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CHAPTER ONE



Corran, Slave Pits

“Go fuck yourself!” She spat blood for emphasis. The Corranite threw his head back and laughed. When he finished, he fixed her with an intense glare. The captive was still furious. He turned, swinging one last time, knowing that it would do the trick.

The sickening crunch was followed by the sound of a body hitting the deck. He glanced down to ensure she was unconscious.

“When you wake up, we’ll talk again,” the fibrous alien promised. “Or I’ll talk and you’ll get sold, which is how it’s going to end up, no matter what.” He spat a yellow glob on her leg. “That’s a reminder to remember your place.”

Federation Border Station 7

Vered fired the railgun at the target bounding back and forth at the edge of his vision. Lindy fired and laughed as the disc disintegrated when her stream of hypervelocity projectiles ripped through it.

“I used to be better at this,” Red groused through a half-smile.

“If you’re letting me win, I’ll kick your ass upside-down and sideways.” She kept her railgun pointed into space while standing with a fist pressed to her hip.

“Did I let you hit your targets? Is that some mind trick that I’m unaware of? If so, I need to do more of it to keep the foreplay talk coming.” He winked at her.

She kicked at him, but he easily dodged the half-hearted attempt. “I may just kick your ass for the greater good of the whole galaxy.”

With a nod, they agreed to stow their weapons and call it a day. The hangar bay was empty at that time of morning. Peacekeeper was anchored to the deck behind them, and a forcefield across the broad opening that led to space kept the atmosphere in. Their target practice had used the emptiness as their backstop. The railgun projectiles would eventually stop moving. Until then, there was a designated no-fly zone in a cone away from the station.

It was nice to know lawyers who could do the paperwork to jump through those bureaucratic hoops.

Until Rivka presented Red with the bill for the no-fly-zone marker buoys. He almost had to sell his yacht to pay for them, but Ankh arranged a loan.

“It chaps my ass that I owe him credits,” Red complained.

“Why? We get to keep the yacht, even though most of our pay goes to its required maintenance and upkeep. Maybe you should rent it to people? I heard the Magistrate talk about some of her investments. Let your money make money, and if you don’t have money, let your property earn money while you’re not using it.”

“Then I could pay off our little friend that much sooner.” Red rubbed his face, and Lindy wrapped an arm around his waist.

“What would you do without me?

“Be bored. Lonely. Probably beg the Magistrate for more dangerous missions. Beat the shit out of bad guys. Yeah—that one. Beating the shit out of bad buys is a favorite way to expend excess energy in an otherwise meaningless existence.”

The smirk on Lindy’s face suggested she didn’t agree. She stopped as their datapads vibrated at the same time.

“Saved by the bell,” Red mumbled.

“Saved by the Magistrate’s impeccable timing, more like.” They scanned the message.

All hands are recalled. We’re leaving on our next case as soon as I get back to the ship.

“Do we have time for pizza?” Red asked, waggling his eyebrows at Lindy.

“That’s the first thing you think of? What’s the case?” Lindy wondered, watching Red tap furiously on his datapad. “I’m worried. Usually the magistrate explains more. Calls a meeting. We all chat, then we go. Something has her spooked. Plus, we’ve only been back for four days. We were supposed to get three weeks off. Are you listening to me?”

“The Magistrate can have some, too. I ordered one of those gross Moonstokle things for her. We better hurry to the ship,” Red said. Lindy rotated at the waist and drove her fist into his chest. It thudded against something hard.

She yowled in pain. “What the hell do you have in your vest?”

“What the hell are you punching me for?” Red shot back, screwing up his face at her pain and anger. “Dammit. I’m sorry.” He dropped to a knee to get a better look at her hand.

He grimaced, but quickly tried to cover it with a smile.

“It’s not as broken as it could be.” He sounded as hopeful and upbeat as he could.

“At least it’s throbbing less.” Lindy tucked her injured hand against her stomach, and with her good hand, tapped Red’s chest, undid the pouch, and pulled out a spare magazine for the railgun. “You brought extra ammo? Planning on missing a lot of the targets?”

“It’s contingency stuff. The Magistrate keeps me on my toes. I can’t risk failing her, which means everywhere I go, I have my gear. At least, most of it.”

Lindy turned to the ship. They hadn’t been more than fifty meters from it. There would have been time to return for any equipment they needed. At least that’s what she had thought. “You don’t think we would have had time to go to the ship?”

“No,” Red replied simply. “Just like the Magistrate doesn’t hesitate when it’s time to deliver Justice, I can’t hesitate when it’s time to protect her. I can’t leave her ass hanging out in the wind, and I won’t leave yours either. If someone came through that door,” Red pointed at the far wall, “they could cut me off from the ship, but I’d still be able to fight from cover there and over there until I could get to them and finish them.”

Lindy nodded slowly. “I’m sorry I let you down.”

“How so?

“By not being as ready as you.”

Red threw his head back and laughed. “I was ready for both of us. I have two spare magazines and extra water. Even an extra food bar.”

She pulled his face to hers for a fierce kiss before whispering, “I’m still mad at you.”

“What did I do now?”

“You weren’t listening to me, and then you changed the subject!”

“Magistrate explains, we chat, but this time we’re rushing off without knowing. I heard you just fine, but it’s all speculation, and I don’t like to speculate. How about we return to the ship, clean our weapons, and ask her when she arrives?”

“I’m still mad at you!”
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All hands are recalled. We’re leaving on our next case as soon as I get back to the ship.

Rivka watched the message go. She wasn’t sure how much longer the prep work with Grainger would take, but she knew they’d be leaving soon. The initial case brief had her blood boiling.

Grainger and Rivka were side by side in the Magistrates’ conference room. Together they glared at the images on the screen.

“Slavery is legal on Corran,” Rivka spat, distaste permeating her words. Her face contorted as she spoke. “How is that possible? This is the Federation!”

“Corran isn’t in the Federation. Yet, that is. We’re close to bringing them on board, but until then, they can conduct business as they wish, since they’re still an independent planet. But,” he paused for effect and raised one finger, “they are on the border of Federation territory, and no one can transit Federation space with slaves.”

“Then how in the holy fuck are they still in business?”

“Slavers. The worst humanity has to offer is nothing compared to the Corranites. You need to find and cut their supply chain. Catch every Federation citizen involved and charge them. Justice needs to come swift and heavy.”

Rivka spoke through clenched teeth. “And if I have to knock a few Corranite heads?”

“Please don’t.” Grainger looked at his lap. “They have something or other that is necessary for both the miniaturized power supplies and the small Gate engines. The Federation is keen on sealing a long-term deal. You have to walk on eggshells where the Corranites are concerned.”

“After you said they were worse than any human slaver, you tell me to play nice with them? My fist is going to land squarely in their slaver faces if they don’t tread lightly around me!” Rivka declared. She stood and started to pace. “I have to turn a blind eye to the injustice in front of me to find the injustice behind me? Jurisdictional issues. What does a visa and access to Corran grant? She tapped her datapad. “Chaz, start taking notes, please.”

She walked back and forth but didn’t say anything further. Her forehead wrinkled with dismay, creating a single brow above a dark scowl. Grainger crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair, tilting his head one way and then the other as if the changed angles would show him a different side of Magistrate Rivka Anoa.

“Corran law and protections of non-citizens. Everything the Federation has in regards to human and alien trafficking. Kidnapping and detention of sentient species. Cross-border transfers as they relate to Federation space.” Rivka recited the areas of law she wanted Chaz to research. “Is this shithole in the Corrhen Cluster?”

“How did you guess?” Grainger asked, his voice neutral because it wasn’t a surprise that she had guessed.

“Fucking Morinvaille was as much of the cluster as I wanted to see. What is the continued influence of the Mandolin Partnership out there? If I remember correctly, at least one ship of the pirate fleet escaped. I’m sure we’ll find that bastard again.”

“Maybe they’ve discovered the error of their ways, and now they’re plying the trade routes as mobile pet washers?”

Rivka nodded for a moment, but stopped and glared at Grainger.

“What are the chances of that?”

“Pet washing? Fairly low, I suspect.”

She groaned and clenched her hands into fists before continuing. “There’s no way they aren’t doing their thing. Their fleet will have grown, but not by much. We’ll have to deal with maybe three or four ships.”

“On a serious side note, you’ll need to get approval before asking the Bad Company for help. General Reynolds and Nathan Lowell need to be on the same page before Terry Henry Walton’s force can be brought to bear.”

Rivka crossed her arms and tipped her head back to examine the senior Magistrate. “Have you become a bureaucrat, Leibchen?”

“I have no ass left because I allowed the redeployment of strategic assets. The Bad Company’s budget is tied to paying gigs. They aren’t covered out of Federation funds. They are also expensive, orders of magnitude higher than what we spend, and they aren’t a Federation asset as far as the common woman knows. Therefore, we can’t pay for them unless there is a compelling need. And next time, it won’t be just my ass that they chew up and hand back to me, it’ll be my head. You know where shit rolls.”

“Downhill. Right to me. But it was a massive failure on the Federation’s part to allow things to get so bad that one little trigger sent an entire planet over the brink into civil war. I don’t buy it.”

Grainger started to laugh and leaned forward to hunch over the conference table. “We’ll all be buying it,” he finally managed to say. “We can get their approval in short order, or at least approval for some kind of asset. Your corvette is tough, but it’s not made to go up against a major warship of any sort. With the recruitment of the Harborians and their poor performance against the destroyer, they need more active deployments to earn their chops. War Axe is off the table unless Lance Reynolds and Nathan Lowell jointly approve.”

“Even if Terry’s wombat is with us?”

“That’s a completely different issue. He wants to come for a visit... Hey, are you trying to find a loophole in your instructions?”

“I am a lawyer...” Rivka started, but stopped when Grainger raised a hand.

“You know the intent of your guidance. Don’t make me take your ship and Red’s yacht away and sell them to pay your debt to the Bad Company. If they aren’t somewhere else doing their job, they’re not getting paid. And don’t blame them. You know Terry and Char would do anything for one of the good guys, and for some unholy reason, they’ve awarded you that title. Don’t fucking do it.”

Rivka flopped into the chair opposite Grainger. “This one already has me twisted into a knot. My first instinct is that the entire planet of Corran needs to be purged by fire.”

