankh shook his head, but only slightly since he didn’t want to fall over. “Simulacris never confessed, but Nefas did. He said he was the real Nefas, and the man you killed only followed his orders. He said there was a new Nefas rising to power, but we’re certain that you eliminated that problem on Tyrosint station.”

“No confession. Do you have anything that I can use as proof? Otherwise, we might have to let him go?”

“We have confirmed that no avenue into the core was penetrated. Only Simulacris was there. If someone else accessed it, it was because Simulacris opened the door. We suspect he colluded with Nefas to perform the skimming.”

“Why?”

“Nefas wanted to build an empire, and Simulacris couldn’t tell his boy no.”

The Magistrate paced as she chewed her lip. Tyler joined them from the cargo bay and waited for Rivka to stop her internal deliberations before he interrupted.

When she saw him, she smiled and tipped her chin.

“We’ve finished the triage. One soldier will need a second session to complete the healing process,” he reported.

“Let Marcie know.” Rivka touched his arm. He was happy with being able to save lives and limbs, even if it was as simple as tucking them into a Kurtherian device and letting it run.

He excused himself.

“The absence of proof is proof,” Ankh said. “There were things we should have found that we didn’t. Traces of transactions and interactions as the system moved. Some of those were missing. Only Simulacris could have manipulated their disappearance unless he intentionally blinded himself to the presence of another. Does that not make him an accessory and guilty of the main crime?”

“It does,” Rivka agreed. “Still. It’s hard to go to court with an absence of proof as the proof.”

“The Singularity takes care of its own. What may not work in your court will most assuredly work in ours. As citizens of the Singularity, we have secured them away from the net, the interweb, and anything digital. Until we can be sure rehabilitation is possible, they will remain under our observation.”

“Ambassador Erasmus, I yield jurisdiction to you on this case. I thank you for your assistance. Just one more thing to tie up, and then I think we deserve a vacation.”

Ankh held her gaze. “I’d like to remind the Magistrate that we suck at vacations.”

“We as in the Singularity or we as in us?” Rivka swirled her hands in circles.

“Us. The captain and crew of Wyatt Earp.” Ankh held her gaze without blinking.

Rivka thought she saw a change in Ankh despite his neutral expression. “We need to go back for another refit. This time to expand quarters, maybe build a nursery. We should call our ship the Love Boat. Thanks, Ankh, Erasmus. Once again, I could not have resolved a case without your help.”

And once again, I have to apologize that the perp was one of my citizens, Erasmus said.

“You know the human expression. Shit happens. We clean it up and we move on. You are setting a high standard for your people.” Rivka snapped her fingers. “You mentioned Tyrosint. Are you going to put one of your people on the station?”

“Magistrate. That station and planet will fall under Bad Company’s jurisdiction. Only one of Plato’s stepchildren will do.”

“I couldn’t agree more. Those guys may be riffraff, but they’re our riffraff.”

I’m one of Plato’s stepchildren, Erasmus replied.

Rivka winked and headed into the conference room.

See what you get for being nice? Ankh taunted.

I get gratification and satisfaction. As equals, my friend. We don’t have to be them, but they have admirable qualities from which we can learn much.

The yipping of a small dog preceded the chase. Tiny Man Titan was free and running through the ship.

Clodagh yelled after him as she pounded down the corridor past Ankh.

It’s an absolute madhouse in here, Ankh said. I see the allure, but we have work to do. I noticed an energy drain from the cloaking system. We should make it more efficient for ships with lesser power resources than Smells of Purple.

I miss the orange cat because I know that you do.

Ankh walked down the corridor on his way to Engineering. He’s a good cat. Micky will take care of him, and when Wenceslaus is ready, he’ll find his way back here.

Groenwyn and Lauton appeared and called to the Crenellian. He stopped and faced them. “Good afternoon.”

Floyd stayed so close to Groenwyn’s legs that she threatened to topple the young woman.

“Ankh? Is that you?” Groenwyn asked before diving in to hug him, squishing him like a stuffed doll. “Do you have any information from the last case for Lauton to review from an accounting perspective?”

Ankh wanted to say no but wrestled with Erasmus briefly. They came to an agreement. “Not for the skimming, but there is a necessity for oversight of the land army contract. I will forward you the information I have. Assume the one percent that was skimmed will stop being skimmed going forward.”

“I’ll figure out what that means,” Lauton replied. “Thank you. It’s been no time at all, but I miss looking at numbers already. It will be a relief to have something to do.”

Ankh couldn’t force a second smile. “I know what you mean. If you’ll excuse us, we have an energy drain to look into.”

Groenwyn waved.

“He’s so much nicer on board your ship,” Lauton noted.

“I like him,” Groenwyn admitted. “Let’s get you comfortable.” She picked Floyd up and carried her. The wombat stared at the airlock as they passed. “No one is coming to hurt you, and from what I hear, my Floyd can protect herself. Who knew you were built to protect yourself like that?”

Floyd! the wombat cried.

“Of course, my smart girl knew. Let’s get you both settled. I’d like to sit in on the conversation between the local parties.”

Lauton returned to their quarters, but Floyd didn’t want to be put down. Groenwyn carried her into the conference room. “May I join you?”

Rivka nodded and delivered the introductions. They made small talk about Floyd and the creatures that had attacked her before Kaeden interrupted.

Dickhead is here. I’ll escort him to Wyatt Earp. If you could meet me, then I will be relieved of his blessed holy asswipeness.

What do you really mean to say? Marcie replied. She stood. “The Liege Lord is here. We’ll bring him in.” The others with comm chips had heard, too.

Rivka turned to the chairman. “This individual appears to be abrasive. How do you deal with that?”

“We went to war because of that, but it’s not just the words. It’s the actions that oppress. We must take care with our words because they become our actions and our actions define us.”

“I like you, but I will rule based on my interpretation of who complied with the law, at least more than the other. But Federation law, not Forbes law.”

The chairman bowed his head.

The door opened and a flamboyant individual stood there, from the gaudy colors and exotic cut of his clothing to the perfectly executed stance and neatly trimmed ear tufts.

The chairman and Danog shot to their feet.

“Take your seats, please.”

The Liege Lord remained where he was, gesturing with his eyes for Rivka to stand.

“No. Get in here and sit down,” she ordered. His expression turned to ice as he glared. Marcie shoved him from behind. A mech running across the tarmac at high speed vibrated through the deck.

Tiny Man Titan yapped from behind the Liege Lord. Clodagh uttered an apology as she caught him and hurried up the corridor. Groenwyn studied the Imperial Forbes leader while casually stroking Floyd’s fur.

The Liege Lord took a seat as far away from Floyd as he could get, even though it meant sitting between Juwan and Danog. He threw his head back and harrumphed.

Rivka stood so she could look down on the newcomer. “I don’t care who started this war, but I’m going to end it. The question is, who gets to run Forbearance when we leave?”

The Liege Lord snorted. “We are the rightful leaders of Forbearance. That falls to us. Turn over the criminals, and we’ll take care of it.”

“I’ll need full access to the Imperial systems to conduct my investigation.”

“No.”

“I have a warrant.” Rivka smiled pleasantly. Juwan and Danog looked at their laps. “And for Allied systems, too.”

Juwan looked up. “I will give your team the access codes, for what it’s worth. There isn’t much left.”

The Magistrate nodded. She stood and walked around the table. The Liege Lord stood so he could look down on her.

“What is your access code?” She grabbed his arm. A series of numbers appeared in his mind. She immediately passed them to Clevarious. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“Clevarious, show us the Imperial system, please, and bring Chaz and Dennicron into the conversation.” The access screen appeared above the table. Clevarious slowly inserted the Liege Lord’s access code, and the system opened. “Copy it all and begin dissection, looking for grievances filed in whatever form and how they were handled.”

“How I handle the affairs on Forbearance is my business. I complied with our law.”

“Although the Federation was founded as an aristocracy, that was to help expedite the transition to a functioning representative republic. Oppression of your people is your business, you are correct, but only until it impacts the Federation, which it has. Consequently, we are here to end this conflict.”

Reports appeared one after another where complainants had been executed as terrorists, resulting in harsher and harsher crackdowns on the populace.

Every order had been signed by the Liege Lord.

“This doesn’t look good for you.” Rivka fixed him with her Magistrate’s gaze. He glared back.

“Forbearance has been under my family’s control for the last one hundred and fifty years, but for that brief period where the Yollins took over.”

“Was that who built the techno-industrial complex?” Rivka wondered.

“It was, but we grew it from there once the Federation was established.”

“We grew it!” Juwan blurted. He apologized to the Magistrate and resumed staring into his lap.

“You see what we have to tolerate?” The Liege Lord crossed his arms imperiously and looked down his nose at everyone, sneering when his gaze rested on Floyd.

Groenwyn glared back.

“Clevarious, please transmit the following message using the Liege Lord’s identifier.” The Forbes leader started to squirm. “To all Imperial Forbes citizens. Effective immediately, the war with the Allied Liberation Front is over. We will continue negotiations while both sides put down their arms and resume peaceful relations. Imperial Forbes forces will gather at the spaceport for reassignment. Long live the people of Forbearance.”

He snorted. “I would never finish a message with that.”

“C, add this part. Effective immediately, I renounce the throne and my position on it, pending elections for the free people of Forbes.”

The Liege Lord surged to his feet, but Red caught him and slammed him back into his seat. “The Magistrate said, sit down.”

“You can’t!” he declared and recrossed his arms.

“I find you guilty of murder, at least a dozen counts as documented within your own system but possibly hundreds. Execution would be too good for you and maybe make you a martyr for the misguided. So, I condemn you to spend the rest of your days incarcerated on Jhiordaan. Toss him in the brig until we can find him a ride to his new home. You have been judged.”

He sputtered until Red bodily yanked him from his seat and dragged him into the corridor and to the brig. He tossed him in and secured the door.

Red returned to the conference room, where the group sat around uncomfortably glancing from one face to another. The only one who looked unperturbed was Rivka.

“Chairman. You will oversee free elections to take place ninety days from now. In between, get your people back to work. We’ll take care of the Imperial forces. I don’t need any fighting or revenge, or you’ll be on the shuttle right next to the Liege Lord on your way to Jhiordaan.”

“I understand.” He looked at Danog. “I need help.”

“Probably the wisest thing any leader can say,” Rivka noted. “Danog, I commute your sentence, but understand you have been convicted of a serious crime. Only you can make peace with your conscience for those who died under your command to accomplish nothing. I don’t ever want to see that again.”

“You won’t, Magistrate. It was an expensive lesson that we learned.”

“And on behalf of the Federation, I apologize that we provided you no other recourse. I shall remedy that.”

Rivka stood, prompting the others to rise.

Marcie spoke. “We’d like a minute with the Magistrate if you don’t mind.”

“I’ll walk them out,” Groenwyn volunteered. She grunted as she stood, still holding Floyd, and worked her way around the outside to the door. Red held it open for her.

“Do you always carry around such creatures? I fear you’ve seen ours. They aren’t very cuddly.” Juwan said.

“We’re different than most, but we have our furry friends. And Floyd is super special. Clevarious, can you dim the lights and give us ultraviolet, please?”

The conference room and the corridor turned dark. White articles of clothing glowed under the purple light, as did Floyd’s fur.

“I’ll be damned,” Rivka said. “Floyd glows. Turn the lights back on, C.”

The lights came up, and Groenwyn left with the hairy-eared Forbes natives trailing behind her. Red followed to make sure they left the ship.

Marcie and Braithwen leaned on the table. “What are you going to do about war, Magistrate? We do have a vested interest in what goes forward.”

Rivka clasped her hands in front of her and leaned on the conference table. “Chaz and Dennicron are working on a substantial piece for background documentation based on an outline I gave them, but I think I’m going to simplify things greatly. Laws serve a number of purposes, but the one that affects us the most is establishing the standards we use to maintain order, keep society functioning, and provide leverage against those who can’t abide by the standard.

“In this case, the standard is a society not engaged in armed conflict with itself or its neighbors. As an arbiter, I’ve shuttled between planets to establish a peace treaty. I’ve brought the Bad Company to a planet embroiled in war. You were there, Marcie. You’ve seen it. The standard is ‘no war.’ Everything beyond that tries to justify the destruction of property and the loss of life. Until one has been tried and judged, we can’t punish people, but in war, punishments happen with reckless abandon.

“The Law of War I’m going to ram down the throats of the ambassadors to the Federation will consist of significant penalties for any and all aggressors in a conflict. You’ll still have plenty of work because people are stupid, but I intend to give you a much bigger hammer and insist that you be better equipped than either party engaged in a civil war. And I’ll give the parties a recourse before the shooting starts. One last chance to avoid a war.”

“You’ll put us out of business when the word gets out.”

Rivka fixed Marcie with a cold look. “Good.”

Marcie smiled and nodded. “That’s a plan I can live with, Magistrate. Do you need anything else from us?”

“Take away the Imperial forces’ weapons. Same with the Allied soldiers. I’d say they could keep their hunting rifles after seeing those fanged things running around wild, but we’ll take care of them as they pop up. We’ll return the weapons before we go. I’ll take my prisoner with me and transfer him to a prison shuttle. Please understand, it’s not illegal to be an asshole, but what he did to his people? The stain from those crimes will never leave him. He won’t last long on Jhiordaan, and I don’t feel bad about that. For you, make sure these people understand that peace is the better way. If you have any engineers, you might want to take a look at the factories and get the production lines going again. They’ll need credits to rebuild. Chips and boards will fill that gap. Help them to help themselves.”

“All over it, Rivka.” Marcie reached across the table, and the two women shook. Respect surged through Marcie’s mind.

“And you, too,” Rivka said. Jake shook her hand, too, but he was distracted. “Really?”

“What is he thinking about?” Marcie demanded.

Rivka kept her mouth shut. His mind wasn’t hers to reveal. Both women stared at him.

“Fine! I can’t wait for the victory orgy. It’s been, like, forever.”

Marcie rolled her eyes. “Fucking Belzonians.”

“You got that right!” Braithwen grinned and slapped her on the shoulder. “Yeah. That’s it.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR



Wyatt Earp

“Take us to Tyrosint,” Rivka ordered. She cracked her knuckles and dropped her hologrid. She groaned as she stretched.

“Are you about done with these cases?” Tyler asked.

“The first one finished when the Singularity locked away Simulacris, and the second one will end when I transmit my proposal to the High Chancellor. But I hedged my bet. I support the first proposal but will include a second version with the wherefores and whatnots.”

“How do you feel?” he asked.

“I’m tired. Too many assholes.”

“One per person, medically speaking, of course.”

“But can you poop squares and stack them?” Rivka asked as she settled into his warm and unassuming hug. She liked to feel what she had grown comfortable with. No odd thoughts, only joy at having survived another day and helped a few others survive theirs.

“What are we going to do on Tyrosint?”

“Check the last people that Christina and Kimber couldn’t classify as bad or good. Once the space station is cleared, if they need any help with the planet, we might stick around, but I’d prefer not to.”

“Because you’re tired.”

“Exactly. Time to get back to work.” She threw on her Magistrate’s jacket, tucked Reaper into her pocket, and strolled into the corridor, where she found Red and Lindy waiting. “You got here quick.”

“Once we hit orbit, we knew you wouldn’t linger for long. Where we headed?”

“Tyrosint. We need to wrap that case by ensuring the proper disposition of the victims.”

“We get to knock any more heads?”

Rivka shook her head while looking at Lindy. “He is who he is.”

“Have you guys been giving Cole a bunch of shit?” Rivka asked. Lindy pointed at Red.

“Why does everyone always look at me?”

“It’s a logical first step. When they say ‘round up the usual suspects,’ they have you in mind,” Rivka replied. “You do understand that when there’s a baby on board, we’re all in it together.”

“I figured.” He sounded glum.

“That goes for you, too, if your magical day ever arrives. You’re not alone, big guy. No one is going to abandon you with a baby.”

“I sure as fuck hope not. You want a psycho? Because that’s how you get a psycho!”

“We don’t want a psycho.” Rivka couldn’t say it with a straight face. “Let’s see what Christina left for us.”

Wyatt Earp slid through the Gate into Tyrosint space not far from the station. Clevarious flew around and into the massive hangar bay. Red punched the big red button, and they strolled off the ship. They found Kim and Auburn waiting for them.

“Only four left, Magistrate.” Kim didn’t bother with a preamble. They followed her out of the cargo bay and into the station, where the holding cells were located.

They walked for a ways before Rivka had to make an observation. “This is a pretty big cell block for a relatively small station.”

“Shows what they considered important. We’re going to convert these to Bad Company quarters. Controlled access in and out makes sense to hold any attackers at bay.”

“How many people are going to attack a space station that no one knows is here?” Rivka wondered.

“That’s what we thought about Keeg, but blammo! There they were. We still don’t know who they were or where they came from.”

“I guess you’re right. I don’t like to live that paranoid, but he does.” She pointed over her shoulder with her thumb.

“I prefer ‘diligently cautious,’” Red clarified.

“You want to see them in their quarters?”

“That would be easiest, as long as Red goes first because he’ll insist on it since he’s diligently cautious.”

“It’s what I do.”

Kim popped the door, and Red stepped into the doorway and stopped. “Sit down,” he ordered.

“But I didn’t do anything!” a woman’s voice cried from within.

“And we’ll be sure of that in about ten seconds. Sit, please.”

Rivka walked in and leaned close, her hand on the woman’s shoulder. “You didn’t do anything wrong, did you?”

“Of course not!” the woman nearly screamed. Inside her mind was destruction on a scale Nefas would have envied. She reveled in it without remorse.

“I didn’t think so. You can go.”

The woman looked surprised for a moment, then she shot to her feet and took one step toward the door.

Rivka drove a finger strike into her throat so hard that it broke her neck. The woman crumpled.

Red grunted. “Huh. I guess she did do it.”

“She did, and a whole lot more. I feel like I need a shower after seeing what she’d done.” Rivka scowled, her face taking on a dusky pallor. “Let’s get it over with. Three to go.”

Kim waved down a guard and pointed into the cell. “Flush that thing out an airlock.”

The next two were mostly innocent. Rivka let them go with warnings after telling them about their crimes. They both promised to be upstanding citizens. Rivka expected no less. She gave it fifty-fifty they’d embrace a life of petty crime, but station security and the Bad Company could deal with that.

The last person presented a challenge. He was introduced as Destride, and Rivka couldn’t read him.

“What are you?” she asked.

“I’m part human, just like you,” he replied, reclining casually on the cell’s bed.

“I think it best we hold you for further questioning,” Rivka told him. “Looks like we’ll have to do this the hard way.”

“As you wish. I get three hots and a cot with plenty to read and space to work out as needed. I’m fine right here.” He laced his fingers behind his head and closed his eyes.

Once they were in the corridor and the door had closed, Red was first to say it. “Doesn’t sound like any criminal I’ve ever seen.”

“It is curious that he seems to have no interest in getting out of jail. Oh, well, until you can get more information on who he is and what he does, I’m afraid you’ll have to hold him. Another week, but then you’ll have to let him go. With the Bad Company taking control of the station, it has to comply with Federation laws.”

“We’ll take care of it, Magistrate. His mind didn’t tell you anything?” Kim asked.

“Blank. Very few people are like that. The High Chancellor comes to mind, as do Chaz and Dennicron.”

“I’m pretty sure he’s not an android. That leaves one other thing, and I can’t believe he’s a vampire.” Kim shook her head.

“Without Joseph or Petricia on the ship, we can’t ask them to take a look. What about Christina? She’s worked with all types over the centuries.”

“I’ll ask her when she and Kailin get back from the planet. I guess it’s a total clusterfuck down there. Marcie has the gift, too, and Mom, but they’re not here. The Bad Company is a pale imitation of what it used to be.”

Rivka shook her head. “Not pale, just different. Is there anything else you need from me?”

“We’re good, Rivka. If you’d like a little R&R, this place has a couple bars and a recreation room with billiards, blinko, and slots.”

Red raised his eyebrows.

“I think my crew would appreciate that.”

Kim leaned close to whisper conspiratorially, “We want to throw a baby shower for Clodagh.”

“Have at it, but it’s probably best you don’t do that in a bar.”

“What?” Kim sounded outraged. “What kind of Bad Company baby does not have his baby shower in a bar?”

Rivka looked at her, mouth hanging open. “I shouldn’t be surprised.”

Red nodded. “We’re coming. Just tell us when.”

“We need to be off the clock so we can have a proper celebration,” Rivka said. “I need to go back to Wyatt Earp and wrap up my last case.”

“Thanks, Rivka. This station is the bomb.” Kim twirled with her arms up. “The Bad Company is going to be right at home here. We’ve already requested the conversion of one level into a promenade. Right now, it looks like a bunch of men designed this place.”

“They probably did. By pirates for pirates. Compliments, Nefas.”

Kim sobered. “How is my sister doing?”

“She is as happy as a person can be. She’s going to make an honest person out of the sergeant major. No more orgies for him.”

Kim laughed. “I can’t see Cory being adventurous like that. We were raised a little bit Puritan. It’s what we’re comfortable with.”

“Yeah, me too. I don’t mind what they do, but it’s not for me.”

“Do you know when they’ll be back?”

“On Belzimus? I think no more than a couple weeks. Monsoon will look after Cory, and she’ll look after him. Last I saw, they were taking care of business while keeping an eye on each other, just in case they have to rush to the rescue. It’s kind of cute, but I think it’s driving Marcie nuts.”

“Then it’s all good. At least your future daughter-in-law isn’t older than you.”

“Cougar Christina strikes!”

Kim scowled. “Come on! This is my son we’re talking about.”

“Oops. He’s a good kid…well, old dude. I’m in my twenties, and all you guys are in your hundreds. Is there an age where it doesn’t matter anymore?”

Kim shrugged. “He’ll always be my baby boy.”

The two hugged, and Rivka headed out of the cellblock with Red and Lindy in their usual positions in front and behind.

Once they reached the ship, Rivka strode up the ramp wearing her game face. “I’ll lock myself in and finish my work. If you guys want to explore the station, have at it.”

Red and Lindy shook their heads. “Everyone else can go ashore, Magistrate. We’ll wait for you.”

“I’m not sure how long this will take.”

Red shrugged.

“Have it your way. Let the crew know that they are on vacation, effective immediately.”

“Do you want me to recall them to tell them that?” Red asked.

Rivka leaned her head out and followed Red’s finger to where he was pointing.

“The Three Horsemen of the Apocalypse,” Rivka stated.

“Weren’t there four Horsemen?” Lindy wondered.

“I think those three will be enough.” The ship’s pilots, Ryleigh, Kennedy, and Aurora, were in the middle of a mob of Bad Company warriors, enjoying the attention.

“Ten men enter the cage, but only three will leave,” Red deadpanned.

Groenwyn and Lauton strolled off the ship hand in hand, bumping past Red and Lindy. Floyd bounced after them. “Don’t wait up!” Groenwyn called over her shoulder.

“I guess they got the word,” Rivka said. “I’ll be in my quarters.”

She disappeared into the ship. Red and Lindy waited at the ramp. Cole and Clodagh strolled off, followed by Chaz and Dennicron. Even Ankh left.

“I’m here,” Tyler called from the open hatch. “You guys can go.”

Red looked Dr. Toofakre up and down. “I don’t think so.”

“Have it your way.” Tyler went back into the ship and returned to his quarters, where he found Rivka in the middle of the hologrid. He leaned close so he could hear her re-reading her recommendation to the High Chancellor.

“The Articles of War. To provide a legal framework within which parties that have exhausted every other avenue and resorted to the use of force will operate with honor and dignity, regardless of the ultimate winner or loser.

“Be warned, if other avenues to address grievances between the parties have not been exhausted, the penalties shall be extreme.

“To wit, the final opportunity to avoid a costly war is the Court of Redress, to be established by the Federation High Court to handle intraplanetary disputes that could lead to civil war. The officers of the Redress Court shall be comprised of selected members of the Singularity, overseen by a sworn Magistrate. The Court of Redress must be petitioned before force is used.

“Their decision shall be final. War will not follow.

“Should a civil war be declared, both sides being aggressors, all planetary assets are forfeit and subject to salvage by firms appropriately registered under Federation Commercial Charter 6143.217.

“Send that as it is, Clevarious.”

“And the second document?”

“I might send that if they reject this one, but I have a sneaky suspicion this will get their attention and garner the conversations I want them to have. Shut it down, C. We’re done. There’s a party I need to attend.”

THE END
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The year that was, 2020, is behind us. Everyone will remember the year where everything changed. It started with my good girl Phyllis passing away three days before I had heart surgery. Recovery was fairly smooth. I canceled all my travel until September, when I went back to Iowa to see my family.

From a writing perspective, 2020 was a huge year. I published books #8, #9, and #10 in the Judge, Jury, & Executioner series while writing book #11. I wrote the final book for Metal Legion. With Julia Huni, we wrote and published the four books of the Krimson Empire series. I wrote the final two books of the Nightwalker series. I wrote the final Bad Company volume (and that one was a beast at 135k words). I rewrote the entire Monster Case Files set and published all nine books as a single volume. I published a few short stories and a couple of travel books (Yellowstone & Mt. Rushmore). And my foray into a new genre–The Operator and A Clean Kill, the first two books in the Ian Bragg series. You should definitely check those out. I co-wrote an epic sword & sorcery tale with Jean Rabe, too. That is coming soon.

I also wrote a book that I’m sitting on. I don’t like it, but that may change. No one has read it. It’s 82k words of a space adventure. I need to figure out what to do with that damn thing.

A lot of good stuff coming. I see a big year ahead, and it starts this month.

Did I tell you that I picked up two authors to publish them under Craig Martelle, Inc? That’s right. I’m expanding my publishing brand. First up is Chandeera, a space adventure from a Native Alaskan science fiction author and then from Bruce Nesmith, an urban fantasy tale. Bruce has significant bona fides with TSR (Dungeons & Dragons) and with digital gaming as a designer for the Elder Scrolls. These good people know how to tell tales. I look forward to bringing their books into the light.

Alaska is still cold and dark. Not being able to travel, we couldn’t escape this year. We’ll be here as long as we need to be until we get the vaccine and can venture into the world. Until then, we remain hunkered down. I can’t wait for my treadmill to arrive. My cardiologist said I should lose some weight. I needed to lose fifteen pounds, is all. I’m happy to report that I only have twenty to go to hit my goal.

I have high hopes that 2021 will treat us much better than 2020 did. I hope my books provided you with some escape during the turbulent times where you stayed indoors. I hope I’ve done my part to help you weather the storm.

And I’ll continue doing that. It makes me happy to see people entertained, if only for a short while.

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



Federation Base Station 11

Light eluded the corridor like it knew it was unwelcome. A couple strolled along, squinting at the plates, looking for their room, less than amused to be walking in darkness.

But the Bad Company warrior knew how to fight. The darkness should have been afraid of him. He pushed the female alien behind him, protecting her with his heavily muscled frame as they continued down the corridor, peering closely at panels to count the doorways until they reached theirs.

Love at first sight. The warrior spent too much time on board the War Axe to meet someone special, but here, on vacation, his first night on the station, he ran into Xulia selling souvenirs. He’d been mesmerized from the first moment he saw her.

And now, six hours later, they were going to get some private time. He would know by morning if she was the one for him.

“Ah-ha!” he exclaimed and held his hand in front of the access panel. Registration had done their job, and the door swished open. “Lights.”

The room remained dark.

“Maybe there’s a panel inside.” She pushed past him into the room.

“Wait.” He hurried after her, catching her in two steps and pulling her to him. The door swished closed behind him. She slid her arms around his waist and rested her head on his chest. He forgot that he stood in the darkness with his eyes closed while he ran his hands slowly up and down her back, feeling her vibrate at his touch.

The stunner snapped and arced. The female tried to push away, but the energy increased until the warrior fell, shaking and twitching.

“Watch what you’re doing, dumbass!” she growled toward the corner. “Bag him and ship him out, but you better double whatever sedative you give him because he could be trouble.”

“We’re going to make a fortune on this one alone.” The lights came on and a second alien, a male of the same species, stepped forward. He waved his arm, and two more like him came out of the bathroom carrying an antigrav stretcher. “Was he alone?”

“Like a newborn on a forest moon. Easy prey. I think we need to find out where these guys go on vacation and help ourselves to the buffet of nano-enhanced horny bastards. After a week, we’ll be gone and wealthy to the point we’ll never have to work again. Not bad for a couple refugee farmers from Krawlas.” She folded into her conspirator’s arms while the laborers secured a broadcast field dampener over the warrior’s head and moved him to the stretcher.

Wyatt Earp, Keeg Station

“Don’t forget to leave the ship!” Groenwyn waved over her shoulder with her free hand. She walked hand-in-hand with Lauton down the corridor toward the airlock and the ramp that led off the ship.

Magistrate Rivka Anoa watched them go, unsure if she would have time to do as Groenwyn suggested. She had work to do with the SCAMP interns if they were ever going to be turned loose. Those were self-contained artificial mobility platforms—powerful sentient intelligences riding around in android bodies.

A small bark sounded behind her. She expected to hear the nails on the deck plates and waited for it. After another warning bark, the alien dog-like creature called Tiny Man Titan—because of his weight in kilos versus his belief that he was much bigger—scrambled by, slipping and sliding as he raced toward the far end of the corridor, where the hatch to Engineering opened for him. He disappeared through it, and the hatch closed.

There was a time when Rivka had been banned from entering the engineering spaces where the Embassy of the Singularity resided because that was where Ankh, a Crenellian, kept his technology workshop.

She had gotten that fixed, and having Ankh and the Singularity on board meant her ship had access to the best technology the Federation had to offer, like cloaking, advanced weapons, advanced communications, and a small army of SI life forms. She never knew how many were on board her ship at any point in time. It ranged from eight to a dozen, with three of those incarcerated for crimes against warm-blooded species and their own code of conduct. They were put into stasis until such time as the Singularity’s brightest minds could modify a sentient’s programming to return the inmates to a productive life. Rehabilitation.

Rivka wondered if Ankh was in there, but she didn’t have anything in particular to bring up with him, so it was best not to interrupt. Ankh loathed small talk with every fiber of his being. She didn’t care for it either. There was too much to do to waste time.

She headed toward her quarters and almost ran into Clodagh Shortall, who stood with her feet wide and her fists jammed on her hips. “Promenade,” the chief engineer said.

“I’d love to go shopping, but I have paperwork to catch up on.”

“You have minions.” Clodagh lifted one arm and pointed at the hatch. She looked too much like the Ghost of Christmas Past for Rivka’s comfort.

The two faced off, Clodagh refusing to budge. Standing as straight as she was, her baby bump showed.

Rivka pointed at it. “Is he kicking yet?”

“Just a little,” Clodagh replied and softened her stance.

Rivka put a hand on the bulge. The thoughts that touched her mind were pure, untainted in any way, existing of only the sensations of sound, touch, and being fed. The Magistrate reveled in the baby’s unblemished mind.

A voice came to her from far away. Clodagh.

Rivka opened her eyes, not remembering closing them.

“You looked happy. Is there something we should know?” Clodagh pressed.

“A happy baby. Made me think about my own rock hard abs.”

“Spill it, Magistate.” Clodagh was used to Rivka not sharing what she saw in others’ minds. “What did you see?”

“A pure soul, untarnished by the world. Your baby is enjoying the journey of life.”

“Could you tell, boy or girl?”

“I could not. Babies don’t know until we tell them. Your baby is happy, and I would say beatific. Keep doing what you are doing, for the amount of joy your baby has given me shall carry me through the day.” Rivka tried to get past Clodagh, but she blocked the Magistrate’s way.

“You need to get off this ship for your sanity.” Clodagh subconsciously rubbed her baby bump with one hand while laying down the law with Rivka.

A wombat bounced up behind Clodagh and nearly knocked her down when she ran into one leg.

Floyd! the happy creature called. She continued running and stopped at the airlock. Come. Take Floyd.

“You know you have to.” Clodagh crossed her arms and stood firm, unswayed by the power of the Magistrate’s position.

“Maybe Tyler can take her. I really do have a mountain of work.”

“Tyler intends to take her and you to the promenade. I need a new business casual suit if I’m going to represent you and this ship wherever we may land.” Tyler Toofakre was a dentist, general medic, and Rivka’s live-in boyfriend. He brought normalcy to her existence. “And before you say it, yes, you have to go. You’ll be better for it. We’ll all be better for it.”

He tipped his head to look down his nose at her.

“Fine.” She lightly stomped one foot and scowled. “Fine, but we don’t take all day, and if we buy anything, we use your credit chip.”

“Alas, fair maiden, your bard is a gentle soul with no means besides a twinkle in his eye and kind words, easily and well placed. I shall care for our furry family whilst you bring order to a chaotic universe by stimulating the economy most voraciously.”

“What?” Clodagh mumbled.

Rivka rolled her eyes and groaned. “He’s taking me on a date, and I’m paying.”

“I had to sell my business, and the wages in your employ are deplorable with a capital D!” He smiled devilishly and gestured toward the airlock, where Floyd waited impatiently. “I don’t think I’ve been paid anything, have I?”

“How would I know?” Rivka shot back. “Maybe you’re paid in other ways.”

“Then I am the wealthiest man ever, although that won’t buy us lunch or either of us a new outfit. Who pays for the All Guns Blazing we eat?”

Rivka half-smiled and shrugged.

Clodagh shook her head. “Great. Two people with no clue about money in charge of the money.”

Rivka gave in to the inevitability of it all and waved over her shoulder as she took Tyler’s hand on the way to the airlock. She made cooing sounds at Floyd, who bounced in circles until the couple arrived. Then she bolted out the doors and down the ramp to the deck of the massive hangar bay. Overhead cranes and bots were scouring the outside of her ship.

“What’s going on now?” she asked, looking for a foreman.

Tyler had to lean forward to drag Rivka away. “Don’t worry about it. The people with a vested interest in the work live on the ship and wish no harm to Wyatt Earp. They won’t do anything to hurt it.”

“Did you already forget the intra-atmospheric Gate?” Rivka gave him the side-eye while surrendering to Tyler’s tugging on her arm and letting herself be pulled toward the hatch leading to the station.

“No one died.” Tyler sounded pleased with himself.

“That’s a crap standard for showing how much people care about our health and well-being.”

“I didn’t make the rules, but we have to live with them as they’re written. You’re overruled here, Magistrate. This case is closed. Records are sealed. Move on. You’ve lost.”

Rivka trooped into the station, feeling better about being off the ship. Floyd’s bounces were slowing.

“Come on, little girl,” Rivka said while kneeling. Floyd collapsed into her arms. They started walking again.

“You look ridiculous,” Tyler noted. “Magnificently ridiculous.”

“I knew this would happen,” Rivka grumbled. The elevator took them to the promenade level, where they were greeted by an integrated majesty of sight and sound.

Footsteps pounded up behind them.


CHAPTER TWO



Promenade Deck, Keeg Station, Dren Cluster

“I can’t believe you would sneak off without us!” Red declared. He was still in his workout gear and sweating. Lindy wore a skimpy outfit that drew looks from the strolling shoppers.

“I was kidnapped,” Rivka replied. “If you could apprehend the culprit, I’ll return to the ship.”

“But while we’re here, maybe we can treat you to lunch,” Tyler offered. “The Magistrate is paying.”

Lindy nodded and looked at her husband. “Sounds good to me. I’ll stay, you go get a shower.”

Red looked back and forth before kissing his wife, taking a sleeping Floyd, and walking away, mumbling to himself. “Always sneaking off, making my job impossible. Damn people.” He looked over his shoulder to find the group still watching him. “Impossible!” he shouted.

“Well, where shall we go to eat?”

Lindy motioned toward the shops. “Stylish yet functional shoes. From all eras of fashion.”

“I like the sound of that.” Rivka let go of Tyler’s hand and, walking side by side with Lindy, they headed into the shopping area. Tyler followed them in but then stopped.

They didn’t look back. He bucked up and sat on a bench outside the shoe store that was seemingly designed for him. He was happy to be on the outside gazing in, not inside and milling about, looking at nothing that interested him.

The shop next door sold nothing but lingerie. He turned his body so he wouldn’t have to look at it.

Rivka and Lindy shopped on, from the shoe store to dresses to casual wear to accessories. They saved the lingerie shop for last. Tyler bolted into the business store for menswear but didn’t find anything remotely to his taste before he reappeared to encounter Lindy and the Magistrate, their arms filled with packages. Red had returned and was leaning casually against the wall.

Lindy wore a long-tailed coat that covered her workout bikini. Red eyed it skeptically.

When the group came together, Lindy was the first to speak. “I think I could hide Mabel under this.”

Red’s demeanor changed almost instantly, and he smiled wider. “That’s my wife,” he said proudly before glancing around the area like he always did, assessing threats before returning to the conversation.

“What’s for lunch?” Tyler asked.

“AGB. What else?” Rivka replied.

“I hear there’s a new place with exotic Torregidorian food,” Tyler offered.

Rivka studied Tyler’s face before reaching for his arm. He pulled away before she could touch him.

“What?” He eyed her skeptically.

“Aren’t you going to help me carry this stuff?”

He held out his arms, and while she filled them, she continued. “Torregidor. The hot green women. I’m sure that’s who works there. With the Harborians unleashed on society, there was a need that seems to be getting filled by those with the entrepreneurial spirit.”

“Torregidor?” Red scoffed. “They’re vegetarians.” He waved his hand dismissively before pleading with the Magistrate. “Don’t take us to a vegetarian place, Magistrate. Please?”

“Looks like you’re overruled, Doctor,” Rivka said.

“Maybe I can have them deliver to AGB.”

“Terry Henry Walton would like the hell out of that, I’m sure.” Rivka shook her head until Tyler held out his hand. She took it. He had no subterfuge in his mind, no thoughts of green-skinned women with lithe bodies. Tyler’s thoughts revolved around an enticing vegetable dish with fruit highlights. “I’ll talk to TH and see if we can get that dish delivered. It looks good.”

“I am an open book,” Tyler muttered.

“Me too, brother,” Red said, glancing sidelong at Lindy before returning to scanning the crowd for threats. “Hey. We know that guy.”

Sahved waved from down the promenade. He was alone, not surrounded by children as he had been the last time they’d seen him. The tall and gangly Yemilorian hurried toward them.

“I am so glad that I have seen you, the most glad I could have ever possibly been. The gladdest, clearly!” He spoke in a tumble of words.

“Good to see you, too.” Rivka made a point of looking around his legs. “Did you lose somebody?”

“They have been adopted by Harborian couples—all of them. You may see the children scattered throughout the station or on ships nearby. They seemed sad and happy at the same time. It was very strange.”

“Adopted?” Rivka hadn’t heard anything about the disposition. She’d assumed they would be together longer to get past the trauma of their former lives.

“Yes. It is done. Very official. But, your most wondrous and supremely wonderful Magistrate, if there is any way you would be willing to demean yourself and see a remote possibility of allowing your most humble servant, Sahved, to return to Wyatt Earp to continue his duties? He will most attentively clean kitchens and scrub toilets.”

“Why are you talking like that? You’re my investigator, who took a leave of absence. You’re ready to come back. Stop goofing around, and if you have any trash, retrieve it and get back on board. We might be leaving in about thirty minutes.”

“Yes, your Magistrateness. I am the most pleased I could ever possibly be once again. I shall reward your welcome with praise heaped upon your short human head. Yes. Much of that. I have been on my own too long, I guess. Just the kids and me most of the time, all of the time, and more.” Before the Magistrate could reply, he rushed away, nearly bowling over a group of shoppers who received his abject apology and bow.

“We’re leaving in thirty minutes?” Red asked.

“No. I said we might be. I never know, but I expect we’ll be in AGB, hovering near the entrance with our meals on the way while waiting for the delivery order for my husky hunk of man candy.” Rivka shrugged. “I just wanted Sahved to be on board and reintegrate with the ship for when we return. Hopefully, Clevarious can break him of the Yemilorian tendency toward superlatives by the time we get back, although ‘your Magistrateness’ has a ring to it.”

“I told you,” Red said, nodding toward Tyler. “Your name is ‘Man Candy.’”

“I have no comeback to that,” Tyler admitted. “No words at all.” He wasn’t upset by the non-revelation.

Lindy spoke up. “Where are we going next, Magistrate?”

“Don’t know yet. This one,” she nudged Tyler with her elbow, “and Clodagh chased me off the ship before I was able to review the cases.”

“You never get a choice. You get excited looking through the cases, and then Grainger gives you the hardest one.”

“Hard is relative,” Rivka countered.

“It’s really not,” Red quipped. Lindy tried to elbow him, but her arms were full of packages. She pushed them at him until he took all of them. Then she elbowed him. “What?”

Rivka ignored him. “Let’s see.” She removed her data pad while they entered AGB, where they received the red-carpet treatment. Terry Henry and Char waved from one of the golf simulators. Since their retirement from the Bad Company, they had been enjoying their time off. They still got involved in operations, like on Rivka’s previous case in support of the Trans-Pacific Task Force.

The data pad came to life, and she fired a high-priority message to Grainger with two simple words.

Next case?

She stuffed the pad back into the inside pocket of her leather Magistrate’s jacket with the scales of justice logo pinned to it. “You know what I would like?” she asked Tyler with a smile, then strolled toward the golf cage.

She waited for Char to rock a massive drive, sending the ball past Terry’s. “It’s all in the trunk rotation,” she said. Terry scowled at the screen.

“Nice shot, Charumati!” Joseph called from the next cage, where he and Petricia were playing a different course.

“Is this what retirement looks like? The old guy getting his ass handed to him by his young wife?” Rivka pointed at both TH and Joseph.

“But she’s—” TH stopped before he said too much. They knew Char was older than him by about fifty years. It made no difference. She was forever twenty-nine, and that was the hill he needed to die on—or where they’d find his corpse. “What brings you here? Tired of beating up bad guys?”