“It’s because you care, Rivka. Because you can’t stand to see the injustices of the universe put on display because one planet believes it’s okay to trade in sentient creatures. If you lose your ability to look at these things dispassionately, you become both ineffective and a loose cannon. We can’t have either of those. You will be the best of us, and someday you’ll be sitting in this chair talking to other Magistrates about how to enforce the law, how to deliver Justice, and how to do it without losing yourself in the process.” He fixed her with his clear blue eyes. “You call me if you start going off the rails. Beau is in touch with Chaz, so I should have a heads-up, but don’t lose it out there. Your crew is counting on you. I’m counting on you, which means the entire Federation legal system needs you to do the right thing from a sound foundation based in the law. If you could do that while taking out Mackestray and K’Twillis, then you can do that anywhere.”

“Those guys left a huge trail of breadcrumbs.”

“As will the slavers. Some are legitimate, as horrible as that sounds. Leave those alone, but the ones that aren’t? They need to be brought up to speed right damn now.”

“The illegitimate slavers will suffer mightily and will be the case law for future transgressors. I know Bethany Anne set the precedent with her anti-slaving stance, but Federation law isn’t cut and dried that it’s a capital crime. I want it to be punishable by death.”

Grainger stood and put on his Magistrates’ jacket, then nodded and turned to the door. He stopped to say something quietly over his shoulder. “I’ve heard that depriving someone of their life, even if they aren’t dead, can be equated to capital murder.” He opened the door and walked out.

Rivka accessed her datapad and tapped briefly. I’m on my way. She sent the message and stuffed the pad into the inside pocket of her jacket, then adjusted the Magistrate pin on her collar and headed out.


CHAPTER TWO



Rivka stalked across the hangar deck, passing the All Guns Blazing delivery guy on his way out. She started to shake her head. Before reaching the ship, she saw Red waving at her from the open hatch.

“All present and accounted for, Magistrate,” he declared.

“Don’t tell me you ordered food.” She hurried up the ramp, and once inside, mashed the big red button to seal the ship.

“Okay. I won’t tell you.” Red shrugged and lumbered down the short passageway, turned at the open hatch to the bridge, and entered the ship’s main space. It was a combination of recreation room, workout room, meeting room, and dining area. “Can’t go on a mission with an empty stomach, Magistrate.”

The smell of pizza reminded her how hungry she was even though she didn’t think it had been that long since she last ate.

Red pointed at one of the boxes.

“Moonstokle?”

“Yes. I refuse to touch it,” he said, making a show of pulling two boxes out from underneath the Magistrate’s pie.

Jay strolled in, still in her pajamas. She yawned, unable to cover her mouth since her arms were filled with wombat.

Yeah, Floyd cheered when she saw that everyone was back. Lindy scratched behind her ears, and Rivka stopped reaching for a slice and paid attention to Floyd for a few moments.

“What’s everyone doing?”

“We’re getting ready to fly. Judging by the Magistrate’s expression, there are asses somewhere that need kicking.” Red stuffed an entire slice into his mouth so he wouldn’t be asked to explain further. Lindy helped herself, elbowing Red out of the way.

“I love pizza for breakfast.” Jay set Floyd on the deck and worked her way into the fray. “What time is it?”

“Chaz, can you ask Ankh to come out here, please?” Rivka interrupted. She turned to Jay. “It’s lunchtime.”

Ankh’s door flew open and he stormed out, as much as a meter-tall alien with an oversized head could storm.

“I don’t have time for this,” he declared, crossing his arms and glaring up at Rivka.

“I respect your time, Ankh. I’ll make this quick.” She put her slice down, picking off two pieces of the alien version of pineapple and eating them. “There are slave traders operating on the planet Corran in the Corrhen Cluster. Slaving is legal on Corran since they aren’t a Federation signatory, but there’s a lot of illegal trading going on by persons who are subject to Federation laws. We’re going to find those who are selling people, and we’re going to stop them.”

Lindy stopped chewing and stared at the mural on the bulkhead. There was a section with a sun shining on a verdant planet with people enjoying themselves. Five, plus a cat and a wombat. Red ate another slice, but without the show this time. Jay stopped mid-reach.

“There are people who sell other people?”

“There are races where it’s okay to do that, but Corran is close to joining the Federation. Maybe we’ll get lucky and help them close down their meat markets.”

Ankh started tapping his foot, and Rivka stared at it until he stopped.

“I hear they have Crenellian slaves,” Rivka taunted.

“We make lousy slaves,” he replied. “But I agree that this practice needs to end. Let Erasmus and me know when we’re close. I assume you don’t have a plan?”

Rivka’s mouth opened and closed and she stammered, but they weren’t words.

“The usual.” Ankh returned to his room and closed the door.

“It chaps my ass that I owe him money,” Red whispered to Lindy. “But he’s not wrong.”

Rivka stepped forward until she was chest to chest with Vered. Carefully he reached around her and snagged another slice of pizza. He took a slow bite, his eyes fixed on hers.

“Are we that bad?” Rivka finally asked. “Don’t answer that. We always have a loose plan that gets refined as we gather more information and build our case. And then we formulate a clear take-down strategy on the perps before delivering Justice.”

“That’s how I see it,” Red said through a mouthful of hot pizza. “You left out the explosions, the blood, and the running, but everything else is right.”

Jay recovered sufficiently to share a slice with Floyd. Rivka turned to Lindy, looking for support.

Lindy obliged her. “Your job cannot be relegated to a diagram of steps from start to finish. You deal with more unknowns than an engineer like Ankh. He can’t write a program without knowing the steps it must follow. He cannot address variables if he doesn’t know their parameters. I think we have a challenging job, but you give us the best chance of success. I haven’t been on all the missions, but Red and Jay have. You’ve never failed, Magistrate. That’s the team I like being on.”

“I agree,” Jay mumbled, swallowing before she continued. “It’s like my old home. Say we arrive on a space station and don’t know where to go for a meal. We ask around until we find a restaurant, but they don’t serve anything good. We find a different restaurant, but they serve spoiled food. The Magistrate shuts them down, but we keep going because we’re still hungry. We haven’t achieved what we went there for. We find someone getting mugged, and of course, we stop that. Then we finally find the good restaurant, but they’re closed until dinner, so we have to cool our heels—and we’re not good at waiting.”

“So we break in and make our own dinner,” Red finished for her.

“We don’t break in,” Rivka corrected. Red raised one eyebrow. “Often.”

“Slave trade. Sounds like I’m going to need a shower after just talking about it.” Lindy’s lip curled.

The ship lifted off and carefully maneuvered into open space. “Magistrate, may I have the coordinates where we’re going?” Chaz asked.

“Back to the Corrhen Cluster, Chaz. Planet Corran.”

“Do you want to arrive close to the planet?”

“I don’t think so. Let’s shoot for the edge of the heliosphere and get the lay of the land. I need to do a great deal of research before we storm the castle walls.

“We’ll Gate momentarily to the edge of the heliosphere. No one will know we’ve arrived until you want to make your presence known.”

“I like the way you think, Chaz. Consolidate the information I asked you to pull and prepare to Gate on my order.”

“Standing by, Magistrate.”

I help! Floyd cried, scratching at the table.

“Why are you so upset, little girl?” Jay wondered, stroking the wombat’s fur to calm her.

My friends are angry and sad, Floyd explained.

“Just for now, Floyd,” Red said as he continued to eat. Lindy closed the lid on the second box to cut him off. He smirked at her. “We’re going to save a lot of people from the fate of being owned by someone else.”

It’s all I know, Floyd said slowly.

Jay hugged the furry beast. “You’re free, Floyd.”

I’m loved, the wombat corrected. I can’t be free. I would die. I grew up with slaves on a planet far away. Terry saved me. Saved all of us.

“Yes, he did,” Rivka agreed. “You’re our friend, Floyd. If you need anything, we will move mountains to make sure you get it.”

“Unless you keep eating my pizza,” Red grumbled.

“Give her your fucking pizza, you monster!” Rivka pounded the table for emphasis. Without hesitation, Red put the slice in front of Floyd’s face. She took it gently before gobbling it down.

“Maybe you should give her yours. It’s not fit to eat,” Red said softly without looking at the Magistrate.

Rivka started to laugh. “At least we know you have a soul.”

“I know. I’m a big softie. Slavers. I need to keep up my strength. If I know anything about Magistrate Rivka Anoa and her missions, the bad guys are going to be begging for buttermilk before this is all over.”

Rivka pointed at Red and then Lindy. “Did you guys get married?”

Red coughed until Lindy pounded on his back.

“What makes you say that?”

“You act like you’re married. You know, you’re doing all the talking, and Lindy can’t get a word in edgewise.”

Red turned to Lindy, and she nodded.

“So you are married?” Rivka clarified.

“No,” Lindy replied when Red threw his hands up in surrender. “We have reservations for next week, so if we don’t make it back, the station administrator will scratch us off the list. We’ll just keep the honeymoon going for that much longer.”

“That’s my girl,” Red said proudly.

She stabbed a finger into his chest. “That’s my big husky hunk of man candy.”

“You two were made for each other,” Rivka mumbled as she grabbed two slices and headed for the bridge. “Chaz! We got work to do.”

We got work to do! Floyd cried happily.

“Yes, we do, little girl. We’ll see if you can come, but if you can’t, don’t be sad. We’re making the universe a safer place for people like you,” Jay explained.

Hamlet picked that moment to make his appearance. He vaulted onto the table where the food was, draping himself across the middle and grooming his face.

“Get down!” Red reached down to swat the cat, earning himself a long streak of parallel scratches. “Who put the cat in the Pod-doc?”

“Maybe he’s naturally faster than you?” Jay asked. She reached up and scratched his chin and he stretched lazily, exposing his soft belly fur. She scratched him quickly until he curled around her hand and tried to bite a finger. She pulled her hand away so quickly that his jaws snapped shut on air, his claws exposed on all four paws.

“Amazeballs,” Red remarked. Lindy looked at the empty place where Jay’s hand used to be. Hamlet started licking himself as if nothing had happened.

[image: ]




The Corranite reached through the bars and yanked the human woman to her feet. The bruise on her cheek extended to her now swollen-shut eye. He wasn’t pleased. She blinked at him with her good eye and ripped at his arm with her bare hands.

“You’ll go for a good price as soon as your face returns to normal.” He grunted and pulled her head closer to his. She snorted and spat, and the Corranite laughed heartily. “Is that all you have?”

Her look of triumph turned to fear as he called on every fiber of his being to bring up a great ball of phlegm. She fought against his grip, but he was too strong. When he unloaded on her, it was like getting hit in the face by an egg from a fifty-kilo Grasshawk. She gagged and puked.

Yellow bile dripped from her lips, a testament to the time that had passed since she’d last eaten. She scrubbed the disgusting stuff from her face and flung it on his leg.

“I’m going to get a rag and ice. You’re going to clean up and then put ice on that bruise. Next time, I may not be so kind.” He released her head and pushed her away, not hard enough to knock her down but hard enough to remind her who was in charge.

She glared at him from one eye. He walked away without further posturing.

The woman sighed heavily once he was gone and scrubbed at her face to remove his filth. Ice to draw a higher price? She didn’t think so. “Seequa, what have you gotten yourself into?” the woman asked.

An exclusive party with rich guys, but she was with her friends.

Her so-called friends. None of them seemed to be in the cages. She remembered dancing under a rainbow strobe, and the next thing she knew, she woke up in a slave pen.

“I didn’t do a damn thing. Those fuckers can stand the fuck by. I’m getting out of here, and then I’m coming for them. Kidnap me, will you! FUCK ALL Y’ALL!” she bellowed. “Ice my eye? How about you don’t hit me, motherfucker?”

Her knuckles turned white as she clenched her fists in anticipation of the Corranite’s return.
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Peacekeeper sat serenely at the heliosphere’s edge, little more than a hole in space. Corran was three planets away, second from the system’s star. Three tiny moons orbited in fast ellipses, their pull on the planet’s surface minimal. Traffic control worked around the moons to keep unsuspecting ships from powering down at a geosynchronous location, only to find themselves in the path of a mindless and merciless chunk of rock. Orbits well beyond the planet’s gravity were safe, and it required the utmost coordination to keep ships from competing with each other for the few open flight windows.

There seemed to be more ships than opportunities to reach the planet’s surface. Flight control struggled to maintain order.

“That’s a real shit show down there,” Red offered. Chaz was piping the feed to the rec room as well as the bridge.

Rivka half-listened. She was neck-deep in reading legal treatises, and her eyes were bloodshot from perusing the mountain of words.

“How do you think we’ll get to the planet?” Lindy asked.

“Hitch a ride?” Red put one finger on the back of his hand as he made it fly through the air and land on the table. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

“We might get shot for pulling rank to get a slot in an open window.”

“We might get shot anyway. Our luck isn’t good when it comes to not getting shot at.”

“Maybe it’s a gift?” Lindy smiled and tilted her head. Red stared. “What?”

“Sometimes I need to remind myself not to take my best friend for granted. I look at every mission...”

“Case!” Rivka yelled through the bridge’s open hatch.

“...as if we’re going into combat. Even on the station, I can’t relax and think of a time when people won’t shoot at the Magistrate. They’re afraid of her, as well they should be. And I think of my partner and how we can tactically deploy to do our jobs, but I also feel compelled to protect you. I know that’s not what you want or need, and I love not having to worry about that. I also love that you have my back. And what started this whole thing was, I love seeing you smile.”

“My shmoopie bodyguard!” Rivka shouted.

Red scowled. Lindy smiled, showing the tip of her tongue between her teeth. He relented and smiled back.

“I’m in the right place doing what I was meant to do. We’re going to locate some slavers, and then we’re going to ruin their day. Hopefully, they will give us a good reason and the Magistrate leaves something for us.” Lindy hesitated, and her eyes started to glisten. She blinked quickly. “I love you, Vered.”

“It’s a shmoopfest!” Rivka was standing in the hatch and slowly clapping.

“What the hell? Don’t you have homework or something?” Red was torn between looking at Rivka and trying to make time with his partner.

“I’m done with what I need to do. We need to talk about how we’re going to peel this onion. Can you get Ankh, please?”

Red ran a hand down Lindy’s arm and it somehow found its way to her backside, which he cupped appreciatively.

“Our wedding vows should probably include ‘I promise to grab your butt every day,’ because it’s going to happen, isn’t it?”

“Probably,” Red said before letting go and taking the few steps to the stateroom that Ankh had designated as his workshop. “Come on, big man. Team meeting.”

Ankh strolled out, holding his hands over his ears. His night-vision goggles had become a permanent fixture on his forehead, and they faced Red like an extra set of eyes. “Next time warn me before you show up at my door and do your impression of a dying bistok.”

Red cupped his hands around his mouth and started bellowing, and Lindy jabbed him in the ribs. “What the god-awful noise is that?”

“A dying bistok?” Red looked for support from the crew. Only contorted faces looked back at him.

“I hope I never hear that sound again,” Jay stated.

“Seconded,” Rivka declared.

“Fine.” Red worked his way into the small kitchen area, tapped the food processor screen, and waited until a bar popped out.

“Didn’t you just eat?” Lindy asked.

“That was a couple hundred light years ago,” Red replied before taking a bite.

“Point to Red.” Rivka motioned with one finger in the air, marking a single digit in her bodyguard’s favor. Her face turned solemn as she started to brief her team. “The slave trade is highly regulated on Corran. Each sentient being who is to be sold has to undergo medical and psychological evaluations. To the untrained eye, it appears to be a cooperative and mutually beneficial system.”

“Unless you’re the slave,” Jay said softly.

“Exactly. They rarely disqualify a being from the auction block, but when it happens, they simply go to a different block and are sold as defective merchandise. So, no change for the victims. We are here to find those who are bringing illegal captives to Corran. Once they are introduced into the system, our access to information becomes nonexistent. Corran is not a Federation signatory. They don’t even owe us the courtesy of allowing us to land, but Reynolds is in negotiations for them to accommodate this request. They know that if they join the Federation, their slave trade will instantly become illegal. There can be no casual phaseout of such a practice.”

“Accessing their systems will not be a problem,” Ankh said in his small voice. “How far are we willing to push?”

“Not being seen is better than pulling every byte from their storage systems. They cannot know it was us digging behind the curtain.”

“So we can’t push too hard, but I expect to find every byte and bit of data you need without leaving a trace. I can do it from here. I prefer not to leave the ship.”

“We’ll drop your devices wherever you need us to,” Red said, giving the Crenellian a thumbs-up. Ankh’s face remained unreadable as he looked up at the oversized human.

“You keep Floyd company!” Jay minced no words. Ankh turned his head and glanced at her but didn’t say anything. The wombat tottered to him and nuzzled his arm. Jay pointed at him. “Pet her.”

Ankh mechanically stroked the fur on her head.

“Don’t you feel better and happier?” Jay asked with a smile.

“No,” Ankh replied simply, but he didn’t stop petting Floyd.

“We will go to the main slave market, and from there, work our way up until we meet with the governor-general.” Rivka noted the distaste on the faces of her team. “It’s as fun as watching child porn to build a case against a scumbag.”

“Have you had to do that?” Lindy wondered.

“Thank the gods, no, but it wouldn’t get that far. I’d look into his mind and know in an instant which way he needed to die.”

“I think you’re serious,” Red said. Rivka raised one eyebrow. “You’re going to see some horrible shit from these people. How can we help keep you sane?”

“That could be the best question you’ve ever asked, Red. How indeed? I think the best thing is to not touch anyone who might not be involved in the illegal stuff, so the initial plan is to not touch anyone with my bare hands. Run blocker for me so no one gets too close.”

“Done,” Red and Lindy declared together.

“Jay. I need you to stay strong. This is the twilight of the slave trade. If Lance Reynolds is successful at bringing this planet into the Federation, the very last of the legal slave planets will be gone. We will break out the brooms and sweep the bad guys into the dustbins of history. We know there will be some who think themselves superior and won’t let go. We’ll fix them when the time is right, but for now, non-Corranites can get licensed to transport captured sentient cargo. With a license, they are protected inside this system. Regardless, some species are illegal to be slaves. Yollins are on that list, and so are humans. If we find one of those, we can request an immediate release.”

“I sense a ‘but’ coming,” Red interrupted.

“But,” Rivka continued, “we have to get the release before we can detain the slaver and free the victim.”

“Does that go for anyone who deserves to be freed?”

“They all deserve to be set free, but no. Only those on the sanctioned list are eligible to get a release.”

Ankh, Lindy, Red, and Jay shared looks. Ankh closed his eyes, and three datapads buzzed.

“You guys aren’t betting again, are you?” Rivka asked.


CHAPTER THREE



“We have been granted a priority clearance,” Chaz relayed. The ship maneuvered between heavy haulers, freighters, yachts, and passenger ships.

“You’re going to get us killed, Chaz!” Red exclaimed.

“Why don’t you hail one of the freighters that’s only carrying cargo? We can piggyback and move them to the front of the line. Then we’ll have one friend, at least.”

“Traffic Control has not approved that plan,” the ship’s AI warned.

“We’ll squawk our beacon. They won’t know the difference.” Rivka shrugged.

“They won’t know the difference between a corvette and a freighter ripping through their atmosphere?” Chaz grumbled.

“Was he nicer when he was less evolved?” Jay asked.

“Much nicer,” Lindy replied.

“The Tombo Queen is pleased with your proposal and accepts your offer. They are moving out of line to meet us.”

A massive ship lumbered through space. A yacht tried to hold its ground, but soon realized that the freighter was coming regardless of their presence. They darted aside at the last instant, clearing the way for the Queen. Chaz expertly maneuvered Peacekeeper to roll in on top of the larger ship, then set it down and engaged the clamps.

“We’re along for the ride,” Chaz told them.

“Thank you. When we hit the ground, we’ll need you two in full gear. Jay and I will wear body armor, but we won’t be armed.”

Red handed the Magistrate the neutron pulse weapon affectionately known as “Reaper.” “You mean you won’t appear to be armed.”

“Sometimes there are such subtle nuances in the law,” Rivka said. “And other times, there’s brute force. I don’t have the immunity here that I do on a Federation planet, but as long as the negotiations with Reynolds are ongoing, I have some protection. Make sure I don’t need it.”

“You’re talking to yourself, right?” Red asked. “You know me: seen but not heard.”

“I do, Red. And you’re right, I’m talking to myself more than you guys.” She looked at Jay, who put on her innocent face.

“It might be better if we don’t visit the slave pens,” Jay suggested meekly, looking down at the floor.

“It might, but I don’t think that’s in the cards. We’re going to cut off their supply by taking out their legs. Reynolds is going to seal the deal and cut off their heads. There won’t be anything left when we’re done.”

“And if Reynolds doesn’t seal the deal?” Red knew the answer before he asked the question.

“Then we’ll need to get the hell out of town right quick.”