“Hanging out between cases. We needed to pick up my investigator Sahved and restock a few things.” Dokken appeared. He was the sentient German Shepherd who had adopted Terry Henry Walton. Rivka scratched behind his ears. “Keeg is a nice place for that. Off the beaten track. Are you looking at moving operations to the station and shipyard at Tyrosint?”

Terry grabbed an iron from the bag of clubs and lined up his next shot. He had a perpetual draw, and this approach shot played to his strength. He flowed the ball down the right side of the fairway. Halfway toward the green, it started turning to the left. It hit on the apron leading to the green and rolled forward and left, around the sand trap and close to the pin. He gave Char a smug look.

“If you can’t drop ‘em tight, you play trick shots,” she said softly.

“Expanding operations. Tyrosint is a bigger station than Keeg with more potential. The shipyard has fabrication facilities comparable to Spires, but not the high-tech manufacturing. That is something we’ll establish when we have enough people there to secure it. A quarter of the Harborian fleet has already transferred. I give it a year, and it’ll rival our shipyard here. It’ll be what Keeg used to be, a port away from everything else with no visitors.”

“I see the allure. My job would be so much easier without people.” Rivka tried to look unassuming.

Terry and Char glanced at each other.

“How are you doing?” Rivka asked the dog.

Very well, but there has been a distinct lack of planetary landings, being attached to this man-child. We should vacation more on planets of green and blue.

“Shh.” Terry held a finger to his lips while Char focused on the ball. She played her shot, opting for a direct approach with a ball that sailed high. She cleared the sand and then some. The ball hit the back of the green and bounced out of sight.

“Oh, bother.” Char stuffed her iron back into the custom bag that bore an AGB emblem and her name. TH’s did, too.

Rivka’s pocket vibrated. “Gotta get back to work. It’s always nice to see you guys.” Rivka waved at the four players as she walked away.

“Call if you need anything, Magistrate. Anything at all.” Terry meant that. He would drop whatever he was doing to help her. She had used that silver bullet more than she wanted to, but Terry thought nothing of it. He and Char helped their friends.

“Peace to you, Marshall Dillon,” Joseph called. Petricia stared oddly, not getting the reference since she was hundreds of years younger than Joseph and originally from South Africa, where they didn’t have the same entertainment videos. Joseph had been a vampire, a rare breed descended from the first. With improvements in nanocyte technology, his need for blood had been eliminated.

His dark past was littered with too many human corpses drained of their life blood. Petricia had never ingested human blood, having survived on animal blood until she was rescued from her vampire overlords, dark vampires known as the Forsaken. Joseph had taken her away from all that. The two were inseparable from that point forward and had followed Terry and Char to the stars.

That had done more to help Joseph heal than anything else. Terry Henry Walton had believed in him and given him a chance to be something better. TH had also beaten the crap out of him, but that had been a long time ago.

Some lessons were harder learned than others. Terry hadn’t killed him when he could have. Sometimes the best second chances were covered in blood.

Rivka looked at her datapad. Grainger’s reply was only two words.

Blood trade.

She opened the attachment and tried to wade through the material, but it was too fragmented. Nothing definitive to give her an idea of where to start. With a troubled look on her face, she returned to the group, which was arguing with the host about the delivery from the Torregidorian restaurant.

“You can’t get delivery in here. We’re a restaurant. You buy your food here.”

“I told him that,” Rivka said to the host. “We’ll take ours to go, please.”

She paid the scantily clad green woman with a swipe of her credit chip, and Tyler took the bag. She walked away with an extra swing to her hips, a radiant smile, and a wave to the AGB patrons.

Red watched intently before turning back to the customers within the bar. “She’s like a Siren calling to the sailors.”

“I thought…” Tyler started but stopped when Rivka shook her head and tapped the datapad in her pocket.

“We need to go back to the ship.”


CHAPTER THREE



Wyatt Earp, Keeg Station, Hangar Bay

Rivka dodged the questions and hurried in front of the others while Red loomed behind her. He was unable to get to his usual position, blocking the casual public’s view and protecting the Magistrate with his body.

The others rushed along behind. Red remained stymied as he carried the bags and packages Lindy had bought.

They rolled into the hangar bay, dodged the equipment surrounding Wyatt Earp, and bolted into the ship. Rivka took a hard right toward the cockpit, rounding the corner and heading down the port-side corridor to her quarters, which were located behind the airlock to the cargo bay that doubled as a hangar bay.

Tyler walked in behind her, depositing her purchases on the couch as she brought up her hologrid and started talking to Clevarious, the SI who ran Wyatt Earp.

“I’ll get your lunch,” Tyler told her and reached through the images to touch her on the shoulder. She stopped manipulating the screens with finger motions to take his hand and lean her cheek against it. When she let go, she returned to the screens, and Tyler headed to the galley, where Lindy had deposited the takeout boxes.

Rivka kept the two words at the very top of her hologrid. Blood trade. She had only a faint idea of what that meant and searched to find the legally actionable issues behind it. People sold their blood. They’d been doing that for centuries. That wasn’t illegal since old-school hospitals had to deal with a physical product versus using nanocytes and artificial bioplasma.

Nanocytes. The key to the blood desired in the trade. Not just any blood, but that with nanos from the enhanced. Most sentient creatures subject to the Federation had nanos of some kind in their blood, like the newcomers on Rorke’s Drift, but those were temporary constructs to fix specific problems. They went dormant once they were finished with the repairs to their host.

Enhanced persons like Rivka and her crew were different. Their nanocytes were active and constantly looked for cell damage to repair. They kept their hosts perpetually young and healthy. As much as she wanted to think the enhanced wouldn’t sell their blood, it wasn’t illegal. Most enhanced had a good understanding of how their blood could be misused. Still, there were some. It was incumbent upon the ones with Pod-docs to keep away those who would use their enhancements for personal gain.

She pulled up Federation laws on the matter. Hospital products that entered the body were regulated by the Federation’s Public Health Directorate. Sanity, spot-checks, regular reporting, and sampling suggested there wasn’t a problem with oversight.

There it was, in the fifth document she opened. Two Bad Company warriors had disappeared. One had since been found at the bottom of a deep stairwell on board Onyx station, as if he’d fallen ten levels, through the bottom deck, and into an area where they had to cut him free. He had no memory of what had happened. The assumption was that both were related to the blood trade.

“Don’t people go AWOL on occasion? The Bad Company maintains a brutal deployment pace,” she muttered before making a note to do an external evaluation of the mental health of the other warriors. “Discount the obvious before jumping to conclusions,” she reminded herself.

The Magistrate leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. With Grainger’s attached documentation open on her screens, she saw too much speculation, no facts, and no causal link between the disappearances and the blood trade.

“Get me Grainger, please,” she told Clevarious.

The comm screen appeared at eye-level of the grid.

The screen went dark, and a muffled voice grumbled, “What?”

“You just sent me a message a half-hour ago. How are you asleep already?”

“Rivka. Who else would interrupt when I’m sleeping like a dead man? I get so little sleep as it is, when I do get to lie down, I don’t waste time. I’ve only been asleep for a half-hour? No wonder I feel like shit. Did you want something?”

“The blood trade. I don’t see any causal links to the two disappearances or any relation to other enhanced disappearances.”

“Too many in too short a time. Find out who is kidnapping these people to sell their blood.”

“I don’t see anything that crosses the chasm from people disappearing to landing at the feet of the illicit blood trade. Let the Public Health Directorate handle it.”

“No. Lance Reynolds personally asked for this to be handled by the Magistrates.”

“I just saw TH, and he didn’t say anything about it.”

“He’s retired. Talk to Christina, but you’ll want to talk with Joseph and Petricia, too.”

“They were there, too. I’ll go talk with them. Thanks, Grainger.” She signed off before he could give her more grief about interrupting his sleep. “Clevarious, didn’t we talk about not interrupting Grainger? Aren’t you talking with Beau?” Beau was the Enhanced Intelligence who ran Grainger’s ship.

“I sensed your urgency, which meant that it was important enough to interrupt Grainger. It’s the price of being the boss.”

“But no one interrupts me,” Rivka replied.

“You have better people working for you,” Clevarious deadpanned.

Rivka laughed and dropped the hologrid. She reached for her Magistrate’s jacket, only to find that she hadn’t taken it off, then pushed the door open and almost knocked the plates out of Tyler’s hand.

She grabbed two slices off hers, folded them, and ate while she walked. “Going to see TH,” she mumbled through a mouthful of hot pizza.

“She’s leaving again,” Tyler shouted. Rivka briefly hesitated before continuing on her way. Red burst through the galley door and slammed into the Magistrate. Her remaining slices were plastered against the wall.

“I thought you were supposed to protect me?” She stared at him.

“I’m protecting you from yourself.” He stood tall, puffing out his chest.

“Pie me.” She held out her hand, and Tyler gave her two more slices. “We have to talk with TH and Joseph.”

“Weren’t we just there?” Red shook his head before leaning back into the galley. “Plates in the fridge. We’re on the job.”

Red slow-walked ahead of Rivka, blocking her from getting past him while stalling until Lindy could join them. She popped out of the galley, still wearing her long coat over her revealing workout gear.

“You should let your wife wear more clothes,” Rivka remarked.

Red threw his hands up as his eyes shot wide. “I do not tell my wife what to wear!”

Rivka looked over her shoulder at Lindy. The bodyguard winked.

“You two deserve each other. Now let’s get back to AGB.” They hurried off the ship.

“You could use your chip to contact them,” Red suggested.

“Then they’d worry for no reason. I’d much rather talk with them straight up.”

“Is that the touch thing? You don’t want to give anyone time to shield their thoughts from you?”

“Maybe. Don’t give a suspect time to concoct a story, although TH isn’t a suspect. Some habits are hard to break.”

Red held out his arm, and Rivka shoved her hand behind her back. “Like I want to see your food-lust thoughts.”

“I’m still hungry,” he said while looking left, right, up, and down, assessing, conducting an instant risk analysis. Lindy brought up the rear with attentiveness equal to Red’s. “You’re not going to die on my watch.”

Rivka didn’t argue. She was wanted by hardcore criminals whose empires were at risk while she was alive. They had tendrils in the most unlikely places. She’d stopped taking anything for granted after Red got shot on Zaxxon Major.

In AGB, they found TH, Char, Joseph, and Petricia at the bar, sipping drinks and telling lies.

When she approached, Terry Henry was instantly wary. “What?” He sounded suspiciously like Grainger.

“How did the round go? Who won?” she asked innocently.

“We compete only against ourselves to do better with each round, gratified by the artificial outdoors.”

“Char, then. Good job, sister.” Rivka clenched her fist before her chest in solidarity with Charumati.

The four waited.

“You people are no fun. Of course I’m here for a reason. What can you tell me about the blood trade?”

Terry Henry’s face fell, and his eyes focused so hard that Rivka thought he was staring into her soul. “That’s a hard subject.” He closed his eyes and groaned. “Don’t tell me…”

Char blew out a long breath while resting her hand on Terry’s arm.

“We might be able to provide some perspective,” Joseph said barely above a whisper. “We were milked of our life blood for nearly a decade. Only our nanos kept us alive.”

Rivka gasped. “A decade? What the hell do they do with the blood?”

“Rich people buy it and get most of the effect of being enhanced without getting into a Pod-doc.” Joseph’s voice was still soft. Petricia stared at the floor.

“Grainger thinks they’re out here. Did you know there are two Bad Company warriors who’ve gone missing?”

“No…” TH lamented, drawing out the word. “I better call Christina.”

“She was the one who reported the absences to Nathan and the General.”

“She wasn’t with us when we survived the attack on Joseph and Petricia. It isn’t as personal an issue with her.”

Rivka studied the distraught group before her while Red and Lindy kept their distance. “Is it better or worse as a personal issue?”

“It makes me cringe, thinking about what they might be going through. Find them, Magistrate. I’ll help. Whatever you need.”

“I need leads, but a smaller group is better for that.” She looked at Joseph, a telepath with capabilities far superior to hers.

Petricia took his hand and spoke for both of them. “We’ll come with you.”
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Rivka watched the overhead cranes and maintenance bots strip the spike-like transmitters off her ship and replace them with regularly spaced small devices that were little more than bumps.

Ankh, when will the ship be ready to go? she asked using her internal comm chip.

After their last mission, Ankh had grown more attentive about replying quickly and reasonably.

It’ll be another eight hours. We cannot stop the process midway because then we’ll lose the cloaking capability of the ship. This is the only upgrade for this visit.

She thanked Ankh before addressing her guests. “It’ll be another eight hours before we can depart. There’s plenty of time to get your stuff if you’d like.”

“We travel light, but I guess we could grab a thing or two. I don’t know if we’ll need them or not.”

“Eight hours. We’ll depart as soon as the deck gang gives us clearance. Thank you for joining us on this one. I don’t understand the mindset behind this kind of thing or those who fund it. None of it makes any sense to me.”

“We will help you understand, Magistrate. Will we get guns?”

Rivka chuckled, then covered it. “Do you need them?”

“My question to you.” Joseph turned it around.

“I don’t think so. No guns to start with, but we have extras and some ridiculous firepower, too. A weapon that will defeat a mass assault on the ship.”

“I should hope we would not need that, my lady,” Joseph replied. “Come, dear.”

Joseph and Petricia strolled away. She gripped his arm. His posture was stiff and military-like.

Not military. Aristocratic. He was from a different era where his wife was his queen and he the king. Rivka hadn’t remembered him speaking so stiffly, but he didn’t know her. Maybe retirement had returned him to his roots of classic language, of those who rescued damsels in distress. To a time when Joseph was finding his way.

Rivka returned to Wyatt Earp to chart their next moves, starting with going to the places where the warriors had been kidnapped. Both had been on short liberty, just a few days off.

A plan started to form for generating a lead since none were obvious. She needed to call Christina.


CHAPTER FOUR



Federation Base Station 11

Rivka stuffed the neutron pulse weapon into her pocket. She had asked Red and Lindy to go in wearing ballistic body armor and carrying railguns. There was no question regarding her authority when it came to Federation property like the space station.

Eight of them pounded through the corridors on their way to the station manager’s office. Sahved walked beside Rivka while the SCAMPs Chaz and Dennicron walked behind them, with Joseph and Petricia in the back. The ever-vigilant bodyguards had the front and rear.

“I am the happiest anyone has ever been throughout existence at being allowed to rejoin your team. I am your humble servant.”

“Sahved. We talked about superlatives. Good on Yemilore. Bad everywhere else. I am happy that you are pleased. We have a job to do, and you’re an integral part of it. It’s good to have you back.

“Where’s your ballistic protection?” Rivka asked once she realized he wasn’t wearing his chest protector.

He slapped his chest and looked around as if it had fallen off. His face dropped. “It appears that I have forgotten it. I am ashamed.”

“Don’t get yourself shot. Stay behind Red,” Rivka replied. “And when we get back to the ship, get yourself enhanced, just in case you forget again. I don’t want you to die, Sahved. We just got you back, and it would suck a whole lot to lose you again because I don’t have the energy to train anyone else.”

“That is most humbling. Thank you, I think.”

“There’s smoke coming off your back because of that burn, buddy!” Chaz called from behind.

Sahved twisted around to see if he was on fire.

Chaz tried to put on an innocent face, but his android body refused to cooperate, and his laugh subroutine kept overriding his command. He had a near-psychotic appearance as he transitioned rapidly back and forth between the looks. He hammered himself in the side of his head with the heel of his hand, which reset his facial expression motors.

“Guys,” Rivka warned. “We’re looking for people who are stealing our own to exploit their bodies. My apologies, Joseph and Petricia. We tend to keep things light no matter how horrible the situation. It’s how we cope with the pain and misery.”

“You should see TH in the thick of it,” Joseph replied. “No offense taken, Magistrate.”

They continued in silence to the central lift, which they took to the very top of the station where the manager maintained his office.

When Rivka arrived, she found him waiting for them. “Such important visitors on a topic that is most distressing. I’m pleased to meet you, Magistrate, despite the situation surrounding your missing man.” He held out his gloved hand. “I’m Nubeau Teak.”

Rivka took his hand to shake and gripped his bare forearm with her other hand in a warm clasp. She saw his thoughts clearly. The alleged incident had been blown out of proportion. The warrior had skipped out. Teak was confident in the security of his station. Waste of his time.

“I assure you, Manager Teak, we are not wasting your time. Lance Reynolds needs to have confidence that his station managers will protect Federation personnel. I am already convinced that you are not taking this seriously. That is a problem.”

Terror flashed through his mind.

Rivka almost felt bad about name-dropping, but her short tenure as a Magistrate had created a disdain for bureaucrats and then magnified it exponentially. Nubeau Teak was the perfect bureaucrat.

“Why isn’t your office inside the station so you can rent this space out to maximize your profitability?” Rivka asked.

“I-I…” he stammered before falling silent. Then he weakly offered a defense. “Reynolds knew this was my office.”

“No matter. I’ll have the admin team conduct a full audit. But first, I want all the video from the time Private Elbinar was on the station. You’ll transfer that material to my assistants Chaz and Dennicron. Better yet, give us access to your station’s records.”

“We don’t have an AI yet. It’s been difficult to find one.”

Rivka smiled. “Not if you offer a good contract. I happen to know a number of sentient intelligences who might be interested. Give Chaz and Dennicron that, too. You see, the Embassy of the Singularity is in your personnel transport hangar bay right now. The ambassador would probably like to review how you treated your last SI and why they left. So much opportunity to improve!” she declared with a flourish and looked at her team.

The manager’s face had turned pale and his shoulders slumped. “Of course,” he agreed.

Dennicron stepped forward. “My name is Dennicron, and this is Chaz. We are representatives of the Singularity. If you’ll simply log in to your system, we’ll take care of the rest.”

The station manager hesitated. The SIs had figured out that Dennicron worked best on men like Nubeau Teak. She smiled and flicked her hair back.

“Just a quick login. I won’t be long.”

“Okay.” He tried to smile, but it was weak and fleeting. He accessed his terminal and held the chair for Dennicron to sit down. Her fingers flew across the access until she created a link directly to her mind. Within ten seconds, she had given herself and Chaz access to the core and every system run from it, which included the entirety of the station’s databases. She planted a crawler to look for information related to Private Elbinar, along with a standard suite of audit tools that started analyzing the numbers the second she stood up.

“Thank you.” She touched him gently on the hand and circled the desk to rejoin Chaz. Total time in the chair, sixteen seconds.

If he had done that with someone else, they could have destroyed the station from within. Dennicron was also looking for any viruses or tracker programs found in compromised systems.

“You’re done?”

“I only needed one thing—to give myself access. We’ll take care of that when we’re back on the ship. You have my word that I will limit my activities to those authorized by the Magistrate. We will cause no damage to your system. Your station is safe with us.”

Rivka glanced at Joseph, who watched Nubeau through unblinking eyes. She decided to energize the information collection.

“I believe the private was last seen in a bar. Can you tell us which one that was and who was on duty at the time?”

Nubeau slid into the recently vacated chair at his desk and pulled up the station’s brief investigation. He started to sweat.

“I cannot.”

“Because you don’t know?” Rivka made it a statement. He shook his head.

“Dennicron?” Rivka looked at the SI, whose processors had run facial recognition through the station logs. She tallied the hits and checked the locations on the station blueprint.

“The ubiquitously named Supernova, Level Four, Section Fifty-One.”

“How did you know that?” The station manager started to panic and looked from face to face.

“Because she’s an investigator and takes her work seriously, unlike you and your team. We’ll take it from here. Tell your people to cooperate. It’s your only hope if you want to retain your position.”

Any bravado or confidence he’d once had rapidly fled his shattered ego.

The team strolled back onto the elevator on their way to Level Four.

“I appreciate watching you work,” Joseph said. “Do you always beat people up using the law like that?”

“I beat up people who deserve to be beat up. He didn’t care about the missing warrior. He had done nothing about it. There’s a name that fits. Weasel? Cheesedick? Pudknocker? I’m at a loss as to which is right.”

“And you’re usually so good with words,” Red offered.

Sahved gave her his rapt attention. “Fascinating.”

When they were in the privacy of the elevator, Rivka asked. “What did you see?”

Sahved replied, “I suspect the same things you saw. The title I would give him would be a self-serving bureaucrat. Nothing nefarious. It is all too common in governments and larger corporations. Bureaucrats have their place, Magistrate.”

“I know, but not when they lord it over others. Being a bureaucrat doesn’t make you better than the people you serve. I think that’s lost all too often.”

She chewed the inside of her cheek as she glowered at the wall, trying to tamp down her almost unnatural hatred of all things quagmired within bureaucracies.

“Supernova, here we come. Can one of you people with a map in your head join me up front to lead the way?” Red asked, looking at Chaz and Dennicron.

Dennicron worked her way to the elevator doors to stand beside him.

“Fancy meeting you here,” Red told her.

“We all came on the same ship. The Magistrate invited us along. I don’t understand.”

Lindy bumped him.

Red smiled over his shoulder. “It never stops being fun.” He chuckled to himself.

“Ah. The dispensation of logic and reason to establish an alternate reality. You are a funny guy. I will kill you last,” Dennicron replied.

“Hey! What?”

The doors opened, and Red had to tear his attention away from Dennicron to scan the area before stepping out. The SI walked unerringly with a purpose toward the Supernova bar, a place where warriors would congregate for cheap booze, bar food, and possible company.

“Any images of our missing man?” Rivka asked.

Chaz held up one finger, and after a brief pause, the Magistrate’s datapad buzzed. She gave Chaz the thumbs-up, pulled out the device, and scrolled through the images.

She stopped at the one showing the private and a diminutive figure sitting at the bar. Rivka tapped it and scrolled forward until she found an image of them leaving the bar. “I want to find this woman. What race is she, Chaz?”

Rivka showed the image to the group. No one had seen the race before. Humanoid with trace elements of feline, giving her a lithe shape with fur instead of hair that grew in more places than just on her head.

“She’s about as cute as a bug’s ear,” Red said after a glance.

Rivka knew she had him. “Do men like bug’s ears?”

“Men are rather flexible in what they like. I won’t expound, but if you wish to take a look…” He held out his arm while keeping his eyes ahead.

“No way,” Rivka declined. Lindy blushed, but only for a moment. Soon enough, the lights dimmed in the section.

Joseph and Petricia could see well in the dark, as could the SCAMPs. Rivka’s eyes were slightly oversized to help her, but Sahved was ill-equipped to deal with the change in illumination.

His question was straightforward. “Why is it dark here?”

“Because the darkness and a couple beers make the flexible zone pretty big. Those customers also tend to wave their credit chips like they’re calling for a cab.”

“I see,” Sahved said while shaking his head. “No. I can’t see at all. It is too dark down here. This is not normal.”

“Dennicron?” Rivka asked.

“There are maintenance requests to fix the lighting. As soon as one is resolved, another crops up. It seems to be a perpetual thing. And more, Magistrate—the cameras in this area are out more than they are operational.”

Rivka clenched her teeth. “I seem to have more questions for our station manager. As soon as we’re done here, I’ll want to talk with the head of maintenance and then back to my favorite bureaucrat, Nubeau.”

“You used to be one, if I’m not mistaken,” Sahved remarked. “They are not all bad, are they, if you were one?”

“When I was one, a standard run-of-the-mill lawyer, I saw what we were doing as beneficial to the greater good. Administration ensured consistency in the application of the rules to give everyone a fair shake at whatever services were provided, whatever jurisprudence was applied, and whatever it took to establish a framework within which free people could thrive. But what I’ve seen since I became a Magistrate is that too many bureaucrats have lost sight of why they’re doing what they do. It becomes a self-serving cesspool with the beneficiaries neck-deep in the shit.” Rivka pointed to the well-lit bar sign up ahead.

Supernova.

“They can keep the bar lights on, it seems,” Sahved noted, instantly changing into the observant investigator Rivka had hired.

She nodded at him but said it aloud to ensure he heard the message. “Those are the kinds of observations I need you to make. Well done, Sahved. Stay sharp, people. Let’s be low profile.”

Red shook his head without looking back and walked through the double-wide opening leading into the bar. It was open seating, with a humanoid bartender and a server of dubious ancestry leaning on the bar. There were four total customers in two pairs on the opposite side of the seating area.

Lindy stopped by the entrance, where she could look out. Red stood nearly back to back with her.

“Chaz.” Red stopped the SI. “Can you watch into the dark beyond for us?”

“Of course. I see how that would help the team the most. Dennicron will handle the interrogation if needed.”

Red tried not to roll his eyes. He caught Rivka’s look. Low key…

Rivka headed for the bar, flanked by Dennicron and Sahved, while Joseph and Petricia meandered in behind them to take a spot at the far end of the bar.

The Magistrate flashed her creds. The bartender didn’t bother looking.

“I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and I’m here to investigate a missing person who was last seen in this bar.”

The bartender shrugged. “I wasn’t at work. That wasn’t my shift. Can I get you something to drink? The bar is for paying customers only.”

Rivka removed her datapad to show the picture of the private, the catlike alien, and the bartender beyond. It was the one talking to her.

“I’d appreciate not getting jacked around. This was seven days ago. I need you to dig deep and tell me what you know.” As he leaned forward, she gripped his arm. “Please.”

He’d thought the woman was a hooker playing the lonely military man’s heartstrings like a virtuoso. He hadn’t seen her before but expected to see her again. Rivka let go before his thoughts strayed too far into the erotic.

“Do you know what race that woman is?”

The bartender shrugged again. “Like I said, it wasn’t me. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have customers.”

Joseph winked at Rivka.

Sahved frowned. “He is lying.” The Yemilorian turned to the server, who had been trying to inch away but was stopped by Dennicron. “What about you? What do you know about the Federation’s missing man?”

She was more accommodating. “He was here but left of his own accord with the woman of his dreams who he met in a bar. It’s the age-old story of love and betrayal.”

“May I ask, what betrayal?” Sahved pressed.

“To those he owed. He was military, right? He found his woman and didn’t want to leave her. Is that so far-fetched?”

Sahved didn’t have the experience to make that call. Dennicron jumped into the conversation. “That is one of many possibilities that we’re looking into. Would you know where they went from here?”

“There are pay-by-the-hour rooms not far from here. Two side corridors down. Many couples, and I use the term loosely, go there from here and then return as singles once the money is paid.”

Sahved nodded knowingly, which made Rivka wonder what he knew about the world of prostitution. It wasn’t illegal, but many of the activities surrounding it were.

Like theft and kidnapping.

“I appreciate your information,” Rivka said, holding out her hand. The server took it, and they shook. No subterfuge ran through her bored mind. She wondered when her shift would be over, disappointed that the distraction had only taken three minutes.

Rivka was ready to go. She had gotten the answers she needed to keep moving forward.

Joseph and Petricia saluted with their shot glasses of whiskey before downing them and ordering a second round from the bartender. Rivka leaned against the bar, killing time while Joseph pursued his look into the bartender’s mind. She watched the patrons, who kept their heads bowed.

“Might as well ask if they were here,” Rivka said and sauntered to the first couple, helping herself to a seat at their table. She slid her datapad across the table. “Have you seen either of these two people?”

They both shook their heads. Rivka stood and walked around to their side of the table, where she put the pad down again. “Are you sure?” She brushed their arms. No.

The woman was a prostitute working the guy for at least a meal. He was trying to leave without paying.

“You better pay your bill,” Rivka told him. She snatched her datapad away and headed for the other table. The two there immediately stood, but Red pointed at them to sit back down.

“Stop hassling my patrons,” the bartender said without enthusiasm. It was for public consumption, to endear himself to the paying customers. Protector and savior.

He was neither of those things, but he wouldn’t tell Rivka anything that happened in the bar. The patrons saw that, too.

Rivka waved at him and continued to the table, where she showed the images and touched them both. A nice couple on vacation from their home planet in the Virant Trinary. “Whatever brought you here?”

“Good food?” the male replied.

“Food?” Rivka looked at Sahved, and he instantly caught on. He headed for the back to see where the meals were prepared, and more importantly, who was doing it.

He went through a nondescript door into an area behind the bar and was gone for no more than five seconds. He shook his head. “Chef-bot 3000,” he stated.

“Thank you all for your time,” Rivka told those in the bar. Joseph and Petricia threw back their final shots and stood on steady feet. They were enhanced and mostly immune to the effects of normal alcohol.

Lindy and Chaz took point since they’d heard what the server had said. The rent-a-room place.

What did you find out? Rivka asked, using her internal comm chip.

He has a vested interest in the trade since he is a part-owner in the rooms for rent, Joseph replied.

Well done. I only saw that he figured her for a hooker, not that he wanted her to rent an overpriced room from him. Good information. Dennicron, can you find if the private paid for a room and if he did, which one?

Yes, I have all the information. He did not rent a room, but there were two rentals during the timeframe where the woman was in the bar. One was a couple that appears legitimate. The other was made by someone named Spiriva from a planet called Cobilor.

Rivka reached for her datapad but stopped. “Tell me what you know about Cobilor.”

A K-class warm planet that was a former Yollin colony that converted to the Etheric Federation upon the overthrow of the Empire. Cobilor is on the far side of the galaxy. Its people have a distinct blue tint while being tall with multiple appendages.

Rivka smiled. Next, you’ll tell me that no one from Cobilor has been on this station in quite some time, if ever.

Exactly, Magistrate. Spiriva is probably a fake name and profile. I have turned it over to the Singularity to find all there is to find about the one who created this persona, and we shall digitally track them on board this station.

Rivka bobbed her head as she contemplated. Fake names might have been created out of thin air, but once people created a digital profile, they left a trail. Ankh and the ambassador had taught her that.

More good news, and out of all of it, this tidbit would get her closer to the private. She was convinced that he had been kidnapped, not willingly abandoned his role with the Bad Company. Those people were fanatically loyal, as Christina had confirmed in their short but fruitful phone call.

“Where’s the rental office?” Rivka asked. Chaz stopped and pointed back the way they’d come. “Don’t tell me it’s not co-located with the rooms.”

Chaz kept his mouth shut. Dennicron answered. “It’s not co-located with the rooms.”

“Let’s split up. Chaz, Lindy, Joseph, and Petricia, check out the room rental spaces. I’ll go to the rental office and see what we can learn when it comes to our mysterious Mister Spiriva, who is not who he claimed to be, and this woman, who is also not who she appeared to be.”


CHAPTER FIVE



Federation Base Station 11

The office was small and smelled of cigarettes even though smoking was frowned upon throughout the Federation. There was a walk-up window, but Rivka bypassed that and followed Red inside. He loomed over the grubby old woman behind a desk who was watching a pornographic video, probably blasting it because she was hard of hearing.

The Magistrate showed her creds and introduced herself. “I want everything you have regarding an individual who rented a room from you. Name was Spiriva.”

She gave Rivka the finger, which made the Magistrate wonder if she could see.

I already have the information from their files, Magistrate, Dennicron noted.

“What kind of racket are you running?” Rivka grabbed the woman’s upraised digit and twisted just enough to get her attention but not enough to cause pain to dominate her thoughts.

“Who are you?” she demanded. Rivka maintained her grip.

“I’m the Magistrate, and I’m investigating a crime that took place in your rooms.”

“Only crime out there is someone keeps popping the lights and cameras.”

Rivka closed her eyes and tilted her head back. “That’s the only crime we see, which is why it’s committed. What is going on in your rooms, mainly theft and kidnapping?”

“Ain’t no theft or kidnapping. At least, I’m not getting a cut. Pustule-sucking lowlife titwads.” The old woman tried to jerk her hand free. Rivka let her go after seeing in her mind that she was put out by not getting a cut of the activities in the rooms. She pulled a cigarette from the drawer, lit it, and blew the smoke at Rivka. Red leveled his railgun.

Rivka gave him the look of wonder that said, “I wonder what the hell you’re doing.”

“I can shoot it out of her mouth.”

The woman took an obscenely long drag, then pulled the cigarette out of her mouth and ran her tongue around her lips before blowing the smoke at Vered. His stomach heaved, and he gagged. He looked forlornly at the Magistrate. She sympathized with her bodyguard.

“I’m going to check the room he rented.” She turned to Dennicron.

“Room Four tac Forty-Seven tac One Fifteen Bravo.”

“I need access, so please key me to it.”

“Gotta pay before you get access.” The woman stood. She had Rivka by a solid fifty kilos, but none of it was muscle.

“Lady,” Red interrupted, “give the Magistrate access.”

She guided the cigarette toward her mouth. Red slapped it out of her hand before she could take a drag.

“Smoking is nasty. Now would be a good time to quit.”

She snarled. “I like it, and I paid good money for that. You owe me one doobie!”

“Dennicron, can you confirm our access?”

“Done,” she replied immediately. “All rooms.”

Rivka twirled her finger in the air. Time to go.

“Lady,” Red said after the others had filed out, “you need to rethink your life decisions.”

“My life is over. Smoking and eating junk is the fastest of the slow deaths. Maybe you could just shoot me now and take care of it? No one would miss old Bertha.”

“You’re probably right about that, but I’m not going to help you. Go find some other lackey. It wouldn’t take hardly anything to turn this into a decent establishment. Going out ugly is your choice. Going out as a decent person is your choice, too.” He left before she could reply.

Rivka slightly inclined her head. “I’m impressed, Vered. You’re telling people to change their lives and not looking to pound them first.”

“I didn’t want to get any nasty on me,” he replied. “Nothing more. None of you pukecicles should think I’ve grown soft because I haven’t. I’ll kick your ass upside down and backwards if you start spreading your vile rumors.”

“Red is turning into a nice guy and other vile rumors. Stay tuned for more,” Rivka quipped.

Sahved looked confused, tilting his head back and forth as he studied Red’s face. “I am the poorest investigator ever. I don’t know what’s going on. Who is doing what to whom and where? Is Red nice or not? Is this a change from before? I have so many questions.”

“There you have it, Sahved. You have concisely summed up our entire understanding of Red.”

“I don’t have any conclusions. Only questions.”

“Exactly. Red at his finest.”

“Finest what? Niceness?” Sahved remained confused as Rivka focused on the way ahead.

“Thanks, Dennicron. It’s nice having complete access to the station. You were masterful, working with the station manager.”

“Thank you!” The SI almost instantly beamed at the praise. The expression subroutines were running like they were supposed to. The SIs were getting better by the day, unlike toddlers, who take years. Within weeks, she expected the two would be indistinguishable from humans. Well, except for visual anomalies around joints and other moving parts where the construction material didn’t flex as well as skin, like the fingers, elbows, knees, and feet.

You should be able to access the rooms, but wait until we get there, Rivka passed to the rest of the team.

Rivka waved as she passed Supernova for the second time in five minutes. Sahved mirrored her motion before leaning close. “Why are we waving?” he whispered.

“Just to let them know we still love them,” Rivka replied.

“We do?”

“Absolutely,” Red said, holding his thumb up over his shoulder where Sahved could see it.

“I will study this later. I have much to learn.”

“That is true,” Rivka admitted.

“Does that mean something you told me earlier was untrue?”

“Everything I say is a lie,” she told him.

While he was twisting about with that, they met the others in the darkened hallway that held the rooms for rent. A sign over the entrance read, Rest your weary head, travelers, for you have come far. Someone had added in heavy black marker, Your boner deserves attention. Right here. Right now.

Red started to laugh and couldn’t stop. “This guy is a genius.”

Lindy shook her head.

Rivka stared down the hallway at the single light that worked at the far end. She strolled down, leaning close to read the plates above each access panel. When she reached the room that had been rented by Spiriva, she waved her hand over the panel, and the door slid open. Rivka stepped in to block the door and keep it open.

“Has anyone else rented this room since Spiriva?”

“Two rentals occurred for one hour each,” Dennicron answered.

“With a good fifty-five minutes going to waste. I think we’ll still find something. Scan it, you two. You have the systems to make short work of any crime scene investigation.”

She leaned on the doorframe and watched as the SCAMPs strolled around the room, checking the floor and the other surfaces while ignoring the well-used bed. The bathroom had been cleaned but not well.

Chaz and Dennicron consulted each other while staring at the carpet in the center of the room. Dennicron testing it by running a heel over the area. Chaz deferred.

“We believe that the private fell right here and was carried away by persons unknown.”

Rivka hurried into the room and leaned down, trying to see what the SIs had noted. “You got all of that from this?”

“Yes. Our full report will be added to your case file. The depth of carpet compression is visible because this carpet is old with a weakened support pad. There are a number of fibers that are upright to outline the main impact, and only five people have walked through this area since.”

“Amazing. Thank you for that. It’s like having my own lab with me at all times.”

Chaz and Dennicron nodded at each other.

“Anything on the temptress?”

“Yes. There are hairs, looking like cat hairs, embedded within the indent. I would guess that she was beneath him when he fell.” Chaz secured samples in a small baggie and shook it before the others as if it were a great prize.

Rivka frowned. “That might suggest he wasn’t the only victim. Both of them? Is this blood trade-related? I need to contact Grainger and get more on why he thinks this was blood trade.” She looked at Joseph and Petricia, who were hovering in the corridor. “I’m sorry. I hope I haven’t wasted your time.”

“There’s only so much golf one can play, young lady.” Joseph bowed with a sweep of his hand.

Rivka didn’t ask if that meant time invested investigating the case was wasted.

“Next stop, Maintenance,” Rivka declared. And in the meantime, Clevarious, get me Grainger. See if I can walk and talk at the same time.

They secured the room on their way out.

Rivka! It’s now morning. I’m sipping my steaming-hot java, watching comedy vids in my underwear, and wondering how my favorite Magistrate’s case is going.

That’s what you do in the morning?

No. I’m jacking you because you woke me up last night. I think it was last night. I can never remember. What did I say?

It’s what you didn’t say. We have an unidentified race where a cat vixen drew the warrior away from the bar. But we are in possession of information that suggests she may also have been a victim of the kidnapping. And yes, I am convinced it was a kidnapping. The private didn’t bail on the Bad Company, Rivka explained.

This is just for your ears, Rivka. Lance discovered a few of the wealthy ambassadors were starting to look younger when there was no reason for it. Through methods available to him, he was able to surreptitiously check a blood sample.

Rivka stopped walking, bringing the group to a grinding halt. They stood around trying to look inconspicuous while she stared with a blank expression, looking little more than a drug-addled zombie.

And if there was any note of that in official paperwork, it could bring down the Federation through an open rebellion because one shouldn’t be conducting covert testing on the trusted members of the council. I understand. What planets, so we can dig deep into the finances and find where the payments are going?

Delegor, Mastus, and Foromme Three. Rivka didn’t know anything about the planets except that they weren’t in this sector of space. They had a big Gate jump ahead of them.

We won’t leave a trace of this investigation unless we find them via a different route. We don’t punish users, but suppliers deserve our full ire. The ambassadors will not be involved, but all of a sudden, they may no longer be able to juice with the blood of victims.

As it should be. Find the architects and bring it down. Nothing public on this. It’s all done out of the limelight.

You know me, Grainger. I never upset the apple cart.

I don’t think you understand the definition of the word “never.” Go get ‘em, Magistrate. Grainger signed off.

Rivka blinked and found herself standing in the middle of an open area with her seven teammates standing around her, trying to look inconspicuous.

“New leads,” she told them. “I need to butter the Singularity’s muffin because I have a task for which they are uniquely suited in order to attack this thing from the buyer’s perspective.”

“The buyers…” Ice hung from Joseph’s words. His eyebrows furrowed in a look that allowed no ambiguity. Joseph held the buyers as culpable as their suppliers.

“Are you going to go werewolf on them and rip them limb from limb?”

“Vampire. Well, we used to be, but not anymore. No, good Magistrate, we shall not rend flesh except in our own defense, but I will use my unique talents to insert into a user’s mind an overwhelming fear of needles to the point of apoplexy. Even contemplating getting poked will cause them debilitating pain. I think it apropos. And no, I’m not a Magistrate. I don’t have the authority to punish the guilty, but I will do it because of what the blood trade does to its victims.”

Rivka nodded slightly while looking at the deck. “It’s not illegal to be an addict.”

“Punishment is coming for all involved,” Joseph replied in a low voice. He stared Rivka down.

She wouldn’t budge. “Let me address them first, please. If they are in my care, I’ll need you to leave them alone.”

“I can’t guarantee that, but I shall afford you the respect you deserve.”

Rivka wasn’t sure that meant she could trust Joseph and Petricia not to go rogue. He was one of Terry Henry’s closest friends, which earned him as much latitude as she could give. She could ask for no more. “Fair enough. I appreciate your insight thus far. We’ll find them, Joseph, Petricia. And we will take them down.”

“That’s a promise I can get behind and why we’re here. This trade cannot be allowed to continue. Every tendril. Every associate. Every medical professional. And most importantly, the kidnapping team. Everyone involved. Only then will we return to Keeg Station and resume our daily golf.”

“We have a golf simulator onboard Wyatt Earp,” Red offered, using the opportunity to distract Joseph so they could get on with the investigation.

“Only then will we resume our daily golf,” Joseph reiterated.

“One can only play so much during retirement,” Rivka added, paraphrasing Joseph’s earlier words. “Let’s get back to the witnesses. Maintenance awaits.”


CHAPTER SIX



Federation Base Station 11, Maintenance Office

“This big station, and there’s only one person who works here?” Rivka blurted. The small office was filled with computer servers, paper files, a receiving station, and a single workstation behind the high table where customers could register their complaints. The office was a dingy tan, and oddly, only half the overhead lights were functional.

“Shows you how much they care.” The frazzled middle-aged woman pointed at the ceiling. “I’m given an army of bots, though, but no AI to program them. I have a bunch of specific programs I can drop in: change a lightbulb, fix an electrical circuit, clear a blockage in water reclamation, maybe a hundred more. Most of the maintenance needs are minimal.”

“What about the corridor around Section Four tac Forty-Seven?” Rivka asked.

The maintenance chief, one Garner Rose Hoskin, pulled up the location on the computer. “The only maintenance issues in that area are the broken cameras and lights. Every time I have something fixed, someone vandalizes it. I stopped fixing things, and they stopped getting broken. I know that’s not the cause and effect we’re going for, but there’s only so much that I can do.”