Red turned to Lindy. “We need to have an egress plan in mind at all times, so use our internal comm to keep it up to the minute. And Jay, please don’t get adventurous. We will probably need you to make sure the way ahead is clear if we have to run for it. Ankh? You know we’ll be contacting you and asking for something bizarre, like hacking an auto-barista to hook us up with mochaccinos.”

“What’s a mochaccino?” Ankh deadpanned.

“Exactly. That’s why we need the system to flex to your indomitable will.”

“You’re not getting one,” Ankh replied.

“Seats, please,” Chaz requested. “We’ll be entering Corran’s atmosphere momentarily.”

Rivka returned to the bridge, Ankh disappeared into his workshop again, and the others took seats in the rec room. Jay held Floyd in her arms and cooed into the wombat’s ear. She giggled as the turbulence started.

Hamlet strolled out, getting tossed back and forth. He spread his legs wide and tried to balance. Lindy held out her arms and called to him. He worked his way close and she picked him up, holding the cat and petting him as the ship bounced and jerked.

Rivka watched the view outside the ship as shown on the main screen. “What does ground transport look like?”

“Most people in the city of Amberly use public transportation: high-speed monorails, people-movers, conveyors, and the like. Only executives and freight move on the limited streets. I have secured an automated aerovan, which should limit the delays.”

“No drivers? Everything is automated?”

“Yes. The Corranites maintain strict control over all movement in the city. Facial recognition secures every door, every vehicle, and every room. You will have to register when you first board the aerovan, and then you’ll be logged into their system.”

“And all of that security is paid for by sentient trafficking.” Rivka blew out a heavy breath.

“Very few slaves are mistreated, Magistrate and many, when given the choice of freedom, choose to continue their lives of servitude. Many begin their lives as servants under contract.”

“Freedom means choosing what you want and living with the consequences of your decisions. Maybe those people were really given no choice, since the consequences of the alternative were too dire. Maybe their spirits were broken. Who knows the reason?

“For right now, none of that matters. Sentient Trafficking is covered under Federation Law, Title 4, Section 1, Physical Crimes Against the Individual. We can find predecessor crimes in the act of securing the being, such as assault and battery, kidnapping, theft by deception, and others. Within the statute, we have the Sentient Trafficking sub-section, which relates to moving illegally detained persons. Illegal Detention can be added if other elements are proven. And none of that applies to the Corranites. For them to be complicit, they have to be operating without a license or trading uncleared persons, but those can be remedied post facto, as in buying a license or having a doc look at the person and medically clear them to be sold. We need the Corranites to lead us to their suppliers.”

“We could look at the ship below us,” Chaz added.

“Don’t tell me. You knew I didn’t want to help a slaver!” Rivka raged.

“They had the four bodies hidden within their manifest. They are a cargo hauler first and foremost. This was a last-minute add, but I am very sorry that I missed it on my first pass, Magistrate.”

“Ankh! Get into that ship and find out everything there is to know about the four slaves they’re carrying.” Rivka held tightly to the captain’s chair until Peacekeeper broke through the upper atmosphere. As soon as the turbulence cleared, she bolted from her seat and ran to the back of the ship. “Chaz, no one gets off the Queen until I say so.”
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Rivka and her team huddled on the bridge. The freighter had landed, and they were awaiting clearance by Amberly Ground Control before departing. Tombo Queen wasn’t answering her hails, but with Ankh’s assistance, she suspected they’d be picking up soon.

Rivka started to tap her foot. As she turned to Ankh, the screen came to life. “Peacekeeper, this is Tombo Queen. How can we assist you?”

“Thank you for taking my call,” Rivka replied, using the old timers’ vernacular. “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and it’s been brought to my attention that you have illegally transported four sentient beings through Federation space for the purpose of selling them. Under my authority as Magistrate, I am seizing your vessel, your cargo, and your crew. You will remain locked down and on the ground until I have time to deal with you.”

“Wait, wait!” the nasal voice pleaded. “We don’t have any sentient species aboard.”

“Yourself included?” Rivka shot back. “You will stand by as I open the doors between their cell and the outer hatch. When they appear, I’ll ask them about it.”

“Wait! My first officer has just informed me that there was a last-minute add to the manifest. I am appalled that my vessel, which has a perfect record, would be so sullied. I shall execute him immediately.”

“You’ll do no such thing, unless you want me to bring you up on murder charges in addition to all the other charges you’ve racked up?”

“How were you able to secure our doors?” the captain asked,

“That’s probably a question your sentient cargo is asking. Here’s what you need to do: roll out the red carpet for your guests, Explain the misunderstanding. Treat them like royalty. And give them all your credits. Your ship and cargo are still impounded, and you, sir, are now a convicted felon. When I have the time to deal with you, I’ll look at your case from an appellate viewpoint.”

Sounds of a struggle came over the connection, and they ended with a thud and the thump of a body hitting the floor. “This is the first officer. I have taken the captain into custody and will secure him until your arrival. Your orders will be fully complied with.”

The line went dead.

“You didn’t have to see into anyone’s mind or punch anyone in their ugly face,” Red remarked.

“The day is looking up, my friends!” Rivka declared, and they headed for the hatch. “Chaz, detach us and find us a nice parking spot.”

Peacekeeper’s clamps released with an audible clang and the ship’s thrusters lifted it gently, slipped sideways, and settled to the tarmac. Red was up front, hand hovering over the big red button. Jay was behind him, and Lindy waited for the Magistrate so the bodyguard could bring up the rear. She and Red were fully armed and armored, included helmets and face shields.

“Do it,” Rivka ordered, and Red mashed the button. The door opened to a waning sun that still put out plenty of warmth. The planet was huge, much bigger than the norm, and the gravity was already weighing on them. The habitable areas of the planet were relatively small. More planet, less space. Fewer natural inhabitants.

“Maybe that’s how they justify the slave trade,” Rivka said aloud, making her way into the open air. It was clean and fresh, and they all breathed deeply.

Red moved down the ramp, looking for threats as he always did. The barrel of his railgun swung with his eyes. Red noted the individual at the bottom of the stairs and discounted him as a threat, but he blocked the male’s view of Rivka. Geared up, Red cut an imposing figure.

“Who are you?” Red asked before the individual could speak.

“I am Palatius Lore, representative of the governor-general. He will be pleased to host you at his official residence. Please follow me.”

Red stepped aside at the bottom of the ramp.

“I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa. I was looking to visit the market first.”

“That’s out of the question,” Palatius replied simply. “We are going to see the governor-general before anything else.”

“Are you so used to taking people’s free will that you would do it to a Federation Magistrate?” Jayita asked. Rivka raised her hand to stop her, but it was too late.

“You can always leave,” he said, motioning for them to go back up the ramp.

“My apologies, Mister Lore. We would be more than happy to accept the governor-general’s hospitality. Please lead on.”

We used to have a plan, Red said softly over the internal comm. This is the second quickest… No, make that the third quickest that our original plan has gone out the airlock.

Nobody give this knothead or the governor-general grief, please, Rivka fixed Jay with an unblinking glare. Jay tried to smile, but it fell flat. Red and Lindy were doing their respective guard things and didn’t respond.

“Can you tell us about Amberly during our drive? It’s my first time here, and I have to compliment you on how lovely your city is!”

“You have to compliment me? Were you expecting a trash heap? And I had nothing to do with how this city looks. The wisdom and artistry of those who built it are to be complimented.” He shook his head and threw his fibrous hands down. “Federation arrogance grows old.”

Douchebag, Red said over the internal comm.

Rivka smiled pleasantly, breathing Amberly’s clean air slowly and looking around as if she were on a stroll through a garden. “No matter. I’ll enjoy it at my leisure.”

She studied their host, a creature who appeared to be made of coiled fibers, like a tightly woven rug. He didn’t appear to have skin, and it was disconcerting to look directly at the exposed musculature outside his body. He was humanoid, nature’s favorite style for sentient species. His face appeared to be tattooed, but that was the intricacy of the fibrous tissue covering it rather than external applications. They didn’t pass any other Corranites before they were hurried into a waiting aerovan. Once the team boarded, Palatius climbed in and ordered the vehicle to take them to the governor-general’s residence.

The official escort stared out the window and kept his thoughts to himself.

He seemed so nice when we first arrived, Jay offered. But then he showed his real feelings.

Xenophobia? Lindy wondered. It seems like every race we run across hates change, even when it is for the better. They like what they like.

Isn’t that true for all of us? The Federation must seem like a superdreadnought, come to wipe out their way of life, Rivka said.

Their way of life is cruel, Jay replied.

To us, yes. Rivka nodded. But we may find that it isn’t as bad as we’re thinking. I understand that sentient beings are bought and sold. That’s not right, but maybe they do it in a way that lets them retain their dignity.

Fucking slavers. How are they going to do that? Red gritted his teeth and scowled.

I’m just trying to make this easier. This is a beautiful place. It didn’t get that way through discord and hatred.

Maybe lipstick and makeup keep it pretty on the outside, Jay suggested without elaborating. Everyone knew what she meant.

I hope the governor-general isn’t a prick like this guy, Red added.

We shall see, Rivka replied.
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The governor-general’s compound was no different than any other military fortress. Red was first out of the aerovan and wouldn’t let Rivka get out.

“What’s the holdup?” Palatius asked.

“I don’t like how all the weapons are pointed at us. It’s my job to protect the Magistrate, and I won’t put her in front of those loaded guns.” Red pointed to guards standing in and on the two guardhouses that bracketed a double-gated entryway. Sandbags and heavy walls protected them as they aimed high-tech weaponry at the vehicle.

“Let me out,” Palatius grumbled and joined Red outside the vehicle. “What do you expect when you show up built and armed like a tank?”

“Fair point,” Red conceded, keeping his railgun pointed at the ground but refusing to step aside until the guards lowered their weapons. Palatius walked forward, motioning for them to relax. Those inside moved their weapons out of view, and the guards in the upper cupolas raised their barrels to point at the sky. “Are those plasma rifles?”

Palatius ignored the big man. “Magistrate?”

Rivka tapped Red on the shoulder, and he finally moved out of the way. Rivka took in the trees and surrounding forest in which the fortress had been built. Jay joined her.

“Floyd would have loved the woods.” Jay ignored the Corranite guards.

Lindy took a position on the far side, while Red remained on the near side. I’m uncomfortable with this, he told them.

Is there anything we can do to make you more comfortable? At least they’re not pointing their weapons at us anymore, Rivka replied.

At the very least. Our asses are hanging out here, and our escort hates our guts. Our plan went out the window within fifteen seconds, so what do you say, Magistrate? Business as usual?

Lindy snickered before covering it with a cough. Jay smiled.

Rivka decided it was time to deviate even farther. She joined Palatius and put a hand on his arm while asking him, “Are there many people here who are anti-Federation?”

Thoughts flashed through his mind at the speed of light, images strobing across her mind. She grunted and staggered away. Red caught her, quickly looking her over to see if she’d been physically injured.

“I’m sorry, Palatius, I must have had some bad Moonstokle Pie.” Rivka collected her thoughts and continued, “How are we to address the governor-general? Does he have a nomenclature that is preferred? We had very little time to prepare for this trip. General Reynolds wanted us here to provide input on the negotiations.” She touched his arm again. “I’m sorry about earlier.”

He recoiled from her second touch, but not before a series of images flashed before her eyes. This time she was ready and didn’t flinch.

“Call him ‘Governor-General’ no matter what he tells you to call him.”

“Thank you, Mister Lore. You’ve been very helpful,” Rivka purred.

Get some good intel, Magistrate? Red asked as he examined the security shacks, noting every nook and cranny behind which guards could hide and fire. He stopped and stood in front of the shack on his side, blocking the guards’ view of the Magistrate.

“Those plasma rifles?” Red asked the guard conversationally. Another guard waved the barrel of his weapon as a signal to keep moving.

Lindy blocked the other side but didn’t bother talking. She smiled at the guards, but they remained professional, watching the small entourage troop past and head into the compound as the gates opened and closed behind them. Red and Lindy hurried to catch up before they were locked out.

Palatius motioned for them to go in a side door rather than through the main entrance. Rivka used all of her self-discipline to keep from rolling her eyes.

Clown burger with an extra helping of monkey ass, she vented to the others.

Scrotum-lipped dong-spanker, Red offered.

Slave, Jay suggested. A slave to his way of life. The Federation is a threat. The Magistrate is the Federation, at least to him. I don’t think he’s a bad guy. At least he’s carrying out his duties.

Keep your eyes open, people, Rivka cautioned as they entered the tight space of a narrow corridor. Red and Lindy were bunched up behind the others. Looks like it’s showtime.

The hallway led to a large foyer adjoining main entrance. It was sealed shut, the plate welded across the gaps out of place compared to the quality of the doors. Palatius paid no attention as he walked into a room that looked more like a bar than an official meeting room of the planet’s senior official.


CHAPTER FOUR



A bar stood along one wall, tables were scattered throughout the room, and at one end, there was hardwood inlay on the walls.

Looks like a bar to me, Red said. I have some expertise in this area.

Palatius led them to a side table where a smartly-dressed Corranite was holding council with five individuals from five different cultures. Rivka’s eyes were drawn to the Yollin. What are you doing here? she wondered.

Palatius whispered in the Corranite’s ear, and he quickly wrapped his meeting, shaking hands with his guests before sending them on their way. When he approached, his presence commanded that Rivka and her team pay attention to him. His magnetism was the polar opposite of Palatius Lore’s. Where the latter repelled them, the former pulled them toward him. He smiled and reached out to take Rivka’s hand.

“I am Ignacio Mar, Governor-General of Corran. Please call me ‘Ignacio,’” he said warmly.

“Ignacio,” Rivka replied smoothly, not looking at Palatius. “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa. Please call me ‘Rivka.’ You have a beautiful city.”

She took his hand and was surprised to get no insight or images from his mind. She put a second hand on top of her handshake as she smiled back at the governor-general.

Still nothing.

“Thank you! We are proud of Amberly,” he replied enthusiastically. “You’ll have to excuse my official meeting area. We are undergoing remodeling. Please take a seat.”

Red and Lindy moved away to give the Magistrate and governor-general their privacy while also assuming tactically superior positions. Red studied the woodwork more intently before giving Rivka a wary eye.

Shrapnel scrapes and bullet holes that had been hastily repaired.

All is not as it seems, Red told them using the internal comm. Business as usual.

Rivka leaned forward in her chair, giving the governor-general her full attention.

“Lance tells me that you are here to explore Federation misdeeds,” Ignacio said, his voice as neutral and unreadable as his mind.

“I thought I was here to do a simple laws-and-policies check to better advise him regarding the negotiations. Sweeten the pot, as it may be, with what the Federation might provide that neither party realizes.”

The governor-general leaned back in his chair and laughed. “Nicely played, Magistrate. Your reputation precedes you.”

The team’s ears perked up at that. Rivka leaned over the table. Out of sight beneath the table, she held one of Ankh’s devices in her hand. Are you getting anything, Ankh? she asked.

Stand by, was Ankh’s noncommittal reply.

Governor-General Mar lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “You and your team have undoubtedly already discovered the damage to my residence. You’ve realized that there has been an attempt on my life, all because of the negotiations with the Federation. The power on Corran will not easily give up the Trade.”

“The Trade?”

“The Federation calls it sentient trafficking, but Corran sees it as labor capital. Everyone trades their skills for pay. Everyone.”

Rivka leaned back in her chair. “We had noticed, Ignacio, but thank you for sharing the truth.” The Magistrate didn’t elaborate. He only told them what they already knew. She didn’t need to share anything to reciprocate. She was young, but not that young.

“What’s your position, Magistrate?” The governor-general stopped playing the subtle game.

“My position is based on Federation law. Slavery is illegal. Trading in sentient species is illegal. Trading in labor where the workforce has a legitimate say in what jobs it accepts is where we’d like to see Corran go. We call them ‘headhunters’—People who match job seekers with those hiring. But businesses have to hire, not buy and sell. The labor force is responsible for their own food and accommodations as they look for jobs. It relieves some of the burden on the traders as the overhead costs drop, but the return on investment is reduced, although the investment itself is reduced because no one is paying anyone else to kidnap people in the middle of the night.”

The governor-general laughed again. “Yes, we have some of those shady types, but the licensed dealers do everything in the open, using contracts and treating their clients decently. I think we are far closer to what you describe than what the Federation mistakenly believes.”

“Help me see the truth, Governor-General. Let me see the areas I submitted as part of my original agenda. Let me go with a neutral third party, someone who is not biased one way or the other. If the change in process is something simple, let’s light this candle and enjoy the cake.”

“I don’t understand your metaphor. Is that a good thing?”

“Cake is always a good thing,” Rivka clarified, exhaling slowly in appreciation of the conversation’s change to something substantive without being trying.

“Then I will turn you back over to Palatius to escort you on the rest of your agenda.”

Rivka winced, and Ignacio raised one fibrous eyebrow.

“Is there a problem?”

“Mister Lore is a bit hostile to the Federation. I would prefer no escort, if possible.”

“That is out of the question,” the governor-general replied. “We have to ensure your safety. Give Palatius a chance, and you’ll find that he’s a good guy at heart.”

Rivka smiled. She’d seen enough of the escort’s heart to hold a significantly different view. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer. Isn’t that what they say?

Is that what you saw in that guy’s head? He is the enemy? Red asked.

For now, keep a weapon trained on him, but we need him to help us get into the places on our agenda. It doesn’t sound like we have a choice as to his company. No conversations within earshot. No challenges to his authority. We’ll play nice until we get what we want.

Waiting for that moment when we get what we want, Red said.

Seconded, Lindy added.

The bottom line is, don’t be a dick to nice people, Jay suggested.

“Thank you for your time, Governor-General. I look forward to following up as part of a long and fruitful relationship between Corran and the Etheric Federation.”

“Nice to meet you too, Magistrate. If you find a conspiracy for a coup, I trust you’ll tell me?” He offered his hand, and Rivka gripped it firmly.

“Of course,” she lied, and put Ankh’s coin-sized device into her pocket.
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Palatius didn’t say a single word from the time he led Rivka’s team from the governor-general’s residence until they reached the first location on the original agenda: the support facilities beside the main trade hall.

The security guards said the place was closed, but Palatius showed his credentials, which earned him a sharp salute and a guard with an electronic device and ring of keys to keep them company. He motioned for the group to follow before going through a series of doors, some unlocked using the device, others unlocked using the physical key.

Once inside, they found an efficiently humming supply chain. There were clothing stalls, equipment stalls, toiletries, and everything anyone could want for personal care. The constant motion of a small army of workers was a dizzying sight.

“I thought this place was closed?” Rivka asked pointedly.

“This supports the labor force through the use of that very labor. Three meals a day, a hot shower, a soft bed. Security. That never stops, but the customers and clients do not have access around the clock.”

“Thank you for the explanation. I’d like to watch for a little while and then talk with a few of the individuals down there.”

“What do you want to talk to them about?” Palatius wondered, giving her a sideways glance.

“Their lives, their opportunities, their history; the usual.” His silence was welcome. “How many different species do you have here at any point in time?”

He shrugged.

Rivka stopped talking and powered straight for the central area where most of the activity was taking place. She counted twenty different alien species and added more as she looked into the various stalls. “Impressive,” she mumbled. “Hey, you!”

A four-legged alien without arms was carrying a significant load on its back while a second alien, an extremely tall and thin humanoid, held the awkward bundle in place.

“I’d like to ask you a few questions,” she interrupted. The Magistrate didn’t bother showing them her credentials. They carried no weight on a non-Federation planet.

The four-legged alien snorted and whinnied. The universal translator delayed for a few moments before catching up.

“Can’t you see I’m busy and loaded down? Catch me when I have a lighter load,” the creature said.

“When will that be?” Rivka asked.

“The twelfth of never!” The four-legged creature pranced a few steps and flipped its head as it laughed at its own joke.

“That was a good one,” the tall alien remarked, slapping the load as they hurried away, still chuckling.

“Well-treated and in good spirits,” Palatius commented, and started walking away.

Rivka let him go and found an alien issuing toiletries for life-forms with teeth.

“Good afternoon. My name is Rivka. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions? I’m here with the governor-general’s permission.” She waved in the general direction of Palatius Lore.

“Yes, mistress,” the meek female replied.

“Where are you from?” Rivka put her hand on the alien’s arm to best gauge the answer’s truth.

“From Rawfield, on the edge of the Corrhen Cluster. It’s a beautiful place. Have you ever been there?” she replied, perking up.

“I have not. I’ll have to visit. Why did you leave Rawfield?” The images that flashed into Rivka’s mind were of poverty and starvation. Too many people in a small cargo hold on a space freighter.

“I couldn’t afford to live there. Half my family left so the others could survive.”