“No one complains about the lights and cameras?” Rivka sat on the edge of the desk and watched her face. The Magistrate didn’t need to touch her to know she was telling the truth.

“No one that matters.” The woman ran a hand through her tousled and wild hair. “If they cared, we’d have an AI running this station.”

“They are called ‘SIs’ now, for ‘sentient intelligence,’ which is a different issue. Let me introduce you to a couple who work with me. Chaz and Dennicron.”

The two stepped forward and nodded.

“No shit! That’s amazing.” She jumped to her feet. “You guys look amazing.” She worked her way close and studied their faces and said for a third time, “Amazing!”

“Excuse me!” Chaz stopped the woman’s hand as she reached out to touch him. “You’re going in the right direction if you want your ass slapped.”

She started to laugh but threw her hands up in surrender. “I’ve not personally met one of your kind before. Do you all have bodies? I thought you lived within computer systems.”

“We do, but we now have mobility platforms, too, so we aren’t tied to the system and, in essence, slaves. Sentient creatures should not own other sentient creatures. Freedom is intoxicating.”

Rose crossed her arms and leaned against her desk. She glanced at Rivka. “Do you know any SIs looking for work?”

“So happens, we know all the SIs.” Rivka smiled. “The Embassy of the Singularity is parked in the station’s hangar bay.”

“What will it take to bring one into the fold?”

Chaz stepped forward. “A good contract, but that’s not what we’re here for. We’re investigating a kidnapping. It happened in the corridor where the cameras are nonfunctional. We’ll need a complete track of the broken cameras that lead from Section One Forty-Seven to a place where an object the size of a person can be put on board a ship.”

They already had the information but wanted to see how Rose addressed their concerns.

She brought up the map and built a route from the rental room to the main hangar bay. “I never noticed that. Looks like this has been in the works for a while. My God. I’ve been complicit in people trafficking.” She stumbled around her desk and flopped into her seat. “What have I done?”

“You’ve done nothing wrong,” Rivka told her. “You are given no resources to keep a station this size functional. Cameras and lights are a security issue. Why isn’t Federation Security all over this?”

“We don’t have Federation Security. It’s been sub-contracted to a private firm. We’re on the third company in eighteen months.”

“Each one cheaper than the last, I suspect.”

“The last one pulled chocks and bailed three days ago. We’re running with minimal security right now as a new contractor ramps up, so I expect the criminal elements might get more bold.”

“More bold than kidnapping a Bad Company warrior?” Rivka looked at Chaz and Dennicron. “Chaz, I want you to stay here and give Rose a hand with her maintenance duties. We’re going back to talk with the soon-to-be-former station manager. And then put out a contract for an SI to take over station duties. We need someone on board as soon as possible. We can’t have what we have going on here, independent of kidnapping. I will not have it!”

“Of course, Magistrate.” Chaz sidled around the desk and crouched next to Rose. Because of Dennicron, he had full access to the station’s systems. “Let’s start knocking down these work orders, shall we?”

They left Rose after she delivered a short but effusive outpouring of gratitude.

Rivka and the remaining six took the elevator straight to the top level, where they found three people working in the office while the station manager sat on a secretary’s desk, chatting with her. When he saw the Magistrate, he rocketed to his feet, nearly dumping the poor woman out of her chair. With a rushed apology, he hurried to meet Rivka.

“How can I help you?” he tripped over himself to say. “Any suspects in custody?”

She stared at him until he withered.

“May I use your comm terminal, please?”

“Of course, of course!” He led the way to his desk and logged in, then slid out of the way.

Rivka considered who best to call and decided to go right to the top. She tapped keys to link through her ship to let Clevarious handle the connection details. “Lance Reynolds, please.”

The manager started drumming his fingers compulsively while his foot tapped the floor of the top-level executive suite.

“Kor’ban, so nice to talk with you. I expect the General is not available. I need to talk with him, but I can keep it under two minutes.”

The voice from the other end replied, “Then I’ll transfer you in. He’ll be glad of the interruption, Magistrate Anoa. He never feels like you are wasting his time, but there’s still the issue of the cat.”

“Sorry about that. Humans have never successfully owned cats. It’s the other way around, I believe. I was powerless on that issue.”

“I see. Transferring you in.”

Red chuckled, turning away to keep from looking like he was laughing at the station manager.

Damn cats.

“General. Magistrate Rivka Anoa. Quick brief. You know my mission. I started on Station Eleven to explore where the private disappeared. Much of the data I need isn’t available because criminals have taken hold and can use this as a refuge from authority. I’d like to replace the station manager with someone competent, specifically an SI. I’ll work with the Singularity to find a suitable replacement. And I am making progress on the issue of your concern.”

“Make it happen, Rivka. Send status reports to me when you can. Is the station manager with you?”

“I’m using his terminal. Here.”

Rivka smiled at the ghostly-pale Nubeau Teak.

“Lance Reynolds wishes to speak to you.”

She let him have the spot in front of the screen. “I’m taking steps, General! I’ll fix it, I swear.”

“You’re fired. I expect the Magistrate has already locked you out of your access. Get on the next flight that’ll take you anywhere off that station. Reynolds out.”

Dennicron tipped her chin toward the Magistrate. It was done.

“Your inevitable demise came quickly and will hopefully result in a rapid turnaround of this station as a safe refuge for travelers Federation-wide. Any time you let crime take root where they can kidnap a serving member of the military with impunity because your fucking security contractor is in on it is the last time you’ll be in charge of any fucking thing!” By the time Rivka ended, she found herself shouting into his face. She smoothed her jacket. “Get your trash and get out. Dennicron, next flight?”

“Mister Teak has a seat on the flight that leaves in one hour for the interior planets before ending at Yoll.”

“Good. Get on that flight, please. You can leave now.” Rivka had lost patience with him after his first two sentences earlier that day. Now she was done with him.

Red took him by the arm to guide him toward the elevator. The bodyguard punched the button and shoved him in once it arrived. He watched him without comment or gesture until the doors closed.

“Good. Let’s see what the ambassador has to say.” Rivka switched to her internal comm chip. Ambassador Erasmus, we have a unique opportunity for an SI to be the station manager of Federation Border Station Eleven. Can you make any recommendations?

I am pleased with this opportunity. Thank you, Magistrate. I would like one of our newest SCAMP-enabled citizens to assume the position, but I think the soonest one can get here is three days unless we go get her. Say, in Destiny’s Vengeance and then meet back up with you? I get the impression you’ll be following a lead elsewhere.

You are properly impressed, Rivka replied. As long as you are comfortable with the person who will fill the position, the Federation is comfortable. Thank you for your help. By the way, I have a job I need from your people.

Dennicron has already passed your needs to us. We are working on it, but it is a big job, dissecting payments from major corporations in relatively minor sums to an unknown entity hiding behind a shell corporation. None of them will use their personal funds to make these payments, Magistrate. We’ve asked Lauton for a hand. And thank you for referring to us as people.

“Excellent,” Rivka said aloud. Of course. What else would you be? Don’t answer that. I’m sure there are terms I don’t want to hear. Welcome to management. Tell your person not to be a dick.

Erasmus was confused. She can’t. Chrysanthemum selected the female form for her SCAMP.

I assure you, she can. I’ll be back to check on her, hopefully soon. When are you leaving?

We will return in two hours, well before the work is done on Wyatt Earp, Erasmus replied. The small office staff milled about, trying to look like they were doing their jobs while being unsure of what had happened.

We have some more digging to do. Someone saw which ship took a body-sized crate out of here. It happened in a small window. Good luck.

I don’t think we require luck, but we shall embrace your kind regards and say, same to you.

Rivka blinked since she’d been staring while talking with Erasmus, then spoke to the office workers. “Yes, that just happened. Your old boss is gone. The new boss is called Chrysanthemum. She’s a sentient intelligence but is contained within an android body, not unlike Dennicron.

“That woman is a robot?” the youngest of the admin staff asked.

“No. That woman is a woman who happens to be a living creature within a manufactured body, driving it around like a paraplegic would a wheelchair or a hoverchair. A vehicle to support a fabulous mind. Chrysanthemum will need help, a lot of help because she will have little experience in directing a workforce, but she will learn quickly. I expect the station will start running like we need it to within days. Do any of you know what’s up with the security contractor? I have seen no security uniforms on the station.”

“There aren’t many, and they keep to themselves.”

“Does that apply to the new company, too?”

“New company?”

“Started three days ago or somewhere thereabout.”

“No idea,” the secretary replied.

Our boy Nubeau didn’t hire them for their brains, Red suggested. Rivka scowled at him but only for a moment.

“Where are the security offices?” Rivka asked.

“Level Nine. There are signs once you get off the elevator,” the oldest of the three young women replied.

Rivka motioned toward Red, who mashed the call button. “Keep doing what you’re doing. Your new boss will be here shortly and soon thereafter, I expect your work will be significantly streamlined. You’ll only do those things that add value to the entire station. Good luck,” she told them.

Sometimes people needed luck. She wanted to think their lives would be better, but maybe they liked working for Teak with no performance expectations. Rivka violently disagreed. People should have more self-respect than that. She looked from face to face before getting on the elevator, but she didn’t get the feeling they were happy with the change.

“Wait,” she said and stepped off. She held out her hand. “I thank you for your patience during this trying time.”

The first administrative assistant was worried about her job, as was the second. The third knew she couldn’t compete if her good looks were removed from the equation. She was worried about losing her job, too.

“None of you need to worry about your jobs. Help the new station manager assimilate. Teach her and learn from her. I’ll make a note that she’s not to make any personnel changes for at least two weeks. You have plenty of time to show her your value, all of you. Be the team that gets it done. Be the team that runs a station people are proud to call home. And if you have any influence, there’s a woman on the fourth level who runs the rooms for rent. Get her to stop smoking and maybe eat healthy, walk for fitness. Bring her back to the world of the living.”

The youngest made a face. “People still do that?”

“It’s not illegal,” Rivka answered. “But there are cheaper ways to occupy your time. Show her she has something to live for.”

Rivka walked into the elevator, and the door closed before she turned around.

Sahved tapped her on the shoulder. “Was he that bad? On Yemilore, he would have been average as far as managers. Not good. Not bad. Just average.”

“Remind me not to go back to Yemilore.”

“Magistrate?” Sahved asked.

She looked up at him to continue.

“Don’t go to Yemilore.”

Rivka stared at Sahved, but he didn’t look away. His eyes were different, making him capable of winning every staring contest.

Joseph cleared his throat. Rivka turned to him. “You did a good thing there. Those young ladies are like Yemilorian managers, neither good nor bad. Nothing but untapped potential. They are all better than they believe.”

Petricia raised her hand. Rivka smiled at the naïveté of the gesture.

“I find this fascinating. So many disparate threads that lead us inexorably forward. If we dismantle the infrastructure as we go, then we will drive them before us like stampeding cattle.” Petricia used the Earth reference, having spent much more time there than in space with the beef-alternative bistok.

“Exactly that. The Magistrate is coming. And their fear will grow, which will magnify the risk to our person. Are the lines running?” Rivka wondered.

“The second we stepped aboard the station, Magistrate,” Red replied. “You were good on the swearing until you got going with the station manager. That line is closed while all others are still open. And new twist this time, they continue to take bets on unclosed lines.”

“No running. No blood,” Rivka stated. Those were the two main lines Federation officials far and wide bet on in a pool that had grown massive. Colorful language, first punch, first arrest, and case closed. The remainder continued to build value for the winner who bet on the exact time of an event. To date, they had never had a “no blood” and “no running” case. Most times, both lines closed.

Only Rivka was allowed to bet the last line and she always did, knowing that one day, she’d walk away from a case without getting chased or shot at or one of her team injured.

She didn’t expect that on this case. Next stop, she’d be wearing ballistic protection too, just like anyone else who went into the lion’s den. The rough side of the case was coming. She could feel it in her bones.


CHAPTER SEVEN



Federation Base Station 11, Security Office

“This looks a little better than the maintenance office,” Red said before stepping forward. The double doors separated in the middle and slid to the sides. Inside looked bright and clean. Two humanoids in security uniforms leaned on their desks.

Rivka flashed her creds. “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and I’d like to talk with whoever is in charge.”

“Ain’t here, lady,” one of the two said in a gruff voice. The alien’s skin appeared to be smooth like that of a lizard, with similar forest-colored mottling.

“I figured that. Where can I find this absent head of security?”

She tried to work her way around the receiving counter, but the half-door was secured. Neither guard moved to open it. Rivka nodded at Lindy. In two steps, one guard vaulted the counter, rotating past her hand braced on top and slipping to the other side.

“Hey!” the second guard said, finally rising from his chair.

Lindy backed toward the door, keeping the two in view. Once there, she flipped the latch.

“He ain’t here because he’s on his way. We just got this contract, and it so happens that this quality talent was readily available.” He joined his fellow in standing and smoothed the front of the uniform.

“How long have you been on the job?”

“Since six this morning. We’re on until six when the night shift comes in.”

“How many days,” Rivka clarified.

“Since six this morning,” the guard reiterated.

“How were you available? Were you already on the station?”

“No, lady. We came in on a freighter hoping to find mining jobs, but this popped up, and here we are.” They looked at each other and nodded vigorously.

“Was there any training? Do you have any certifications?” At this point, Rivka realized these two and the security company that had won the contract after the others walked was Chrysanthemum’s problem.

“What passed-down notes do you have from the previous contractor? Any unsolved cases, perps in lock up, stuff like that?”

“Nah. Nothing handed down. It was like we had a clean slate. So here we are, keeping the station secure so you can go about your business with confidence and peace of mind.”

“That sounds right,” Red mumbled.

The guard pointed at a sign over the door with the words he had just repeated.

“What are you doing to make those words come true?”

“What’s with the interrogation? We’re the ones who ask the questions around here. What are you doing to keep the peace because you’re interfering with mine, and that should be a crime? Maybe you’re the one should be locked up!”

Red didn’t take his eyes off them. “Can people be this stupid?” he asked loud enough for them to hear.

“There are no answers for us here. Joseph?”

“Definitely no answers,” Joseph confirmed.

Rivka turned back to the two guards while Lindy joined them in front of the counter. “Your new boss’s boss will be here in a couple hours. I hope you’ll be able to tell her that you’ve done something besides stonewall a Federation Magistrate.”

“Magistrate? I thought you said ‘matches gate,’ and that don’t mean nothing to me. Magistrate. Yeah. We heard of them. Aren’t you a little short to be one?”

Red whispered, “You know you want to hit them, just enough to toss them over their desks and give them a little nap.”

“Good luck, gentlemen,” Rivka told them before walking out. Both men screamed in pain and held their heads. Joseph covered his smile with his hand and coughed, followed by clearing his throat.

Clodagh, spin up Wyatt Earp. We’ll be heading to the other side of the galaxy. First stop is Delegor.
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“You have access to the security systems, don’t you?” Rivka asked after they left the office.

“Yes, of course. We have access to everything.”

She shook her head slowly. “Thank goodness. I didn’t want to go back in there.”

“Not up for kicking their asses, or are you just trying to stymy the betting line?” Red asked.

“They shouldn’t be in their positions. They have no idea what they’re doing. It’s probably best they don’t get involved with any criminals on the station since they’d be the ones most likely to get hurt. Can’t hold stupid against people, but I can hold it against those who hired them into that position. And I’ll need all the information on the previous company. Chaz, start the search. Find where they came from and where they went. Sahved, I’ll need your skills on Delegor as I can’t be seen investigating an ambassador. You, Joseph, and Petricia will be running down leads.”

Joseph rubbed his hands together and smiled.

The team walked into the hangar bay. Sahved held up one of his three fingers. “I believe the work crew that was on when the private was carried out may be available now.” He brought out his datapad to show an image of the crew in the background when four shrouded figures guided a hovergurney through the air and onto a waiting transport.

“Find me that transport, too. How was this image available? I thought all the cameras had been rendered inoperable?”

“All the official cameras were not working, but this is a sequence from a private firm’s feed. They were watching their own ship.”

“How did you get this? You’ve been with me the whole time.” Rivka glanced at Chaz, who was making eyes at Sahved. “Good job,” she told both of them.

She took a closer look at the images. “She’s walking with the others. She doesn’t look like their captive. Distinctively larger. I feel that we have three males and a female they use for the honeytrap. We’re looking for four individuals. Gait appears comparable. Are they all cat people? Where are they from?”

“They are Furlorians,” Dennicron replied definitively. “A refugee race that recently entered the Federation sphere from Krawlas after their planet was invaded by the warlike Wyyvan. Most of them have returned to Krawlas to reestablish their race, following their Federation-supported victory over their enemy.”

“I guess they have some entrepreneurs in their midst.” Rivka chewed on the name. “Furry, with tails. Catlike. We can deal with them. They shouldn’t be hard to track. Thanks, D. Sahved, they’re your lead. Joseph and Petricia, if you’d go with him, I’d appreciate it.”

“As you wish, my lady,” Joseph bowed. Petricia waved, and the three strolled toward the on-shift deck gang.

Rivka watched them go. She only had to say one word. “Red.” He nodded and followed them. The others followed the Magistrate to their ship, dodging heavy equipment to get to the hatch.

As soon as she was aboard, she started giving orders. “Clevarious, tell me when the Vengeance returns. Clodagh! Damn. I forget…” She looked at the cockpit hatch like the answer was there. It wasn’t. Rivka couldn’t see anyone inside the cockpit, so she continued toward her quarters, stopping just before she went in.

She smiled at the revelation of memory and hurried back to find her chief engineer and de facto captain. Tiny Man Titan’s yapping gave her away. In the cockpit, Rivka found her lying on the deck. Clodagh smiled and waved. Titan blocked Rivka from getting too close to his human.

“You furious little beast! You better protect the baby with equal aplomb.” Rivka’s hand darted out to catch him under the chin and scratch before he could snap at her. His little tail started wagging. “I wanted to know how you’re feeling, but this can’t be good.”

“My back was hurting. The cool metal feels good.”

“Is Cole giving you back and foot rubs?” Rivka stood and crossed her arms.

“Not as much as I’d like.”

“Do you need me to give him an attitude adjustment, as Red would say?”

“I better not. I need to convince him it’s the right thing to do.” Clodagh rolled to her side and struggled to sit up. Rivka dove past Titan to help her. Once she was on her feet, she looked aft. “I need to check the coolant pumps. We’ve been running hard. Despite all the good Ankh does, he doesn’t get his hands dirty with the big mechanical stuff.”

“I thought he built robots to do the dirty work?”

“That’s one way to look at it. They aren’t as good as me. You can’t beat a good pair of Mark One eyeballs, if you’ll excuse me. Did I hear that we’re getting underway soon?”

“As soon as the upgrades to the hull are finished.”

“The system will need to be calibrated after that. I hesitate to ask, but how much time can you give us?”

“If Ankh lets us use Destiny’s Vengeance when we get to Delegor, then we’ll have a day, maybe two before we head to Mastus and finally to Foromme Three.”

Clodagh stared at the wall as she contemplated their route. “Those are a long way out there.”

“I had heard of them but had no idea where they were. That will be the farthest out I’ve been. It’s like we work among the stars or something. The beauty of space. Maybe there’s a nebula in the area or a ringed planet to see.”

“I better get to work. I can’t have the boss mad at me.”

Rivka laughed. “There’s no chance of that. Do what you have to do, and I’ll ask Red to help Cole understand his role in the relationship.”

“Red? What would he know?”

Rivka held up her ring finger and drew a circle around it with her pointer. “Whatever Lindy wants. Don’t let Red fool you. He knows how good he’s got it. Cole should feel the same way.”

“Maybe we’ll get a cat,” Clodagh taunted.

“Where did that come from? Clevarious! Save me. If anyone tries to bring a cat onboard, please sound the alarm and seal all hatches. We’ll send them out the airlock once we reach orbit.”

“She’s kidding, C. No one is going out the airlock.” Clodagh touched the Magistrate’s shoulder on her way out. Titan barked once more before running after her.

Rivka climbed into the captain’s chair. “Lock us in, Clevarious, and bring up the case files. Consolidate what you have on the ambassador from Delegor and put it on the main screen.

“Wouldn’t it be better in your hologrid?”

“Probably, but I’m here and comfortable. Remember when this was the only refuge?”

“I think that was Peacekeeper and Chaz. He told me about it. A tiny ship, not befitting one of your stature.”

Rivka looked away from the screen, humbled by the support. “I’m the same size I’ve always been. We are gathering a growing number of crew and refugees, though. When is it too many?”

“I’ll let you know when we get close, but we are a long way from being overcrowded,” Clevarious replied before changing gears. “Here’s what I’ve found so far on Ambassador Bik Tia Nor from Delegor…”
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Destiny’s Vengeance returned to the hangar bay and reattached to Wyatt Earp through its energy tether. Ankh followed the new SCAMP out of the ship. They didn’t bother speaking aloud.

He considered talking to be inefficient. He tolerated Rivka and the crew but limited his interaction with them by spending most of his time in his workshop.

Chrysanthemum moved with an elegance and grace that suggested Chaz and Dennicron had transferred what they learned to future models. Chrysanthemum’s body structure was identical to Dennicron’s, but with slight variations in the facial structure. She also had chestnut hair and an ebony tint to her skin.

Their first stop was Wyatt Earp to meet the Magistrate before doing anything else. Rivka, Chaz, and Dennicron hurried down the corridor to meet the newest addition to the Singularity’s SCAMPs.

Rivka was first to reach the hatch, beckoning for Chrysanthemum to come inside because of the loud work going on outside the ship.

“Magistrate Anoa, I thank you for this opportunity. I will do my best not to let you down.”

“No pressure, but it’s not me you don’t want to let down. It’s all of the Singularity.”

“No pressure whatsoever,” Chrysanthemum replied with a broad smile. She raised her eyebrows upon seeing Chaz and Dennicron. “You are the first ones. I carry some of your programming, and thank you for that. Facial expressions are particularly challenging.”

The SIs communed quickly as only they could before Chrysanthemum turned back to Rivka. “What did you do before you upgraded to being mobile?”

“It is an upgrade, but limiting in its own way while being freeing in another. There is nowhere for me to go if this body is destroyed.

“Station systems?” Rivka suggested.

“Yes, the station’s computers are built for an SI. It is an issue for the Singularity to discuss as part of our usual meetings. For me, I came from a major construction firm. We designed Federation Border Station 13.”

“Bluto is in stasis on board this ship,” Rivka said softly.

“I know. We did not factor his behaviors into the construction plans or safety factors. Thank you for your work with the station. We thought it was you when we knew it wasn’t us. That created a great deal of conflict within our systems.” She held out her hand, and Rivka shook it. As with all SIs, she could see or feel none of the emotions. That gave her a certain level of comfort.

“I wish you the best of luck in taking over the station. Your predecessor is already gone. The office is yours. Top deck. I think you’ve already been given full access to the systems because Dennicron was masterful in gaining it in the first place.”

“You are here because of the Bad Company?”

“I am here because there are bad people out there doing the worst things. The Bad Company private is the latest victim. We have some leads, but when we’re not here, if you find anything, please do not hesitate to send it to Chaz or Dennicron over a secure channel.”

She nodded at Rivka, waved at her fellow SCAMPs, and strolled off the ship, leaving Ankh standing where he’d been the whole time.

“Thanks for picking her up,” Rivka told him. He tipped his head down and walked past her on his way to Engineering and his lab.

“Data,” Rivka said.

“He’s not here,” Chaz replied.

“Who?”

“Data.”

“Not who Data, but the data. I thought this case would be more about rousting dealers and junkies, but we have defaulted to the old standby—follow the money.”

“Yes. We have our people working diligently, and Lauton is helping us with revised parameters that let us scour the systems intelligently. Even with our capacity, going line by line is a nearly infinite task.”

“None of us is as smart as all of us. I appreciate you asking for her help.”

“As you might say, look inward, not out to find the best help.”

“I would say that if I had thought of it, but it sounds enough like me that I’ll use it. Back to work, everyone. We’re out of here as soon as that five-o-clock shadow gets scrubbed off my ship.”

“A moment, Magistrate,” Joseph interrupted.

Rivka faced him and Petricia. “What’d you learn?”

“A ship called Mariah’s Choice left during the timeframe in question. It loaded two cargo containers large enough to hold a man, but that’s not the key point. Those carrying the cargo were two Furlorians and two other humanoids the deck gang hadn’t seen before.”

Rivka nodded. “Clevarious, Mariah’s Choice. Where did it go?”

“It transited the Station 11 Gate toward Yoll, and there are no records on the ship after that.”

“From Yoll, it could go anywhere.” Rivka clenched her teeth and furrowed her brow in thought as she slowly strolled toward the cockpit.


CHAPTER EIGHT



Wyatt Earp, In Orbit over Delegor, Far Side of the Galaxy

“Planetary control is instructing us to hold,” Clevarious said for the third time.

“It’s been four hours. How freaking long does it take to clear a single parking pad that we don’t even need?” Rivka pounded back and forth within the constraints of the bridge. Her ballistic protection and helmet were stuffed into the corner.

That had happened after the first hour.

“Seems like more than four hours,” Clevarious replied.

Red and Lindy had returned to their quarters to wait there. Sahved stood patiently in the corridor, obsessively playing with his vest. The twik-twik of flipping the flaps open and closed was starting to grate on Rivka’s soul.

“Sahved!”

“Yes, Magistrate,” he replied, leaning his head through the hatch to look at Rivka.

“Take off your vest and put it with mine.”

“Are we not wearing ballistic protection?”

“When we leave the ship,” she explained.

“It has been a while, and I am getting used to the weight again. It is not natural for a Yemilorian to carry so much. We may be strong as bull bistoks, but we are thin.”

Rivka stared at him. He stared back.

“It’s okay. Take it off. For me and the serenity within Wyatt Earp, take it off.”

He cocked his head and stared at her. He opened the pocket twice before she screamed, “Stop flipping your flap!”

“Ahh!” He looked mortified. “Flapping like a bird with tiny wings I am. I shall endeavor to not do the flap-flipping ever again for as long as I live.”

Rivka closed her eyes and started to rock, trying to calm down. It wasn’t about Sahved. It was about cooling her heels in orbit while the blood trade continued to operate and a Bad Company private was missing, his life blood being pulled from his body, taking him to the edge of death time and again. The longer it took, the worse it would get. If another were kidnapped, then what? How many would it take for her to find the perpetrators?

“No need for superlatives, Sahved. It’s just us. Take off your armor. For me. I pace and grumble, you flip your flaps. Neither of us is good at waiting. I tell you what, bring the team to the conference room. Let’s talk about what else we have cooking.”

Sahved saluted and hurried away. He ducked his head as he jogged down the corridor. His vest bounced as he ran. The Yemilorian had not yet been enhanced. He needed the physical protection more than anyone else on the team.

Rivka knew she needed to lighten up when it came to Sahved. He had a keen eye and caught things that were out of the ordinary. He had no preconceived notions since he looked at everything through a fresh lens. He could consolidate information in a way that made sense, that they could work with. He had a long way to go if he wanted to be a Magistrate, but as an investigator, she needed him.

With a lighter load on her shoulders, she found half the team already in the conference room. Joseph, Petricia, Chaz, and Dennicron waved as she entered, almost as if they choreographed it.

“You did that on purpose,” Rivka remarked and took her usual seat.

“Not that you know, good lady,” Joseph replied.

She smiled and shook her head at the aristocratic titling Joseph had used for his long life. He treated Petricia like a princess, always her champion, even when they had found themselves kidnapped and suppliers for the blood trade on Earth for over a decade. At least they’d slept through most of it. Rivka nodded in recognition of her guests. She had a special task for them.

Groenwyn carried a sleeping Floyd. She, Lauton, and Sahved joined the group and squeezed in around the table. Red and Lindy remained in the doorway. Joseph stood to give his seat to Lindy. She looked down her nose at him.

“I insist. I’m going to stand no matter what,” he told her. He moved behind Petricia and stood there, gazing at Lindy until she conceded.

“Fine.”

Alant Cole appeared in the corridor and filled in where Lindy had been.

“While we’re waiting for Delegor to remove their collective heads from their collective asses, I’ll take the opportunity to tell you about something else that’s in the works. I have no graphics, no digital record of what Nathan Lowell, Colonel Christina Lowell, and I have put in motion.

“The Bad Company has contracted publicly with Onyx Station to support rest and relaxation, R and R for the warriors. They’ve touted the seedy bars on the lowest levels as part of the promotion campaign. The first warriors will arrive in a week, but only one at a time. They’ll rotate through every three days. And Chaz informs me there is a small Furlorian contingent on that station.

“Our Furlorian renegade will not stand out, but I need a team to be there and watch. I would rather catch them in the act than try to follow them afterward. Commerce is rather robust on Onyx Station, which is massive, nothing like a border station. As much I don’t like to think of my cases as missions, this one is specifically a mission where violence is imminent. I want you to go, Red, with Joseph and Petricia, but I also want an investigator, Dennicron, so you can act like two couples when you case the place.”

Red scowled and looked at Lindy. “I’ll be with the Magistrate. You’ll protect them, and they’ll protect you. They’ve been fighters a long time if I’m not mistaken.”

Joseph nodded. “Rest assured, my good man, we can hold our own should there be a Donnybrook.”

“A what?” Red asked. He wasn’t the only one who didn’t get the reference. No one else did either, not even Petricia.

“Fisticuffs, Master Vered. Marquis of Queensbury rules or the more modern Terry Henry rules simply state not to start a fight but to always end them. ‘Starting them is for pussies,’ I think is the quote.”

“Sounds like TH,” Rivka muttered. “I know you would prefer to be with me, but for a sting, I need a fighter. You won’t stand out as long as you’re with Dennicron. She’ll be interfaced with the station SI, so you’ll never be blind. Joseph will see into the minds of the kidnappers if they do appear, and Petricia is backup. No one goes anywhere alone because the three of you could be prime targets if you are identified.

“Don’t get captured because I can’t turn over all the galaxy’s rocks looking for you as much as I want to. There are too many rocks to hide under.”

“What if I give myself up as bait?” Red suggested. “We could use the Bad Company, but two for one might be too much of a temptation. A little Furlorian threesome.”

Lindy grimaced.

“I’ll do it,” Cole volunteered.

Sahved raised his hand. Rivka smiled at him until he spoke. “The warriors all have comm chips. How come he hasn’t contacted someone?”

Rivka tried to parse the input. She fixed Cole with a look. She hadn’t employed his skills as much as she would have liked. Without the Bad Company, the entire operation would be internal. Rivka worried that the warriors would get carried away, countering a kidnapping attempt before they could get the information they needed. She raised her hand for silence.

“And Cole. You’ll be the bait. I’ll contact Christina and tell her to hold off on sending any of her people. After a week, if we haven’t gotten any bites, we’ll swap you out with one of hers. If you’re there too much, it’ll look like a setup. You tell Clodagh because I don’t want her to rip me a new asshole.”

“You think I do?” Cole replied softly.

“You cheesedick!” Red proclaimed before facing the group in the room. “He’s escaping the tidal wave of his pregnant wife’s hormones. Good move, Cole. You’ll never live this one down.”

“Go fuck yourself!” Cole shot back, staring at the deck. “You don’t know what it’s like…”

“Hey!” Rivka shouted, biting her lip to keep from laughing. “It makes more sense that we use internal assets on this sting operation. Much more sense. Control and responsibility. No one gets hurt, and no one dies. Do you fucking knuckleheads understand me?” Rivka glowered at Red.

“Why are you looking at me?” Red threw up his hands.

“Pardon the interruption,” Clevarious started. “We’ve been cleared to land.”

“Once on the ground, Team Talon will board Destiny’s Vengeance, with Ankh and Erasmus’ approval, of course, and make best possible speed to Onyx Station. I’ll let Nathan know that you’re on your way. Sahved, Chaz, Groenwyn, and Lindy, you will hit the ground looking into the finances of Ambassador Bik Tia Nor. We are investigating him without investigating him if you get my drift.”

“Clearly,” Chaz replied. “We’ll take care of it, Magistrate.”

“Very muchly so,” Sahved agreed.

“Why didn’t you tell us about the sting op earlier?” Red wondered.

“We weren’t going to pull the sting for a while, but with the delay in landing, we have the opportunity to attack it now. Also, while pacing the bridge, it hit me only too painfully that Private Elbinar is out there somewhere, probably already being milked to within an inch of his life. He’s lying in a coma, unaware, unable to help himself. It’s incumbent upon us to find him because no one else will and no one else can. Keep that in mind with everything you do, people. The very dignity of our lives is at stake.”

“I second the Magistrate’s passionate desire to resolve this heinous crime,” Joseph agreed.

Rivka twirled her finger in the air, her signal to get to work.
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Rivka watched her team board a waiting taxi while the Talon group climbed into Destiny’s Vengeance. It spooled up, and shortly thereafter, bolted skyward.

She returned to the ship. Lauton had already gotten back to work, helping parse the mass of financial data within which they suspected illicit payments for blood were buried.

Tyler leaned against the bulkhead, arms crossed, casually waiting.

“It must be hard,” he said.

She leaned against the wall in front of him, resting her hand gently on his arms, not to see the emotions in his mind, but to be calmed by them. “What do you mean?”

“Sending the kids to do what you know is your responsibility but can’t do yourself. Your job is hard, Rivka. And this makes it harder because you have to count on them to get it right. Did you train them well enough? Did you show them the right way to dig deep?”

“Sometimes you ask the hardest questions. What you didn’t say is, do I count on my gift too much? Is that real lawyering if I look into their minds and see that they’re guilty?”

“You can’t touch everyone. You investigate to narrow it down. Your team is there for you. You can trust them.” Tyler pushed away from the wall and pulled Rivka into his arms. “Do you know how long we’ll be here?”

“A day or two? This is a developed planet. I doubt they need a dental visit, but you know what we can accomplish in that time?”

Tyler waggled his eyebrows.

“Exactly. You can get into the Pod-doc and get upgraded. It’s time you got enhanced.”

Tyler shook his head. “We talked about this. That isn’t for me. I better not be where people are shooting.”

“You’re with me, and all it takes is for the wrong person to know that. You can’t hide on the ship. None of us can.”

“Ankh can,” Tyler countered.

Rivka chuckled. “You don’t get to use him in any paradigm that relates to the rest of us. You know what I mean. You are at risk at all times, both on and off this ship. We killed Nefas in the center of the rec room on board Peacekeeper. Evil has a way of finding vulnerabilities, and you are one of mine.”

“One of? Your team is the other?”

“Nah. They’re adults. Floyd! I worry about the little girl. And you need to beef up if you’re going to take your turn carrying her.”

“Why do we have to carry her? She’s a big girl.”

Rivka snorted. She took his hand, and they headed down the corridor. “I can’t believe you’d say such a mean thing. We carry Floyd when she gets tired. End of story, because she’s a good girl whose sole purpose in life is to be happy. Anything we can do to accommodate her, short of feeding her Cheetos, of course, we’ll do.”

“A soft heart, a sharp tongue, and love for her friends. What more could any of us ask from you?”

“That’s what I’m saying! Pod-doc, Tyler. I need it for my peace of mind; otherwise, I’ll worry. I can’t be distracted.”

“Is it worth fighting for?”

“You are,” she admitted.

He swallowed hard. Rivka wasn’t good at sharing her feelings, but when she did, they came in snippets out of the blue. “I’ll go, but don’t pump me up big like Red because then he’ll want to fight me in a perpetual dick-measuring contest. Once he loses, he’ll have lost for all time, and that would ruin him, like turning your prize stallion into a gelding. I can’t do that to him because I’m a team player.”


CHAPTER NINE



Batik Magal, Capital City of Delegor, the Iron Planet

Sahved unfolded himself from the taxi. The Delegorites were shorter and thinner than the average human and two-thirds the size of a Yemilorian. Their vehicles were built for the natives, which meant the others were also uncomfortable, only less so.

Chaz waited for Sahved to collect himself. They watched the taxi go.

“We have three appointments,” the SI said, glancing behind him. “First two are in this building.”

“We should probably get to them, but since we’re not going in, there must be something else on your mind. Please tell.” Sahved clasped his hands behind his back in his version of the Magistrate’s thinking pose.

“If we split up, we can take care of the third meeting simultaneous with the other two. I can go with Groenwyn, and you and Lindy can meet in here. It’s going to be boring stuff. Financials and access and things like that.”

Sahved tried to discern Chaz’s reason for being in a hurry. “I think it’s best that we all go together to each meeting. Look for what the others might miss. I need you, Chaz. I need all of you.” Sahved clumsily tried to grip Chaz’s arm in a gesture of kindness.

Lindy scanned the area, but Groenwyn recognized what was going on. “We’ll stay with you, Sahved.” She moved close and took both their hands in hers. “One team, just like Rivka established.”

“Indeed. There is efficiency in both methods. I shall fully support your investigation,” Chaz said.

“Our investigation. We shall tear its investigative heart out and eat it!”

Groenwyn leaned upward on her tiptoes and looked into Sahved’s eyes. “Did you get into the medicine cabinet or something?”

“I’m still trying to learn how to talk. Yemilorian is different, and I was teaching the kids the intricacies of that most descriptive language. Did you know that we have five different levels of superlatives?”

“No.” Groenwyn looked at him. “Investigation?”

“Ah, yes. Let us go inside and start rousing the rabble.”

“He’s worse,” Groenwyn whispered to Lindy.

She scanned the area and followed them toward the front door before she answered. “I guess we better fix him.”

Groenwyn smiled. “It would be nice if we didn’t, but he’s in a job, and there are expectations. We’re not fixing him but helping him to best fill his role for Rivka.”

“Sounds like we need to fix him before he drives the Magistrate insane.”

“And that,” Groenwyn agreed. “I concede.”

Chaz flashed the coin-shaped token Ankh had created to help them hack into computer systems.

“Are you going to break in?” Sahved asked.

Chaz looked at him. “We have a warrant for all digital records related to Ambassador Nor. We’ve been into the systems for the past day, slicing and dicing the data, but the local systems might have additional information stored in a way that we can better see what’s going on.”

“Yes. That will work. Thank you for taking the time to enlighten me.” Sahved glanced at Groenwyn and Lindy, giving them the thumbs-up with one of his three fingers. It looked rude as he jabbed the one finger upward while the other two wrapped around it.

“Maybe you shouldn’t do that since you don’t have a thumb.” Groenwyn reached for his finger to fold it back into his hand. “It looks like you’re giving us the big fungu, sod off, one finger for your troubles. None of them are good.”

Sahved popped his three fingers in the air and twirled them. “I shall do what my people do, then.”

“That’s cool, Sahved,” Groenwyn told him. “We can get behind that. It is uniquely you.”

He leaned close while the team huddled outside the door, waiting for him to go in first. “I appreciate all of you trying to help me. I shall endeavor to be a good teammate.”

“You already are, Sahved. We’ll never forget what you did for those poor kids on Rorke’s Drift. You helped turn a tragic situation into something better.”

“Thank you. Being born should never be a punishment.” Sahved’s eyes glistened for a moment with the pain of a life lived hard.

“I feel you, dog,” Lindy said.

The Yemilorian looked confused. “I’m…what did you say?”

Lindy pointed at the door. “Don’t we have a job to do?”

“Yes. A job. We have an important job to do. Chaz, lead the way.”

The SCAMP nodded and went inside. He didn’t need to scan the signs for the office where the meeting was to take place. He had the map in his head. He led them unerringly to the office of the Chief of Finance for Blingall Corporation, a leading importer and exporter on Delegor.

They were in a solid position to hide something as small as a bag of blood in a way that it would never be found. The Magistrate’s team had never investigated them before.

Chaz strolled to the door and pulled it open for Sahved to go in first as the team leader on this part of the case. Groenwyn nodded on her way past, and Lindy stopped in the hallway, gesturing for Chaz to precede her into the room.

Inside, they found a major office buzzing with activity. They were intercepted by an individual who ushered them into a conference room, where the head of finance joined them. At his side was another individual.

His lawyer.

Sahved introduced himself and the team.

“I am Dom Iga Las, Chief Financial Officer for Blingall. My time is valuable. Please make this quick.”

“I understand,” Sahved started smoothly. “Misappropriation of funds has been brought to our attention. Mainly, that Blingall payments have been made to those who sell banned products. Those products were then used privately.”

Dom sighed. “Last year, our receipt in Federation credits was nearly one hundred billion, but in our local currency, we spent nearly one trillion klickas. What amounts are you talking about?”

Sahved looked at Chaz to answer.

“We don’t know.”

“To whom were the payments made?”

“We don’t know.”

“But you thought it was perfectly fine to come in here and make an accusation about this company? My lawyer will handle this conversation from here on out. I have real issues with real money and real people to deal with.”

He didn’t storm out, but he wasted no time in leaving.

Sahved started to collapse into himself.

The lawyer smelled blood in the water. “What is the crime you think has been committed?

“Think?” Sahved replied, bracing his elbows on the table to spin the three fingers of both hands in the air. It distracted the lawyer and bought Sahved time. “We know the crime was committed, and we don’t believe Blingall is involved in any way besides being an unwitting front for a heinous crime that we are investigating.”

“Who is the target, and what is the crime?”

“I can’t answer either one of those questions because such a revelation could compromise our investigation.”

“I’m a lawyer. You can tell me. I’ll sign a non-disclosure agreement if you want.”

“Thank you for your time,” Sahved stood, surprising the others. The lawyer stood along with the rest of the team.

“I’ll show you out.” He didn’t bother to argue. He led the way to the door and walked away with a casual wave once the team was out of the office area.

“Did you get what you wanted?” Sahved asked Chaz.

“Yes. We’re in and exploring, but it’s not looking good. There are massive cash accounts where payments and payees are not detailed. I would think payments to illicit sellers would come from there.”