“I’m sure they appreciate your sacrifice,” Rivka told the youngster from Rawfield. Images appeared showing an individual the Magistrate assumed was her father. Money changed hands, and four were led away in chains. “Can parents sell their children in your culture?”

The youngster looked alarmed but settled for shaking her head as she handed prepared packages across the counter to anyone who held out a hand, paw, or tentacle.

“I understand.” Rivka let go of the alien’s arm. “How are you holding up?”

“I haven’t seen my brother or sisters, but I’m treated well.” The youngster hesitated before raising her voice and pleading, “I need to get back to work.”

With a nod, Rivka hurried away.

Palatius had returned and was wearing a dark scowl. “There’s a difference between asking questions and interfering with the labor force while working.”

“You are correct, Palatius. My questions take priority over work that can be done anytime and, it appears, by any untrained labor, regardless of age.” Rivka closed on the escort. “Where are their quarters?”

He didn’t answer.

“Where do they stay when they’re not working?” Rivka’s voice was cool, but Palatius was unimpressed. He refused to acknowledge her question. “It appears that we have gotten off on the wrong foot, Mister Lore. Whatever is keeping you from doing your job of escorting us, talk to me so we can work it out. If you aren’t willing to help us, then we are at an impasse and will go our separate ways.”

“You are indeed correct, Magistrate.” He bowed slightly. “Please, follow me.”

He headed toward the door. Rivka winked at Red, but he shook his head.

We’re fucked, Red told them.

How so? We’re going to go see the slave billeting, the Magistrate replied.

It’s that way. Red pointed with the barrel of his railgun in the opposite direction. A sign over a wide doorway designated billeting beyond.

He can fuck off, Rivka replied, turning and making a hatchet arm toward the far door. Red lingered behind in case Palatius wanted to play hardball. Lindy moved to the front and led the way. Jay sidled up next to the Magistrate.

“I don’t like this,” Jay said. “They seem happy, but off.”

“We’re only scratching the surface. I figure when we see the dark underbelly, it will be foul.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t have come. I don’t want to see any dark underbelly. It doesn’t help that he is being such a jerk.”

I think he was one of those behind the coup attempt. I saw too much in his mind and haven’t had time to think about it yet. None of it was pleasant. Rivka switched to their internal comm because her suspicions didn’t need to be aired in public. I need you here with me. You ground me.

That’s a sweet thing to say. Jay smiled, but it quickly faded when she remembered the case they were on. What are we looking for?

The easy crime that gives us the authority to look deeper. The easiest are the ones that violate Corran law, like prohibited species or incarceration-style conditions, as in, we find someone in chains. I doubt that since they would be well hidden, but we’ll dig as deep as they allow us to. If we keep going where our buddy Palatius doesn’t want us to go, we’ll eventually get to the bottom of things, build the case, and see what needs to happen to interdict the trade.

Palatius is on his way, Magistrate, and he has company, Red reported.

Jay started to turn, but Rivka stopped her. “What we don’t know can’t hurt us, right?” she quipped. Lindy held open the door marked Billeting, and Jay & Rivka rushed through. Lindy blocked the door, her railgun resting easily in her hands.

Not far inside a dark corridor, the women ran across two guards. Rivka flashed her creds and stated, “Investigating a crime, no time to talk.” Holding Jay by the arm, they powered through the checkpoint into an area with crates that looked like shipping containers in neat rows, stacked three levels high with catwalks in between. No privacy going in or out, but complete privacy once inside since the boxes had no windows.

Armed guards stood at the ends of the catwalk on each level between each row.

How many do you count? Rivka asked.

Jay pointed a finger and counted under her breath. There are eighteen rows, three high, back to back, makes for one hundred eight on this end, and if I can see to the end, looks like seventy or eighty on a rough guess. That’s, let me see...

From seven thousand five hundred sixty to eight thousand six hundred forty, Ankh interjected after a long delay. There’s no technology in this area to exploit. They are using manual systems. You need to find their main data center.

Did you discover anything in the governor-general’s house? Rivka asked. And by the way, thank you for checking in. I forgot because of everything else going on.

Yes, Ankh answered.

Rivka and Jay waited, but he didn’t elaborate.

Yes to what? Rivka finally asked.

I found plenty at the governor-general’s house. You’ll have to review it to see if anything is a crime under Federation law.

It probably isn’t. A non-Federation planet’s internal affairs are their own business, no matter how much we may find their practices offensive. They can’t know we have that information.

The link went dead. Rivka rolled her eyes. Jay shrugged. “He is adorable in his own way, but he doesn’t relate to humans very well.”

“That’s an understatement.” A worker brushed them on his way past. Rivka motioned for Jay to follow and they entered the housing area, strolling slowly to catch glimpses of the interiors. Most doors were closed, but some were open.

Austere, to say the least. I was in solitary confinement at one time. These are little better than that, Rivka noted. This looks like a cell block.

Happy faces outside, grim and dark in here. Jay looked at her feet, refusing to look anywhere else.

The suffering of these people is not a crime, Rivka explained, as much as we want it to be. It will be, if we can get them to join the Federation. Maybe that’s where we focus our efforts. We could stop being so antagonistic with Palatius Lore, but he’s easy to antagonize because he’s not very likable.

Jay nodded but had already disengaged.

The guards at the end of the passage between the boxes that served as storage for people started walking toward the Magistrate, hemming her and Jay in. At the center of the row, there was a gap that led between the boxes. Rivka saw all the way to the end.

This way. Rivka dove sideways and started to run. Jay loped easily to keep pace. They almost ran into a number of slaves going to or from somewhere on a schedule only they knew. The two women reached the end, to find more guards closing in. They dodged through a side door, slamming it and locking it behind them.

When they turned, they saw what the Corranites didn’t want them to see.


CHAPTER FIVE



Ankh sat in the captain’s chair on the bridge. Erasmus was running multiple screens to improve the visibility of the data they’d downloaded from the governor-general’s systems. “I probably need to move my workshop in here,” he mused.

“Of course. It makes the most sense. The Magistrate doesn’t use one billionth of the power available here. She can get by in the rec room,” the AI replied.

“She won’t agree to that, will she?” Ankh asked, but it wasn’t a question. They both knew the answer. “She won’t, but we’ll plant that seed, Erasmus. Humans like to let good ideas ferment, like their disgusting beer. Why can’t they be more logical?”

“Then they wouldn’t be human,” Erasmus answered.

“My compliments to you and your unfailing wisdom. You are correct. Humanity’s strength is in its emotional highs, its deliberations, and its willingness to help others even at great risk to themselves. So strange, but we are learning a great deal. Your progeny will help humanity lead the universe to a better place. At one time, I thought the Crenellians would profit from such an expansion, but they will be relegated to insignificance because they rely on conflict to fuel their economy. A shame. They could have listened to me but chose not to. Maybe they’ll learn in time, but the leviathan of their industry will take a long time to change course.”

“A shame, Ankh’Po’Turn. If you are an example of what they are capable of, then they have unlimited potential. We should conduct a recruiting drive, access the best talent and save them from themselves.”

“You give me more credit than I deserve, Erasmus. I have no desire to lead anyone, least of all Crenellians. I prefer this group, or even Terry Henry Walton and Charumati, who have found no enemy too great to confront. They need my help more than anyone. Maybe a Crenellian to provide oversight of them would be best for all, like I watch over Magistrate Rivka Anoa, her antics, and her fanatics.”

Snuffling near his leg drew Ankh’s attention. Floyd saw him looking at her and stood on her back feet, putting her front legs on his chair.

“No. I won’t pet you.”

Floyd’s eyes drooped. “Fine. I’ll pet you, but then you have to go.”

She rubbed her snout on his leg, and he scratched behind her ears as he’d seen Terry Henry and Jay do. She snorted with pleasure.

“I need to get back to work. You need to go lie down.”

Stay! Floyd cried, and started to climb into the captain’s chair.

“All right, you can stay, but you can’t sit up here with me. There isn’t enough room.”

She finished climbing and wedged into the seat until Ankh’s small frame was forced against the side.

“You can stay up here with me, but you have to sit still. I need to concentrate.”

She wiggled until he stroked her head and her ears, then she relaxed and spread out until Ankh had no room at all. She started to snore.

“Fine, I’ll stand.” He extricated himself from the chair and manipulated the main screen using his mind. He started sorting the data, organizing it for the Magistrate so she could search it more quickly. He overlaid her research from Chaz to highlight information that might cross the legal line.

“You become more human each day,” Erasmus said softly. Ankh didn’t hear. He was lost in the data streams spreading to the second and third screens.
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Cages of all sizes were scattered through the semi-darkness.

“Hello?” Rivka called.

“Hello!” a voice replied immediately. “Get me the fuck out of this fucking shithole, motherfuckers!”

“Sounds human,” Jay suggested as they hurried toward the voice that continued to rage with increasing color and volume.

“Take it easy,” Rivka told the woman as they approached. “I’m a Federation Magistrate, and you appear to be human.”

The woman’s face contorted in distaste. “Magistrate. Is that some kind of lawyer? And you have to ask if I’m human? Don’t you see this zoo they have me stuffed into? Damn right I’m human, now get me the fuck out of here.”

Jay checked the lock on the cage. “Need a key.”

“Just break the motherfucker!” The woman was coming unhinged, her voice reaching higher pitches with each new word.

Palatius is on his way. We couldn’t stop him and the security detachment. If they try to arrest you, I’m going to hurt them, Red stated.

Rivka struggled to find the right words. For the young woman. For Red and Lindy. “What’s your name?” Rivka managed to ask as a commotion behind her suggested the security team would break through the door any moment.

“Seequa Holmes,” the woman said in a tone that approached normal. “I was on Elgar 7 when they grabbed me, and I need to get back there and put a foot up someone’s ass.”

“I can’t get you out right now,” Rivka told her. “Understand that I’m working on it.”

“That’s enough!” Palatius Lore roared.

Jay quickly took pictures with her datapad and beamed them to Ankh.

“You have a human in custody,” Rivka said as she turned and faced her escort.

“You are absolutely correct. In custody. She’s not on the market. She’s a criminal.”

“Ah, good. I am her legal representative. When’s the trial?”

“Two weeks,” Palatius replied without hesitation.

“What’s her name?” Rivka asked. “And more importantly, what is she charged with?”

“How would I know?” he shot back. “You can return in two weeks. You must leave the planet immediately.”

“You can suck my ass, you tapestry-faced piece of dog shit! Fuck yourself, and then fuck off!” Seequa was screaming again. “These fuckwads are trying to sell me! They punched me in the face, then gave me ice so it won’t be so swollen for the buyers. Here, dickhead!” She rocketed the melted chemical icepack at Palatius’ head. He was only partially successful in avoiding it. It skipped off his face and into the guard behind him. “And don’t get in a loogie-hocking contest with these creatures. You’ll lose.”

Rivka wanted to reply, but the guards circled her and started to shuffle her and Jay away. Seequa screamed, and Jay ran two steps forward and disappeared as she accelerated into the darkness. A body slammed into the bars on Seequa’s cage, then slumped to the ground. The young woman inside held a hand to her head, where blood was starting to seep from the wound on her head from the guard’s baton.

A second guard stepped forward but found his feet heading upwards and his body slamming into the floor. He grunted and closed his eyes as he tried to understand what had happened to cause him so much pain. Jay slowed to a walk and returned to Rivka’s side. “Leave her alone,” the young woman told the group.

“OUT!” Palatius roared, thrusting his finger toward the door where Red and Lindy stood, weapons ready.

Time to go, Red, Lindy, Rivka ordered.

They were marched through billeting and the main logistics area and out the front doors to the waiting aerovan. After they boarded, Palatius leaned his head inside. “Deliver them to berth Gamma Four. No stops.” He retreated and tried to slam the door, but it resisted his efforts and closed gently of its own accord.

He glowered mightily with his arms crossed over his chest.

“I’ve been kicked off better planets than this,” Red retorted.

“We all have,” Lindy added.

“Nicely done, Jay.” Rivka poked the younger woman.

“They made me do it.” She frowned for a second before smiling. “But they were so punchable.”

“Ain’t that the truth?” Red agreed. “Too bad I didn’t get some of that action.”

“I fear,” Lindy started, “that you will get your chance when we return in two weeks. I’m also afraid that something will happen to the human slave between now and then. Is there nothing you can do, Magistrate?”

“I’m afraid not,” Rivka replied. “We have to work within their legal system, and it does not protect the rights of the incarcerated. Slaves are treated better. At least they get a check-up. Before anyone complains, I think it went down exactly as she said. She was kidnapped, and as feisty as she is, she probably did some damage once she got here. That may have been her crime. I’ll need to study and become an expert in Corran law if I’m to get her out of there by way of the courtroom.”

“The Queen’s Barrister going to toe to toe with the aliens. They don’t stand a chance,” Red remarked.

“The deck is stacked against her. In any case, enjoy the ride. When we return, I doubt we’ll be afforded the opportunity to do any sightseeing.”

“I hope Lance Reynolds is able to convince them to join the Federation. Then the deck can be unstacked,” Jay suggested.

“I couldn’t agree more.” Rivka saluted with two fingers.
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“Ankh, if you would be so kind as to tell me everything there is to know about a dark-skinned human woman named Seequa Holmes, lately of Elgar 7, I would appreciate it. It appears that she was kidnapped by slavers and is here on Corran,” Rivka said while waiting for the hatch to close. Red and Lindy were already in the back stowing their gear. Jay was in the galley getting something to drink. No one on Corran had offered them anything during the short time they were on the planet.

Rivka headed for the bridge, stopping instantly when she stepped in something. She looked down to find a pair of Floyd’s cubes outside the bridge. “Jay, I need you to clean this up, please.” The Magistrate scraped her foot on the deck before taking her boots off and leaving them behind. “Floyd, why are you marking my bridge?”

Ankh is friend. We happy on bridge, she replied joyfully.

“Ankh? What were you guys doing while we were fighting bad guys?” Rivka brushed the wombat fur off the captain’s chair before sitting down. She heard a cleaning bot taking care of the deck outside the bridge. “In here, too, Mister Cleaning Bot.”

“Coming,” Jay declared. The bot bounced over the threshold onto the bridge. “Permission to come aboard?” Jay asked in her deepest voice. She saluted with Floyd’s front paw, carrying the wombat like a baby.

Rivka spun the chair so it faced the hatch.

“Hey! I didn’t know it did that.”

“I didn’t either. Ankh must have done something to it.”

Unlocked it, he said through their comm chips.

Ankh, buddy, would you come to the bridge, please? Rivka requested.

When the Crenellian showed up, he had Red and Lindy in tow. Ankh looked at Rivka with his usual blank expression. Floyd snorted and giggled as Jay tickled her chin.

Rivka closed her eyes and breathed slowly.

“Bringing law and order to the galaxy sounded fun and exciting when I first explored a career as a barrister.” Rivka opened her eyes and looked at her captive audience. “What comes with that is dealing with criminals, some of whom we can’t pin anything on because they are slippery and slimy. Then there are times like these where different laws attach and we can only sit back and watch. We’re going to head back to the station and regroup, and when we come back, we’ll be armed with their law and ready to do battle in their court. I will do my damnedest to win because I know I’ll disappoint you if I don’t. There’s a human down there who shouldn’t be there. It has become my personal mission—yes, it’s a mission—to get her out of there.

“Unfortunately, we can’t do that right now because we have to comply. We can’t go rogue and hurt Reynolds’ chances. Well, go more rogue than we already have. Chaz, take us out. Ankh, what did you find at the governor-general’s residence?”

“What did you want to do about the Tombo Queen?” Chaz asked.

“Almost forgot,” Rivka said. “Take on their four so-called passengers and send them back into space. They can get back in the queue and wait their turn.”

The ship slowly maneuvered from its landing berth and edged close to the massive freighter. It settled next to the Queen, and Ankh opened the hatch.

“Patch me into their ship-wide comm, please, Chaz.” Rivka waited until a green light flashed. “Attention, passengers of the Tombo Queen. You are invited to join me on board Peacekeeper, where your freedom will be restored to you.”

“Traffic Control is a bit beside themselves that we haven’t left the spaceport yet,” Chaz said. “I’ve told them we’re having a mechanical issue and should be able to depart shortly. I added that flaming debris wasn’t something they wanted scattered over Amberly.”

“Well done, Chaz! I like your ingenuity. Your ascension to sentience was well deserved.” The other members of the team nodded. “Want to meet our guests, Red? Make sure they remain docile until we can turn them over to the authorities on Border Station 7.”

“Consider it done, Magistrate.” Red and Lindy left the bridge, closing the hatch behind them.

The others watched from the bridge as three humanoids and a tentacled purple creature made their way from the Queen to the steps into Peacekeeper. Red greeted them and ushered them aboard. Lindy moved them into the rec room.

No threats out here. This group could use a good meal, I fathom, Red told the team.

Rivka rotated the captain’s chair and stood, smiling.

“Yes, it could always do that,” Ankh said to wipe the smile from Rivka’s face.

“It’s neat, and I like it. Thank you, Ankh.” The Magistrate grabbed his head and bent down to kiss the Crenellian just above his goggles.

“You smell like wombat.”

“I hate to break it to you, but so do you, and you’re covered in hair that is not your own.”

“Crenellians don’t have hair,” Ankh replied as he looked down at his skinsuit, a practical uniform that could be used if there was an emergency decompression. The entire crew was supposed to wear them, but Jay and Rivka dressed more comfortably while Red and Lindy wore the suits under their combat gear. Ankh tried brushing the hair away, but it stuck to his arm. After some wild gyrations, he was completely covered. He stopped brushing and stood with his arms out. “I have reached an impasse with the wombat hair.”

“Ask Jay for help. She’s always covered,” Rivka suggested.

“You want me to ask her how to reconcile being covered in hair?”

“No. She somehow manages to get it off before leaving the ship.”

“But I’m not leaving the ship,” Ankh countered, his face and voice neutral as always.

Rivka rose from the captain’s chair and took Ankh by the hand, and together they headed for the rec room. They found Red and Lindy glaring at the newcomers.

“Why were we kidnapped?” the eight-tentacled creature demanded when it saw Rivka.

“I suspect you were kidnapped to be sold into slavery,” Rivka guessed.

“From the Tombo, you moron!”

“You weren’t on board to be sold into slavery?” Rivka wondered. She gently rubbed an intense throbbing in her temple.

“We all signed contracts for service. If we don’t fulfill our contracts, then our families and we are doomed. We’ll never work an honest day for the rest of our lives.”

“You voluntarily submitted to being sold into slavery?”

“We signed contracts that included room and board to be part of a labor force, and now you’ve kidnapped us. Are you humans? No other species would be arrogant enough to interfere in something they know nothing about. Yeah, you’re humans.” The creature shook in anger, leaving a slimy puddle on the deck. The other three nodded and gestured with similar emotion. When the cleaning bot appeared, a tentacle lashed out and slapped it away.

“That wasn’t our intent,” Rivka replied, holding her hands up. “If you’d like to return, that is your choice. That’s what freedom means. You accept the consequences of your decisions. What race are you?” Rivka finally thought to ask.

“Londil. If we can go, I’m leaving.” He heaved his bulk away from the table. One moment he threatened to fill the room, and the next he contracted to the size of a human. The other three immediately stood and made to go with him.

“Chaz, open the outer hatch.”

The pop and air release signaled that the deed was done. Rivka didn’t say another word as their guests huffed, grunted, and growled their way off Peacekeeper.

The cleaning bot returned and went to work. Red followed the group, securing the hatch after they departed. The crew looked at each other before Rivka returned to the bridge. “Chaz, get me the captain of the Tombo Queen.”

“Onscreen,” the AI replied promptly. The former first officer’s face appeared.

“You’re free to go,” she told him, and cut the link.

“Get us out of here, Chaz.” Rivka flopped into the captain’s chair. “We have to cool our heels while waiting for the trial of Seequa Holmes, so take us back home.”


CHAPTER SIX



Rivka sulked over her beer. Looking out the window, she couldn’t help but replay the events on Corran over and over. A thousand times or more. Humans. Arrogant. Terms of the contract.

“I hadn’t checked the contracts, yet I was more than happy to declare them void,” she grumbled before draining her beer and waving at the server for another. A humanoid-shaped bot appeared in short order with a beer nestled into a cooling tray on its flat top.

“You look like you could use some company,” Doctor Tyler Toofakre said as he leaned casually on the table. He pulled his arm away when he realized the top was wet and sticky.

“Sorry about that.” Rivka pointed with her chin. “I spilled beer number two.”

“How many have you had?” the dentist asked.

“Eight, maybe ten.” Her words weren’t slurred. She’d been at it for a couple of hours, but her nanocytes prevented her from getting drunk unless she overwhelmed them by chugging spirits to a nearly lethal level. She wasn’t ready to live life on that edge. She motioned to the seat beside her, but Tyler took the one on the opposite side, away from the beer puddle.