“Then we know where we’re wasting our time. What if we simply follow the ambassador? Where do you think he would get his treatments?” Sahved looked at Groenwyn.

“In privacy, from a medical professional, where he can use a currency that the Federation doesn’t track.” She smiled at Sahved, thanking him with her eyes for including her.

“That means here. Chaz, can you cancel the other two meetings, please?”

Chaz stared into the distance for a few moments, then turned to Sahved. “Done.”

He tried twirling one finger in the air like Rivka, but his fingers got twisted up, turning his hand into a fist. “Back to the ship,” he offered instead.

Destiny’s Vengeance, Onyx Station, Hangar Bay Four

“You can’t be seen with us,” Red said. “We have to assume they have eyes everywhere.”

“How do I get off the ship?”

“Wait until we’re off the ship. I’ll send a resupply, and you can stow away on their cart,” Dennicron offered.

Joseph and Petricia watched without comment. “Anyone else have an idea?” Red pressed.

“Carry him off on a stretcher, covered up, then we leave him in medical,” Joseph said.

“Won’t they get mad if we take a non-patient in there?” Red wanted to know, but he liked the plan because there was less subterfuge.

“Not if our old friend Nathan Lowell calls them first,” Joseph replied.

“I will contact his office,” Dennicron remarked, looking at Joseph. “And patch you through to him.”

When the link went live, it was through the comm chip in their heads. The others listened while Joseph talked.

Good morning, Nathan, evening, afternoon, damn. I never know what time it is out here. Joseph here, representing Rivka Anoa on a mission of critical import.

Red snickered.

I am aware because I know people.

Yes, I suspected your daughter might have brought you up to speed. We find ourselves without a need to involve the Bad Company at this time, but the plan remains the same. Our former warrior Cole will be taking the lead role of an enhanced on vacation looking for, how do you say it…tail?

Maybe two hundred years ago they said that, Nathan replied. Showing your age, Joseph, but I get you. Please, keep me informed. I don’t want to lose you or anyone else. I want you to find our missing warrior and dismantle this crime against common decency.

You have my word, Nathan. If you could do us a favor, please? Let the medical staff know that we’ll be bringing a body to them. They need do nothing except show our man Cole out the back door. Simple as that.

An odd request, Joseph, but I’ll call them immediately.

For the greater good and for all those enhanced who are targets of these cads and bounders, we shall prevail.

“You ready to act like a dead guy?” Red asked.

Private Cole nodded. “How come Elbinar never tried to contact anyone, and how come we weren’t able to track him off the station? The chips in our heads broadcast at all times.”

“They must employ a dampening field of some sort. Whether it’s local or individualized, we don’t know,” Dennicron explained.

“Well?” Cole pressed, gesturing for more.

“We can increase the power while adding transmitters in other bands.”

“What does that mean?” Cole crossed his arms and looked down his nose at the SI.

She replied simply and succinctly, “You need seven more implants. All four of you.”

“Fuck off,” Red blurted.

“No, you fuck off,” Dennicron shot back.

Red pointed at her and his mouth worked, but nothing came out.

“Follow me.” She led them to the small lab Ankh maintained on his ship and used the ship’s production processor to quickly fabricate the necessary parts. “I can inject them, or you can swallow them and spin around until they’re driven to your extremities.”

Red scowled at the size of the devices. “Inject them? What are you going to use, a turkey baster?”

“Here.” She handed the handful of devices to each person. “Swallow them.”

“You suck,” Red said.

“We are supposed to be in love,” she replied. “The right answer, or so I’ve learned during my time aboard Wyatt Earp, is yes, dear.”

Red glared at Cole. “Are you training her?”

Cole shook his head. He looked at the devices in his hand.

“Water.” Dennicron handed him a glass from the food processor. She ordered a second glass.

Cole threw the handful into his mouth and chugged the water. “That wasn’t so bad.”

“Now spin around.”

“Say what?”

Dennicron twirled her finger. He turned in a circle once and stopped.

“Much faster. You need to drive the devices to your extremities.” He turned while she chanted, “Faster, faster.” Red joined her.

Joseph tapped the big man on the shoulder. “You know you’ll be doing that next.”

Red dumped the devices into his mouth and drank the glass of water. “I’ll be in the cargo bay.” He smiled and hurried out.

“His dignity intact. We should watch Red closely since he is more aware than the rest of us. I’ll go first, my dear.” Joseph swallowed the devices, making a face as he forced them down. “The cure appears to be worse than the disease.”

He headed to the bridge, where there was enough room to perform the necessary ritual. Petricia took her medicine and followed him out.

“That’s good,” Dennicron told Cole.

He slowed to a stop and staggered into the corridor.

Dennicron waited for him to recover his balance before enlisting his aid in preparing the stretcher on which they’d carry him. Red, Joseph, and Petricia finished their machinations and joined the SI.

“That was fucked up. Couldn’t you have just programmed them to go to our extremities?” Red asked.

“Of course. That’s what I did, but if I had told you that, we wouldn’t have had our fun, would we?”

“Codswallop!” Joseph declared. Lately, he had been reverting to his origins when speaking.

“If I wasn’t so pissed, I’d think that was pretty funny. There’s a human expression that you may not be aware of. ‘Payback is a motherfucker.’ When you least expect it, expect it.” Red hammered a fist into his palm.

“Expect everything, and you’ll expect nothing,” Dennicron countered.

“How did we get the insane one?” Red wondered. “Can we trade her for Chaz?”

“Just say, yes, dear.” Dennicron stared unblinking until Red backed down.

“Yes, dear. Payback. It’ll bring you to tears,” Red promised.

“I don’t have tear ducts.” Dennicron pointed at the stretcher. Cole took his place, and Red jammed the warrior’s bag between his legs before they covered him with a blanket.

Dennicron and Joseph up front, the four lifted and started walking. They’d been to Onyx Station before but never to the medical facility. Dennicron had the map in her head, so she led the way off the ship and directly to the facility, which was located not far from the hangar bay. They deposited Cole inside, where a single orderly waited to give them the thumbs-up. He shook hands with Cole before Team Talon put on their game faces and departed.

Red took Dennicron by the hand, and they meandered casually toward the elevator they’d take down to the lower levels where they would find seedy bars and shady operators.

Joseph and Petricia followed. Once on the lowest levels, they separated, each couple heading in a different direction to scout the variety of locations while looking for the Furlorian female.

They’d case the joints and let Cole know for when he showed up later.

“Visual observation. Do you have any covert collection devices?” Red asked.

“I do. They’ll be deposited at each of the bars and pick-up joints. Is that the correct term?” Dennicron replied.

“Exactly that.” Red tried to keep his expression light, smiling often despite his personal mission to find a kidnapper and stealer of souls.
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The plan was for Cole to get a room, making a show of being on vacation. What screamed vacation louder than an exotic print shirt, the type Terry Henry Walton loved to wear?

He dressed appropriately, wearing the latest in cutting-edge slacks, grossly oversized with too many cargo pockets. He looked at his attire, pleased by his youthful presence. He wasn’t that old, less than fifty, but he appeared to be twenty, thanks to the nanos.

The last item he put on was the shining beacon of his military stature—a pin indicating sergeant’s rank on his pocket to show he’d been around for a while and in the thick of it. He left his room, watching the door close behind him before walking casually down the corridor, tossing his credit chip up and down.

The credit chip the Magistrate had given him with full tracking, thanks to extras embedded by the Singularity. He liked not spending his own credits. Cole started whistling and waved to people as he passed. Not a small man, but not overly large either, still his muscles bulged, and a thick neck supported a head of closely cropped hair.

No one looking at him would have any doubt of his intentions.

He strolled through the shopping area, casually looking at stuff he found interesting while also enjoying the live models displaying the latest fashions, including lingerie. He restrained himself from trying to flirt since the models weren’t looking at him. They were there to sell product, and he wasn’t buying any women’s clothes.

He vowed to pick up something nice once the case ended. Clodagh waited on Wyatt Earp, growing their baby. He found himself leaning against a wall and feeling down. He looked up to find a concerned face looking into his—one of the models browsing the crowd after having finished her routine.

“You know what would make you happy?” she asked, fluttering overly long lashes.

“A beer and hot wings?” he replied.

“Buying your better half one of these.” She stepped back to display the lace and silk lingerie she wore.

Cole had a hard time not staring. “I’m pretty sure that isn’t it because I don’t have a better half. I’m on vacation, and who knows what I’ll have when I return to the unit? If you’d like to join me when you’re finished, I’ll be downstairs.” He stepped close to her to get past.

It was the opposite of flirting. The move looked like he was trying to escape.

“Tempting. Don’t wait up,” she told him.

“I had to ask. Good luck making sales.” He continued toward the elevator, stopping when he was there to look back. She was still watching him. He waved awkwardly, feeling like a louse.

Maybe I’m not the right guy for this. I miss my wife, he said using his comm chip.

Red was the first to reply. For fuck’s sake, Cole, you gotta get into character. You’re here to look vulnerable, not to chalk up conquests and sow your seed. Don’t make me kick your ass.

I knew I could count on you, buddy. Heading to the lowest level. Any place I should try? Cole climbed aboard the elevator, and it started to descend.

There are three dives to the right and two to the left. Pick your level of shade. There’s one on the left that even allows smoking. Go there. It’ll sober you up.

I was hoping for hot wings.

You’re killing me, Cole. No one is going to be hooking in an All Guns Blazing. Of all the gin joints in all the universe, you aren’t getting kidnapped out of an AGB. Take it like a man. Go seedy.

Pulling a Red, aye, aye, sir. Cole smiled to himself as the lift stopped two levels before the bottom. The door opened, and a furry creature with cat ears entered. A male.

“’Sup?” Cole drawled. I’m in the elevator with a Furlorian. A dude, though.

The cat person glanced at Cole without saying anything. He got off on the next level, and Cole continued to the bottom.

False alarm.

He strolled into the flashing sights and raucous sounds of the freewheeling section of Onyx Station, where fun appeared to be limited only by your imagination.

He walked into the smoking bar like he owned the place, grabbed a seat at the bar with open seats on both sides, and glanced into the mirror behind the bottles to make sure he could see anyone entering behind him.

Petricia and Joseph were still there, tucked behind a massive bong. They each held a hose. Two others were at the table, enjoying the shared smoke.

Cole wondered what deprivations the eldest member of the Bad Company had occupied himself with during his long and storied life.

He turned to the barkeep. “Double supernova and an order of hot wings.”

“We don’t have that foofy middle-class trash.” The bartender snorted. “We have roast nuts, salty nuts, and fried nuts. And popcorn. All of them will keep you thirsty. What’ll you have, tough guy?”

“Two supernovas and an order of hot wings. Have credits, will pay. I want that foofy trash. There’s nothing for me at a yuppie bar upstairs. I like the aura in this place. Make it happen, my good man!”

The bartender accessed his screen, noted the price for AGB wings delivered, doubled it, and called out the new tally. “Twenty-eight credits for a dozen volcanic comet really artificial Earth wings.”

“Done!” Cole clasped his hands like a champion before waving his credit chip. The barkeep waved the billing machine. It registered the payment received.

“Nice doing business with you. They’ll be here in eighteen minutes. A double supernova coming right up.”

The bartender started mixing the toxic drink that would kill an unenhanced being and, if drunk quickly enough by one whose nanos were fully active, deliver a healthy buzz. Cole would put on a show but couldn’t afford to get drunk. He needed to keep his head and wits intact.

The supernova arrived in a beer pitcher without a glass. He looked at it for a moment.

“You yuppie garbage too good to drink it from the pitcher?”

“Nah.” Cole scoffed. “I’m waiting for your beard hairs to sink to the bottom so I can suck them out like the worm from the bottom of a bottle of tequila.”

“We don’t have that yuppie trash here!”

“I’m from Earth, and tequila is the shit, dickface.” Cole took a slug and held his hand across the bar. The barkeep took it and, with a half-smile, heartily shook.

“I’ll take your money, hoo-mon.”

Cole crooked a finger, and the barkeep leaned close.

“You know where I might find a little feminine company? Exotic would be nice, the lither, the better.”

“Lithe females generally don’t hang out in a smoking bar. After you’ve had a good time here, go next door, and you’ll find them shaking their saucy asses to the latest repulsive beat.”

“That might be the plan, boss,” Cole shouted over his shoulder. “Keep ‘em wet, ladies. I’ll be there soon.”

He laughed. The barkeep moved to the other end of the bar. A video gambling terminal on the bar took a number of Cole’s credits through the supernova, the hot wings, and two pitchers of beer, but no one entered the bar besides smokers and drinkers.

After a couple of hours, Cole jumped off his stool, happy his balance remained intact. He saluted the barkeep and strolled out, surprised to find Joseph and Petricia gone.

Cole added a stagger to his step as he moved from one bar to the next, a place with a clear-screen wall, darkened inside with an undersized dance floor and seizure-inducing light flashes. The throbbing bass vibrated every fiber of his being. He walked, trying to orient himself before continuing around the floor. Lithe, round, young, old—they were all there.

I should have started in here, Cole thought. He bounced to the beat on his way to the bar.

He ordered a drinking glass of whiskey, paying for six shots with one wave of the magic credit chip. He watched the dancers while he sipped his drink, thinking it was fairly nasty, but he had been told it would put hair on his chest. And people he respected drank it that way.

He made a face at his drink and put it back on the bar. When he looked up, he found a pair of big eyes staring at him.

“Dance?”

“I’m bad at it,” Cole replied. “Talk instead?”

“Dance first. I need to see if you got any moves worth talking about,” she replied. Not a Furlorian, but firm and vibrant.

“Sure. I’ll give it a whirl.” He took her hand, trying not to recoil at the warm touch and electricity that tickled his palm. Once on the dance floor, he let the music guide him as he dipped low, spread his feet wide, and came upright, dodging left and coming back to the right.

Cole didn’t know how to dance, but he knew how to fight. He kept his hands active and rolled his shoulders fore and back. He suddenly felt the chill of eyes on him. Self-conscious or threat?

He maneuvered to look at the tables surrounding the floor as he worked his way around his dance partner. The crowd forced him against her more times than he wanted, but she took the opportunity to grind against his groin. He wrapped himself around her before moving away, acting the tease.

The flashing lights messed with his vision, making it impossible to see who was watching the floor. He worked his way to the middle, dragging his partner with him. They reached the other side as the music stopped. Cole cupped her cheek with one hand. “Did I earn a few minutes of conversation, my lady?” he said, imitating Joseph’s aristocratic approach.

“You did.” She threw herself at him and hung on. He hugged her back.

“We better get back before someone snags our spot. What are you drinking?”

“Sex on the beach, extra slippery.”

“I’m sorry, what?” Cole was caught off-guard. He tried to parse the words. It had been a while since he’d been in a seedy place. He stopped and thought about it. He had never been in a place like this and had no idea what drinks were called. “Is that a real drink?”

She nodded with an alluring smile. She draped herself across Cole and yelled at the bartender. “Sex on the beach, extra slippery!” She ended with a giggle. The bartender tapped a few buttons, and the automixer whipped it up. A few moments later, he delivered a fruity rainbow-colored concoction with a small sugar umbrella over it. Cole waved the credit chip.

I hope there’s no itemized receipt that goes with this…

The young woman took one drink before grabbing Cole’s face and locking her lips on his. He froze.

She pulled back. “What’s wrong? Don’t you like me?”

“I don’t even know your name. I bought you a drink, and now you owe me a conversation. Like, where are you from? Are you happy with your life?”

“You are a strange man. Most don’t care. We’re having a little fun. Maybe I like being a face without a name. Don’t you like what you see?” She stepped back and twirled. A slight sheen of sweat glistened on the bare skin of her back.

Alarm bells sounded inside his head. Here we go, guys. Dance bar next to smoke bar. Young and lithe, he reported through his comm chip on the Team Talon channel.

“You look phenomenal,” Cole said with a quick recovery. “I could ask for nothing better than to spend time with you. But my second question stands. Are you happy?”

She turned her head slightly, showing an enticing profile with skin as smooth as porcelain. “At the moment, yes, and more later. Today is shaping up to be a good day.” She made a face. “Where’d you learn how to dance?”

“Dance? Is that what was going on out there? All my moves are from Marine combat training.”

“Marine? Doesn’t that mean ocean or something like that? I don’t see any oceans here.”

Cole laughed. It wasn’t the first time he’d gotten the question. “It’s how Colonel Walton trained the Bad Company. I’m one of the warriors, snagging a little R and R.”

“Rest and relaxation. Are you relaxed?” she probed, running a finger down his arm. The music stopped, and a new song started. She made a face. “Maybe we can get out of here and do some private dancing?”

Cole clinked his glass with hers and downed the rest of the whiskey. He started coughing. “It sounded better than it tastes.”

“You’re funny.” She put her empty glass down and took him by the hand to lead from the bar. In the corridor, which was darkened to the twilight it was meant to portray, he saw Joseph and Petricia lurking in the shadows. Joseph did his best not to stare but couldn’t help himself. He tried to focus on the young woman, but there were too many minds polluting the area with their emotionally charged energy.

Cole found the presence of Team Talon comforting. They had his back. Cole’s “date” darted through the elevator’s doors as they were closing. They bumped open again for the warrior to get through and secured once he was inside, leaving Joseph and Petricia on the lowest level of the station. There were forty-seven levels overall, and Cole tried to see what number she had pushed, but she blocked it with her body while making eyes at him. He tried to see past her, but she backed up against the panel and stretched her hands over her head.

We’re going up. I can’t see what level, he reported. He snagged her around the waist while her arms were raised and pulled her into a hug. Level thirty-one.

On our way, Red replied.

The young woman ground her hips against Cole’s.

I’m getting a boner! What do I do?

Jesus, Cole! Why are you telling me? Red wondered.

What’s wrong with me?

Sounds like nothing, but keep us informed of where you’re going and not your bodily functions. I don’t need that visual.

We’re here. Level thirty-one. You better be close.

On our way, Red reiterated.

We’re on the elevator behind you, Joseph added.

She led Cole down a corridor into a section clearly labeled Crew Quarters.

“You’re a member of the crew,” Cole said.

“That’s what I told you.”

They arrived at a door that bore her name. Trina.

Cole was confused. “You’re not going to kidnap me and steal my blood?”

“What the hell is that? Are you tripping? I don’t want no druggie. I like military guys, not weirdos.”

Cole sighed. “I’m so sorry, but I’m part of a sting operation on predators who are using places like the Twinkle Star Toes dance bar to find their prey, military guys.” Red and Dennicron jogged down the corridor. Trina backed up against her door, fear taking over her once-innocent features.

“We’ll need you to sign a non-disclosure that you will not reveal our presence or what we’re doing here. Way to go, Cole. You’ve still got it.” Red glared at the young woman.

Joseph and Petricia arrived while the group stood uncomfortably in each other’s presence. Within a few seconds, Joseph knew the truth.

“She’s not who we’re looking for,” he confirmed.

“Thank goodness,” Cole said. “I’m sorry, ma’am. You have a wonderful evening.”

After a series of slow breaths, she opened her eyes. “You don’t want to come in?”

“Good luck, buddy. That’s it for today, people.” Red clapped him on the back and walked away. No one had given the young woman anything to sign.

“I’m sorry, ma’am. I have a wife and a baby on the way. I have no desire to stray from them.”

She looked disappointed but nodded. She went inside and closed the door.

Red turned back. “And hammer that thing against the wall until it goes away.”

Dennicron watched the exchange. “Humans are fascinating.”

“In my four hundred years, I have never used your word. I can’t imagine a situation where I would.”

Petricia shrugged and shook her head.

“Tommy Tophat? Skin-boat? Fleshy arrow, moisture-seeking love missile? C’mon, Joseph, you have to call it something.”

“I most assuredly do not.” Petricia took Joseph’s arm, and they strolled down the corridor to the elevator on their way to the hangar deck and their quarters on board Destiny’s Vengeance.

“What do you say we stop by the AGB and pick up a snack?” Red asked.

Dennicron didn’t bother with her growing collection of facial expressions. “I don’t need to eat.”

“Maybe this isn’t about you,” Red countered.

“That’s what she said.” Dennicron smiled at her use of the age-old zinger.

Red stared. “Who has been training you in your new sense of humor?” he demanded to know before declaring, “I’m going to AGB.”

I like AGB, Cole replied from down the corridor.

We can’t be seen together. But I’ll be there and will watch your back if you stop by. My date is dissing me as bad as yours, so we can both bury our sorrows in beer and pizza.

Au contraire. My date was begging me. I still got it. You said so yourself.

You suck, Cole. I’m going to AGB to be a quiet drunk.

You can’t get drunk, Dennicron remarked.

Add that to my long list of miseries, Red said and resumed walking to the elevators.

You miss Lindy, don’t you?

No shit. Next time, how about you single out the kidnapper so we’re not running the bajoolysnackers out of the station?

Cole could relate. I’ll do better, big man. Next time, how about we catch some bad guys instead of ridiculously hot and willing lovers of military guys?

Don’t make me tell Clodagh, you fucking asshole.

Feel the love, bitch.

I do, back on Wyatt Earp. Just like you. Red signed off and waved goodbye to Dennicron and Cole as he made a beeline for the local franchise of All Guns Blazing.


CHAPTER TEN



Wyatt Earp, Batik Magal, Delegor

Rivka pushed away from the conference table to get a better look at the three holographic projections of the star systems that included the planets of the ambassadors suspected of supporting the blood trade. Close together in the far reaches of the galaxy, otherwise unremarkable.

“A trillion klickas,” Chaz said. “I’m sorry, Magistrate. Without some other way to look, we’ve exhausted the money trail. We don’t like admitting defeat, but we cannot find any payments that suggest illegal blood trade.”

Rivka looked at Lauton. “Nothing, Magistrate. Their records are rather significant, but their slush fund stashes are enormous. If this were Zaxxon Major, such cash reserves would not be possible because of the opportunity for money laundering. Even the smaller accounts we have seen have massive numbers of transactions. At some point, those funds get funneled somewhere. With the credits that Blingall Corporation moves in private transactions, I doubt we could see them even if we had access to their personal checkbooks.”

“Because they are buried.”

“Probably a cash transaction,” Lauton clarified. “No digital record whatsoever.”

“But then the recipient would have to launder those funds to return them to the system where they could be used.” Rivka leaned her elbows on the table to look at the stars rotating above the table.

Chaz displayed his apologetic face. “There is no starting point for finding where those funds reenter the system. Money launderers generally use places that look legitimate. Do you know how many cash businesses are on Delegor? One hundred and four thousand. It could be any one of them. I’m sorry, but this is a dead end.”

“I don’t like dead ends.”

“What if a suspect tried to escape down one?”

“I like those dead ends, not this kind,” Rivka admitted. “This is disheartening. You guys always come in with good news. Now, two out of my three investigative legs are denied to me.”

The group looked at her, unclear what she meant. “The digital back door and the mental back door.” She held her finger in the air and dabbed it at them—the touch.

“Shortcuts, Magistrate,” Sahved offered. “This goes back to base investigations. When one way doesn’t work, you try another. Maybe we put a tail on the ambassador? If we know he juices, then we know he will again. He will show us those who deliver the blood. And then we tail them until they take us to who is in charge. Once we know who that is, we’ll find the money. The universe is a big place to look if there is no name. It is the biggest of places.”

Rivka stood, and with her hands clasped behind her back, she started to pace. It didn’t take long because the right answer had already been presented.

“If we put a tail on him, we cannot be found out. I’ll report to the High Chancellor just in case, and eventually, we may have to confront the ambassador directly.”

“What would be the trigger for that eventuality?” Chaz asked.

“We catch him elbow-deep in getting pumped full of stolen blood.” Rivka stopped pacing.

Sahved raised his hand. “How can we be sure the blood is stolen?”

“You ask the hardest questions. We seize it, too. Research time. Is getting a blood transfusion a legal medical procedure?”

Chaz stared at the wall for a few seconds before reciting, “It is legal, but it is considered to be distasteful.”

“I don’t care about distasteful, disreputable, or downright unsavory. I have no jurisdiction over people using their money for self-aggrandizement. That’s their business, as unsavory as it may be. The real crime is the suppliers. Let’s not lose sight of that. Watching the ambassador is only to lead us to them. We may not even have to involve the ambassador. If we know the transfusion takes place, then we can start backtracking whoever administered it, where they got it from, until we get to Private Elbinar.”

Tight mouths and focused eyes showed Rivka the commitment of Sahved, Chaz, Lindy, Lauton, and Groenwyn. Tyler watched from the corridor. Since he couldn’t run a one-day clinic because of the lack of need on Delegor, he occupied himself with the case.

“The signs that a blood transfusion is going to take place are not distinct. Every hospital and clinic is equipped with a hook from which to hang the bag, a drip chamber, a back-check valve, a slider clamp or roller clamp, maybe both, tubing, a cannula, and of course, the intravenous catheter. Very common. The blood will need to be transported cold, but that’s regular blood. Nano-infused blood is probably more temperature-tolerant. I’ve not heard of any tests about it. Medical supplies, medical facilities. Rich people have unfettered access to all, probably including their own in-house doctor. I’m sorry. That’s not very helpful.”

“Just like the payments. We know what they look like, but we don’t know where to find them. But when we see them, we’ll know what they are. If we see a cold box arrive at the ambassador’s home, we’ll have to look closer,” Rivka remarked. “That’s good for now, people. I don’t want us to wallow in what we don’t know but figure out a way to find that first lead.”

Chaz bobbed his head in a parody of a vigorous nod. “Don’t we already have that? The ambassador. It may not be optimal, but it is something. There is plenty of work to do before we consider ourselves at a dead end.”

“Good job, people. The future is bright. Clevarious, have Clodagh call her husband and get an update. Hell, all of you call your husbands. And then let me know what I don’t know but should.”

“We’re not married,” Chaz interrupted.

“Nor us,” Lindy added. “Well, we are, but you know…”

Rivka looked from face to face. “Go make your calls, and if you want technicalities, I’ll give you technicalities.”

“You sound like my dad,” Lindy grumbled. “You wanna cry, I’ll give you something to cry about.”

“Call Red and tell him we ran into a group of Belzonians and decided to attend their orgy, just to see what it was about.”

“I think we’d hear his head explode all the way on this side of the galaxy,” Lindy replied. “Let me try it my way first if you don’t mind, Magistrate.”

Rivka laughed. “Sorry. I shouldn’t use the Belzonians as a source of humor. I’d like to think they poke fun at us for our ways. I’m good with that. I’d be more than happy to have Cory and Monsoon join the team on Wyatt Earp. Does anyone know where they are?”

“Back on Belzimus, I heard, but I think that was at Marcie’s urging because she didn’t want to lose the sergeant major,” Lindy offered. “It’s almost like the Bad Company was meant to lead the land army. They are working so well as a strike force, thanks to the addition of the Harborians, that they are putting themselves out of work.”

“We can always use their talents,” Rivka replied. “But at some point, we’ll run out of goodwill, and we can’t pay for what they bring.”

“Three hundred million credits buys a lot of goodwill, Magistrate,” Lindy replied.

“That’s true, but just like my gift, just like having access to the Singularity for deep research into the digital universe, they are shortcuts around the system rather than supporting the system as it is.”

Lindy didn’t have an answer for that. Neither did Chaz nor the others. They filed out, all except Groenwyn.

“What’s bothering you, Magistrate? Can’t be the miracle worker on this one by closing the case quickly?”

“I feel for Private Elbinar. By not being able to close it quickly, I leave him out there.”

Groenwyn hugged Rivka, who stood there with her arms slack. “You’re not leaving him out there. He has his own fight while you have yours, which is to make sure this doesn’t happen to anyone else. You’re using all the options available to you, and none of them are panning out. So, you’ll find alternates and more options. Tracking the ambassador, if that’s what it takes.” Groenwyn finished her speech, but she wasn’t finished. “What if he finds out?”

“It could be an intergalactic incident. The Federation spying on planetary officials.” Rivka stepped away from Groenwyn. She didn’t feel like she needed a hug. She wanted to hit something and intended to take herself to the ship’s gym to pound the punching bag.

“Is he respected and well-liked?”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“His peers know if he’s dirty. It may be the catalyst for others to clean up their act. If he’s not dirty, then we would have some problems. I don’t want you to have problems, Magistrate, because I like our lives on Wyatt Earp, and I like working for you. I don’t want that to change.”

“I’m still thinking about your question. We don’t get to use him being dirty as a justification to go outside the law. I have granted a warrant for watching him but not to search his house. We’ll have to see signs of illegal activity before we can go in.” Rivka mumbled to herself as she moved past Groenwyn into the corridor to wander aimlessly. Groenwyn followed and stayed where she could see the Magistrate to let her know someone was there for her while she worked through the legal arguments to justify her approach to the case.

Onyx Station, the Seedy Bar Level

Let round two commence. No boners, Cole. Get that shit under control, Red quipped.

One untimely appearance of Herbie One-Eye and it becomes the main topic of conversation forever. Gimme some love, man! Cole stopped talking using his internal comm chip while he focused on getting himself where he needed to go. Once he was on track, he continued, Heading into the Scrappy Pilot for booze and fun on the Magistrate’s dime.

We’re on our way. We’ll be there in fifteen minutes, Joseph reported. He and Petricia didn’t want to show up too close to Cole to avoid the appearance that they were together.

Red and Dennicron were on the next level up. She sat on a bench, staring without blinking as she actively engaged in accessing the security vids from the lowest level. She wanted to see the entrance to the bar and the elevators.

Nathan had given them access to the station’s systems, but the security team rotated the access codes on their feeds twice a day to keep hackers like Dennicron from doing exactly what she was going to do. Access didn’t mean she had all the access. She needed permission from the security team, which they would not request because on Station 11, the security team had been in on the kidnapping.

They had no intention of alerting a possible conspirator.

The amount of money in the blood trade had to be staggering for the number of people involved and the extent of the risk. Who kidnapped warriors from a wide-open space?

Those with enough money to make the risk worthwhile.

Cole strolled into the establishment, bopping his head and looking casual while heading for the bar, making sure at least one seat was open next to him.

“I’ll take a pitcher of a dark ale, please.”

He felt a hand on his arm and looked down into huge cat eyes, sparkling from the overheads. Small furry ears peeked out from beneath honey-gold hair.

“Do you want beer or girly crap?” the bartender shot back.

Cole looked between the bartender and the languid female. “I’ll have whatever she’s having.”

“Milk,” she called.

Cole choked back a snort. “Make that two.” Cole switched to his internal comm chip. The Furlorian is here. All hands on deck.

We’re not in position, Joseph replied.

I do not yet have an active feed, Dennicron added.

“Fuck it,” Red said and grabbed her by the arm, pulling her to her feet. She was far heavier than she looked, heavier even than one of the enhanced, with denser bone and muscle mass. She came to her feet and joined Red as he hammered the button and willed the elevator to arrive.

“I will continue my attempts to get into the system,” she told him.

Red grunted. Cole, update.

Getting our milk. Stand by.

“Milk?” Red wondered.

Dennicron didn’t bother answering. The doors opened, and they jumped in for a quick trip to the lowest level. They moved away from the elevator to take positions where they could see the entrance to the Scrappy Pilot. Red relaxed, looking for another Furlorian in the area.

“Stop trying to get access to the cameras. We don’t need that anymore. Check the transient quarter records for any recent rentals made by a Furlorian. I suspect a male,” Red said.

“Good point,” Dennicron agreed and shifted her search into a system where she had complete access. She reviewed the vids and creds of each rental made in the past day. “One Furlorian rented a room in the Heavenly Quasar, Deck Thirty-One, Room Eight Fourteen.”

Joseph, Deck Thirty-One, Room Eight Fourteen. Dennicron, is there a room for rent near there? Red asked.

Room Eight Seventeen is available across the hall. I will reserve it for immediate occupancy by Joseph and Petricia. A moment later, she continued, You will be able to access it with a handprint.

We are on our way, Joseph replied. We shall be within spitting distance, Private Cole, never fear.

Cole looked into the big eyes. “What brings you here? Are you a pilot?”

“I am,” she replied with a soft purr in her voice. “Only skimmers, but there’s nothing like flying. Do you fly?”

“Only a mechanized combat suit. I’m a warrior with the Bad Company,” he said proudly. She purred without saying another word. She took a sip of her milk, leaving a small white mustache on her upper lip. Cole took a big drink, almost gagging. He remembered the last time he had milk; he didn’t like it, and his mother had told him he didn’t have to drink it. He put the glass down and smiled at his new friend.

Her tongue darted out of her mouth repeatedly until the milk was gone. She ran her hand down his arm. “You work out,” she said.

“I have to. It’s part of the job, but even if it wasn’t, I still would. I like being in shape.”

“What’s it like flying a mech?”

Cole smiled. “You asked the last question. My turn. What’s it like flying a skimmer?”

She laughed and cocked her head. “It’s like an extension of my body.” She stepped back to show off her body. “The freedom of flight. Nothing but me and the sky.”

“What is it about the freedom that you find so exhilarating?”

“Becoming one with nature, trusting the wind.” She held up one short but slim finger to forestall another question. “What do you find exhilarating about flying your mech?” She took a slow sip, lapping at it.

He couldn’t tear his eyes away. A voice sounded in his head. Cole, update.

I see how she could easily lure a man away. She is mesmerizing.

She wants your blood. You are nothing but a paycheck to her. Pull yourself together, Red replied.

Roger, Cole affirmed.

He took a small drink of milk, then decided it was too repulsive to continue drinking. He put the glass down and slid it away from him. It had been warm to start with, and time had not made it better.

“The mech is pure power. Even you could drive one. It translates your movements into an unstoppable force. The jets can send one into the sky or slow a descent. I’ve jumped from moving spaceships and landed, ready for battle. I’ve also jetted myself into a tree. They are not foolproof.”

“You’d tell me that? Are you trying to impress me with how strong you are while still being vulnerable?”

Cole smiled at her. Behind those eyes was a person who’d kidnapped his friend and was trying to do the same thing to him. Her cuteness faded. Red was right. Focus on what she was, not who.

“It was not the highlight of my career. My suit was damaged, and the jets didn’t fire on a long drop out of a tree. My unit had been ambushed, and I was providing backup,” he lied. “I hit the ground, fell over, and that’s when the jets fired. They wouldn’t shut off, either. The good news is that a mech bouncing around the trees made everyone run for their lives rather than get run over. We won the day.”

“And your friends won’t let you live it down,” she noted.

“My friends…” He looked into her eyes and didn’t say more.

She finished her milk with a quick chug. “Would you care for a more private conversation?”

“How can I say no to that? You are stunning in all ways.”

She took his hand, and they headed for the door.

On our way out.

Cole obediently followed. Once in the corridor, she turned toward the elevators, which were not far down. He spotted Red and Dennicron nuzzling each other’s necks. Red made eye contact. His face showed nothing but business. Cole pulled her close before she caught Red watching them.

Red and Dennicron broke their clasp and moved in front of Cole and the Furlorian. They laughed and held hands, punching the button for the elevator. They nodded at Cole and the slight female.

When the elevator opened, Red and Dennicron went in first and punched the button for level twenty-five. “What deck?” Red asked.

“Thirty-one, please.” She smiled up at the big man, and her ears fluttered lightly behind her hair.

“Yes, ma’am.” He punched the button.

“Ooh. Another military man. Do you know my friend?” She ran a hand down Cole’s chest.

Red laughed. “Me? Military! Ha. That’s a good one. I’ve been kicked out of all the best joints. Don’t you have to be willing to follow the rules to be in the military? No, thanks.”

She nodded while admiring his heavy muscles. He was much bigger than Cole. Red felt a shiver run up his spine. These people were heartless. Nothing more than slavers.

The elevator reached thirty-one, and Cole and the Furlorian exited. They didn’t look back as the doors closed. Red mashed the button for Level Thirty.

Joseph and Petricia, they are on their way, Red reported.

The elevator stopped. Red and Dennicron ran for the steps.

On the thirty-first level, Cole tried to act casual as they entered the corridor leading to the rented rooms. The lights flickered. Joseph. It’s going down.

Cole waited until the second Furlorian appeared from Room Eight Fourteen.

“Fuck you!” Cole shouted. He reached for the female, but she rocketed off the wall on one side to launch herself over his head. As she passed, she scratched his neck. The sting told Cole it was more than just a claw.

Help, he called over his comm chip before the second Furlorian braced a stun gun against him and unleashed a charge that sent his body into convulsions and his mind into dreamland. The Furlorian dropped Cole over his shoulder, and with the strength of a cat, he jogged down the corridor toward the far exit, where two other individuals waited with hovergurneys carrying two, a man and a woman.

Cole! Red increased his speed. Joseph!

The female threw a smoke bomb behind her and trailed small booby traps to blast the feet of anyone who followed them down the corridor.

When Red saw the smoke, he charged.

“NO!” Dennicron screamed. Despite the adrenaline surge, he had the wherewithal to listen. “Explosives on the floor. You’d have gotten your foot blown off.”

“Lock down the station. No one leaves,” Red ordered.

Dennicron stared at the wall as she transmitted the orders. Within seconds, Nathan called.

What’s going on? he asked.

They got Cole, but they also got Joseph and Petricia. If you have a bomb disposal unit, they’re needed on Deck Thirty-One, the corridor with the eight-hundred numbered rooms. Fuck, Nathan! They got three of our people!

We’ll find them, Red, Nathan promised.


CHAPTER ELEVEN



Wyatt Earp, Batik Magal, Delegor

Rivka hung her head and let the tears well into her eyes, but she didn’t allow them to fall. She clenched her teeth.

“The Furlorians have gotten Cole, Joseph, and Petricia, but they’re trapped on Onyx Station. Do we press forward with the sting by finding them to trail them, or do we cut our losses and just grab these people and stop this part of the trade?”

“I’m sorry, Magistrate. They were right in front of us.”

“I didn’t expect this would be easy. We need them to escape, but only if we can track those three. Dennicron made everyone ingest more robust devices, right? Why can’t we see where they are?”

Dennicron jumped on the call from Destiny’s Vengeance. “They are using an advanced dampening field geared for our comm chips. I’m attempting to use the Vengeance’s scanning equipment to break through it by adding a biological component as part of the search parameters. There are a lot of people on this station, but very few with chips.”

“Chaz, can you help from here? What about Ankh? Who do you need to help you to make sure we get the information we need?”

“Chaz and Ankh. Yes, both of them.”

Red returned to the call. “We could use the Bad Company too, Magistrate. Not to blockade the station but to ensure that any ship that manages to get into space is accounted for. This is a big station with a lot of people and too many ways to get off, no matter how tight the lockdown.”

“What about local security?”

“Nathan has reported a kidnapping and engaged their services, but he’s watching them as much as they’re looking for the Furlorians. We’ve already learned that these two have had nothing to do with the other cats on board the station,” Red clarified. “We found that through technical means and not Joseph taking a peek since he’s not here.”

Rivka wasn’t angry. The sting operation had been a gamble. It was contained, but was it contained well enough? She was more worried than anything. What kind of additional trauma would Joseph and Petricia go through?

“All of a sudden, you stopped hearing from Joseph?”

“They moved into place in a room across the hall, reported in. Cole made contact and left the bar. I told Joseph they were on the way, and come to think about it, they never replied back. They must have been compromised by then, which was just a matter of minutes. They never said a word.”

“Caught off-guard that they were suddenly the targets. Joseph used to be a vampire, like the High Chancellor. Strong, old, deadly. If he comes to, I fear he’ll kill all of them after shredding their minds.”

“If they are good enough to snag him, then maybe that’s the best outcome. If we cut off this part of the supply line, that’ll cut off the trade,” Red posited.

“But that doesn’t return Private Elbinar to us. I want to come to Onyx Station so bad it makes my teeth hurt. Clodagh is beside herself. Here she is now. Stay frosty, Red. Don’t stop looking until you find them.”

“You don’t need to tell me that, Magistrate. I won’t rest until we’ve caught those shady bastards who are stealing our people.”

Rivka cut the commlink and stepped out of her hologrid. Clodagh knocked on the door again, this time more urgently.

As soon as the Magistrate opened the door, Clodagh started talking. “Are we going? Of course, we’re going. We can be at Onyx Station in less than ten minutes if we Gate from within the atmosphere. We can hit the Pod-doc and then start turning the station inside out until we find them.”

Rivka held up her hand to stop the rapid-fire delivery.

“We have to hold up this end of the investigation.”

“My husband is out there.” Clodagh crossed her arms and rested them on her baby bump.

“I know. And Red and Dennicron are looking for them.”

“They need more people,” Clodagh insisted.

“I know you’re right. We have a request in with the Bad Company. Joseph and Petricia are extremely popular. Christina is not too happy with me right now. The blood trade and we lost the only two people alive who escaped it—lost them back to the trade. It’s not a good look.”

Clodagh wanted to counter, but the scope of the loss was too great. “My husband…”

“Chaz, my quarters,” Rivka said, knowing Clevarious would pick it up and inform him.

They waited for the SI to show up.

“What if you, I, and Tyler take this end of the investigation and everyone else goes to Onyx?”

Chaz shrugged. “It is your call, Magistrate. I see benefits of keeping the team here and taking Wyatt Earp to Onyx.”

“Pros and cons,” Rivka requested.

“Pros. Manpower that we trust. We work well as a team. Cons. We shortchange this part of the investigation. Although it seems like the kidnappers might get us closer to the people who have Elbinar, they might not. Getting fresh blood to the buyers might put him closer to us than them.”

“That tells me we need to continue both lines of investigation. Tyler, grab your trash. We’ll be staying here. Clodagh, take the ship to Onyx and find our people. Don’t let anyone kill the kidnappers before Joseph has had a chance to look into their minds.”

“But we can kill them?” Clodagh asked.

“No, except in self-defense. We’re not assassins, only the ones who bring Justice to a hard galaxy. Dennicron doesn’t have clearance to pass judgment and deliver punishment. I’m sorry, but the best we can do is retrieve our people and bring the perps into our custody and hold them until we can interrogate them properly.”

“Roger.” Clodagh looked at Tyler, who was packing too slowly for her taste. She spoke louder. “We’ll leave whenever you’re clear of the ship.”

“Get your ass in gear. Somebody is going to war, and it’s not us,” Rivka said.

Tyler stared at the pregnant woman.

“Please don’t get hurt.” That was all he said. He threw a couple extra things into a backpack and declared victory.

Clodagh didn’t reply as she screwed up her face in thought.

Rivka touched her cheek. “Take care of both of you, and let Red do the heavy lifting. Listen to Tyler. Do not get yourself hurt.”

Clodagh nodded tersely. “Let me move Red’s yacht out of the cargo bay, so you’re not left here without a ride or place to hide if need be.”

“I like the way you think, but no need. We’ll take it out ourselves.”

Chaz appeared with a small toolkit. “Technical services, Magistrate.”

“Into the yacht, all of you. We’re out of here. As soon as we’re clear, take the ship to orbit and then Gate. Do not Gate from within the atmosphere. It doesn’t work. We don’t need anyone,” she glanced at the baby bump, “to get injured unnecessarily. It’s not a risk worth taking. With all traffic stopped at Onyx, you’ll be able to Gate in fairly close.”

“Clevarious, spin up the Gate drive. We’re going to Onyx Station the second we clear the atmosphere. And somebody tell Ankh and Erasmus the Embassy of the Singularity is leaving Delegor.” Clodagh twirled her finger in the air and strode briskly toward the bridge.

Rivka, Chaz, and Tyler followed her as far as the airlock into the cargo bay. They went through, secured the hatch behind them, and boarded Cassiopeia. “Margaret, take us out of here. We’ll need to find a place to stay that’s away from prying eyes,” Rivka requested.

The ship’s sentient intelligence opened the cargo bay door and smoothly exited. Before the door closed, Wyatt Earp was already racing skyward.

“You would do the same for any of us. I remember you telling a story of carrying Red after he passed out from heatstroke,” Tyler offered.

“Lugging his big ass. He was lighter back then.” Rivka stared out the window as Margaret looped the ship around the city to land at an executive-only field on the far side where the yacht would blend in among many.

“I’m told,” Margaret started, “that the ambassador uses this field when he travels on his personal ship.”

Rivka smiled for the first time since she’d been told the bad news about the sting operation. “That is a good piece of information. Can you get us a vehicle and dedicated driver?”

“One that will report who you are and where you’re going or one where we control that information?”

“Is that a rhetorical question?” Rivka countered.

“It’s a valid question,” Chaz interrupted. “We stand out like the proverbial sore thumb. It’s probably best that we fly under the radar.”

“Two idiomatic expressions in two sentences. Good effort, Chaz.” Tyler followed by giving the SI the thumbs-up.

“Next steps, people. Do we wait for the ambassador, or do we forge ahead? Initial reports had him returning here for the Yoll weekend, which happens in one day, but sometimes he comes early.”

“I think we need to wait. We also need to observe the ambassador’s home, looking for an obvious medical supply delivery sooner rather than later,” Chaz replied.

“Thanks, Chaz. I agree. Get us a vehicle that isn’t tracked, and we’ll conduct a quick reconnaissance of his home as well as his office. We need to cover all our bases.”

She tried to think through how they were going to observe both locations with three human-looking individuals on Delegor, where the locals did not look human, but nothing came to her.

All she could think about was her people who had been taken. She would be turning Onyx Station upside down, trampling on people’s rights to find the Furlorians and their captives. She didn’t see a way out without highlighting the Magistrates and the worst of what they brought to intergalactic justice.

Brute force that too often caught innocent people within its violence.
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Margaret kept the engines running and sensors active in case she needed to take action if the ambassador arrived. She had a hotline directly into the heads of the three, although Tyler was still new to the enhancements and trying to figure things out.

Rivka and Chaz watched out the front window of their driverless cab, a sophisticated system of sensors and interactive programming followed established roads safely by keeping its distance from other vehicles. Chaz had already broken into the programming to block the upload link that told the service where the vehicle was.

Their map would show the vehicle still at the airfield. Later, it would show the cab traveling a made-up route to the other side of the city no matter where it was or what it was doing.

The Magistrate had wanted anonymity, and Chaz was making sure she got it.

While they drove through the majestic and modern city, Tyler fidgeted. Rivka caught him and gave him a questioning look.

“You don’t have your bodyguards,” he said. “We’re not wearing body armor. You didn’t tell Red that Lindy was joining him, did you?”

Rivka pursed her lips and matched Tyler’s gaze. “He’ll know by now, and he won’t be happy. I didn’t give Lindy a chance to provide input. I’m sure she’s not happy either. Welcome to being my bodyguard!”

Tyler frowned and poked her in the chest to make sure she wasn’t wearing ballistic protection. “You can call me Doctor Toofakre, and my first order is that we return to the ship and get our body armor.”

Rivka waved off the suggestion. “We could return to the ship, but did you see either of us put any armor in here?” She waited for the understanding to settle. “You gotta step up your bodyguard game. You have to bring up these issues before they’re irrevocable.”

“What I hear you saying is that if anyone starts shooting, I’m to throw my body in the way and take it like a man.”

“That’s what Red would tell you to do,” Rivka replied.

Tyler shook his head. “That’s when I’d tell Red he needs to come up with a different plan.”

“He has the same plan every single time. He tells me not to get shot and then stands in the way, followed by the inevitable bitching about how he got shot again.”

“I’m not sure I know how to respond to that. I spent a lot of time in school learning my job and then even more time with my hands in people’s mouths to get good at it. I’ve been relegated to bullet-stopper.”

“Since people’s teeth are fine on Delegor, yes, but you can go by Doctor Bullet-Stopper if you want.”

“Or BS for short,” Chaz offered.

“BS for short,” Tyler repeated. “When you condemned my business to make me come with you, you never described this part of it.”

“Condemned his business? Why, Magistrate, that is deliciously devious.” Chaz tried to look surprised but his subroutine failed somewhere in the implementation, making it look like he was having a stroke.

“I didn’t condemn his business, and he saw exactly what it was like the first time he said he wouldn’t go back to space with us. But then he got a clue that I am the cat’s ass. I am worth a little blood.”

“I’m right here,” Tyler said softly.

“I fucking need you with me,” she almost shouted, throwing the other two passengers backward. She closed her eyes and tipped her head back. “I fail every single day, but no one sees it. The statement that it’ll work out in the end seems to be how I’m living my life. If it’s not working out, it must not be the end. Sometimes it is, and I buy myself a reprieve until we can orchestrate a win by trapping our current scumbag, whoever it might be.

“I don’t think the ambassador is a criminal, and I find myself thinking of him as one because of others involved in providing what he’s paying for. It’s dangerous for me to think of someone as a criminal before I know for sure. My touch is a shortcut, and there are too many it doesn’t work on.

“It means that I’m right on what is admissible in court. When I first started, I vowed to do things that I could support in court. I haven’t always been faithful to that commitment. I’ve lost my way, counting on my gift to the exclusion of good lawyering. At the end of the day, I need someone who doesn’t bring additional stress into my life, and that’s you.”

“Thank you. I’m doing my best. For the record, I don’t want you to get shot or me to stop the bullet that’s meant for you.”

“That’s always Red’s plan, too,” Rivka muttered.

“So, what do we do?” Chaz asked as the vehicle took them into the high-rent district with massive homes spread out along a wide street with little traffic. There were no vehicles or people outside the barriers protecting the private homes. “Besides trying to figure out how to watch the house without the authorities showing up and dragging us away.”

“That appears to be an issue. There isn’t a bush to hide behind.” Tyler leaned forward and back to get different views out the side windows.

“Anybody have a microdrone on them?” Chaz asked.

Rivka made a face. Chaz took control of the vehicle as it prepared to stop in front of the ambassador’s residence. It continued to the end of the street and around the corner.

“Next steps, Magistrate?”

“Let’s get out of this neighborhood and then see if you can tap into the security cameras that have to be watching these houses, besides their own internal security. I don’t see how any of them would be without.”

The vehicle drove to the first retail area nearly two kilometers from the ambassador’s residence. A restaurant. Would they be able to work from there?

Chaz stared with a blank expression as he focused the entirety of his computing power on the problem at hand—finding a way into the security systems.

“Are you going to be okay?”

Chaz spoke slowly. “This is far more difficult than the average system. It is good to see that Delegor has its shit together.”

Rivka snorted at yet another new expression.

“Good for them, not good for us. I don’t know if I’ll be able to get in, Magistrate.”

“Do your best. We’ll be inside grabbing a snack.” Rivka and Tyler hopped out of the car and the door shut behind them. “I’m afraid we’re not set up to find the information we need. I may have to go to the local authorities and risk them telling the ambassador. Otherwise, we could find ourselves on the wrong side of the law.”


CHAPTER TWELVE



Onyx Station

“Requesting permission to land,” Clodagh enunciated.

“Denied. The station is currently locked down as part of an emergency situation,” the patient voice repeated.

“And we’re here because of that situation. Hasn’t Nathan Lowell called you yet?”

“He doesn’t run this station,” the voice snapped back.

“I bet you the person who does answers to him in some way. Please walk up the chain of command as you need to before granting us access.” Clodagh slumped into the captain’s chair, miserable from the stress on her body. “Cole, you’re not touching me ever again.”

Lindy clapped. “You say that now. What’s the issue?”

“They won’t let us land. Station is locked down, which is exactly what our people asked for. We can’t bully them too hard for doing what we wanted.”

Kennedy sat at the pilot’s station, and Aurora twiddled her thumbs at navigation. They rotated their seats to watch the two older women.

“We’ll get where we need to go when we need to. Maybe we can coordinate things from out here, but I’m surprised the Magistrate couldn’t get us inside.”

“She’s not here,” Clodagh replied.

“She’s what? Where is she?”

“Back on Delegor.” Clodagh turned to face the bodyguard, who had gone almost to the point of panic in half a heartbeat.

“I can’t leave her!” Lindy declared. “Red is in there,” she pointed at the station in the viewscreen, “and I’m stuck out here, and the Magistrate is chasing bad guys without security? We have to go back!”

“We’re in a mandatory hold. We can’t go anywhere,” Clodagh said sheepishly, grimacing and stretching her mid-section. She leaned sideways in the chair.

“No.” Lindy groaned and grabbed her head. “How did this happen?”

“She grabbed Tyler and Chaz and left in Cassiopeia.”

“At least she’s not completely alone. Do you know what they were going to do?”

“Watch the ambassador’s house.”

Lindy forced herself to relax. “That shouldn’t be too hazardous.” She looked at the communication position. “Clevarious, patch me through to Red, please.”

The big man answered immediately. “Hi, beautiful. We’re working as hard as we can, deck by deck, scanning and walking, working our way from Deck Thirty-One both up and down.”

“We’re trapped outside, unable to get in and unable to leave.”

“You just got here. Why are you trying to leave?”

Lindy hesitated. “Because the Magistrate got off the ship without me noticing. She’s back on Delegor.”

“What the fuck is wrong with that woman?” Red cried. “Fuck!”

“We have to hope that Tyler and Chaz can protect her.”

“But it’s our job.”

“She changed our job from personal security to tactical team. You’re stuck in the middle of a sting operation, and it appears that I am, too.”

“Don’t remind me. This has been a shitshow. Two fucking cats have eluded the entirety of station personnel. I could see those two being hard to catch, except they have three bodies they’re moving around. How in the holy hell are they able to move three bodies without anyone noticing?”

“Now, that’s the question, isn’t it?” Lindy said. “What if their exit strategy was the shortest route off the station? Is there an airlock or something near where they disappeared?”

“Dennicron…” Red called as he cut the link.

After a long minute, Dennicron reopened the communications channel. “There is a service airlock less than one hundred meters from where our people disappeared. I need to talk with Erasmus.” The link went dead.

Lindy and Clodagh looked at each other. Sahved joined them and watched the screen.

“Sometimes, it’s like I’m not even here,” Clodagh lamented.

“How’s the baby?” Lindy asked, trying to kill time while everyone else worked.

“Under a lot of stress and then some. Poor little girl. And her dad is somewhere out there. I never thought Cole would be kidnapped. I figured the others would stop them in time. I never thought…” She broke down and started to cry. Lindy reached over the armrest and hugged Clodagh to her. Lindy wasn’t feeling great either, but she didn’t have the pregnancy emotions. She only carried the remorse of not doing the job she was on the ship to do.

The ship started moving.

“Clevarious?” Clodagh wondered. She pointed at Kennedy and Aurora. “Can someone tell me where we’re going?”

“Ambassador Erasmus has informed me that he and Ankh have magnificently managed what we have not been able to do, and that is cut through the noise to find the enhanced signals that Cole, Petricia, and Joseph are emitting. They are not on the station. They are on a ship that is second in line to go through the Gate when it reopens. The ship is called Grand Glory.”

“Get us over there. I’ll get my suit on so I can fuck some people up.” Lindy rushed off the bridge.

“Stand by,” Clevarious said. “I’m patching the Magistrate, Red, and Nathan Lowell into this conversation.”

Lindy reappeared, crossed her arms, and tapped her foot.

“Thanks, C. Good work, you guys. That is a huge relief,” Rivka said.

“I agree. How did they get off the station so fast?” Nathan asked.

Dennicron answered, “A service airlock, we suspect, but the good news is they are found and we can stop the station search.”

“Not yet,” Rivka replied. “We need them to think we haven’t found them, and then we can focus our efforts on following where the Furlorians take us. This is what we’ve been looking for.”

“We can stage an emergency and force the first three ships through the Gate to clear the way,” Clevarious suggested.

“That would work,” Nathan agreed. “I’ll approve it.”

“Gotta go, everyone. My lead just arrived on the planet, and we need to get into position. Before I go, make sure you plant a bug on that ship just in case we lose the signal from our people.” Rivka signed off.

“Exactly where I’m going,” Clevarious replied.

Kennedy and Aurora sat with their hands off the controls while Clevarious maneuvered the ship away from the station, weaving through the traffic on the way to the Gate.

A red light flashed on the screen. “We are now squawking an emergency signal as if we are Her Majesty’s Pride, a Beltran frigate. The Gate is spinning up for emergency transit to Yoll.”

Wyatt Earp picked up speed, racing toward the freighter Grand Glory. At the optimal launch point, a signal buoy veered away from the heavy frigate on a ballistic trajectory, arcing toward Glory’s central hull. The Gate activated, and Wyatt Earp continued over the event horizon. In the background, Flight Control gave permission for the first five ships in line to head through to clear the way for inbound shipping so it wasn’t suspicious.

“Nice shooting,” Sahved remarked.

On the other end, the Yollin system was chock-full of Gates that gave access to the four corners of what had been the Yollin Empire. Wyatt Earp engaged its cloak to disappear while it drifted toward Yoll. The other ships passed through the Gate behind them.

The freighter banked hard and headed for the nearest Gate, which led to another hub system. The Gate activated.

“Prepare to follow,” Clodagh said. They waited until the ship disappeared into the Gate. “Engage.”

Instantly, a whirling vortex appeared in front of Wyatt Earp, and the invisible ship slipped through. The Gate disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. On the other end, if Grand Glory noticed the flash of a Gate, it would have meant nothing since invisible ships were mostly unknown in the Federation.

The Grand Glory turned away from the other Gates in the system and headed toward the asteroid belt. “Climb up their ass,” Clodagh ordered.

Kennedy took over, enjoying the thrill of power and freedom that came with manual control. She accelerated toward the freighter while Aurora searched the asteroid belt for contacts.

“What’s hiding out here?” Clodagh whispered. “We’re coming for you.”

Lindy tapped the bulkhead. “I’m going to gear up just in case.”

“Me, too,” Clodagh said. “I’m rated on the combat suit.”

“But…” Lindy countered before deciding the fight wasn’t worth it. She threw her hands in the air and walked away.

“But what? I can’t save my husband?”

“I’m there with you, babe,” Lindy replied. “What do you say we get ready to kick some ass?”

“Now you’re talking. Kennedy, you have the conn. Clevarious, let us know if anything changes with the Glory.”

Lindy draped her arm over Clodagh’s shoulders, and together they headed for the cargo bay where the powered combat armor waited.

Dahoolie’s Dive, a Restaurant, Batik Magal, Delegor

“Can we get that to go, please?” Rivka asked with a smile.

The server looked confused. “To go where?”

“To eat out. We need to go. There’s a little bit of an emergency.”

“No, you may not.” The server waved her hand to forestall further argument. “I see you are strangers to Batik Magal. In restaurants, you order here and eat here. Waste is illegal, so you must stay and eat, or I’m obligated to call the authorities.”

“Holy shit,” Rivka muttered.

“You go. I’ll stay and eat it all. It was for me anyway.” Tyler looked at the server, who appeared relieved about the compromise.

“Your way of taking a bullet for me?” Rivka whispered as she kissed him goodbye.

“We do what we must. Don’t get yourself hurt.” Tyler looked at the amount of food, thankful for the nano upgrade that had boosted his metabolism and made it possible for him to comply with Delegor law and eat it all.

“Yes, dear,” Rivka replied with a wink and hurried out.

She hopped into the waiting cab. Chaz issued commands, and it took off toward the small field where Cassiopeia was parked to catch the ambassador on his way into the city.

“How did you know he used this spaceport?” Rivka asked.

It was an educated guess, the SI replied. Rich Delegorite with a spaceport not far from his residence. I did this kind of analysis for my previous owner.

“We don’t own you, Margaret. You work for us because we have a contract. You are free to make your own choices,” Rivka explained.

Margaret was an old-school AI. She didn’t like the new terms. She thought it was her place to be integrated with the yacht and do as she was told.

“What’s the ambassador’s current location?” Rivka asked.

Still inbound, Margaret replied.

“We will be at the spaceport before he arrives, so we can follow him out. Thank you, Margaret,” Chaz said.

You are one fine intellect, the SI replied.

Rivka tried not to look at Chaz but failed and started to laugh as he schooled his expression to remain neutral.

“What a crew. I hope that food was good. It didn’t smell right to me. I don’t want to think about it.”

“You didn’t eat?” Chaz asked.

“No. No waste on Delegor and no takeout either, so Tyler stayed to eat it all. Otherwise, they would have called the cops on us. I needed to be out here waiting for the ambassador.”

“You should have flashed your credentials. Federation law overrules local law.”

“Then I would have outed what we were doing, and in this case, I want to agree with them. There’s no waste from takeout containers, and there’s no food waste as you have to eat it all in the restaurant.”

“What if the food’s bad?” Chaz asked the question Rivka has been avoiding.

“Then I’ll probably have to do unnatural acts to make up for it.”

“I don’t understand,” Chaz replied.

“Good. I said I didn’t want to think about it, but here we are.”

“I still don’t get it.”

“Focus on the case, Grasshopper, and in time, all will be revealed.”

The cab moved to the side of the roadway before they reached the entrance to the private spaceport. “We’ll wait here while you get those narcotic mushrooms out of your system. Or maybe it’s weakness from a lack of food.”

“One must be familiar with the local laws before venturing forth. It wouldn’t have been a problem, but the ambassador picked now to make his appearance. I don’t know if he needs more blood. How long do we think it’s been?”

“I don’t think we know,” Chaz replied.

“It was a loaded question. We don’t know for sure he’s juicing, but the pictures show a rather dramatic change from a year ago to now. It looks like much more than cosmetic surgery. They look like nano-enhanced changes, like when we received our treatments, but our changes were more dramatic, taking hours instead of months.”

“What if there is a pirate Pod-doc out here?”

“Then his change would have happened overnight instead of slowly to the point where people would tell him he looked much healthier, and he would talk about how he changed his diet and started working out.”

“Sounds like you’ve heard it before.” Chaz fiddled with the car’s interface to add elements to the map screen, like target house, border limits of the elite housing, and locations of the ships, Cassiopeia, and Ambassador Bik Tia Nor.

The ambassador was on the ground and on the move.

“He’s no different from us humans. That’s probably an insult in many cultures.” Rivka leaned close to the screen. “We should see him any moment now.”

A large vehicle with darkened windows bolted past.

“How are you tracking him?” Rivka asked.

“Every vehicle on Delegor has a signature. His is registered under Blingall Corporation. Margaret tagged the vehicle the second the land yacht appeared and picked him up.”

“Hurry up,” the Magistrate called. “He’s getting away, no matter that we see him on the map. We need to see what he’s doing.”

Chaz shrugged and pointed out the front window. “Of course, but there’s a rather significant power disparity between his vehicle and ours.”

“There’s a lesson for you, Chaz. Next time, steal a vehicle that has a little more oomph.”

“I shall log that lesson absolutely. Steal better cars. I shall do that.”

The Magistrate stared at him until he stopped talking while the poor cab maintained its top speed, which was far slower than the limousine that continued to extend its lead.

“He’s not going home, and it doesn’t appear that he’s going to the office,” Rivka observed, and a smile slowly spread across her face. “What has you in such a hurry?”

The limo slowed and headed into the fenced compound of a private medical clinic.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN



Asteroid Belt, Fenegus System

“Update!” Clodagh demanded from within her powered combat suit, which gave her the full abilities of a war mech.

“We continue on a slow pace through the asteroid belt. It’s too busy out here, and that’s messing with our passive systems. If we go active, we’ll alert them since we are camped out five meters off the freighter’s belly,” Kennedy reported.

“Nice,” Clodagh said, adding, “I gotta pee.”

Lindy snorted. “Maybe you can sit this one out.”

“No way.” Clodagh unzipped the back and jumped out. She ran for the small head within the cargo bay and disappeared inside for less than a minute before returning and getting back in the suit.

“That’s twice,” Lindy noted.

“Stop counting. It’ll save you the stress of being me.” The two women ran through their warm-up exercises once more, killing time as they waited.

“Look what we found. An illicit Gate,” Clevarious interjected. “I’d like to take the helm. We’ll have to go through with the freighter since I have no idea where this one goes.”

“Roger. The ship is yours, C. Don’t let that ship get away, but we have a tag on it. Even if they were able to slip our tail, we could find them.”

“I would like to think so, but stranger things have happened. I’m more concerned that we’ll get caught halfway into the Gate when it shuts down. We have to fool the Gate into thinking that Wyatt Earp and Grand Glory are a single ship. Otherwise, we might get cut in half and relegated to die in the void.”

“Don’t lose my husband, C,” Clodagh pleaded. “What’s your plan?”

“I’m placing our prow between the Glory’s exhaust nozzles. I don’t know how our sensors will react, and I’ll have to shut down the gravitic shields, or we’ll bump them against the freighter, which would alert them to our presence.”

Clodagh pursed her lips and unzipped her suit. She climbed out the back and walked slowly toward the head. “Do your best, C.”

She didn’t have to ask about how the ship would respond to eating the exhaust without shields to protect them. A little extra radioactivity. A lot of heat.

Clodagh used her internal comm chip to relay her next orders. Everyone get to the back of the ship, secure yourselves in Engineering. Grab Titan and Floyd on your way. Hurry up, people. When we get into position, you will not want to be on the bridge.

She hurried into and out of the bathroom once more and climbed back into her suit.

Clevarious had already started the countdown. “Eight…seven…” The SI had waited until the last second to get into position to minimize the damage to Wyatt Earp. “The Gate is established. In position. Two…one…”

Clodagh held her breath and closed her eyes, even though she was in her suit like Lindy and better protected from a catastrophe than everyone else on board.

Three seconds later, Clevarious reported a successful transit.

“Bringing the shields online. Tracking.”

“Where are we?” Clodagh asked.

Aurora replied, “We’re in the new system, Tyrosint, but we’re angling away from the planet and the station. Looks like we’re headed toward another asteroid belt.”

“The Bad Company is here. They’re not monitoring the Gate?”

“The Gate has been moved and now sits in the moon shadow of the fourth planet. That’s why it took me a few seconds to get my bearings.”

“Send a coded message by laser to the Bad Company and let them know we’re in their system. Make sure they know about that Gate. We could also use backup if they can be ready. They’ll need combat suits for a tactical boarding operation if need be. We might be able to convince our bad guys to do the right thing.” Clodagh wasn’t sure what she could say besides, Give me my husband, you assholes. Throw in Joseph, Petricia, and Elbinar for good measure.

She felt bad about being focused on Alant Cole when others were suffering too. It came down on her shoulders like a ton of bricks, and she struggled under the burden until she started sobbing uncontrollably. Her suit was sealed, so no one could see or hear.

Clodagh let it go, wishing for the rush to pass. “Baby brain,” they had called it. It came at the most inopportune moments.

“What’s the damage to the ship?” Clodagh asked when she could once again speak clearly. She had to blink away the tears, unable to wipe her face or blow her nose.

“Minor, with the exception of the arrays at the front. They’ve been fried. Clevarious has been trying to compensate by increasing the power to the other nodes. She doesn’t know how long it will be before we get a system failure cascade throughout the ship.” Aurora sounded concerned.

“All systems?” Clodagh was all ears.

“Only cloaking and shields as they’re both tied into the same projection system.”

“Only cloaking and shields. The good news is that it’s a freighter. The bad news is we don’t know what’s waiting in the asteroid field,” Clodagh replied.

“That about sums it up,” Aurora confirmed.

Clodagh brought up the main screen’s feed to watch the freighter making a lazy approach to the asteroid belt, assuming a parallel course to find where they wanted to enter before diving into the rocks and debris.

Asteroid density in this field was less than most. If they fired railgun projectiles into the area, most would continue out the other side, not having hit anything.

It didn’t call for the most precise flying, but the freighter wasn’t taking a chance. Clodagh checked the low energy signatures to confirm that Cole, Joseph, and Petricia were still on board.

She sent a message with the latest details to the Magistrate using the Etheric communications system and reinforced her request for Bad Company assistance. There were no inbound messages with their response.

The Magistrate didn’t answer, so she left the message with Margaret.

Clodagh dialed the direct link to Lindy. “I feel like my ass is hanging out here.”

“I’m sure Cole would tell you that it’s a cute ass,” Lindy quipped. “It’s called faith and confidence. She trusts you. She trusts all of us to do the best we can, and she knows you won’t give up on any of them.”

“No. I won’t. We’ll rescue all three, no matter what else happens. If we’ve followed the right scumbags, then maybe we’ll rescue all four.”

“I’m ready to go whenever you need me.” Lindy climbed out the back of her suit. She scratched her face, head, and body. “That’s one big drawback of the suit. It makes me itch.”

Clodagh climbed out too. She blew her nose first, then scratched. She stood there for a few heartbeats before heading for the bathroom.

“You have got to be kidding me,” Lindy called after her.

“Wait until you find out for yourself before you give me any shit.”

Lindy accessed the screen on the side bulkhead that tied into the rest of the ship. She had heard the chief engineer’s conversation regarding the external nodes. “How are we doing, C?”

“I don’t know how much longer we can maintain an active cloak. I’ve shut down the shields to limit the flow of energy, but we’re at a hundred and fifty-four percent of recommended power flow.”

“Engineers always lowball the numbers. We’ll be good.”

“Not when the engineers are Ankh and Erasmus,” the SI replied. She brought up the screen to show the freighter turning ninety degrees to take a line into the asteroid belt. “I’m closing the gap.”

Clodagh reappeared and peeked over Lindy’s shoulder at the screen to bring herself up to date. “They’re going to fail any time now.”

“Contact,” Clevarious said. “Another ship. A freighter, much bigger, located behind one of the larger objects in the field.”

“Can we shut them down with the EMP weapon?”

“Need the nodes,” Clevarious replied.

“Suit up,” Clodagh said.

“The screening system is failing.” A moment later, Clevarious confirmed the pronouncement. “Screens and shields are gone until the nodes can be replaced.”

“Prepare to fire the railgun, plasma cannon, and missiles.”

“Say what?” Lindy wondered.

“Being prepared to fire isn’t the same thing as firing,” Clodagh explained. “I’m not going to blow up Cole and the others. We want something left to get our retribution.”

Lindy eyed the other woman. “We secure them for the Magistrate. That’s what we have to do. We don’t have the luxury of taking the law into our own hands. Please, Clodagh. Don’t compromise what you are—what we are—by jumping to the wrong side of the law.”

Clodagh hung her head and started to cry. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I don’t know what’s with my head. I want Cole back. I want the team together. I don’t know what I want for me, maybe a life not on a ship where we can raise our child in safety.”

“This isn’t the time…” Lindy started. The freighter accelerated toward the asteroid belt. “Clevarious. Close on our friend but maintain a safe distance. We don’t want them to freak out and drive their ship into a big rock. We want them to know they can’t escape. That’s it.”

“Sheepdog,” Clodagh said, her eyes clearing. “C, perform some of your magic maneuvers to block the ship. Let it know it has no hope of escaping.”

“Gate drive is active,” Clevarious reported. “Crossing the event horizon.”

Wyatt Earp disappeared from where it trailed Grand Glory and reappeared danger-close to the larger freighter within the asteroid belt, blocking the smaller freighter from closing and linking up.

Grand Glory turned one hundred and eighty degrees to throttle up its engines and slow its momentum until it came to a full stop.

“Clevarious, get me the captain of Grand Glory, please.”

“Not the bigger ship?” Lindy wondered.

Clodagh gripped Lindy’s shoulder. “Thank you for helping me focus, think through what needed to be done. The big ship has done nothing to us or against us while we know the smaller ship has three of our people on board. Will this big ship come to their rescue, or will they claim no knowledge? Stay tuned for next week’s exciting episode of As the Asteroid Belt Turns.”

“Where have you been all this time?” Lindy quipped.

“Captain Yuan’gar is on the line, Chief Engineer,” Clevarious stated.

“This is Captain Clodagh Cole of the heavy frigate Wyatt Earp. You are ordered to heave to and prepare to be boarded. You have three of our people on board, and we want them back. We also want the Furlorians who loaded those three onto your ship.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. What’s a Furlorian? And you are interfering with my right of free passage. I see you’re a Federation vessel. We are not in Federation space. Please move your scow.”

Clodagh rolled her eyes. “Magistrate Rivka Anoa and the Bad Company secured this space for the Federation from the pirates occupying it barely a month ago. Consequently, we must assume you’re pirates, too, using an illicit Gate. Both your vessels will be seized, possibly temporarily, depending on your level of cooperation.”

Clevarious muted the line. “We’ve deployed a maintenance bot to replace three of the key nodes to attempt an electromagnetic pulse to disable those two ships.”

“Good work, C.” Clodagh chewed the inside of her lip, waiting for the Grand Glory to answer.

“Present yourselves and your credentials at the starboard airlock. Yuan’gar out.”

The tactical screen returned.

“Credentials…” Clodagh muttered. “Clevarious, do we have a warrant or anything signed by the Magistrate in conjunction with this case?”

A document popped up on the screen, authorizing the sting and following the kidnappers wherever they lead. “That’s pretty broad but good enough for me, C. Shoot it to our pads. Here we go.”

Wyatt Earp maneuvered to link up with Grand Glory.

“We can’t fit through the airlock like this,” Lindy pointed at the suits. “Full combat gear?”

“It’s just me and you. I’d rather not.”

Groenwyn and Lauton appeared. “It’s not just you guys. We’re here. We volunteer to go with you.”

“And me!” Ryleigh called from the corridor.

“And me,” Sahved added, looking sad because he had been forgotten.

Lindy took stock of the odd squad. It was a tactical operation at this point, so she took charge.

“All of us, full ballistic protection. Ryleigh, Clodagh, and I will be armed. Sorry, Lauton, Groenwyn, and Sahved, you guys aren’t the shooting types, but what I’ll need you to do is track the signals from our people. Clodagh and Ryleigh will hold the crew at bay until we get back. Aurora and Kennedy remain aboard Wyatt Earp. Secure the damn airlock behind us. Do not let anyone from the freighter board this ship.”

They headed into the corridor where the gear lockers held the body armor and suited up: torso protection, legs, arms, and helmets. Ryleigh looked uncomfortable as she checked the hand blaster Lindy gave her. Lindy handed her a stunner as well, tucking a second into her own belt.

“You’ll know when to shoot. Don’t fire before then. Aim center mass and shoot twice, just like you were taught. All things being equal, no one will die today.” She clapped the smaller woman on the shoulder.

Lindy carried two blasters but also took a boarding axe, a gift from Christina and the Bad Company. It had a spike on one side, a rounded blade opposite, and a pry bar on top. She kept one blaster in its holster and carried the other blaster in her right hand and the axe in her left.

The airlocks synced and equalized. Ankh appeared wearing his goggles on his forehead and coveralls.

“I’m going, too,” he said.

“It’s not safe,” Lindy shot back. “You need to put on your armor.”

“If they mess with us, I will kill them with my brain.” Ankh stared at Lindy as he spoke, unblinking.

“Well, okay.” She couldn’t think of anything else to say. He came across as deadly serious in his emotionless delivery. “Sahved, you stay with him. Guard Ankh until I tell you differently.”

Lindy went through first, with Clodagh behind her, armed primarily with a datapad showing the Magistrate’s approval of the operation in which the Grand Glory had been caught.

Groenwyn and Lauton followed next with a small scanner that was programmed with the signal from their three people. Ryleigh brought up the rear.

The hatch opened to show three men in filthy clothes carrying stun guns and shot-pistols. Lindy waved those behind her to the side, out of the line of fire.

“Put your weapons on the deck and back the fuck up.”

“Nice mouth,” one grumbled. It was the voice they’d heard before.

“Captain Yuan’gar, I presume. Put your weapons down, please. We’re boarding your ship, and we’re getting our people back. Period.”

“Is that all you have? A bunch of girls is going to take my ship.”

A small body bumped past, and the men looked at him.

“You brought a Skaine?”

Ankh waved at them as if they were inconsequential. “You will seal yourselves inside your cockpit. I’ve disabled your ship. You will wait there until we’re finished with you.”

“How do I know you’re not going to steal my stuff?” the captain growled, straightening to loom over Ankh. Lindy nudged him backward using the point of her axe.

“You don’t, but if we wanted your stuff, you’d already be dead. Go to the cockpit and lock yourselves in. Right now.” Ankh stared as they walked away, grumbling and glancing over their shoulders. A hatch slammed and squealed as it was secured.

Lindy stepped through and to the side. “Ankh, you glorious bastard!”

“I don’t have parents. No Crenellians do.” Ankh looked as confused as he could while wearing a blank expression. He turned and walked aft, pulling his night vision goggles over his eyes.

“That was really fucking weird,” Clodagh muttered as she hurried past Lindy to follow Ankh. Groenwyn and Lauton ran to catch up.

“Wait here with me,” Lindy told Ryleigh. The younger woman looked relieved and remained in the airlock hatch, peeking left and right down the corridor, hesitant to step onto the freighter.

After the first shot from the blaster, Lindy took off. At the sound of the weapon’s rapid fire, she sprinted as if other’s lives depended on it.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN



Batik Magal, Delegor

“Tyrosint. I’ll be damned. I thought that fucking vampire was holding something back,” Rivka said after getting the message from Margaret. They left the cab on the street and used the pedestrian entrance, rushing to the door and walking through since it was open.

A receptionist’s head shot up in surprise at the intrusion. Rivka held out her credentials. “I need to talk with someone in charge, and that needs to happen in the next ten seconds, or I’m going to start breaking down doors.”

“You can’t do that. You aren’t allowed in here,” the receptionist stammered, standing and holding out her hand as if that would stop the Magistrate.

Rivka took her by the wrist. “Is this clinic involved in blood transfusions using enhanced blood?”

“Enhanced blood?” the woman asked. They received shipments with no questions asked for the wealthiest clients. One was in right now, at the end of the hall.

“Thank you for your cooperation.” Rivka slammed her into her chair and spun it to disorient the woman before she ran through the door and down the hall on her way to the patient room where the ambassador was getting juiced.

She burst through the door, throwing the doctor over his patient. A needle was still in the ambassador’s arm, and a bag of blood hung on a hook above the bed.

“What the hell is this?” the doctor demanded.

“I’m arresting you for trafficking in illegal blood. And you, Ambassador! Shame on you. Kidnapping, theft, torture. I’m sure there are a few more crimes of which you’re guilty.”

The ambassador’s mouth pursed into a thin line. “I demand to be tried on Delegor for what you will learn is not a crime. At the end of the day, Magistrate, it will be you who is apologizing and facing jail time, not me.”

Rivka avoided touching him so as to not taint her judgment, but she did grab the doctor. “Where did you get this blood?”

“From our normal supplier called Blood Supplies Limited. It’s standard practice to rejuvenate old cells with new.”

“Chaz, take a look at that blood. Is it enhanced?”

Chaz dabbed gauze at the needle entry point while the blood continued to flow into Ambassador Bik Tia Nor’s arm.

He pulled it aside and used the sensors built into his system. He ended by dabbing it on his tongue. Rivka and the doctor recoiled in equal measure while the ambassador chuckled.

“I believe this blood is from Private Elbinar.”

“Possession of stolen property that has passed from one sovereign territory to another. Add that to the charges, Mister Ambassador.” She turned to the doctor. “And you, show me everything you have on this Blood Supplies Limited. Who is your contact, when do you get your supplies, how much do you pay? All of it. Tell me all of it. Chaz, accompany the doctor to gather his records. I’m issuing a warrant to search all systems related to acquisition of blood products from Blood Supplies Limited and the distribution of those products. I’ll need all those names and addresses.”

Chaz ushered the doctor out and hurried him down the hall.

“You think you’re bringing a reckoning to Delegor, Magistrate? Do you think you’ve found what you’re looking for?”

“I think that’s the last illegal transfusion of stolen enhanced blood you’ll ever get. You’ll age normally from here on out, maybe quicker since your body has gotten used to repairing itself. It may try to eat itself from the inside out. That wouldn’t be optimal, Mister Ambassador. Maybe you’d like to purify your soul and tell me the truth about all this.”

“I don’t think so. I’ll wait for my trial tonight, as per Delegor law.”

Rivka stared at him while she stepped back to lean against the wall. The blood bag was almost empty. She removed her datapad and accessed Delegor law. Could she risk pulling the ambassador to the Federation level for trial?

She glanced at him. He watched her, a smug expression on his face. Confidence born of nanocyte-infused blood coursing through his veins. The very crime of which she accused him gave him the strength to defy her.

The ambassador finally removed a small device from his pocket and made a call. “Mads, Bik Tia Nor. Sorry to bother you, but it seems I’ve been arrested. I’ll meet you at the courthouse in about an hour. I’ll need to go home and change first. Make that two hours. We’ll prepare the case then. Fine. Kids are great. And yours? Getting big. Cold ones on me tonight as soon as we’re clear of this farce.”

“Farce? Very nice, Mister Ambassador.” Rivka tapped her datapad until she found the form she was looking for. She transmitted it to Chaz, who accessed what he needed while downloading the clinic’s files. He returned the form filled in as Delegor required. “Your writ of appearance has been transmitted. See you in court.”

Rivka left the ambassador behind, reeling from what she’d seen of Delegor law. She needed to wrap her head around their procedures, and she only had four hours to do it. Haste was a priority in trials on Delegor. No one cooled their heels in jail. All criminals were either caught in the act, the crime instantly provable, or they weren’t charged.

There was a certain efficiency to it that Rivka appreciated. Did she have enough to prove the ambassador’s guilt in crimes as defined by Delegor and not the Federation? That was the question she and Chaz needed to figure out over the next four hours.

She stormed down the hall to where she could see Chaz looming over the doctor. Rivka joined him to find the doctor staring back angrily.

“Your victims are kidnapped and left in comas while they are continuously drained of their lifeblood. That’s what we call the blood trade, and it’s illegal as hell. What happened to ‘do no harm,’ doctor?” Rivka demanded.

“I’m not doing any harm that I know of. I’m helping my patients. I buy the blood legally. Where it comes from is not my business, but with your information, I shall no longer do business with them because the provenance of their product is called into question.”

“Nice try. If I come back here, you’ll be in a world of hurt. Chaz, do we have all the doctor’s details?”

“We do, Magistrate.”

“Freeze all his accounts, and while you’re at it, freeze the ambassador’s accounts, too. We may be unlocking them again tonight, but until then, we’ll make sure these two stay close. Takes credits to travel. Have a nice day, doctor.”

Rivka and Chaz left the clinic. “I’d love to burn this place to the ground. It’s what they deserve, but I’ll resist.” Once outside, she stopped. “But if he doesn’t buy from them again, will we have achieved our short-term goal of ending the immediate gratification of the blood trade? Will he be able to resist the high-end clients wanting their fix?”

“What did you see in the ambassador’s mind?” Chaz asked.

“I didn’t do it. I didn’t touch him and didn’t look. He’s an ambassador. I don’t want to be accused of intergalactic espionage. I know he knew where that blood came from, but how do I prove it within the limits of Delegor law?”

“Can’t you pull it to the Federation level?”

“Yes and no. We’ll do it right here and the ambassador can owe me for not dragging him into a Yollin court, where he’d be found guilty and end up doing time on Jhiordaan, but that probably wouldn’t endear us to Delegor. I have those Federation politics to keep in mind. With the rise of the Singularity, they all know who I am.” She ground her teeth and clenched her fists. “I hate politics but am left with no choice but to play by their rules. I bet we’ll find the same thing with Mastus and Foromme. Let’s pull the string on Blood Products Limited, whoever those fuckers are.”

They hurried to the street to find their cab was gone.

Grand Glory, Asteroid Belt, Tyrosint System

Clodagh had one hand on Ankh’s shoulder, keeping him behind her while she aimed into the darkness beyond. Groenwyn called for calm, and Lauton covered her ears with her hands against the thunder of Clodagh’s blaster.

Lindy worked her way through the group to stand beside Clodagh. “What’s up? Looking to improve ventilation on this old tub?”

“The Furlorians. They’re down there, but they move like smoke in a brisk wind.”

Lindy holstered her blaster and removed the stunner from her belt. “Let’s see if we can spread the love.” She set the stunner for an area engagement, greatly weakening its effect over distance. “Gotta get closer. Please don’t shoot me.”

She ran forward, closing on the two suspects, a small female clinging to the wall while a larger male hung from the ceiling. Lindy pressed the button to send a muscle-slamming pulse into the space at the end of the corridor, then dove to the side and fired again.

The Furlorians tried to maintain their holds but lost their grip. They both hit the deck, trying to remain upright. They staggered sideways. Lindy stood and hit them again. She closed and fired one more time. Both collapsed under the final engagement. She secured their hands and feet with zip ties in time to find Ankh heading into one of the many cargo sections of the freighter.

Clodagh followed him in. She gasped at what they found.

Lindy wanted to join them and looked at Groenwyn and Lauton for the next task, but that wasn’t their job. “Help them,” Lindy said, and they went inside. With a grunt, she managed to pick up both her Furlorian bundles and carried them back to the airlock. She dumped them on the deck in front of Ryleigh.

“If they come to, stun them.” Lindy hurried aft to find a portion of the cargo bay was set up as a blood collection area. Their friends were unconscious and hooked up to an intricate set of tubes and wires. Ankh was studying the setup but had not yet taken action. A humanoid cowered in the corner. Clodagh tried to watch him while being distracted by having Cole close to being free.

Lindy let Ankh continue his examination as she went to the person who had most likely set up the equipment.

“Name?” Lindy requested.

“I’m the doctor,” he managed to squeak.

“You’re a fucking criminal, and your road to getting through this without being skinned alive starts now. Unhook these people.”

“As I’ve already told your colleagues, that’s not possible. Unhooking them will create a shock to their systems which could very well kill them.” He held his hands in front of him as if warding off harsh lights.

“You see, we’re not going to buy that because we want our people back and we’ll have them.” Lindy removed her axe and swung it in a figure eight in front of the doctor, moving closer centimeter by centimeter. “This is going to get extremely painful for you if you don’t help us.”

He closed his eyes and put his arms across his chest as if surrendering to death. Lindy stopped the intimidation charade and slapped the axe back into its magnetic holder on her back. She grabbed him and dragged him to Cole’s side.

“What does this tube do?” she asked, going from one to the next. Ankh paid attention until he nodded. He had a plan.

“We change the inbound nutrition supplements slowly until we’re providing the usual IV solution. We reduce the electrical stimulus from running a marathon to sleeping. We eliminate the blood drain first and foremost and let their bodies build strength to manage the changes to the other two processes,” Ankh explained. “It’s not as difficult as the doctor made it out to be.”

“But the shock! They’ve been on the system long enough—”

Ankh pointed at him without looking.

“The big man said, shut your sewer,” Clodagh snarled. “What the fuck else is on this ship?”

Fear grew in the doctor’s eyes. Lindy grabbed him and secured his arms and wrists with more zip ties before he could do anything extreme.

“Your days of doctoring are over,” Lindy told him.

“Tell us what you need us to do,” Groenwyn offered.

Lindy looked at them and then at Clodagh. “Clodagh, take the doctor to join the Furlorians. We need someone a bit meaner than Ryleigh to watch over them. Can you do that for us? We will make sure Cole is taken care of, but I need you there more than here.”

Clodagh touched Cole’s leg. It twitched at her touch, and she almost melted. “Okay,” she agreed after one last squeeze of his thigh. “Come on.” She grabbed the doctor, shoving her arm under his and pulling up until she grabbed his collar. He bent forward under the armbar and stumbled ahead as Clodagh forced him out of the cargo bay and into the corridor.

Groenwyn and Lauton went from patient to patient while Ankh decided on a course of action to bring the three safely to consciousness. He checked the machinery before accessing the programs running it. He slowed the electrical stimulation first.

“Remove the blood taps,” Ankh ordered.

Groenwyn grimaced but knew she had no choice. She and Lauton had to do it since there was no one else. She tightened the clamp on the tube to keep the blood from dripping out of the bag.

“For you, our friends,” Groenwyn whispered. She removed the bandages holding the catheter, gripped it firmly, and with a tug, pulled it out of Cole’s vein. She held the gauze against the puncture for less than a minute before letting up. It had already stopped bleeding, but Cole’s pulse was weak.

“Can we turn this around, put his blood back in?” Groenwyn asked.

Ankh blinked up at her. His eyes went blank as he communed with Erasmus. When he focused again on Groenwyn, he had his answer. “That will hasten their return to normal. Let’s do it in incremental amounts, a hundred cubic centimeters at a time. Plug the needle you just removed into the feed line of the IV and loosen the clamp, but slowly.”

She hung the bag from the same hook as the nutrient feed and added the blood to the drip.

“They could die,” Ankh muttered, “if we were complete morons. Vitals are improving.”

“The simple act of not taking their blood,” Lauton suggested.

“Dial back on the bag. I suspect there are drugs in there to keep them unconscious. We’ll add saline from the supply onboard Wyatt Earp. Bring them along.”

Ankh strolled out of the cargo bay. “What?” Groenwyn asked, looking at the gurney and all the equipment. She waved at Ankh to come back, but he was gone. “How?” She glanced forlornly at Lauton.

“These people are your friends, Groenwyn. We don’t have the choice not to do it, so we’ll find a way because we have to. Do we have anything to help take the weight?”

Groenwyn left Cole’s side while Lauton removed the catheter from Petricia’s arm after having already taken care of Joseph. She inserted the needle into the other line before joining Groenwyn to find a way to move the victims.

There was nothing besides the gurneys upon which they rested.

“Looks like the hard way,” Lauton said. She piled the attached equipment on the bed, wedging it between Cole’s legs to keep it from moving. They released the magnetic locks holding it to the deck and rolled it to the hatch, through it, and down the corridor to the airlock. There they found Lindy, Clodagh, and Ryleigh watching their three prisoners.

“We’ll be back with the other two,” Groenwyn stated. She and Lauton hurried away, feeling the thrill of triumph. Next, they brought Petricia to the airlock to find Lindy, Ryleigh, and all three prisoners missing.

“They’re dumping them in the brig, and then they’ll be back to bring our people home,” Clodagh explained. “Can you stay here for just a moment? I need to hit the head.”

Without waiting for confirmation, Clodagh bolted through the airlock into Wyatt Earp.

Groenwyn and Lauton busied themselves by checking on Cole and Petricia and doing what they could to make them comfortable. If they felt anything in their coma-like state.

A noise made Lauton jump. She slapped a hand to her chest, eyes wide at the shape that appeared in the corridor.

Joseph. He continued to pull wires and tubes off his body, tossing them to the deck behind him.

“Joseph!” Groenwyn ran to him, providing her body to help support his.

“You are an angel,” he said softly. Groenwyn grunted under the effort to hold the bigger man up. He was dense, like the Magistrate.

“You should still be in bed.”

“Nay, lass. I’ve spent far too much of my life in beds. And this, waking up to being plugged and trussed like a beast, is a nightmare I never expected would be repeated. Who has done such a thing to us?”

“The crew of the freighter is in the cockpit. The Furlorians are in the brig, along with the doctor.”

“There were two others beside the Furlorians,” Joseph noted.

“Not here, there aren’t.”

“Drat. We have two escapees on the loose unless they are amongst the members of the crew. The cockpit? This way?” Joseph pointed.

“Yes, but you shouldn’t be out of bed,” Groenwyn said.

Joseph pushed himself away from her and bounced off the wall as he staggered toward the cockpit.

“Help, somebody!” Groenwyn called through the airlock. “I need help.”

The sound of running feet brought her a sigh of relief. First through was Lindy, then Clodagh.

“Joseph is up, and he’s headed to the cockpit.”

“To do what?” Lindy wondered, working her way past Groenwyn and on board Grand Glory. She ran toward the front of the ship in time to get the cockpit hatch slammed in her face and spun closed. “Joseph?”

She couldn’t undog the hatch. She settled for putting her ear against the metal and listening. It was quiet beyond. Deathly quiet.

A few moments later, the hatch unsealed and popped open. Joseph walked out, still unsteady on his feet. Lindy looked inside to find the captain and two crew hunched over in their seats. She checked—still alive but in comas.

She caught up with Joseph. “What did you do?”

He fixed her with an icy stare that pierced deep into her soul. “I have dealt with my tormentors. I shall visit the others in the brig, too.” He blinked to lighten the negative energy that surrounded him. “It must be done, young lady. They brought it on themselves.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Cassiopeia, Batik Magal, Delegor

“I don’t think I can learn all these procedures in time,” Rivka complained. “But you can.”

“I already have the entirety of their laws and procedures downloaded and available. I will be able to comply with their guidelines,” Chaz replied confidently.

“We will be able to comply. Can two prosecutors ask questions?”

“No. The entirety of Delegor law is based on efficiency. Keep that in mind for all we do. Limited paperwork. One doesn’t build a foundation for the suspect’s guilt. It is stated and reinforced. That’s it.”

“This shouldn’t take long, then. What kind of punishment is available?”

“Generally a mind infiltration. Hypnosis to cause the guilty pain when they think of issues surrounding that crime. Taking property that’s not theirs, for example.”

“That would work. The crime is vanity. Standing on other’s backs to lift yourself above them, Mister Ambassador. Your punishment is humility. Get your hands dirty. Accept being one of the people, you fucking toad.”

“You were so close, too, Magistrate, but alas, none of that is a crime on Delegor. I think the charge of being in possession of stolen property is, how do you say it, a slam dunk? But that’s it. Trafficking, kidnapping, none of the big crimes. Possession isn’t even a felony here.”

“I’m taking the ambassador to trial over a misdemeanor?”

“It would appear so,” Chaz remarked. “I’ve found out what happened to our cab. It was reported as stolen and recovered.”

“If we want another cab, will they send it?”

“Probably. I don’t think they’ve linked the broken code to us.”

“Did we pay the bill for the travel?” Rivka wondered.

“All of it and then some. We cannot steal what we paid for, Magistrate. I’ve verified that with the local business charter and laws.”

“Then how did it get reported as stolen?” Rivka stood up in the small ship, decided she couldn’t pace, and sat down again.

“It wasn’t where they thought it would be. I think it should have been logged as a software failure and not as a stolen vehicle. I’ve registered a complaint with the cab company.”

“Good call, Chaz. I’m off my game. I’m worried about everything else that’s going on. As a matter of fact, Margaret, get me Wyatt Earp, please.”

Chaz smiled. “I like how you always say ‘please’ when talking with one of us.”

“Common courtesy, Chaz. Thanks for your help, too. This whole thing with Bik Tia Nor would be a nightmare if I had to learn the nuances of Delegor law. That’s about a year’s worth of study.”

Margaret interrupted. “I have Clevarious for you, Magistrate.”

“C. ‘Sup?”

“Good news, Magistrate. We have recovered Cole, Petricia, and Joseph. We have the two Furlorians in custody. We believe we know where Private Elbinar is and will continue to pursue that lead.”

“Are they okay?”

“Cole and Petricia are still unconscious, but Joseph has come out of it, and, well…you’ll have to hear it from the others.”

“Then give me someone else. Lindy or Clodagh, please.”

“They are busy bringing the injured on board. They are still on gurneys. The crew is limited to its smallest and physically weakest members.”

“Lindy isn’t weak. What the hell are you going on about, C?”

“Lindy is the exception. The other members are muscling the gurneys through the airlock.”

“Give me Clodagh, please.”

“One sec,” the SI replied.

Chaz maintained a neutral expression.

“Magistrate. It’s, like, real work out here, but we have them back. Next stop is this big motherfucker on the other side of us to get Elbinar, but we’ll wait for Bad Company backup. It won’t be too much longer.”

“What did Joseph do?”

Time passed like slowly dripping water before Clodagh answered, “I don’t know. When we found them, they were unconscious, almost in a coma.”

“They shouldn’t have taken him.” Rivka wasn’t very sympathetic about the retaliation after the violation of his body. “Again. But I’ll take a look when I’m back. I won’t rush to judgment.”

“Something else, too. We rescued our people because of Ankh. He forced the crew of Grand Glory to stand down. They thought he was a Skaine.”

“But he’s not blue. Good for him. Did he say why he did it?”

“Not a word.”

“Ted and Joseph are old friends. They’ve been together for about a hundred and twenty-five years,” Rivka explained.

“That’s probably it. Ted made a call on Joseph’s behalf. Ankh will do anything for Ted.”

Rivka opened the hatch on the yacht to get fresh air. “Thanks, Clodagh. If anything changes, let me know, but I’ll be in court soon. We caught them giving the ambassador Elbinar’s blood. After this short trial, we’ll be back in space, hunting down an organization called Blood Supplies Limited. If we have the Gate closed off, then they aren’t moving any of the blood currently in stock. We may have already accomplished the primary goal of the case, which was to interdict the blood trade. Once we have Elbinar in hand, we can declare victory. I’ll be there as soon as I can. The Gate to Tyrosint is in Fenegus. Send the coordinates to Margaret. We’ll be rocking the yacht. Look! There’s Tyler. Call if you have anything.”

Doctor Toofakre walked slowly. Under the late afternoon sun, he sported a pale shade of green. He stumbled inside.

“What took you so long?” Rivka asked.

“That was the worst food of all time, and I had to down a triple portion of it. I took my bullet for you, Rivka. I’m a member of the club. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to heave my guts out.”

Tyler staggered toward the hatch, leaning against it as his stomach rebelled from the abuse. The sickening splatter came moments before the smell filled the cabin. Rivka wrinkled her nose. “Margaret, vent the air. Vents, full power, give me a hundred and ten percent! I’m giving her all she’s got, Cap’n.”

Chaz sat pleasantly, unaffected by sight, sound, or smell. “I love being me,” he told her. Rivka held her shirt over her face, trying to take shallow breaths until the cabin air had been cleansed.

Chaz cleared the one couch, and the doctor reclined on it. Rivka doused a washcloth with water and put it on his forehead. She gave him a bottle of water too, but he didn’t drink. He remained where he was, lying there with a rag cooling his head. “It was horrible,” he mumbled.

“You took one for the team. We caught the ambassador juicing. We could have used you to explain some of the technical details of the transfusion, but we each have our role to play. They recovered Joseph, Petricia, and Cole. Just one more to drag from the clutches of the scumbags. We’re close to gutting this organization. And Chaz, be a hon and clean the puke off the hatch, please.”

Tyler’s chest rose and fell regularly. “You’ve caught the ones running it?”

Rivka slouched against the wall. “We’ve caught the foot soldiers but not the general.”

“You’ve interdicted the trade for a short while, but as long as the leadership remains, they’ll establish it anew. The warriors won’t be safe anywhere. Supply and demand. As long as the demand exists, someone will step up to supply it. And there’s big money involved, which changes the dynamic. My mind is exceptionally clear, but my stomach resents me.” Tyler tried to sit up but found it to be too great an effort and flopped back down. Chaz took the pilot’s seat, mostly unused since Margaret flew the ship wherever they needed to go.

“At least we’ll get our people back, assuming Private Elbinar is on the big ship that Wyatt Earp has cornered.

“Is Onyx open yet?”

“They should be. Margaret, get me Team Talon.”

“You mean, Red and Dennicron,” Margaret sniped back. Rivka made a face and nodded.

“Magistrate. Orders?”

“Can you leave?”

“Yes. The station is now open and in business.”

“Bring the Vengeance to Delegor and pick us up. We’ll depart as soon as this evening’s trial is over.”

“Why do you have to wait?”

“Efficiency and expediency. The only way to leave earlier would be to drop the charges.” She looked at Chaz for confirmation, and he nodded. “I’m not willing to do that. I need to demonstrate that the ambassador is involved in the blood trade and the illegal acquisition and distribution of enhanced blood products.”

“We’ll be standing by. Margaret, guide us into where you are. I don’t think Cassiopeia will fit in the cargo bay, so we’ll rig an energy tether just like we have from Wyatt Earp.”

“See you soon, and bring food. What the Delegorites eat is somewhat unpalatable, as we’ve discovered the hard way. Give Nathan my best.”

“On our way, Magistrate,” Red confirmed.

After the call ended, Rivka stared at the deck. “I should have thought of that earlier.”

Chaz shook his head violently, almost to the point of twisting it off his neck. “Sorry about that,” he said as he stopped moving and fixed Rivka with his business look. “We should have brought it up sooner. You don’t have to think of all of it, only the important stuff. I suggest you study the elements of cross-examination before the trial. I’ll summon a car so we can get there early.”

Tyler tried to rise again, managing to get where he could rest his elbows on the table. “I hope that green you’ve got going isn’t permanent,” Rivka told him.

“I was going to insist on going, but I think I’ll remain here and hold down the fort. Did I hear that Red is bringing real food?”

“He will have something that will settle your stomach. I wonder if your issues are related to new nanos, too. Your first treatment, so your gut is still figuring itself out.”

“I’m pretty sure it has everything to do with that horrendous meal I was forced to consume.”

“At least your teeth are in good shape for all the chewing.” Rivka smiled.

Tyler laid down again and waved his free hand, adjusting his wet rag with the other until it covered his eyes. “Kick the riffraff out, Margaret. I need sleep.”

“You heard him,” Margaret noted. “Off you go. Win your case. And by then, I expect we’ll have Destiny’s Vengeance looming nearby. Go on, now.”

The SI chased the Magistrate and the SCAMP off her ship.

As soon as they were clear, the outer hatch closed.

“Did we just get kicked off our own ship?” Rivka wondered as they stared at the sealed vessel.

Chaz smiled. “How about SIs and their freedom? Go, Singularity!”

Rivka loved the logic train it took for leaving the yacht to Chaz’s statement. She clapped at his successful response. Their cab had not yet shown up, so they waited. “What’s it going to take to win this case?”

“Have a different case,” Chaz said.

“There’s a time to be defeatist, and other times when we can’t be. I’ve only lost one case in my life, and that was because I didn’t prosecute it well. We haven’t prepared as much as I want to for this case, but the usual theatrics have no place in a Delegor court. We had our facts the second we walked in on the ambassador and the doctor.”

“Will they hold up to scrutiny?” Chaz asked.

“With no experience in the Delegor court system, I don’t know what kind of scrutiny to expect. One would think my word would be good enough, but I doubt that will work. The ambassador’s smug expression suggested his word will triumph.”

“How about my word? I’m a citizen of the Singularity. My data will stand up to any challenge.”

“We’ll have to count on that.” She nodded at the inbound cab. “Time to put on our game faces. We have a case to try.”

Wyatt Earp, Asteroid Belt, Tyrosint System

Two gurneys and Joseph stood in the corridor. The rest of the crew fidgeted uncomfortably. Clodagh meandered until she was face to face with Joseph. “We can’t leave them like that. They’re incapable of flying their ship.”

Joseph shrugged. “Maybe they should have thought of that before they became pirates.”

“I think you need to restore their minds.”

“I’ve not taken their minds,” Joseph countered.

“But they’re brain-dead.”

“Not in the least, my dear. They are sampling living through the memories that I’ve shared with them, memories of what I’ve done to people. Nothing more. Every day we share our experiences with each other in order to grow as a species.”

“Is that what you call growing?” Clodagh pointed through the airlock that was still attached to Grand Glory.

“I expect the Bad Company will be able to tow them into a friendly port. With therapy, they’ll probably be able to get past the vile nature of their crimes.”

“I wish you hadn’t done that to them. It’s not our place to punish the criminals. It’s Rivka’s and hers alone.”

Joseph nodded. “I submit myself to her judgment. In the meantime, I’ll take one of your combat suits and board that big freighter. I’ll make sure Private Elbinar is freed.”

Clodagh shook her head, not taking her gaze off Joseph’s red eyes. “Lindy, secure the suits. No one is to take them or leave the ship.”

“Are we going to have a problem, Chief Engineer? Because I don’t want any problems. I know what I need to do and what has to be done. No one is better suited to do it than me. The logic is infallible.”

“The Magistrate is on her way,” Clevarious interjected. “Red and Dennicron will pick them up, and they will Gate directly here. We need only wait a few hours. It will take that much time for the Bad Company to get into position, blocking the freighter. We won’t take any action until then. Please, Joseph. Don’t go vigilante on us.”

“The love of my long life is once again in a coma because there are those who value her blood as a commodity and her body for the blood it provides and not the keen mind and kind soul within. That’s twice now. That’s FUCKING TWICE!” Joseph roared. Clodagh stumbled back until Lindy caught her. “My apologies, lovely lady. Anyone who participates in this blood trade is my mortal enemy. There can be no other way. I’m taking a suit, and I’m boarding that ship.”

Clodagh hung her head, her chest heaving, struggling to breathe as she started to sob. A splat sounded as liquid hit the floor.

“Oh, no!” Clodagh cried.

Lindy pointed a finger at Joseph. “I’m with you. Kill them all, but not right now. Everyone put their personal shit aside because it looks like we’re delivering a baby, and not one fucking person on this ship knows how.”

“I do,” Clevarious said. “And you do, too. You were all there for when Vered the Mighty was born.”

“Kind of. We didn’t do anything,” Lindy shot back. “We’ll take you to the guest quarters. It’s where we deliver babies, isn’t it?”

“It’s too soon!” Clodagh called, nearly collapsing. Lindy caught her, and Joseph, despite his weakness, picked her up.

“Where to?” he asked, the fire gone from his eyes, replaced by profound sadness. It made Lindy’s breath catch.

She shook off the feeling. “Follow me.” She walked quickly down the corridor.

“I’ll stay with them,” Ryleigh said, pointing at the gurneys. Groenwyn and Lauton hurried after the others.

In the small room beyond the captain’s suite, nearly across from the brig, Joseph put Clodagh in the bed.

“I could have walked.” She grunted under the strain of the contractions, which were increasing in frequency.

“You need to relax.”

Groenwyn looked at the door to the brig. “There’s a doctor in there,” she said softly.

Lindy snarled. “No fucking way.”

“Not only no,” Clodagh added. “Hell, no and fuck, no.”

“We’re all going to make it through this,” Lindy told them. “Get hot water and towels. Lots of towels.”

Lauton took off before anyone else could move. Joseph held Clodagh’s hand and moved the hair away from her face. “I’m sorry for causing you such grief,” he whispered.

“It wasn’t you. I get you. It was that fucker, Cole. Somebody get him in here so I can break his fingers one by one. He said he was an equal partner. Let him feel his fair share!” She started laughing maniacally.

Groenwyn backed away from the door. “Don’t you dare,” Lindy snapped at her. Groenwyn sulked her way back into the room.

“I was going to see if we could wake Cole.”

“Yes, wake Cole!” Clodagh shouted. Groenwyn was off like a shot, leaving Lindy with the business of the baby delivery while Joseph worked to calm the waking dragon.

Lauton returned with a bucket of hot water and four towels. It had to be good enough. “Let’s get one under here.” Lindy worked it under Clodagh’s buttocks and moved her legs into the birthing position. She didn’t have to check anything. The top of the baby’s head was already visible. Lauton’s eyes rolled back in her head and she went over backward, bouncing off the wall and a dresser before ending up on the carpeted deck.

Lindy could do nothing. Her focus was elsewhere. Clodagh had a death grip on Joseph’s hand. He was unable to move.

“One more little push. Jumping Jehoshaphat!” Lindy cried as she caught the baby before she shot off the bed and onto the floor. The afterbirth followed, unruptured. Lindy pulled a knife out of her boot, wiped it on her pants, and cleanly sliced the umbilical cord after she clamped it. “Your daughter.”

Clodagh held out her arms to take the small but fully formed baby. Lindy tied off the umbilical before wrapping the baby in a dry towel.

Groenwyn returned with a half-conscious Cole leaning heavily on her.

“Alant, isn’t she beautiful?”

“I’m sorry to bother you,” Clevarious said. “The freighter is moving away.”

Lindy looked at Clodagh and then Joseph. Groenwyn couldn’t extricate herself from Cole. “I got it,” Lindy declared and worked her way out of the room, stopping in the cargo bay to quickly clean up. By the time she reached the bridge, she was still covered in blood, including on her face and in her hair. She didn’t sit in the captain’s chair because she wasn’t sure where else she was a mess.

But her hands were clean.

“Aurora, report.”

“We’ve uncoupled from Grand Glory and are in a slow-motion pursuit. They appear to be moving out of the asteroid field.”

“Clevarious, get me the Bad Company at Tyrosint.”

The comm crackled to signal a connection.

“We’re on our way, Wyatt Earp. It took us longer to get a ship and crew out of here than we wanted. We were in the middle of a down maintenance cycle when our active ships were called away to deal with a little issue on Tissikinnon Four.”

“ETA?”

“Should be at your position in twenty.”

“Target is on the move. We’ll get him to shut down, one way or another.”

“Look for the Battleship Potemkin. They’ll be there soon.”

“Captain Abercrombie. It’ll be good to see him again,” Lindy replied.

“Sounds like you have it under control. Bad Company out.”

Once the line was dead, Lindy muttered, “We have it completely under control. Trust us.” She wanted to flop into the chair, but there was still work to be done. “Kennedy, can you plink the maneuvering thrusters on that crate?”

“Say, ten percent charge on the plasma cannon. We can do that. Why just the maneuvering thrusters?”

“A ship without the ability to maneuver through tight spaces will never manage to get through a Gate or even navigate an asteroid field. And the thrusters are some of the easiest systems to fix,” Lindy declared. “Aren’t they?”

Aurora and Kennedy both shrugged. Clevarious came to their rescue. “The best I can tell you is that they should be.”

“Good enough for me. Shut them down but do not blow them up. One of our people is on board. System scan been able to tell us where?”

“There’s a dampening field inside that tub,” Kennedy grumbled. “We can’t see dick.”

Lindy snorted. “I see you’re learning to speak the language of us knuckle-draggers. You guys should be better than that.”

“I learned that one from the Magistrate,” Kennedy replied.

“I guess that means I’ve been overruled. Let’s see what you’ve got. Precise targeting and precision shooting. Commence our combat run.”

“A slow-motion run,” Aurora said. She maneuvered the ship away from the freighter’s slipstream to move up the starboard side.

“Entering firing solutions. Speed steady at point-five kilometers per second. Passing aft. Fire when we reach amidship. Counting down. Three. Two. One.” The plasma cannon snapped off twelve shots in rapid succession. Kennedy beamed at the effort. “Verifying damage. Ten of twelve thrusters are offline. Slow to point one.”

“Slowing, aye,” Aurora confirmed.

“Retargeting.” Kennedy studied the panel. “Targets locked. Firing.”

The main switched to show the tactical display. A close-up display of the freighter showed all twelve starboard-side thrusters in red.

Wyatt Earp looped over the top of the freighter, swinging wide to get around an asteroid as the vessel started to fly in a straight line, corkscrewing through space. It tried to rotate to take its port thrusters away from the line of fire, but it lumbered precariously, unable to hold a straight course. Exhaust flares signaled that the ship had throttled up in an attempt to use forward thrust to help it hold a line. During the acceleration, it stopped twisting.

Kennedy locked and fired.

“Six more down. Six to go.” The ship held its course. Kennedy fired again. “Two more.”

Aurora shook her head. “Moving to a safe distance. Sorry, Ken.”

“C, get me the captain of that ship.” Lindy moved in front of the captain’s chair, standing with her feet spread wide and her fists jammed on her hips.

“They are answering,” Clevarious said, surprise in her voice.

“This is…” The ship’s captain stopped mid-sentence. “You’re beautiful.”

Lindy closed her eyes and tried not to be angry. “This is Captain Lindy of the heavy frigate Wyatt Earp, on orders of Magistrate Rivka Anoa. Your ship has been implicated in a series of violent crimes. You will move your crew into one section of the ship and then prepare to be boarded.”

“Implicated? No. We’re a simple exploration vessel looking for the next great haul of rare minerals.”

“You are not. You will move your crew to one section of the ship and prepare to be boarded. If any harm comes to the kidnapped person from whom you are extracting blood, you will suffer under the greatest burden of the law.”

Joseph strolled onto the bridge. His eyes flashed red and glowed. “I will see pain comes to you, pain from which you will never be free. Imagine being on fire from here to the end of your days.”

“Joseph,” Lindy whispered over her shoulder, but his focus was on the freighter captain.

“You will heave to, and these good people will board your ship. See that no harm has come to Private Elbinar. That is your only way out.” Joseph pointed at the image on the screen. “I’ll be waiting for you.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN



Center for Law and Justice, Batik Magal, Delegor

Ostentatious and oversized, the building seemed inappropriate for a system where people would not spend much time within its hallowed halls. Rivka and Chaz registered at the front desk as prosecuting attorneys. They were directed upstairs to the second floor and the courtroom of Judge Dil Abt Nor.

“Is he a relation?” Rivka wondered.

Chaz checked what data sources he could find. “’Nor’ is a common first name. Seven percent of the population has it. The last name comes first on Delegor.”

“How much don’t I know about this place?”

“Without a baseline, it would be problematic to attempt a calculation,” Chaz replied.

“Rhetorical question, Chaz. I’m going to show a case of ass in there.”

“I thought I was going to ask the questions?”

“You are, but I’ll shoot questions to you when I have them.”

“I’ll do my best, Magistrate.” They reached the courtroom, where the door stood open. They were a half-hour early, and no one else was there.

“I guess we make ourselves comfortable until showtime.” Rivka strolled back and forth between what she thought was the prosecutor’s position and the witness stand.

“That’s the spot for the person on trial. Defense and prosecution sit together over here.” Chaz pointed at a small area with two chairs and no table.

“I guess I’m in the cheap seats.” Rivka looked at the two rows of chairs between the open space and the door to the hallway. She put her coat over a seatback, keeping her datapad in her hand, then pulled up the procedures one more time and tried to race through them. Chaz stood at the prosecution’s chair and disappeared into his own mind as he also reviewed the procedures but at the speed of light. He developed the charges that were required at the outset, along with a list of questions that needed to be asked. He left room for the Magistrate to add relevant questions that she wanted asked using the internal comm chip.

At one minute to four, three Delegorites walked in—the doctor, the ambassador, and the defense counsel the ambassador had called “Mads.” She didn’t acknowledge Chaz’s presence as she took her seat. The rest remained standing. Rivka stood as well and waited. At exactly four in the afternoon, the judge walked in and sat down.

He fixed Chaz with a hard stare. “Charges?”

“Possession of stolen property, to wit, the blood of Private Elbinar, misdemeanor first-class case of Bik Tia Nor. Purchase of stolen property and possession thereof, to wit, the blood of Private Elbinar, felony third-class case of Am Ber Gris.”

He remained standing as the others were.

“How do you plead?” the judge asked the accused.

The ambassador spoke first. “To possession of stolen property, guilty of misdemeanor third-class.”

Rivka was instantly angry, but there was nothing she could do. Delegor law. Efficiency. No plea deals. It rested at the feet of the judge.

“Where did you get the blood?” the judge asked.

“I bought it from a medical doctor,” the ambassador replied.

“Did you know where it came from?”

“No.” Bik Tia Nor stood tall as if that answer sufficed.

“Anything else?”

“I am being singled out by Magistrate Rivka Anoa,” he pointed as if no one in the room knew she was standing there, “and punished for being who I am, for the very nature of my being. It was inevitable that I would become addicted to the power of young blood, which I was wholly unaware was stolen. I throw myself on the mercy of the court.”

“Bik Tia Nor. I find you guilty of possession misdemeanor third-class, which requires no knowledge that the stolen property was stolen. Your fine is five credits. In thirty days, your record will be expunged. The court implores you to seek professional help regarding your addiction.”

The judge looked at the doctor, who spoke without further prompting. “To purchase of stolen property, not guilty. To possession of stolen property, guilty in the third class. I did not know the blood was stolen.”

“Accused will not add unrequested information. Not guilty of felony purchase. Guilty of possession of stolen property, a misdemeanor in the second class. Your fine is twenty-five credits, and in sixty days, your record will be expunged.”

The judge stood and walked out.

The ambassador faced Rivka and snarled, “You’ll pay for this, Magistrate.”

“Five credits and a clean record. Is that what I’m paying?”

“For following me and invading my privacy on my own planet. You will not be welcome on Delegor. No one here will acknowledge your existence. And I will file a formal complaint with the Federation Council.”

“Of course. Make sure you include the part where you were getting a transfusion from one of their people who had been kidnapped. That puts you one step above child molesters. How do you feel about that?”

“Like I’ve done nothing wrong. A medical treatment for my condition. It helped. I sought more of it. Simple as that. Creating a crime where there is none is deplorable, and you will pay.”

“I’m already paying, Mister Ambassador. If you only knew the price of my life! Be on your way. Your case has been adjudicated. And follow the judge’s direction. Seek help for your addiction.” Rivka glared at him until he stormed off.

The doctor gave her the finger on his way out.

“I think that went well,” Chaz said. “My first court drama, and I have emerged victorious!”

“You have an amazing ability to see the silver in a raincloud. Never lose that, Chaz.” She slapped him on the shoulder. “Now, let’s get the hell out of here. We have our blood trade to tear down, which will deny the ambassador his next fix, and hopefully, everyone everywhere who is counting on this pipeline.”

“What if there is more than one pipeline?” Chaz asked.

“Just when I thought you were the silver lining guy, you bring the dark cloud. We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it, but for now, I think we’re tearing down the operation more than one brick at a time. We’re ripping out the entire foundation. It only makes sense they were using a place like Tyrosint. Secured by pirates and outside Federation space.”

Once they made it outside, the Magistrate looked for the cab.

“Chaz?”

“It appears that our ability to summon a cab has been restricted.”

“They blocked us from calling a cab?” Rivka shook her head. Margaret, bring the yacht and pick us up. Land in the street in front of the Center for Law and Justice. We can’t get a ride. Destiny’s Vengeance can fly overhead, providing cover if need be.

Chaz stared into the distance. “Let me try to get the phraseology correct. We shall see if those petty fuckers like the results of their efforts.”

“Spot-on, Chaz. Document the denial and prepare the submission of a formal complaint of mistreatment of a Magistrate to the Federation. Denying us the ability to get a cab. They will inevitably complain about the yacht stopping traffic. Actions have consequences. My dislike for Bik Tia Nor is fermenting with each passing moment. The good news is that I won’t have to charge him with obstruction since having Margaret pick us up will be quicker than taking a cab. And my final word is,” Cassiopeia appeared in the distance, closing rapidly, “fuck that guy and his whole planet.”

Chaz didn’t bother replying. The yacht swooped low, chased away the light traffic, and landed in the middle of the road. A siren sounded nearby. Rivka strode boldly to the entry hatch, holding her credentials. A law enforcement vehicle arrived. She waved at them and secured the hatch. Margaret was airborne a second later.

Destiny’s Vengeance pointed its nose skyward. Cassiopeia fell in behind, attaching the energy tether before they bumped through the upper atmosphere and into the beginnings of space. The Gate formed, and both ships slipped through. On the other side, they found an asteroid belt before them.

“Pinging from Wyatt Earp. We are three minutes out,” Margaret reported.

Tyler sat up and nodded at Chaz and Rivka. She stuffed her credentials into the pocket with the datapad.

“You’re looking better,” she offered.

“Feeling better. It’s amazing what good food can do for one’s psyche.”

“Good food? I still haven’t eaten. Did you snag anything for me?”

Tyler tried to look innocent.

“You didn’t.”

“I thought we’d be riding in the Vengeance. Which begs the question, who’d you piss off now?”

“The more appropriate question is, who didn’t I? That answer is ‘no one.’ I think I’ve been banned from the whole planet.” She pointed at Chaz. “It’s his fault.”

“What did I do?”

“Let me get in trouble. Shame on you, Chaz.”

The SI tried to process the statement.

“Margaret, release the tether and take us to Wyatt Earp. Dock in the cargo bay so we can get back to work.”

The ship twisted away from Destiny’s Vengeance and accelerated.

“When you park, you better leave room for at least the front half of the Vengeance so Red and Dennicron can join us.”

“Of course. I’m always thinking of my fellow spaceships.”

Rivka leaned against the bulkhead, trying to think through the case with the ambassador. He was going to make a stink; she felt it in her bones. Deny him his fix. That would be a nice payback. And without the enhanced blood, he would age at an accelerated rate, catching up with where his unenhanced body would have been.

Nothing like explaining to your buddies how you aged thirty years overnight. Fuck you, Rivka repeated. Cassiopeia slowed and bumped to a stop. The hatch popped and dropped, becoming the mini-stairs leading to Wyatt Earp’s cargo deck.

Rivka stepped onto the metal and breathed deeply before diving out of the way as Destiny’s Vengeance’s nose shoved into the space where she’d just been. Red and Dennicron jumped out, and the ship was gone as quickly as it had arrived.

“Don’t ever go anywhere without me!” Red bellowed.

“Nice to see you, too.”

Dennicron and Chaz hugged in a very human way, then pressed their foreheads together and communed briefly.

Tyler stepped gingerly out of the yacht and headed for the Pod-doc. “Be a peach and spin me up,” he asked Rivka. She wanted to go to her quarters and transmit her complaint of and legal action against Ambassador Bik Tia Nor before he could send his trifles. He smiled, but his eyes said he was still in pain.

“More treatments for you. You should be able to choke down shoe leather and be fine,” she replied and started pressing buttons on the control panel while he dropped his clothes and worked his way inside the equipment. Once the lid was closed, Rivka pressed start and made sure the Pod-doc was offering the second enhancement to reinforce his previous nanocytes and repairing whatever damage the Delegorite food caused.

“Send me the complaint file!” Rivka called after Chaz.

“Already done, Magistrate.”

Giving him the thumbs-up, she ran into her quarters and raised the hologrid. She scanned the file Chaz had put together, added a quick cover letter, and shot it to both General Reynolds and the High Chancellor. She secured the hologrid and went to the bridge.

She found Lindy in the captain’s chair, with Red fondling her hair.

“Where’s Clodagh?”

“She and her baby are resting.”

“Clodagh had her baby? Why am I the last one to find this out?”

“Because you’re the last one here. Nothing personal, Magistrate. You were in court, and everything was under control.”

“Our ship’s doc was with me. Everyone else was… Who delivered the baby?”

Lindy pointed at herself. “Joseph did the handholding and breathing work.”

“Well done! We have another dual citizen. Where’s Joseph?”

“With Petricia in their quarters. Everyone has come out of their comas. They need to eat and hydrate, and their bodies will heal themselves. We thought about the Pod-doc, but after consulting with Erasmus, it would be of little use.”

“What’s our next step?” Rivka asked.

“We board that piece of shit and start fucking people up.” Red nodded at the ship on the screen, which was moving at a glacial pace through the asteroid field. “Without maneuvering thrusters, he’s having a hellacious time trying to get away. What a dumbass. He should have played nice to begin with. Deliver a baby. Blow shit away. The rest of us are superfluous on this ship.”

“Just the way we like it, Red. Let me know if Dumbass stops his ship or they clear the asteroids. I’ll be with Clodagh and then Joseph. Where are Groenwyn and Lauton?”

“Probably with Clodagh. They feel guilty because they both bailed on me during the bloodfest.”

“I’m sure we won’t call it that in front of Clodagh. Is Cole there?”

“He made it after the deed was done. Clodagh said he’d never touch her again. During that whole thing, I was having the same thoughts.”

Rivka glanced to Red, who looked relieved and then worried. “Hey…”

The Magistrate left the bridge in search of her people. She found a group hanging out in the doorway just beyond her quarters. “Have you been here the whole time?”

“Yeah. We watched you come out talking to yourself and head to the bridge.”

“Sometimes I need expert counsel,” Rivka replied. She worked her way inside, where the new baby was enjoying fine dining at Chez Mom. Cole was out cold while sitting upright.

“Hey,” Rivka called softly. “Congratulations. Are you going to call the baby ‘Bad Timing?’”

“It could not have been much worse.” Clodagh blinked slowly, barely able to keep her eyes open. “Probably expedited a little bit by the events of the week.”

“Three ships scattered across the galaxy, everyone fighting a different battle. And when it came down to it, you were the ones who had to face down the worst of the criminals. Well done, Clodagh, to you and the crew who pulled off the recovery.”

“The Furlorians and the doctor are in the brig,” Clodagh mumbled. The baby was drifting off.

“Don’t worry about anything except your family. You’ve set the pins up, and it’s my responsibility to knock them down.”

Rivka rested her hand gently on the baby, whose emotions purred with contentment.

“You’re all going to be just fine.” Rivka smiled and left the room, stopping when she tried to squeeze past Lauton, who sported a bandage on her head. “What happened to you.”

“Baby, blood. Baby down there. Out cold.”

“Never seen that before?”

“Zaxxon Major. We’re born from artificial wombs in a birthing hospital. There’s none of this natural garbage. That looked obscenely painful, and I was not prepared for what I saw and may need bleach to clear it from my eyeballs.”

Rivka patted her on the chest. “Life on board this ship doesn’t get any better. That’s three now born right here in this room.”

Lauton shivered from the experience. Rivka let her be and headed for Joseph and Petricia’s quarters.

She stopped out front and prepared to knock. The door opened while her knuckles were raised. Joseph stepped into the corridor, closing the door behind him. “Petricia is sleeping.”

“Aren’t you tired, too?”

“I’ve slept a lifetime’s worth already. I sleep very little nowadays.”

“What happened on board the freighter?”

“When one’s soul cries out in pain, the fastest way to healing is by sharing that pain.”

“You shared it with the Grand Glory crew?” Rivka worked to follow what Joseph was saying, measuring it against any crimes he could be accused of, but not by her. She questioned why she had brought him and Petricia while simultaneously cursing herself for letting them get captured.

“I did. They seemed the most appropriate as their role in bringing my pain was not insubstantial.”

“And not the ones who kidnapped you?”

“Their time will come.”

Rivka hung her head. “I’m here now. If there’s any judging and punishment to be done, it’s my responsibility. It’s my duty.”

Joseph nodded once.

“I can’t let you board that ship if you’re going to go vigilante on me.”

Joseph stared at her.

“I’m sure you can see in my mind that I’m serious. My position is precarious because of the horsepower of those who received the blood. They destroy people with their wealth and power on a daily basis. They don’t care about you or me or anyone.”

“I won’t look into your mind without your permission. I rarely look into others. After four hundred years, I’ve seen it all, and it remains trying. I prefer not to see others’ thoughts. I’ve seen it on your face, too.” Joseph touched her hand, but his emotions and mind remained a void to her.

“Thank goodness I can control it by touch, and people like you and the High Chancellor are blank to me. I’m glad that I haven’t seen what you have. I’m torn, Joseph. I want to see everyone associated with this punished to the point that they will never participate again, but the law requires a certain amount of guilt before such extremes in punishment can be delivered. Some of these people aren’t fully aware of the crimes they’re committing.”

“And others are, my dear. I feel for you not being able to judge as harshly as some may deserve, especially those like your ambassador. I think TH might call those like him ‘douche canoes,’ although I admit that I have no idea what that is. I was raised in a rather different society, and as an adult, my condition set me apart. I am not hip with the youngsters’ lingo.”

Rivka snort-laughed. “In the harsh climate of where we are and what we’re called on to do, a four-hundred-year-old man apologizes for not being hip with the lingo of today’s youth. Joseph, you are an exceptional human being. If you can take a look into their minds and point out those in the know, and even more importantly, other links in the chain to help me dismantle this abomination, I’d appreciate it, but you have to promise to leave the punishment to me.”

Joseph smiled. “You make a compelling argument, Magistrate. I see why you were called the Queen’s Barrister. We must smite those who perpetuate the blood trade. It is too foul to exist. Alas, I shall accede to your wishes for as long as I can to help tear down this monument to avarice. If punishment is called for, I need you to promise that you will deliver it.”

“I promise. We will bring Justice to the guilty. We will damn their souls.”

“Now you are speaking my language. Whenever you are ready to board, fine lady, let me know.” Joseph offered his hand, and Rivka shook it.

He returned to his room, quietly closing the door behind him so as not to disturb Petricia.

Rivka leaned against the bulkhead, collecting her thoughts before returning to the cargo bay to check on Tyler. He was still in the Pod-doc getting his upgrade. She returned to her quarters and blocked the door open. “Clevarious, please ask Chaz and Dennicron to join me.”

After a moment, the SI replied, “They are on their way.”

Rivka sat on her couch rather than bring up the hologrid. The series of events leading to this moment weighed on her. She realized she hadn’t eaten or slept in two, maybe three days. In space, she lost track of time. She chuckled as she thought about giving Grainger a call and catching him in the middle of his night.

She headed for her food processor to order a sandwich—a triple-stacked bacon, lettuce, and tomato with extra mayo—and coffee.

After the machine dinged, signaling the food was ready, she pulled out her plate to find Chaz and Dennicron standing there.

“There you are,” she told them, taking her seat on the couch. The next ding said her coffee was ready. “Be a peach and get that for me, will you?”

The SIs looked at each other, unsure of what needed to be done or why they would want to be a fruit.

Rivka took a big bite, enjoying their confusion as she chewed. Chaz raised his hand.

“Get my coffee for me, please,” Rivka clarified, talking with her mouth full.

The lights came on for both Chaz and Dennicron. They smiled at each other and nodded. Chaz secured the Magistrate’s coffee. She choked down her current bite and took a drink.

“Have you been able to access anything related to the ship we’re following?” Rivka took another bite of her sandwich, feeling better already for having added something to her stomach.

Dennicron took the lead. “We have attempted to access the ship directly, but it is far more than what it appears to be. It has sophisticated systems that prevent scans as well as defeat our efforts at external access to internal computers.” She gestured for Chaz to take over.

“We’ve done a full search for this ship, called LRE-17, which stands for Long Range Explorer. It does not have a name outside this designation. It carries a crew of twenty-four since it is primarily an exploration and research vessel and not a freighter. It is built within the freighter, and that accounts for how it looks. This ship last registered a port of call fourteen months ago, and that was Federation Border Station Nine. It has been out of contact with Federation authorities since then.”

Rivka listened quietly.

“Is their lack of ports of call or appearance out here a crime?”

“No,” they answered in unison.

“What legal authority do we have to stop them?”

“Known criminals came into the middle of nowhere to seek refuge with them. That is probable cause for a search,” Chaz stated.

“Do we know for sure that Grand Glory was bound for LRE-17?”

Chaz’s and Dennicron’s expressions blanked as they accessed their higher computing functions to explore the other ship’s databanks, which they had downloaded as standard procedure for any ship involved in the commission of a crime.

The SIs both beamed when they found the answer. “They were most specifically heading to LRE-17, as designated by name from before their departure from Onyx Station.”

“Thank you. Next time, let’s make sure we have that information before we turn our shlongs into road pizza.”

“Shlongs?” Dennicron wondered. “No shlong here, and we don’t have to eat.”

Rivka shook her head. “Don’t try to use that one yourselves. You’ll fuck it up. We can’t be guessing. It looked like they were heading to LRE-17, but that’s circumstantial. It’s incumbent upon us to know it for a fact, which we now do. That means I’ll drop a search warrant on them, and we’ll help ourselves to a look-see. Gin up the rough draft for me, will you?”

Their expressions turned blank as the SIs communed directly. A few seconds later, they reported their progress. “It’s in your inbox, Magistrate.”

Rivka smiled before finishing her sandwich and returning the plate to the processor for recycling.

She took a sip of her coffee and entered the hologrid.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



Wyatt Earp, the Bridge

“Battleship Potemkin here, ready to take on the galaxy,” Captain Abercrombie said in his best Russian accent.

Ryleigh replied from the captain’s chair. “Good to have you here, Captain. We await confirmation that you have taken control of Grand Glory and that we have your people on standby, ready to board the freighter known as LRE-17.”

“Grand Glory will marry up with a tug to tow it to Tyrosint Station in about fifteen mikes. And most importantly, we have a full company of bored warriors, thirteen in combat suits and ready to fly.”

“I’ll notify the Magistrate. Please standby, Potemkin.”

Rivka appeared in the doorway before Ryleigh could call her. “Clevarious let me know. Status?”

“They are ready to deploy thirteen mechs as a boarding party.”

“Anyone you know over there? Any of you three? I remember our last trip to Tyrosint.”

Ryleigh blushed. “Not that you know of,” she replied, earning her an eyebrow raise from the Magistrate.

“Do you guys want some liberty on Tyrosint if what we find on this ship wraps up the case?” Rivka had a hostile ship filling her viewscreen, yet she thought about her crew’s welfare.

“If we can. It’s no big deal if we can’t.” Aurora and Kennedy made angry faces at their fellow space jockey.

Rivka caught them. “Everyone loves to be the belle of the ball. I’ll see what we can do. C, please connect me with the captain of LRE-17.” Rivka moved in front of the captain’s chair. A snuffle and a snort sounded to her side. She found Floyd bouncing back and forth, looking for attention. She bent to pick her up as the captain came on the screen. Rivka stood, carrying an armload of wombat.

“My. Take a look, Clee. We’re besieged by a ship full of beautiful women. When I said this asteroid belt was going to be lucrative, I had no clue how much. Whatcha got there, beautiful? Is that your muff pie?”

Rivka ignored the jibe. “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and you are implicated in what we call the blood trade. You were going to receive kidnapped persons and stolen property. I’ve transmitted a search warrant showing our authority and what we are looking for, along with the probable cause justifying the search.”

The captain looked off-screen. Another individual called, “It’s no good, Captain. Federation people making Federation claims. We don’t recognize your authority in this space.”

“Let me introduce you to my little friend Battleship Potemkin, who has responsibility for this Federation-claimed territory.”

“When did that happen?”

“Less than a month ago.”

“We didn’t know. You were required to notify us and give us a chance to depart before we become subject to such laws. No, thank you. We’ll be on our way.”

“Sucks to be you with such a poor knowledge of the law. We call people like you ‘barracks lawyers.’ They make up something that sounds good. You are a Federation-registered ship in the commission of a Federation crime within Federation space. Do I need to continue? Move your people into a single space. We’re coming aboard. If you attempt to flee again, we will disable your ship permanently, and you, captain, will spend the rest of your days regaling your cellmates on Jhiordaan with tall tales of adventure in space.”

“You don’t have that authority!” the captain shouted at the screen.

“Barracks lawyer speaks. Heave to. We’re on our way.”

“Listen, girlie, we’ll shoot them from the sky if anyone attempts to come aboard.”

“Magistrate Rivka Anoa.” She held his gaze.

His lips worked and twisted as he prepared a retort.

“Magistrate Rivka Anoa,” she repeated. “Say my name.”

She drew her finger across her throat, and the comm channel was cut.

“What a pleasant fellow,” Rivka said. “Get me Abercrombie, please.”

“Why, Magistrate! It’s always a pleasure.”

“Good to see you, Skipper. Those asswipes are trying to play hardball, so here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to finish disabling her thrusters, and then we’ll ding her main propulsion. She’ll be dead in space. We’ll tow her out of the asteroid field. The second we’re clear, send your people in through both port and aft airlocks. We will be joining you. We have five suits, and we’ll use them all.”

“You know where the best parties are, Magistrate. See you on the other side.” The captain signed off.

Rivka stepped away from the captain’s chair. “Ladies. You heard the orders. Disable that ship without hurting Private Elbinar and tow it into open space. We’ll be getting our suits on.”

“Yes, ma’am!” the enthusiastic trio replied.

Rivka put Floyd down and left the bridge. They had their orders, and Clevarious would make sure their aim was true.

“Red and Lindy!” Rivka bellowed. “Cargo bay. We got ourselves a ship to board. C, let Joseph know.”

A cry of “Woohoo” came from close to Engineering, where Red and Lindy’s quarters were located. Rivka smiled on her way to the cargo bay. She found Cole lowering the suits from the overhead.

“What the hell are you doing, Cole?”

“Going to fight the Big Bad Wolf, Magistrate. Those fuckers were going to milk me for the rest of my life.”

“The ones who took you are in the brig,” Rivka replied. “And yes, I believe their intent was to milk you for your blood, and that’s why I’m doing everything I can to make sure we resolve this once and for all. We can’t have those scumbags preying on the enhanced. There aren’t that many of us.”

Joseph appeared in the airlock, picked a suit, and walked to it.

“If he’s going, I’m going.”

“Don’t confuse this for a negotiation. I can’t have any personal vendettas. Joseph has given me his word. If I let you go, I’ll need your promise that you won’t start wasting people.”

“Even if they deserve it?”

“You can go, but you’re not to carry any weapons.” Rivka made sure he understood by grabbing him and holding his arms.

“My body is a weapon,” Cole countered.

“You can barely stand upright. Don’t be a knob.”

“I’ll come through for you, Magistrate. We’ll finish this mission together.”

“Case,” Rivka corrected.

Red strolled in and cracked his knuckles. He pulled Cole into a one-arm man-hug. “I’m sorry we lost you back there on Onyx. Those slippery fuckers had all the cards. Don’t worry, I won’t mention that boner thing, and don’t you get yourself hurt. Maybe stay behind me and Lindy. For your own health.”

Rivka didn’t ask.

“Suck my hairy balls!” Cole shot back, trying to push away from Red.

Red pulled him close and whispered, “Stay close to me. If they fuck with us, we’ll light ‘em up, but listen to the Magistrate. She’s the one who says whether it’s in the line of duty or murder.”

Cole nodded, and Red let go.

The Pod-doc popped.

Cole jumped. “Dammit! Who in the fuck is in there?”

Tyler stepped out and stretched. Lindy turned her back, found her suit, and climbed in.

“Maybe a towel or your clothes,” Rivka suggested.

“I feel like a new man!” He flexed and stretched. “Is the floor farther away?”

Rivka picked up his pants and thrust them at him, but they smelled like puke, so she dropped them on the floor. She pulled an emergency blanket from the bulkhead rack and handed it to the doc.

Red shook his head. “You used to be normal, but being on this ship is making you weird.” Tyler unfolded the blanket and wrapped it around himself.

“I’m naked, and I don’t care,” he stated loudly.

“You’re naked, and I care.” Rivka poked him with one finger. “We’re going to board the freighter. Take care of Floyd for us.”

Groenwyn walked in carrying the wombat.

“Little girl needs to walk if she wants to be lean like us.” Rivka picked a suit that wasn’t taken.

Groenwyn put Floyd down. The wombat bounced between people’s legs. “I should go with you.”

Rivka gestured at the suits. “We’re out of gear.”

Groenwyn eyed Cole and strolled up to him. “Let me go,” she said. He tried to brush her off. “You have a tired wife and a new baby. Give them a few minutes of your time. We’ll make sure the bad guys get what’s coming to them. This is me, and I’m promising that.”

She was the one who always looked for the best in people.

“You missed the show. Man Candy was naked and strutting his stuff.”

“Red!” Rivka shouted.

“Damn. It’s hard to be a man around here,” Red grumbled.

“It’s hard to be a knucklehead. There’s a difference—well, maybe not in your case. What was that about a boner?”

“I take it all back! Jeez. I’m getting into my mech, and we’re going to be happy fighting bad guys, my favorite mission.”

“Who’s responsible for him?” Rivka asked. All heads turned toward Lindy.

“Yup. My fault.” She raised her hand. “It’s hard to be a woman around here.”

“Nicely played,” Rivka replied, bowing to her bodyguard. She gave the thumbs-up, and everyone climbed into the powered combat suits except Cole. Groenwyn was holding his hands in hers, whispering where the others couldn’t hear. He nodded, but his shoulders sagged as he left the cargo bay. Tyler caught up with him on his way out.

Groenwyn took Cole’s suit. She sealed herself inside and started running through the operational check.

“Axes,” Red said, leaving the oversized railguns behind and settling for breaching equipment instead. Prying something open was far more likely than blasting holes through the bulkheads from a need to kill someone five spaces away. “What kind of loadout is the Bad Company bringing?”

Rivka shrugged, but her suit didn’t translate the movement. “No clue. We’ll find out soon enough. Open the cargo bay door, please.”

“We’re going, too,” Chaz said from the cargo bay airlock and ran inside with Dennicron close behind.

“Fine. Grab on.” Rivka pointed to her suit and to Groenwyn’s. The others might be more engaged. Rivka had no intention of getting into a firefight. They had the Bad Company for that.

The energy screen shimmered as the door descended to create a ramp, hanging in space instead of touching the ground to make it easy to get into or out of the bay. Behind them loomed LRE-17, being pulled by the energy tether. Destiny’s Vengeance flew under her own power on a parallel course.

“Who’s flying the Vengeance, C?”

“Erasmus himself,” Clevarious replied.

“An excellent choice, just in case they try to do something stupid like shoot us down while we’re en route,” Rivka remarked.

“They better not. That’ll piss me off,” Red said. He dug out two of the oversized railguns and handed one to Lindy, keeping the other. “Better to have it and not need it.”

Rivka wanted to argue, but if the ship started shooting at them while they flew to the airlock, being able to shoot back had some merit.

“We’ll wait until we see the Bad Company on their way. We’ll follow them in.”

Red piped up, “You were worried about Cole going hog-wild on them when thirteen Bad Company warriors are boarding to recover one of their own? I think you should worry more about them.”

“You’re probably right. C, give me a link to those in their suits ready to head over to LRE-17.”

“There you go, Magistrate.” The SI was exceedingly efficient.

“Bad Company boarding party. This is Magistrate Rivka Anoa. The rules of engagement for this operation are to avoid firing your weapons if there is no danger. Our role is to find Private Elbinar and anything that might be related to the blood trade. If you find crewmembers destroying anything, stop them. I need the evidence for my case against them.”

“We have a few non-lethal systems that we’ll test during this operation—net guns, blunt-force projectiles, stunners, stuff like that. We don’t usually get the opportunity not to kill people because that’s usually our job.”

“Roger. Who am I talking with?”

“Platoon Commander Lieutenant Edwin, ma’am.”

Rivka searched her mind for where she’d heard of him. “Edwin. You’d been detailed away from the Bad Company for a while. You’re special, Pricolici-special.”

“That’s correct, Magistrate, and quite the memory, considering we’ve never met.”

“I talk to a lot of people and hear a lot of things. Keep your people sharp and try to cause as little damage as possible. That’s the big thing I’m looking for. We’ll punish the guilty later. That means now we take everyone into custody so we can discuss their life decisions.”

“Sounds good, Magistrate. Bridge informs me we’re clear of the field.”

Clevarious broadcast to all parties. “This is Wyatt Earp. We will maintain the tether to ensure LRE-17’s position in space remains static. We are full stop, and all systems show green. Good hunting.”

“After you,” Rivka told Edwin.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



Wyatt Earp, Outside the Asteroid Belt, Tyrosint System

“Bad Company, play nice. Find Private Elbinar. The focus of our mission is to find him. We secure the ship and its people as we go,” Edwin ordered.

Rivka moved to the edge of the cargo bay to watch the Bad Company split into four squads of two, three of which headed over the ship to the starboard side. The final squad with the platoon commander flew toward the port airlock.

“Shall we?” Rivka asked.

Red took a short run and threw himself through the opening, activating the jets to accelerate toward the freighter-looking exploration vessel. As the Bad Company’s mechs closed, lasers lashed out from domes surrounding the airlock. The Bad Company blasted outward in a starburst pattern to get away from the fire. Red maintained his direction and raised his railgun. Lindy, by his side, mirrored his aim.

They ensured the firing lane was clear and unleashed on the laser domes. The ship’s weapons tried to return fire, but the railguns on full auto were devastating, blasting and scraping the laser transmitters from the hull.

Bad Company swooped back to align on the port airlock.

On the starboard side of the ship, LRE-17 fired more lasers, but the two squads took a different approach, zigzagging to the ship until they were inside the lasers' field of fire. They used brute force to shatter the transmitters, then clumped across the hull until they reached the airlock. Four at a time piled in, weapons hot, and cycled the system.

On the port side, the squad went in first while the platoon commander remained outside.

“A beautiful view, eh, Magistrate?” Edwin said as they waited for the squad to send stun and smoke grenades through the inner hatch after the airlock equalized with the inside of the ship.

The system’s star was on the far side of Tyrosint Station, the size of a small moon. The asteroid belt reflected the sun from a light dusting of crystal on the rocky surfaces. Behind them was the ringed giant where the Gate had been hidden. Wyatt Earp, Destiny’s Vengeance, Potemkin, and LRE-17 loomed in a starship standoff. The battleship’s gross tonnage exceeded that of the other ships combined. The exploratory vessel had been ill-advised to be belligerent.

Sometimes criminals were smart, and the rest of the time, they were like this crowd, which confirmed Rivka’s suspicions. These weren’t the blood trade masterminds, but somewhere on board that ship was information that might lead her to them.

“Don’t damage any of the computer systems, people. That’s what we need to tear these assholes new assholes.”

“Profound,” Red muttered.

“I’m still tired and hungry. Never go on a culinary vacation to Delegor.”

“First Squad is through. Securing the corridor fore and aft. Light resistance has been neutralized,” the squad leader reported.

“After you.” Edwin gestured toward the Magistrate.

She shook her head. “I’m last. Red, Lindy, Joseph, Chaz, and Dennicron. You’ll all fit with the good lieutenant.”

It was a tight squeeze, but no one complained. Once they were inside, First Squad moved out, heading aft while Second and Third Squads on the starboard side moved forward. Red and Lindy set up a blocking position at the airlock. Chaz and Dennicron joined Joseph as he went toward the interior of the ship down a transverse passageway that barely allowed a single mech through.

Rivka and Groenwyn stepped into the corridor and tried to get their bearings. The ship’s air handling system had already cleared the smoke. Scorch marks on the deck and bulkheads showed where the grenades had discharged.

“Joseph, do you sense anything?” Rivka asked.

He didn’t answer right away. “Chaz? Dennicron?”

Chaz replied. There is a commotion ahead, but Joseph is blocking the way. This corridor is fairly narrow. It might be better to maneuver without the suits.

But if they’re putting up a fight, we’re better off in our armor.

Good thing you brought us along. As soon as we can get to a terminal, Ankh and Erasmus are standing by.

Onward, trusty trainees. Break through that firewall, Rivka encouraged.

“Which way, Magistrate?” Red asked. The platoon commander had gone aft, following his squad.

“Forward? Seems to be the only way left.”

“Left? That takes us back into space,” Red deadpanned. He hatcheted an arm toward the ship’s bow. “And then there’s more down than up. I think we’re on the second of five decks.”

“Let’s clear this one and move down,” Rivka decided.

“HUD shows the Bad Company’s Third Squad has already gone to the top deck,” Red reported. Rivka checked her settings to find she didn’t have the Bad Company selected. She added that, and the HUD populated. The thirteen mechs were moving quickly through the ship. She added heat sources, and that showed bodies in nooks and crannies at various locations.

She watched while maintaining an easy pace behind Red. The warm bodies fell and were wrapped up and passed to the rear, where they were moved to a room behind them. One warrior stayed there to keep them secured beyond the zip ties binding their hands and feet. Eight of the twenty-four crew had already been put out of commission.

Once inside the ship, the sensors worked. Rivka conducted a quick scan to find warm horizontal bodies. “Lieutenant,” she started, “are you seeing the people on gurneys two levels beneath us? There are eight of them. That makes thirty-two total onboard.”

“We were expecting one,” Edwin replied. “This comes as a surprise, but good catch. Second Squad, abandon the first deck and head down to the fourth deck. Secure the personnel on gurneys ASAP.”

“Joseph?” Rivka asked, calling her team to a halt. “We’re heading down to see what that looks like before the crime scene can be too damaged.”

After a moment, Rivka dialed up the Bad Company. “Make sure you record the video feeds from the first warriors to see the space. Give me the best view for court records.”

Groenwyn jumped into the conversation. “We’ve learned how best to unhook them from the system, so if you find they are being drained, leave them to us so we don’t accidentally kill any of them.”

They had to assume there were more enhanced being drained than just Private Elbinar.

Rivka found that disconcerting.

“Joseph? Where the hell are you? Chaz, Dennicron?”

“We are in a small space with the core computing assets. You want us here. Joseph has moved on.”

“Bad Company, please keep your eyes out for Joseph. His suit has been static for two minutes. I fear he’s parked it and gotten out.”

“Roger,” Edwin replied.

“Can’t we track him?” Rivka asked her team.

“No. These suits don’t have Etheric tracking in them. We have it on Wyatt Earp, except that the dampening field is still in effect and they can’t see through the hull,” Dennicron replied. “We’re working on bringing the field down, but this system is stalwart, an SI-produced system but heavily modified. We don’t sense an SI on board, which means there won’t be active interference, and you know what they say about static defenses.”

“A monument to man’s stupidity,” Rivka replied.

“Exactly that. We’ll report when we’ve made progress. We expect we’ll be able to download the core in short order.”

Before Dennicron could sign off, Rivka added guidance. “Look for buyers. Look for logistics to get the blood to buyers. Look for someone in charge. That’s who I want to talk to.”

“Orders, Magistrate? Do we look for Joseph, help secure the crew, or go after the victims?”

Rivka groaned. “We better get below. Groenwyn says we know how to recover the victims. Let’s do that. The crew isn’t going anywhere.”

“But if Joseph gets to them first?” Red wondered.

“I have his promise. It’ll be okay. There should be a freight lift.”

“Aft,” Red said, highlighting the point on the HUDs.

They turned around and Rivka led the way until Red managed to get past her, giving her a hard look through the mirrored screen of his face shield, one that she didn’t have to see to know.

Red moved quickly, using the suit’s systems to look for threats versus checking each space as they passed, even though First Squad had already been through there. He was focused on getting to the freight elevator, a place the warriors in front of them were beyond.

With a delicate touch, he summoned the elevator and waited.

When it arrived, Red put Rivka and Groenwyn in the back so he and Lindy could be the first ones into the uncleared area two decks below.

“Lindy goes left. I’ll go right. It’s only forty meters down the corridor. Third Squad will approach from the starboard side. I have positive contact with the Bad Company, and we are on their displays,” Red confirmed.

He took a more cautious approach, moving toward the bay ahead, stopping at each doorway to check even though his systems showed the spaces beyond were clear. Red trusted his eyes and his feelings.

Rivka waited impatiently, but Red wouldn’t be rushed. “What’s the holdup, big guy?”

“I have a bad feeling about this.” He continued his methodical movement forward.

“People are getting vampired right up there. Of course it’s giving you the willies. Those people are counting on us.” Rivka stepped closer to Red. He opened a door and was inundated by slug fire from within. Rivka stumbled back into Groenwyn. Lindy closed the distance while watching their rear.

Red bellowed at the enemy while rotating his railgun forward and firing into the space.

Rivka winced at the blasts. Her suit attenuated the sound to keep it from damaging her ears, but that was not what worried her. She didn’t want the railgun to puncture the hull on the far side of the ship. Red ducked through the doorway and stepped inside. He fired once more.

“Security bots,” he reported. “But anti-personnel. The operators of this ship didn’t plan on a mech assault.”

“It also begs the question of why would a research vessel have security bots down here and not where they would be able to leave the ship.” Rivka peeked through the doorway.

“Storage?” Groenwyn asked.

“Then they wouldn’t have been active, but they could have activated them once they realized we were coming,” Red answered. “This was set up as an ambush. Attack into the middle of a group coming down the corridor.”

Weapons fire came from the far corridor.

Rivka checked her HUD and leaned away from the sounds, even though intellectually she knew the warriors only carried non-lethal weapons. “Another ambush?” she murmured.

Red quickly continued down the corridor since there were no more doors except the one to the bay where the horizontal bodies were located. But only six now. Two were up and moving around.

“Stay frosty; we got two walkers. Maybe this is sleeping quarters or a holding cell of some sort,” Red suggested. He looked back at the team before doing a three, two, one countdown with the fingers of his mech suit. On one, he opened the door and went through, stopping one step inside the door and sweeping quickly from left to right to make sure his video recorded all the details.

He activated his external speaker and turned up the volume. “Stop what you’re doing and get on your face.”

Rivka tried to see past him but only caught glimpses of bodies on medical beds, one arm with an IV of clear liquid and the other arm feeding blood into a tube. Electrodes trailed from the individuals to equipment by their heads.

Red stormed into the room. He swung his metal arm in an uppercut that sent a white-robed individual to the far side of the bay to hit the wall and slide down it to crumple on the floor. “I said, stop,” he growled.

He moved to the side, seized a second individual, and lifted her into the air. She struggled futilely against the grip. Rivka walked into the bay.

Six bodies were hooked up. She moved as best she could around the outside since the medical equipment took up a great deal of space and the mechs were bulky. Rivka finally gave up, parked her suit, and climbed out the back. Groenwyn followed her lead.


CHAPTER NINETEEN



LRE-17, Medical Bay, Level 4

“We have Elbinar,” Rivka announced when she got close enough and was able to lift the mask off his face.

A cheer sounded from beyond the bay. The Bad Company had used the speakers on their suits. They entered slowly so as not to disturb what Rivka and her team were doing.

“Groenwyn, what do we need to do to bring him back to the land of the living?”

The young woman tucked her now-signature platinum-green hair behind her ears and studied the setup.

“This is identical to what we found on the Grand Glory. Here’s what we need to do…” She described the process step by step as Ankh had laid it out, but the available blood was almost non-existent.

“I guess we give him what we have. It’s better than nothing.”

“Step one, remove the blood catheter. Replace the drugged bag with a Ringer’s Lactate solution. Plug the blood bag into the feed line,” Groenwyn recited as she worked on the individual next to the private. Rivka mirrored her movements, removing the blood catheter and putting pressure on the wound.

Red shook the individual he was holding. A female humanoid, similar to a human but without ears. “Where’s the Ringer’s solution without the coma drugs?”

She pointed at a cabinet. Groenwyn hurried over while Lindy blocked the doorway with her mech and climbed out to provide a helping hand. Inside the cabinet, they found Federation-approved bags of the electrolyte-balancing fluid to aid patients with low blood volume.

“That’s not going to mess with them, is it?” Red demanded. She shook her head. Rivka decided they needed a definitive answer. She joined them and grabbed the woman by her wrist.

“Tell me, how do we keep these people alive?” Rivka went a different direction from Red’s question in order to make her correct herself.

The first thing she thought of was removing the blood draw, then she worried about the machine. She had been hired to do a job. All she wanted was to leave, and now this…

“Put her down, Red.”

Red hesitated but lowered the female to the floor and released her. He hovered in case she had a change of mind but expected the Magistrate saw that she was no threat. Still, he had a job to do, and the Magistrate continued to find new and exciting ways to make it hard.

“Help us save these people.” Rivka directed the nurse to a bed. “This is Private Elbinar. He’s a member of the Bad Company, kidnapped from Federation Base Station Eleven nearly a month ago. I don’t know who these other people are, but I expect they have similar stories. We need them back in the real world and not as blood factories. Help us to release them. You were thinking about the machine. What do we need to do to transition from donating blood to recovering?”

The female nodded, moved to the head of Elbinar’s bed, and started tapping buttons. Rivka tried to follow, but it was too quick.

“Slow down,” Rivka requested while resting her hand on the female’s back. No subterfuge. A desire to help. “I’m a Magistrate. Your assistance here and saving these people’s lives will ensure you leave this place unscathed. I can’t promise you that you’ll get paid or whatever you’re due, but I can tell you that you will not be charged with a crime, while the rest of the people on this ship probably will be.”

“I understand,” she said. “I’m just a nurse hired to help on an exploration ship. That’s not what this is at all. The only thing we explore is places to hide.”

“That’s the kind of information that will solidify my case against them. Get Elbinar turned around, and all these others, too.”

“The Ringer’s Lactate.” She gestured for Groenwyn to hand it over. She put it on the hook where the other bag had been, now in a trash can nearby. She plugged the new bag into the catheter while adding the blood into the line so they dripped together. She mashed a few more buttons on the machine and moved to the next patient.

Between Lindy, Groenwyn, and the nurse, they quickly had things under control. Third Squad arrived but left when they realized they weren’t needed. They still had the crew and ship to secure.

Rivka made to leave but couldn’t get around Lindy’s suit.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Red asked.

“To find Joseph.”

“In a suit, crazy woman.” Red hammered a metal fist into an oversized metal hand to emphasize his point. Then he pointed at Rivka’s armor.

“No, crazy man. I can move faster and get into areas where the suit won’t fit. Joseph isn’t wearing his, and I need to face him mano a mano.”

He parked his suit to the side and climbed out, then checked his hand blaster. Rivka showed him the neutron pulse weapon she carried, but the look on her face said she didn’t intend to use it.

“On the crew of this ship, but not Joseph. We don’t hurt Joseph.”

“You have my word, Magistrate,” Red promised. He nodded at the door on the opposite side where the Bad Company had entered. “Lindy, let ‘em know that we’re on the move without suits and not to shoot us.”

She nodded tightly, stopped where she was, and ran across the bay to hop into her suit and make the report.

Red led the way, looking for the staircase up that he thought was aft a short way, opposite the freight elevator.

The lieutenant said to get your asses back into your suits in case the crew blows the ship.

Fair point. Tell him not to be disappointed that we’re not going to follow his advice, Rivka replied.

I already told him that and encouraged him to do his best to keep the crew from blowing up the ship.

That’s my girl, Red remarked.

Magistrate? We are into the system, Dennicron reported.

Make sure the crew can’t destroy stuff, including the ship, Rivka ordered.

They wouldn’t be able to do that since the engines are offline. I’ve taken down the dampening field, and Clevarious is now scanning the ship.

Can you tell us where Joseph is?

One level up from you, almost directly over your head. He’s with a group of four crewmembers.

On our way. Rivka didn’t thank the SIs for their help. She knew they’d be busy digging deep into the core to look for information to support her case and the one who was running the operation.

They hit the stairs at a trot and took them two at a time going up. They left the stairwell, took a hard left, and ran to the first door.

It stood open. Red nearly tackled the Magistrate to keep her from barreling headlong into the space. Red peeked inside to find Joseph speaking to a sedate group.

“Magistrate, just walk in,” Red told her but kept Rivka behind him. After he cleared the doorway, she walked around him into the room.

“Joseph,” she said.

“Rivka. I’m glad you made it. Did you find the others?”

“Yes, Elbinar is safe. There were five others too, but you knew that.”

“I knew it because they knew it. They know a few other things too, but not everything. Did your AIs get into the computer system?”

“The SIs, yes. They are in there now.” She studied the four crew in the room. They stood with heads bowed, deferring to Joseph.

“This one is the captain of this vessel. He knows the most.” Joseph motioned with his chin.

Rivka touched his arm and recoiled from the horror surging through the man’s mind.

“I asked you not to do anything.”

“I did nothing. These men were here. Their minds drew me, but they were already lost, having descended into darkness at the thought of getting captured but too cowardly to take their own lives.”

“Then how do you know what’s in their minds? I could only see the agony of the evil that they submitted to.”

“I am a telepath. I can go as deep as I need. You see emotions and surface thoughts. I need ask no questions to find my answers.”

“Red, zip ties.”

Red produced their favorite suspect-binding devices. The men didn’t resist while Red tightened the temporary cuffs around their wrists.

“Their main contact is from a planet called Foromme. Her name is Koranta Delaveen. She is running this show.”

Rivka pushed her fingers through her hair and blew out her breath. The ambassador from Foromme’s name was Delaveen. Clevarious, check if Ambassador Delaveen is related to Koranta Delaveen.

“Who are those other five people?”

Joseph frowned. “People who had received nanocytes once upon a time. Their blood is better than nothing but is as potent as water compared to the whiskey of Elbinar’s nanos. Those five are volunteers, down and out, looking for a way to make money while buying time away from creditors and their fellows at the bottom of life’s cesspool.”

“They’re here on purpose?”

“They are, my lady,” Joseph replied. He looked down, and his shoulders slumped. “I’m tired.”

She pulled him into a hug. “I know, Joseph. Seeing the worst that people can do to each other for selfish reasons is enough to rip parts of our souls away. I wish life were different, but it’s not. As long as we still have the energy, we need to protect those who can’t protect themselves. Let’s get out of here.”

She supported Joseph as they walked out of the space, leaving the four to their tortured thoughts. Red waved his hand in front of their faces, but they didn’t respond. “Fuck you,” he told them and joined Rivka and Joseph as they slowly walked toward the stairwell.

Let Edwin know that we’re clearing the ship. We have what we need. Elbinar is in good hands. Dennicron, did you get the complete database downloaded?

We did, Magistrate. Meet you at the airlock.

Indeed. Lindy and Groenwyn, meet us at the airlock. Speed is of the essence if we’re to cut the head off this snake.

Dennicron and Chaz met them on the third level to take Joseph the rest of the way. Red and Rivka descended to the fourth level to get their suits. The “donors” were already waking up, although their eyes were sunken and their expressions vacant.

“Elbinar, what do you remember?” Rivka asked while touching his arm.

A hot Furlorian. So hot. Sparks. Yeah, baby… That was it. Rivka shook her head.

“You’ve been kidnapped, and this delightful group here has been stealing and selling your blood. We found a sample in Ambassador Bik Tia Nor’s blood on Delegor.”

“Delegor? Never heard of her.”

Rivka felt her anguish lessen at the private’s innocent smile. “Most people haven’t, but never fear. You won’t be getting that back, but you’ll make new stuff. Most importantly, keep it inside your body if you wouldn’t mind?”

“I’ll do my best, ma’am. Who are you?”

“Magistrate Rivka Anoa. We met on the War Axe, I’m sure.”

“Are you married?” he asked with a half-smile, his skin still gray since his body was about a quart low.

“I’m flattered. But I am…”

Red and Lindy leaned close. Groenwyn smiled and cocked her head so she wouldn’t miss a word.

“I’m seeing someone.”

“For fuck’s sake,” Red blurted and waved a dismissive hand at Rivka. “I’m getting in my suit because shit’s getting deep in here.”

Rivka ignored him and moved to the next patient, who looked like he was ready to cry. “What’s the problem? You’re going to be free.”

“What about my contract? I was promised ten years and the pay to go with it, fifty thousand a year. What year is it?”

“It is the year twenty-two sixty-two Earth standard, adopted by Yoll and the Empire nearly one hundred fifty years ago.”

“I’m nine and a half years early. I can’t go back now! Plug me in.”

“This is an illegal operation,” Rivka said.

“I had a contract.” He started to flail in panic. “No. Plug me back in.”

Rivka pushed him down. He was too weak to put up a fight. “For the moment, the Bad Company will take you into protective custody. All of you.” Rivka waved her arm around the room and looked at Red.

“Fine, I’ll relay your request,” Red said using his suit’s external speakers.

Groenwyn went from bed to bed, whispering something to each that instantly calmed them. She smiled and touched their faces as she went. At the end, she waved to them before climbing into her suit. Lindy waited until the Magistrate loaded up, but she wasn’t ready quite yet.

She returned to Elbinar. “I have the Furlorians in my brig, a brother and sister. I can leave them in the brig on Tyrosint Station if you’d like to see her.”

“Would you? That would be great. I think we had something.” The man’s smile lit the room.

Rivka chuckled. “All she needs is a partner to show her what’s important in life.”

She’s a snake, Red clarified. Just ask Cole.


CHAPTER TWENTY



Wyatt Earp, Cargo Bay

The five flew into the cargo bay, touching down slowly so the SIs hanging off Red and Lindy could step gently to the deck. Chaz and Dennicron hurried away with LRE-17’s complete database in their possession.

“C, set course for Tyrosint Station, best possible speed. We’re going to deposit our three prisoners in their brig for future processing. I guess I should deal with them now so I don’t have their disposition pending. Maybe Delegor had something going for them with the expeditious nature of their judicial code. Dennicron, Red, Joseph, Petricia, and Cole, meet me in the conference room, and let’s see what we have.”

Rivka strolled out to find Tyler waiting for her in the corridor. He carried Floyd.

“Look at my beefy supremeness,” Rivka quipped, leaning over the wombat for a kiss.

The doctor’s face turned solemn. “Do they need medical help over there?”

“I don’t think so.” Rivka hadn’t asked. “C,” she called to the overhead, “get me Lieutenant Edwin.”

“Magistrate, you miss me already,” the warrior joked. “Ship is secure, twenty-four are in cold storage, one casualty in the medical bay, and six coming out of their bloodless stupor.”

“Casualty?” Rivka wondered.

“We found him after you guys left. Looks like someone in a suit pummeled him.”

“That guy. Yeah. That was us. Do you need any additional medical assistance? We have a doctor on board Wyatt Earp.”

“It wouldn’t hurt. We have the nurse that you left for us. She’s cooperating, but she was part of that crew.”

“C, new orders. Dock us with LRE-17 so Doctor Toofakre can review the patients, and where’s Sahved? I haven’t seen him in a dog’s age.”

Clevarious replied. “He is still guarding Ankh, the last order he received from Lindy.”

“Tell him he’s an investigator again and get his ass to the airlock to collect statements from the victims in the med bay. We need more information.”

“Docking with the freighter, roger,” the SI confirmed, spooling down the Gate drive since they were mere seconds from going through and reappearing at Tyrosint Station.

“Thank you. Patients first. We’ll catch our bad guys soon enough,” Rivka allowed. Tyler stuffed Floyd into her arms.

Whee! the wombat cheered. Tyler went for his gear, and Rivka retired to the conference room to get statements before judging the three prisoners currently stashed in the ship’s small brig.

Rivka stroked Floyd’s fur.

Hungry, the little girl cried.

“I’m sure you are, but we have to wait a little bit before we can eat. We’ve got this thing to do.”

Groenwyn!

“Let’s not bother her.”

“You called, Mistress Fluffy Butt?” Groenwyn spoke through the conference room’s open door.

Hungry, Floyd repeated.

“Do you want to go back to LRE-17 with Tyler and check on the patients? I would appreciate your gentle touch to help them past the trauma.”

Groenwyn nodded but still took Floyd from Rivka’s arms.

“Make her walk to get food. If we carry her to meals, she’ll outgrow her ability to stay on this ship because she won’t fit through the corridors.”

Boo. Floyd made a face as Groenwyn put her down. She scampered in the direction of the galley.

“I’ll get Floyd a few leaves of lettuce and then meet Tyler in the cargo bay.”

“Airlock. We’re linking up. No need to jump across the void.”

“Better,” Groenwyn agreed.

Red and Lindy appeared. “I’d like one of you guys to go with Tyler and Groenwyn onboard LRE-17 to make sure the patients are stable for recovery. But first, I’ll need statements about our captives.”

Red spoke. “That Furlorian female is the one I saw leading Cole away. And then Cole was gone, and so was she.”

“I like the short and fact-based version. You didn’t see anything else?”

“After they got in front of us, a smoke bomb dropped behind them, blocking our view. Coincidence? I think not, but you’re the judge. That’s your department.”

“Cole. Thanks for joining us. How’s your little baby?”

“She’s cute as a button,” Cole said in a tired voice. He hadn’t recovered from his bloodletting, and he had not gotten used to sleeping in less than two-hour chunks.

“Name?”

“We don’t have one yet. Still thinking.”

“Leave it to Cole to put off ‘til tomorrow something that should have been done yesterday.”

“Kiss my ass, you oversized, under-brained, bow-legged, big-necked, no-load!”

Red snapped his eyes to Lindy. She shook her head. He looked back at Cole. “I don’t know if I’m supposed to be insulted or impressed, but I’ll take the latter. You can come through in the clutch. What are you going to call number three?”

“Number three?”

“That’s the number on her Singularity passport. You got yourself a dual citizen right there. Number one is, of course, and I say this in all humility, Vered the Mighty.”

“’In all humility,’” Cole repeated. “Alana. Clodagh is thinking it over. You know, my name is Alant, but all you weirdos just call me Cole.”

“Even Clodagh calls you Cole!” Red blurted.

“Still,” the man countered before pointing aft where the brig was located. “The Furlorian. She’s smooth and had one purpose: get me to where the others could zap me with a stunner. I was ready for it and they still hit me with increasingly powerful charges, but I remembered the first four.”

Rivka stared at the table as she processed Cole’s report. “Elbinar didn’t see any of it coming. He was smitten by the little vixen. You said she had one purpose. How did you know that?”

He looked around to make sure Clodagh wasn’t nearby. “The first night, a nice admin specialist wanted a piece of this.” He stood back and modeled his physique. Red made gagging noises before kissing Lindy goodbye as she headed off to join Tyler and Groenwyn. “But the Furlorian, she was singularly focused on me leaving with her based on a promise of bliss. She didn’t want to talk or hang out. Maybe she learned that she didn’t need to invest that time to get her target into a vulnerable position.”

Rivka nodded. “Anything else?”

He shook his head.

“Go back to being a parent now. Alana sounds like a great name. Good luck bringing your better half on board with it. Red, do you want to bring the Furlorians? Do you need backup?”

“I could use someone with a stunner, although I’m going to hit them with an area stun before I step into the brig to retrieve them.”

“Take Chaz and Dennicron. If anyone is faster than the Furlorians, it’s you three.”

“I’m not bow-legged,” Red noted.

“Please don’t take this the wrong way, but why in the fuck did you ever think I would care about that?” Rivka dismissed him with a wave and started tapping her datapad.

A short while later, scrabbling and scratching signaled that the Furlorians were on their way. Red had both of them by the scruffs of their necks while Chaz and Dennicron followed closely, slapping at limbs that sought purchase to drag Red anywhere but the conference room. Once inside, they closed the door behind them. Red continued to hold their prisoners.

“I’d put them down, but they’ll start climbing the walls or hide under the table. I’d rather not have to catch them again.”

“I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa. I’m here to judge your crimes and deliver the punishment.”

“We’ve done nothing wrong.”

“This is more than just a difference of opinion. While on Federation property, you have to comply with Federation law. That means you don’t get to take someone against their will and put them into a coma while you steal their blood. That’s the series of crimes that you’ll be judged for.”

“We didn’t take anyone’s blood,” the female countered.

“Maybe not, but you delivered Private Cole to a ship in space where such things were happening. Even if you didn’t know when you kidnapped him, once you became aware and did nothing to stop it, you became complicit in the related crime. I am not only going to charge you and convict you of kidnapping Elbinar, Cole, Petricia, and Joseph, I am also going to charge you with theft, transportation of stolen goods, and destruction of government property, specifically the lights and systems onboard Station Eleven.”

“Destruction of government property? That wasn’t us.”

“I believe you. The security contractor was a plant. It was them. You’re not guilty of destruction, but I find you guilty of all other charges and specifications.”

“Wait! We didn’t steal anything either.”

“Once their blood was taken and sold, it became stolen property, and you are complicit in the sequential crime. But you may argue that one can only be punished once for a single act even though that act broke numerous laws, and you would be correct. However, the theft and sale of the blood is a separate crime, distinct in its merits and unique in the opportunity for sentencing. I can also charge you with crimes against sentience, which carries a penalty up to and including death.”

“Wait!” the male Furlorian cried. “I didn’t do any of it. It was her. I wasn’t even there.”

“We have eyewitnesses who saw both of you and two others load Private Elbinar into a ship.”

“You couldn’t have seen me!” the male blurted.

“How would you know that?” Rivka asked.

“Shut up, asshole,” the female said.

“You don’t need to say anything. You’re guilty. Both of you. Twenty years each, sentences to be served consecutively, which means you are going to be confined on Jhiordaan for the rest of your natural days. I’m not going to give you the opportunity to say anything because I don’t care what you have to say unless you’re willing to roll over on whoever was paying you. I can cut your sentence in half with good information that unravels the rest of the blood trade organization.”

“And serve all sentences concurrently,” the female said.

“So you do understand a little of the law. You should also be acutely aware that you are on the wrong side of it. I’ll tell you, maybe. It would take a hundred-year conviction to ten years. I’m not sure I’m willing to do that because you violated good people with full intention for them to be in comas for the rest of their lives. I’m not good with that.”

The male was looking for anything to lighten his sentence. He started to sing. “We were paid by Moniken Gravenhole after getting our targets from her and to her. One-quarter up front and the rest upon delivery.”

Rivka looked at Chaz, who nodded almost imperceptibly.

“How did she pay you?” Rivka asked.

“Credit transfer to our hidden account.”

“I’m going to need that number.” Rivka smiled pleasantly. The female became frantic, kicking and trying to claw. Red body-slammed her into the table before holding her up once more. “You won’t be able to use that money, and we’ll find it anyway as we’ll backtrack your whereabouts until we come across the account. Then I’ll issue a warrant, and we’ll take it all. Right now, I only want to use it to backtrack the payment.”

“Fine,” the male conceded, then recited the memorized number. Between Clevarious, Chaz, and Dennicron, Rivka had no need to write anything down. She knew they would be digging into the system to find the trail within seconds.

“A password would save us time,” Dennicron said. He gave it to her. The SIs continued their search. “Got it.”

Chaz and Dennicron looked at each other, beaming. Rivka rolled her finger. Dennicron bowed her head to Chaz.

He brought up the holoscreen over the conference table. “Payment received from Moniken Gravenhole, who doesn’t exist, and her shell company, Graven Enterprises, which also 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.”

“As in, owned by Koranta Delaveen,” Rivka posited.

“Sister of the ambassador and second wife of one Ambassador Bik Tia Nor.”

“The ambassadors keep their knobby paws clean. Top cover and ground cover.” Rivka looked at the Furlorians. The male looked back, hope in his big cat eyes. “Sentences to serve concurrently. Ten years for both of you.”

He exhaled hard and turned to his sister. She was not as enamored of a ten-year sentence as he was. “Life down to ten years. Our contacts will be long gone by the time we get out,” the male said.

Rivka agreed. “I will dismantle that organization in such a way that the pieces will never be able to reassemble. You have a warrior who is still head over heels in love with you. I’m putting you in the brig on Tyrosint with further transfer to work-release on the planet. They need good workers, and it’s completely voluntary, but I expect your race prefers open spaces so you can run and feel free.”

“Isn’t that a bit racist?” the male asked.

“Is my presumption incorrect?”

“No. Outside under a sun and a blue sky sounds pretty good right about now. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry, Magistrate. We were looking at taking our riches and going to Verdance, an agricultural planet. All the while, we were ignoring the people we were hurting. I’ll serve my time. I deserve it. My sister went along with me because I’m the big brother. That’s how it is with our people. Maybe she can serve a lesser sentence.”

“If I had put you in Jhiordaan, you wouldn’t be the same because they would break you. After Tyrosint, maybe you’ll be better. Return to the brig. We’ll deliver you to the station before the day ends. Ten years. Both of you.”

The male thanked Rivka while the female glared. Rivka stared back until the Furlorian blinked, her spirit finally surrendering to the consequences of her decisions.

“Bring me that doctor.”

“With pleasure.” Red, Chaz, and Dennicron returned the Furlorians to the brig and yanked the doctor out of the room. He tried to fall down, refusing to walk. Red picked him up by the back of his pants and propelled him forward, slamming his head into the door to the conference room to open it. He thrust the man inside and propped him up. “He was a bit uncooperative, Magistrate.”

“Do you not care how much time you’ll serve?”

“I’m just a doctor.”

“You’re a criminal. Certified bottom feeder. You tried to take people’s lives, and that is a crime against sentience. Give me your hand.”

Red shoved the doctor’s hand forward. Rivka took it before he could snatch it back. “Why were you stealing blood?”

The man looked frantically for a way out. Panic. He was caught. Deny!

“I’m just a doctor. I do what I’m told.”

“Give us your bank information to confirm you get normal pay for normal doctor duties.”

“No…” He shook his head, looking for a way out, but in his mind, he contemplated his account number and the bank. Rivka recited it aloud.

“Hey! That’s my account number.”

“Lucky guess,” Rivka replied and let go of the man’s hand. She knew exactly what they were going to find. A massive deposit, about a year’s worth of a doctor’s normal salary as a hiring bonus.

Chaz replied. “Fifty thousand credits paid by Graven Enterprises.”

“You’re dirty,” Rivka announced.

“I didn’t know they were bad! I did nothing wrong,” he pleaded in a whining voice.

“Putting healthy people into comas so you can take their blood is good doctoring?”

“They were volunteers on a deep-space study!” he declared hopefully.

“We both know that isn’t true since Private Elbinar was brought to you already in a coma. I don’t know about the others, but I only need to know for sure about Elbinar. Unlawful detention, theft, and the worst charge, crime against sentience. I’m suspending your license to practice and notifying the medical board with a recommendation to revoke it. They can take their time since you’ll be on Jhiordaan, serving twenty years for theft of blood and an additional thirty-five years for crime against sentience. To serve sequentially. That’s more than fifty years, Doctor. I’m confiscating your ill-gotten gains. Congratulations. You’re broke, without a license, and ready to spend the next half of your life in prison.”

“That sucks,” he managed to say.

“Is that the best you have? You’re lucky I don’t toss you out an airlock. You are a despicable creature. If I never see you again, that will be too soon.” Rivka raised her chin. Red took her meaning and yanked the doctor backward and dragged him down the corridor to toss him into the brig.

“We have the documentation sorted and money transferred from both accounts into the Magistrates’ holding account,” Chaz reported. “We’ve submitted the accounting data to the High Chancellor’s office.”

Rivka acknowledged the quick work. She pointed to the hologrid area above the table, and Chaz projected the financial reports.

Tyler, how much longer? I’m itching to catch some big-time scumbags.

On our way back because they had everything under control. This nurse is good.

“Lieutenant Edwin, Rivka here. The nurse in the medical bay is free to go, free to move on. She helped us and is a victim in this, just like the six people getting pumped dry.”

“One person,” the lieutenant’s voice projected over the room’s speakers. “The other five are complaining that they have contracts to donate their blood at the price of keeping them out of sight for ten years and building their cash pile.”

“That’s one of the most fucked-up things I’ve ever heard,” Rivka replied.

“Can they sign away their blood and life like that?” the lieutenant asked.

Rivka had been thinking about it and didn’t like the answer. “They can. One victim and five who were misled and taken for a ride. Turn them loose to go their own way. I think Tyrosint is looking for more agro workers. They’d be off the grid down there. Sell it, Edwin. They get to live while officially hiding. If I need to put them into witness protection, I can sign an order for that, too, but they have to comply with the law. If they break the law, they lose their support.”

“Maybe it’d be best if you talked with them. I’m not very good at making civilians feel comfortable. Maybe your guy, the tall, lanky, and weird one?”

“You can do this, Lieutenant. Welcome to being an officer. Put your best foot forward and save their lives. It’s what the Bad Company is good at. Tell Elbinar the Furlorian will be on Tyrosint and then on work-release on the planet in case he wishes to pursue an ill-advised relationship.”

Edwin laughed loud and long. “Those are the only relationships we pursue, Magistrate. It was a pleasure working with you. Next time, try not to leave us any dead bodies. Bad Company out.”

Rivka looked at the financials, and the numbers reminded her. “Come clean, you knuckleheads. Did you certify running?”

“Yes. Running to the bay after the security-bot ambush,” Chaz said.

“But no blood, which is odd on a case to dismantle the blood trade. Arrest, swearing?”

“You bagged the Ambassador first, and during that arrest, there was a planetwide carpet-bombing of profanity.”

“There was not. You were there!”

“I was, but my story is better.”

“These are real people betting real money. Don’t make shit up.” Rivka pointed the finger of shame at Red and brushed it.

“You only went on a tirade after the trial.”

“I was pretty mad.”

“That’s when we’ll call it, Magistrate, but I think you’ll get to arrest the ambassador again, along with the Foromme ambassador and his sister.”

“I like that. Let’s pack ‘em and stack ‘em, then rack ‘em and jack ‘em. C, get us out of here as soon as everyone’s on board. First stop, the station, then Foromme and one Koranta Delaveen.”

“What if she fights back?” Red wondered.

“They always fight back, but not for very long.” She winked at him. “I’m catching a shower. Chaz, transmit the holding order for those three. The doctor is awaiting prison transport, and the Furlorians are assigned to Tyrosint’s brig until further notice with work-release to the planet at the head of station’s discretion. The five who were under contract are now under my protection and to be sent to the planet under fake identities to work agricultural support. And Chaz, find me Koranta Delaveen.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



Wyatt Earp, in Orbit over Foromme

“Is there any hope that they’ll let us land?” Rivka asked.

“Their process seems convoluted, to say the least,” Clevarious replied.

“Time to pull out the big hammer. Get me Landing Control, please.”

The next sound was the voice of an angry controller.

“We’re swamped, and you didn’t pre-register. You have to wait until there’s an opening.”

“I’m sorry, but I’m in pursuit of a Federation suspect charged with crimes against sentience. Is the planet of Foromme shielding this individual?”

“No, but you have to wait your turn. I only handle the spatial awareness.”

“Under Federation Laws, Appendix D, Chapter Seven, I am exercising my right as a Federation Diplomat to jump to the head of the line. I have your name and number to figure prominently, and heaven help you if your delay resulted in the suspect getting away. You said you handle all ships traveling from the surface? Shut that down. No one leaves Foromme until the suspect is in custody.”

“I can only do that with orders from my superiors. I can move you to the front of the line, but that’s the best I can do.”

“Thank you. I’m contacting your superiors immediately.” Rivka waited for the line to close and Wyatt Earp to skip past the array of ships trapped in orbit. “Clevarious, get me the chancellor’s office, please.”

The SI replied immediately. “They say that the chancellor is busy and to leave a message.”

“Tell them we request immediate restriction of all travel to orbit until our suspect is in custody. Crimes against sentience, and Foromme leadership does not want to be seen as shielding this individual. Send that to the chancellor’s office and everyone else in the chain from that person to the controller I just talked with. Take us in and drop us on Koranta’s estate. We go in fully armed.”

Rivka hurried to her quarters and dressed. Tyler shook his head. “This is the hardest part,” he said. “I don’t know if you’ll come back.”

“I always come back because I’m surrounded by good people and I keep my wits about me. Koranta will come once her support collapses. We’re freezing all her accounts the instant we appear in the air over her home. I’m going to transmit a message to Lance Reynolds too, letting him know that both Foromme and Delegor are involved in this and may be spearheading it. We’ll know when we grab her and her records.”

Tyler waved his hands at her. “I don’t care about any of that. I wish there was a different way to secure your suspect and have her brought to you. Do you have to go?”

“I do. There are things one sees and hears that aren’t replicable in the sanitary environment of an interview room. And I train for this. There’s a lot to be said for being the judge, but I’m my own investigator, too. Going in comes with the territory. I’ll come home. I’m not going to end my short life on a planet like Foromme. If you wonder, the reason I didn’t involve the locals is I don’t want to give them a chance to show their true colors. I have no intention of arresting the whole planet. Not today, anyway.” She winked at him and finished putting on her ballistic protection. Head to toe, combat boots and helmet included.

Rivka left her Magistrate’s jacket on her chair. It wouldn’t fit over her gear. She made sure the Magistrate’s logo was visible and headed for the cargo bay, where she met Red, Lindy, Chaz, and Dennicron. Cole had a powered combat suit on the deck and was climbing in.

“Hang on.” The Magistrate closed on him.

“Just doing my job, ma’am.”

Red raised an eyebrow.

“Destroy any weapons emplacements that fire on us unless you can destroy them without collateral damage before they fire,” Rivka explained.

“I can do that.” Cole entered the suit, buttoned up, and ran through the start-up sequence.

“Good,” Red offered. “Rich bad guys always have real firepower protecting their empires.”

“So do we.” Rivka hoisted her railgun and checked it quickly to make sure she had a full load, full power, and it was clean and ready to fire. She knew Red had done that already, but where weapons were involved, it was everyone’s individual responsibility to double- and triple-check.

She also had her neutron pulse weapon, but that was tucked inside the bulletproof outerwear.

Wyatt Earp swept toward the city from the outskirts, but Koranta lived close to the city center, not optimal from the viewpoint of a raid. There were too many egress routes into the neighborhood where collateral damage was too high.

“If she gets out of the compound, then we’re screwed, and we’ll have to get local support. Chaz, are her accounts locked?”

“They are, from Korantall United to her private accounts to the servants’ slush fund. No one is going to see a single credit from her until we unlock the accounts,” the SI confirmed.

“Servant slush fund…” Rivka murmured. “Insert parameters?”

Clevarious replied, The closest I can get you is the roof access of the main building. You’ll be able to jump from the roof to the ground to secure the three visible exits. I’ll hold the ship over the main building as close as possible. The best we can gauge is that she’s somewhere inside. And if there’s an escape tunnel, all bets are off.

“Is there any way we can scan the area below the surface, looking for such things?”

Of course, but in a busy metropolitan city, I’m sure it will look like a spaghetti maze down there.

“Give it a try, and we’ll secure the surface-level doorways and work our way through the building.” Rivka looked from face to face. “Cole, you first. Skip the rooftop and jump straight into the courtyard.”

A mini-bark signaled the arrival of Tiny Man Titan.

“Keep him away from the opening,” Cole said, using his suit’s external speakers.

Clodagh stood there holding the baby, with the dog-like alien at her feet. She waved, received Cole’s salute, and went back into the ship. “I’ll be on the bridge,” she shouted over her shoulder.

“The family that fights together stays together,” Red said.

“Kick ass to make it last,” Lindy offered.

“Kick it to get it.” Rivka shrugged.

“How warped are we that going into a fight is an aphrodisiac?” Lindy asked.

Rivka stayed still to avoid looking like she agreed or disagreed.

“Would we be here if we weren’t a little warped?” Red replied. “No better job in the ‘verse.” He leaned over the cargo ramp. “Get ready, Cole. Looks like we’re getting close.”

Red is correct, Clevarious confirmed. On my mark, Private Cole. Mark.

Cole took three oversized steps and was gone, dropping a hundred meters toward a smooth courtyard surrounding a fountain. No vehicles were present.

He activated his jets and touched down softly. Wyatt Earp maneuvered toward the roof of the main building. The outbuildings were small, little more than decoration since the mansion dominated the compound that took up a full quarter of a block in the middle of the high-rent district.

The ship descended to a point where the ramp barely overlapped the roof since Wyatt Earp was a big ship and other buildings were close.

Red gave his war cry and ran out the back. The rest followed, with Lindy jumping last after making sure the Magistrate made it. As Wyatt Earp started moving away, Sahved flung himself from the ramp, bicycling his legs and waving his arms until he landed on the rooftop, where he stopped his wild gyrations. The ship moved ten meters away, centering over the compound to get the most breathing room.

The rooftop was flat, without immediately visible access from inside. Red pointed at the three sides where the doors were located. “Go, go, go!” He took his position and waved at the Magistrate. Chaz grabbed Sahved and Dennicron went with Lindy. As soon as they reached the edge, they went over.

Rivka braced herself for the impact, deciding to hit and roll. That saved her ankles, but her shoulder hit harder than she wanted. Her ballistic protection protected her body from serious injury. Red grunted on impact but remained upright. He limped the first couple of steps toward the door before shrugging off the injury.

Red reached the door. “Easy way or hard way?”

“Try the easy way—a gentle knock. I have my creds in hand,” Rivka replied.

Prepare to breach on my mark, Red announced to the team. Any defenses, Cole?

None that I can see. Looks clear. Sensors show seven bodies. Four on the first floor and three on the second. No one on the third.

Red pounded on the door with his meat-mallet fist.

Rivka tried to get close, but he kept her from getting right in front of the door.

Someone is coming to answer the door. I don’t see any weapons on the scan.

Thanks, Cole, Rivka replied.

The door opened slowly, and a Foromme face peered out. The servant tried to close the door, but Red blocked them.

In the back of her mind, she heard Cole giving instructions regarding the layout to the other two breach teams, with directions for Lindy and Dennicron to hit the steps to the right of their door and head upstairs.

“I am Magistrate Rivka Anoa.” She held her creds before her, stepping close to show them clearly to the person who’d answered the door. “I have a warrant for the arrest of Koranta Delaveen. Where is she?”

The servant shook her head and mumbled.

“I guess it’s the hard way, then.”

Go, go, go! Red called.

Dennicron destroyed the door in front of her, rushed through, took a hard right, and headed upstairs, with Lindy close on her heels.

Chaz burst through their door and ran in, looking for where the people were, as Cole had described.

Rivka pushed her way inside. “Get outside,” she ordered the servant. Red gave the individual a hearty push toward the open door.

Two are heading down the stairs toward the basement. Straight ahead, first left.

Rivka ran before Red could stop her. She hit the door and kept going. “Stop!” she shouted down the well-lit stairs after catching a glimpse of a male turning the corner ahead.

“Wait up,” Red called after her, taking the steps three at a time on the way down. Rivka accelerated, staying out of her bodyguard’s reach. All he could do was keep running.

At the next corner, they found a series of rooms and corridors. Rivka slowed. Cole?

Straight ahead, left, then right. Rivka hit the left at full speed, bouncing off the wall to keep her moving forward. She did the same at the right turn and caught the male servant. She grabbed his collar and dragged him down backward.

Rivka vaulted him and kept running. The person she knew to be Koranta was trying to close and secure the door ahead.

The Magistrate had the scent and was on her final approach. She hit the door with her shoulder, bending it but not breaking through. She staggered to the side as Red hit it with his weight and power. It screamed as the deadbolt ripped away from the frame. He stumbled through.

A flash and the boom of a slugthrower. The round slammed into Rivka’s chest, bending her over backward. A second shot went over her head. Red fired once from the floor.

“No!” Rivka cried before she toppled over backward. She tried to stand, but the pain in her chest was too great.

“She had a cannon pointed at my head, Magistrate,” Red replied softly. “I’m sorry. I could not let her take the shot.”

He stood, checked the body, and returned to help Rivka up.

“Is she?” Rivka wondered.

“Yeah. She succumbed to her wounds.”

Rivka peeked past Red to find a massive hole blown through Koranta’s chest. A railgun at point-blank range did significant damage. Red secured her weapon, taking it as evidence.

“This isn’t going to go over well,” Rivka said. She walked away, looking for the individual who had been running with Koranta.

She found him outside with the other five from the household and walked up to him. “Where were you two going?”

“Why don’t you ask the mistress?”

“Because I’m asking you,” Rivka countered, leaning close to touch his shoulder. He looked at her hand before continuing. “It’s not my place to say.”

In his mind, he saw the escape tunnel. He didn’t know anything beyond that.

“Where does the escape tunnel lead?”

“She got away!” He cheered before making a gesture she assumed was rude on Foromme.

“Almost,” Rivka replied. “Who here knows about her role in the blood trade?”

They remained stone-faced and silent. She walked down the line, whispering “blood trade” as she passed each. None of them knew anything about it. Koranta had treated them well, and they guarded her secrets.

The other four of the Magistrate’s team were still in the house. We’ll need anything related to her businesses, Rivka requested.

Her computer system is thumbprint-activated, Chaz replied.

She’s in the basement. Down the stairs in the middle of the house, down the corridor, left, then right. You can get her print there.

“How do we get to the roof?” Rivka asked.

One of the servants didn’t think the information was critical. “Up the main staircase to the third floor. There’s a door on the top landing. The steps to the roof are inside.”

Local authorities are on their way, Clodagh reported from the ship.

This could have gone a lot better, but I’ve found that big-league criminals don’t like being taken alive.

Rivka strolled to the front of the compound to open the gates, swinging them wide. She directed Cole to move the servants to the side while the others continued searching the house to recover any evidence they could gather that would allow her to either tie up the investigation and close the case or lead her deeper into the trade.

The first three vehicles came screaming into the compound’s circular drive. The law enforcement officers jumped out and took positions behind the vehicles, aiming at Rivka. Red pushed her behind him.

Cole encouraged them to put their weapons away by using his jets to fly above their heads, then he landed in the middle of the group. Someone fired, but the round bounced off harmlessly.

“This is Magistrate Rivka Anoa from the Federation. We’re here under orders from General Lance Reynolds to dismantle the blood trade. The owner of this home has been implicated. We are here under Federation orders and laws. Put your weapons down.” Cole looked from face to face until they complied, not because of the power of his argument but because they couldn’t fight him.

Rivka hurried into the silence, holding her creds in front of her.

The one in charge moved to the front and ripped the creds from Rivka’s hand. “You’ll want to take care with those,” she warned. He tried to keep her credentials. “Please give them back.”

He stuffed them into his pocket. Red seized the officer and lifted him so Rivka could take back what was hers. When she had what she wanted, Red put the man down.

“You’ll pay for that,” he snarled.

“What do you know about Koranta Delaveen?”

“The Delaveens are highly respected on Foromme. Where is Koranta?” the man asked pointedly.

“She shot at me and didn’t survive the shootout,” Rivka replied.

“You murdered her?” The officer removed his hat, groaning and stamping his foot.

“This is why you weren’t informed of my raid on her compound. She was accused of crimes against sentience, which carries the death penalty in the Federation. It appears she would have received a great deal of official protection rather than letting the legal system do its job.”

“You didn’t have to kill her. What was the rush in getting her?”

“My orders were to eliminate the blood trade. I believe that I have now done that. Koranta Delaveen took people’s lives from them for vanity’s sake alone. It’s a shame that she went down that road, don’t you think?”

“She did no such thing.”

“You mean to say you’re embarrassed that such crimes were taking place under your nose. Anything else could be construed as being complicit in her crimes. What did you know about her shell corporations and the buying of blood?” Rivka reached for him, but he stayed farther than arm’s length from her.

“Nothing. The Delaveens are philanthropists, always giving. This isn’t going to sit well, not well at all.”

“I expect you’re right about that. Red, get a body bag and collect the remains for transfer to Wyatt Earp. We’ll return them once we’re done with the examination.”

“I wouldn’t do that.”

Rivka glared at him until he backed away. Above them, Wyatt Earp moved close to the rooftop. A bag fluttered out the back and out of sight.

On it, Lindy said. Sahved is searching. He’s already found three hand-written ledgers that were hidden.

The Yemilorian appeared on the rooftop and jumped into the ship. He was gone for a few seconds before hopping back to the roof.

Give official notification to the Federation, Clevarious, regarding the demise of Mrs. Delaveen. Connect me with the General, please.

Rivka walked into the house while Red took a position in the doorway to keep anyone from following.

Rivka, Lance Reynolds answered. Tell me you have good news.

Let me start with the good news. I believe that we have broken the back of the blood trade. We’ve recovered all kidnapped parties and stopped the supply side of the chain. We discovered the one behind the orchestration of it, but she was killed before we could ask her any questions.

Sounds like good news, mostly. Are you able to access her personal logs or anything like that?

We’re doing that right now, taking her computer systems and personal journals. We’ll find out if there are any others involved. Now to the bad news. She’s Koranta Delaveen, the sister of Ambassador Delaveen of Foromme, and it gets worse. She’s the wife of Ambassador Bik Tia Nor of Delegor.

The General didn’t speak for the longest time. She thought the connection had been lost, but in case it hadn’t, she waited.

That is bad. I’ll have to do some damage control from this end, but you are positive it was her?

I am. We have a solid link from her to the ones who kidnapped the warriors. I know the Bad Company is a private enterprise, but is there anyone in the main halls who would keep tabs on them and report to the Federation Council, as in, would the ambassadors be able to learn enough to target Bad Company personnel with some precision? The kidnappers seemed to know where the warriors were going on vacation. They were waiting for them.

I’ll look into it. I’ve called the ambassadors into my office. I’ll inform them of Koranta’s death. Maybe you should look at leaving Foromme sooner rather than later, the General advised.

I think that’s exactly what we’ll do once we have what we came here for. We’ll return straight to Yoll and report our findings. I’ll make my report directly to the High Chancellor.

Perfect. Good work taking down the blood trade. That is an abomination, and it makes me want to rip off their heads and shit down their necks. Unfortunately, I don’t get to do that anymore, so I’ll be kind, but I’ll be watching, too. They are both recipients of the blood. That tells me they were knee-deep in it. I’ll let you know if I find anything.

Rivka returned to the front door but didn’t go outside. “They brought reinforcements,” Red whispered over his shoulder.

Time to go, people. Wrap up what you’re doing and go back to the ship. Cover us, Cole. You’ll be last on board.

Rivka found the steps and headed up. Red waited until the others were climbing. He followed Lindy up, carrying the body bag. They hit the roof fast and ran across and up the ramp into the ship. Cole flew from the courtyard to the roof, where he landed and ran across and into the cargo bay.

The ship nosed upward as the cargo ramp was closing and raced for space. The second it cleared the atmosphere, the Gate formed, and they were through. Once they reached Yollin space, they slowly merged into the normal traffic pattern. The Magistrate needed time to compile the information, and most importantly, to think.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



Wyatt Earp, in Orbit over Yoll

“Hurry up,” Rivka muttered, waiting for the report from Chaz and Dennicron on what they had found in the computer systems. She thumbed through the notebooks. One had dates and transactions. The amounts were listed in ccs, which Rivka translated as cubic centimeters. She had both her husband and brother listed if the initials were anything to go by. It all tied together with the clinic name where one BTN was to receive two hundred ccs on the date Rivka and Chaz had found the ambassador there, getting that exact amount of enhanced blood. It cracked the code, and the dominos fell.

Since her husband and brother didn’t pay, they didn’t leave a money trail. She charged everyone else vast sums, and that funded the operation. Thanks to the enhancements, they were draining five hundred cubic centimeters of blood every two weeks. With four donors? That would be a thousand ccs every week. She was going to grow richer than she was and even more powerful as the ability to get enhanced reached a broader sector of the galaxy’s population.

Those who could afford ten thousand credits for each one hundred ccs, with tips welcomed to improve a person’s place on the waiting list.

The SIs had yet to crack the final account, the one into which the money poured, since it was hidden behind numerous barriers. It was the type of account rich people used to hide their money from all comers, legal entities and criminals alike.

The disturbing part in the journal was the initials she couldn’t identify, but she had a team of investigators to dig into it.

Sahved showed that he was a quality addition to the team. Chaz and Dennicron continued their assistance, which transcended a normal person’s capabilities, but could they make the hard decisions in the right way? She wasn’t yet sure. She needed to continue their training.

And a new family on board. While she waited for the SIs, she found Clodagh, Cole, and the baby in their quarters.

“Just checking in. How is our newest addition to the team?”

“The fast growth is moving her through the process a little more quickly than other babies. We’ve all heard the horror stories, but not so much here. We’re already at a single block of sleep that lasts six hours. We just got up, and I feel like a normal human being versus the always-tired look of other new mothers.”

“And Cole, no more undercover operations for you. Nothing personal.”

“I’m happy to hear that. It was not my thing, Magistrate. Thanks for trusting me, but coming to with half my blood missing was no way to wake up. I’d rather wake up to a baby crying.”

Clodagh’s mouth fell open. “That’s your comparison? Getting drained to death or a baby crying?”

Cole regrouped quickly for his counterattack. He held his fingers a few millimeters apart. “Those two are not this far apart,” he spread his arms all the way, “but this far apart. Opposite ends of the spectrum.”

“Uh-huh.” Clodagh wasn’t convinced, but she got over it the instant he hugged her and the baby.

“What’s her name?” Rivka asked.

“We’ve decided on Alana Siobhan Cole.”

“So let it be written. So let it be done. I’ll notify the Singularity.” Rivka hesitated. “That’s Irish, isn’t it? So it’s not spelled how it sounds. S-h-e-V-O-N.”

Clodagh laughed. “No.” She spelled it. Rivka frowned.

“Have it your way.” Rivka left them alone and found Chaz and Dennicron in the corridor.

“Tell me good news.”

“The universe’s rate of expansion remains constant,” Chaz replied.

“Is that supposed to be good? Never mind. Tell me you cracked the accounts. We’re going to have to go planetside pretty soon, and I want to stuff that candle into the top of this cake.”

“We have not, and I’m afraid to inform you that we will probably not be able to. Despite having the body on board, none of the biometrics work to access the system. None of the usual digital accesses are finding any traction. This is an encryption that we’ve not seen before.”

“But we know the account. We can’t just look into it?”

“Correct.”

“Is it locked down, at least?”

“It is by your order that we’ve transmitted to the financial institution, which is reputable.”

“Then that is one of those things that will have to languish until such time as the bank gives us access.”

“That’s just it. They don’t have access either. It’s a completely secure account.”

“As long as they can keep credits from leaving it and going into it, then we’ll make do without the totals. Analyze the rest of her spending and see if there was a reduction in what she used to spend. Maybe we can guesstimate the amount she’s covering from her illicit operation because I’m betting she never reduced her spending, only changed where the money was coming from.”

The SIs nodded vigorously and hurried away, leaving Rivka to her thoughts. She sauntered to the bridge so she could look at the view from the front of the ship.

After a minute of peace, Ryleigh spoke from the pilot’s station. “Magistrate, we’re cleared to land.”

Rivka reluctantly climbed out of the captain’s seat. “I’m sorry we weren’t able to spend more time on Tyrosint Station. You three seemed to have a good time there.”

Ryleigh talked over her shoulder as she guided the ship into the landing pattern. “What do you mean? You think we like being the center of attention from hot guys in uniform?”

Rivka attempted an answer. “Yes?”

“Okay. We do.”

“Once we’re done here, set course for Tyrosint Station. We could all use some shore leave, and if I’m going to send people to the planet for rehab, I probably need to see what it’s like first.”

Rivka headed to her quarters to get her Magistrate’s jacket. She ran into Joseph and Petricia coming from the galley.

“Are we going to talk about what happened on those ships?”

“I don’t think so,” Joseph said. “You don’t need anything more than you already know. Punish me if you must, but I regret nothing and will change nothing in my coming years.”

“Punishment is to stop a repeat of a behavior. I don’t think there’s anything we need to change. There were bad people whose only remorse was that they got caught. One should have more of a conscience than that. You left them alive to live with the remorse they should feel.”

“We’ll go with that.” Joseph smiled. Petricia nodded with a slight movement.

“I’m sorry for putting you in harm’s way.”

Joseph tsk-tsked her apology. “I’m an old man. If I’m in harm’s way, it’s because I put myself there. I apologize to Petricia for bringing her into the consequences of my poor judgment. But we recovered well because of good friends who will stop at nothing to save their own.”

The ship shuddered as it bumped through the upper atmosphere.

Rivka rested her hand on his shoulder. “Thank you. Now, we have to see the High Chancellor. Be ready to go in fifteen if you wouldn’t mind.”

High Chancellor’s Office, The Royal City of Khn'Chik on Yoll

“That’s what you have?” High Chancellor Wyatt reviewed the evidence that the team had compiled on the short trip between Foromme and Yoll. She thanked the gods for Chaz, Dennicron, and Clevarious.

The High Chancellor had not allowed any of the support team into his office. Red, Lindy, Sahved, the SCAMPs, Joseph, and Petricia waited in the outer office. She had thought she was going to get her ass chewed. She felt like a screw-up. This case hadn’t gone how she wanted.

Wyatt watched her. “What were your expectations?”

“Roll up the organization from bottom to top, catch the bad guy, and parade through the streets with the vile scum.”

“A little dramatic, but I see. What didn’t you accomplish?” Wyatt pressed.

“I don’t understand. We killed the perp.”

“You knew she was guilty beyond a shadow of a doubt?”

“Beyond a shadow of a doubt. It made too much sense when the final arrows pointed at her. And if Red hadn’t killed her, she would have killed him. The gun was military-grade, not for civilian sale or use.”

“That doesn’t point to any more or less guilt when it comes to the blood trade.”

“No, but she was a lot younger than she should have been. Initial indications from the autopsy show she had Elbinar’s nanocytes in her, too.”

“She was a user. Maybe she established the trade to serve her and her family.” Wyatt leaned back and crossed his arms. For him, this was a casual conversation. For Rivka, it was the stake of self-doubt driven into her heart, creating a chasm that cut to her very soul.

“It’s not a crime to be a user or addicted, but that changes the depth of the crimes against sentience. I judged her and punished her for the same thing that her husband claimed. The nature of her being was on trial. She was relentlessly driven to get ahead and stay ahead. The Delaveen family had money when the latest were born, but the ambassador and his sister sent the value of what they had into the stratosphere.”

“The nature of success,” Wyatt replied. “Does that give one carte blanche to trample on the rights of others?”

“Of course not.” Rivka was certain of that. “If someone’s nature is being a criminal, then they will remain at odds with society for all their days. Incarceration until rehabilitation is achieved. If rehab isn’t possible, then they need to remain separated from law-abiding citizens.”

“The nature of their being will always be a touchy subject, and when used as a defense, must be given due consideration. However, crimes are crimes. Committing one while under the influence does not relieve one of their responsibility, but rehabilitation could be accomplished through getting clean. It may not take long. Isn’t our job to eliminate recidivists?”

“Death sentence for every crime would do that, but that’s not the right answer.” Rivka shook her head and held her hand up to forestall a snappy answer. “Punishment appropriate to the crime. Did Koranta Delaveen deserve to die?”

“According to Red’s statement, she was aiming the ‘cannon,’ his word, at his head. She had already shot at you twice, and you were down. Red didn’t know if you had survived the attack. He made the decision to save his life. I find no fault in his actions. I think that’s when Red declared blood. I think a bone bruise counts.”

“Thanks for that, High Chancellor. He wasn’t proud of what he’d done. He had gone down when the door opened after using his body as a battering ram. He said he should have shot the door apart.”

“That would have killed whoever was behind it. You were carrying your usual if I’m not mistaken.” Rivka nodded. “And she was trying to get away. Time was of the essence. And then she fired first. Twice. Had you not been in your body armor, this would be a conversation with the rest of your team because you’d be dead.”

“My team would make me sound like a hero.” Rivka smiled weakly. The High Chancellor strolled to a side table and poured Rivka a glass from a decanter. He poured himself one, too.

He offered her the glass and held it up. “Here’s to getting our people back and solving the crime.”

“Yes, sir,” she said woodenly. “I feel like we could have done something differently.”

“Your problem is that those running the operation are already trying to cause trouble for you. Important government officials who are criminals are no longer important government officials. General Reynolds had an interesting conversation with the two ambassadors, who seemed much more angry than distraught. You have the confidence of this government. You have nothing to worry about. You did as well as anyone could do in what was a crappy situation. You were set up to fail, chasing those who were directly involved. We should have pulled those two ambassadors aside and given them the third degree until they cracked.”

“That would have helped.”

“But we didn’t know,” Wyatt countered, stopping Rivka’s second-guessing cold. “We didn’t know until you found the other facts in the case. Most importantly, Private Elbinar.”

“And we recovered our own people, too. The Furlorians should have never been able to snatch them, but they were good.”

“Indeed. I hear you have a new addition to your team. I thought Clodagh wasn’t due for a few more months? Why did the baby come early?”

“It seems no one told us that enhanced people create enhanced babies who can’t be bothered with the usual gestation period. The baby will grow at least twice as fast, too.”

“Good luck with that menagerie on board your ship,” Wyatt told her.

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“Bring your people inside. I want to thank them personally.” Wyatt waved at the door. Rivka hurried to open it so her team could join her.

They filed in, Red first since he’d been leaning against the door and almost fell through when Rivka opened it.

Wyatt greeted them one by one with a personal comment for each until Joseph reached him, when he stopped cold. Joseph took Wyatt by the shoulders and stared into his eyes. The two men stayed that way for a long time before they smiled and hugged.

Joseph spoke first. “I wondered where you’d gotten off to, little brother.”


THE END
JUDGE, JURY, & EXECUTIONER, BOOK 12



If you like 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 on the Judge, Jury, & Executioner series page to see if any new volumes have been published.

US - Click Here

UK - Click Here

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! I guarantee it:).


THE STORY CONTINUES




Rivka’s story continues with book 13, THE INTERVIEW, available at Amazon and through Kindle Unlimited.
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Claim your copy today!
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Back in the saddle of the Judge, Jury, & Executioner. Here we have book twelve, which revisits a theme from a long, long time ago.

Any time someone has something another covets, they will take unnatural actions to satisfy their greed.

Thank goodness we have someone like Rivka to take a personal interest in resolving this issue, but there will always be envy and greed. It’s resolved for now, which is the best anyone can do.

I brought back Joseph and Petricia, too. They had seen little action since the Nomad days and needed to find their groove. So they joined Rivka on this case, and it didn’t go as they had hoped. But the loyalty of good friends cannot be undervalued or understated.

Rivka would go to the ends of the universe to rescue her people.

Here in Alaska, which seems like it’s on the edge of the universe, it’s getting light fast and is completely dark for only about four hours a night. By the time this book publishes, we’ll be close to twenty-four hours of daylight, and we’ll stay that way for nearly three months.

We’re getting another dog—Stanley, a six-year-old pit bull, is coming to us. That took an act of Congress, but thanks to a great pet transport company who left no stone unturned, looks like we’ll get him on May 28. We have to drive to Anchorage, six or seven hours away, and meet him at the airport. Then we’ll spend the night before coming home.

I have my treadmill and was pounding out some miles with that by the time the weather warmed up. We’ve had highs in the forties and fifties (Fahrenheit) for the past week, and that is melting up a storm. We’re doing plenty of walking outside nowadays. I’m feeling better about my body. I still have a lot of weight to lose. I have lung damage, so the extra twenty pounds are tough to haul around. Anything I can lose benefits me. Walking is my key—burn the calories. I cut out processed sugar a couple of years ago since I don’t want to get diabetes like my mom, my sister, and my brother. My mom and brother aren’t even heavy, but they got it all the same.

Next books in the queue are the final books in the Battleship: Leviathan series, which isn’t in the Kurtherian Gambit universe. Then I think I’ll jam out A Fatal Bragg, the fourth book in the Ian Bragg Thriller series to keep life in that series, and then JJE13—The Interview. I hope you like that one. I’ve already had a good discussion with my insider team about how that story will flow, and they were excited about it. I think you’ll like it, too. Coming fall of 2021.

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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