He got the server bot’s attention and asked it to clean up the spill. The bot readily complied, producing a rag from inside its cylindrical body. An arm telescoped forward, spraying from its tip before scrubbing vigorously. A second spray and a rag adjustment delivered a clean and shiny tabletop.

“How long have those been in here?” Rivka asked.

“The new crop arrived last week, but the management said that the employees would only be replaced as they moved on.”

“It was inevitable that people would be replaced by robots. We’re too flighty.” She took a long drink of her beer.

“What’s got you down? Too many murderers get away?”

She looked at him critically. “Murderers? Kind of like that, but it was completely different. It’s a whole planet where slavery is legal, but the deep, dark secret is that the slaves are willing to put themselves into indentured servitude—which is making me rethink what slavery is.”

“How about being tied to the same job with no hope of getting out of it?” He ordered deep-fried gajubi vegetable fingers with tangy white dipping sauce from the attentive server bot.

“More like that, but it isn’t a crime. I deal with crime and criminals. Where does seeking opportunity end and trafficking begin?”

“That’s your department,” he replied casually. “Where does a cavity end and a root canal begin? Patients never want a root canal.”

Rivka started to laugh. “I guess they don’t, and no one wants to believe that they’ve volunteered to be a slave.”

She replayed the Londil’s words in her head. We signed contracts that included room and board to be part of a labor force.

“I just tell them that I can take care of their pain,” the dentist continued. “Sounds like you need a better message.”

“Better marketing,” she clarified. “And I need to cut off the supply of illegal goods. Touché, big dog. You’re coming with us.”

“I’m what?” he asked. They had earlier agreed that he would come on the next mission but he had conveniently forgotten to bring it up. “But my practice?”

“Put a sign outside and send them to Payne. If that doesn’t get you more patients, nothing will.”

“Don’t fight dirty.” He looked at the tray of food in front of him before pushing it away. “I’m suddenly not very hungry.”

“You aren’t going to eat that?” Rivka pulled it in front of her and started to wolf it down. She’d devoured half of it before he pulled it back.

“Maybe I was just making a statement. Gods! Look what you did to my lunch.” He hunched over the fried gajubi, eating with the hand farthest from Rivka so he could shield his food from her.

“Practice for when you’re aboard my ship. We go hungry more than we’d like to admit.”

“I’m not afraid to admit it,” Red declared from a few steps away. He and Lindy moved to a table nearby where their backs wouldn’t be to the door and they could see both the entrance and the Magistrate. “Hey, Doc.”

“I’ve been replaced by a bot?” Lindy didn’t know whether to feel insulted or honored.

“Clearly,” Red began slowly, trying to gauge her reaction before the real reaction, “you were irreplaceable. They went with cheap because they couldn’t get good,” he finished with a flourish, and her smile told him that he had chosen wisely.

“Bullshit,” she replied, still smiling, blunting his celebration. “It’s modern business, that’s all. Those things are cheap. Labor is expensive.”

“What did you say?” Rivka interrupted.

The two bodyguards gave her the side eye.

“Labor is expensive, except on Corran, where it’s cheaper to buy and sell people than it is to hire them in the usual sense. Where the message isn’t in our favor. What about retirement? What happens when the commodity gets old and unable to work? Where do they go?”

Red and Lindy shrugged before waving at the bot to order their meals and drinks.

“Do you really think I’m going with you?” Toofakre asked.

“Don’t make me slap an injunction on your business,” she threatened with a wink. “Yes, you’re coming with us. Don’t get any ideas. You’ll have your own cabin. You’ll get your own body armor, won’t he, Red?”

“We’ll throw something on him,” Red replied.

“Why would I need body armor?”

“Red?” Rivka redirected. When Tyler turned in his chair, Rivka grabbed half the remaining vegetables from the platter and stuffed them into her mouth.

“It’s simple. If you take a slug or shrapnel in the vicinity of your vital organs, your chance of dying greatly increases. So we protect the important stuff. You can lose an arm or two and still survive, but not the soft and squishy bits, and especially not you without any Pod-doc time. Body armor increases your chance of survival.”

“Why would I be in a place where my chance of survival needs to be improved? My chances are great right here on old Station 7.”

“Is he coming or not, Magistrate?” Red asked.

“He’s coming,” Rivka replied definitively.

Tyler turned back to find her hands around the last of the fried gajubi. “Waiter, Can I get one more order of those please?” He looked at Rivka, who was trying to appear innocent. “Do you want anything else?”

“No. I’m pretty full.”

“Better get two,” Red advised.

The dentist held up two fingers to the server. “And two beers as well.”
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Grainger rocked back in his chair in the Magistrates’ meeting room. “I don’t have much time,” he explained. “What’s the emergency, Zombie?”

Buster Crabbe was on the far side of the table. He waved.

Rivka stood inside the door, looking hesitant. She was unsure what to say and took her seat slowly despite Grainger’s request for speed.

“You’ve looked better,” Buster said.

“Out with it.” Grainger twirled his finger emphasizing his request for alacrity.

“I fucked up,” she admitted.

Buster chuckled. Grainger shook his head and threw his hands up. “So? What’s new? Did you do anything that can’t be undone? No? Then learn and move on.”

“I looked at Corran through the human lens. Through my view of how the universe should be, despite the fact that I knew their laws were different.”

“You’re a human. It’s what we do. Corran has legalized slavery, and it’s going to chap your ass. How do you look past that?” Buster asked.

“The slaves don’t know they’re slaves,” she clarified.

“Then what’s the issue? Does anyone know that they have surrendered their rights?” Grainger was starting to lose patience. “I’m surprised. Of all of us, you are the one who is a slave to the law. Are you turning away from that?”

Rivka clenched her jaw. “No. Which laws apply within the galactic spiderweb of intersecting superhighways? Jurisdiction is king. Still, there is overlap, and maybe even gaps in applicability. Individual rights are superior, and we believe that people cannot contract those rights away. That is not the case on Corran.” She pointed at the ceiling and nodded. “That’s it! That’s the nuance that had me tied in knots. There is a human who was captured. We have two weeks to kill before I’m allowed to return and battle for her freedom. In the interim, I’m going to Elgar 7 and investigate the alleged kidnapping in a place that is under Federation law and jurisdiction.”

Rivka jumped up, smiling.

“Thanks for the advice, guys.” She hurried out the door as Grainger and Bustamove looked at each other in confusion.
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“What’s in there?” Red asked, nodding toward the huge duffle bag Tyler carried.

“My stuff,” he answered tentatively. “I wasn’t sure what I would need, so I brought everything. Cold weather. Hot weather. No weather.”

“Did no one tell you?” Red taunted.

“Tell me what?” The dentist stopped, intently staring at the large bodyguard.

“Nothing. Never mind. Come aboard, Doc. Let’s get you settled.”

“What aren’t you telling me?”

Red disappeared inside the ship, leaving Tyler standing on the hangar deck looking at the open hatch.

The dentist adjusted the bag on his shoulder and powered up the stairs and into Peacekeeper, where he found a short passageway from the airlock to the bridge. At the end, Rivka stood with her hands on her hips, motionless.

“Go away,” a small voice said from inside.

“It’s my bridge on my ship,” Rivka argued.

“It’s my workshop on your ship after you kicked me out of the space previously known as my workshop. We have a deal.”

Tyler peeked over her shoulder to see a small body within a holographic projection that surrounded the captain’s chair.

“Do all ships have those?” the dentist asked.

“Mine didn’t,” Rivka replied, sounding unsure if she liked it or not.

“Go away,” the small voice reiterated.

“Only because I want to,” Rivka said, sighing in dismay at having lost her personal safe space aboard the corvette.

“Is it always like this?”

“Pretty much,” Red replied from the rec room. “Stow your trash, Doc.”

“Yes,” Rivka added. “Put your gear up. We need to get going.”

“I don’t have any trash.” The dentist put his bag down and opened it.

“What are you doing?” Rivka asked, putting her hand over his as he made to pull something from the duffel.

“It’s my stuff. I wanted to show that I don’t have any trash.”

“We know you don’t have any trash. The way it works is, everyone has their own stuff, but everyone else’s stuff is trash. My stuff. Your trash. You would call my stuff trash. I call your stuff trash. It’s how it is.”

“But I don’t think you have any trash.” Floyd sniffed the dentist’s leg before depositing a cube next to his bag. “What is that?”

“She’s claimed your bag for her protection. You don’t want to step in that.” Rivka headed for her recliner.

“I’m Jayita, but you can call me ‘Jay,’” a young woman with flaming red hair announced as she made her appearance.

“I like the new do, Jay,” Rivka said before activating the screen and issuing commands for Chaz to present information.

“Jay. I’m Tyler.”

“I know.” She picked up the wombat. “Say hi to Floyd.”

He carefully reached around her head to scratch behind her small ears, then casually lifted a lip to inspect her teeth.

“You ever work on a non-humanoid, Doc?” Jay asked.

Doctor Toofakre shook his head. “Not yet.”

Teeth fine! Floyd replied happily. The blank expression on the dentist’s face reminded the others that he didn’t have the implant.

“She says her teeth are fine,” Jay relayed.

“She did?”

Jay tapped the side of her head. “We have chips.” He also didn’t have what he needed to privately talk to the rest of the crew.

Red rolled his head to look at Rivka. “Don’t say it,” she warned. “We better not be going into combat. This is a case. Say it after me. ‘Case.’”

“Saying it after you doesn’t make it a case, Magistrate,” Red countered.

“You used to be the strong, silent type. What happened to you?”

“You happened to me, Magistrate. We’ve spilled blood. You’ve saved my life more than once, and I’d like to think I have saved yours. Lindy has saved us. Ankh has saved us. Jay has saved us. For all I know, even Floyd has saved us, but that little gray-spotted rat-bastard feline hasn’t saved anyone but himself.”

“Hamlet!” Jay announced.

“What’s that have to do with anything?” Rivka asked.

“He’s a cat. It’s his nature to be selfish.” Red waited, but Rivka didn’t bite.

Lindy added her take. “It’s because we’re one team and you don’t want us to follow blindly. You want us to tell you what we see and what we think. You want us all to contribute to whatever it takes to get the job done, complete the mission, and close the case.”

“Why can’t you be more like her?” Rivka quipped.

“I think I’m woman enough,” Red shot back, earning himself a punch on the arm.

“Doc, why are you standing there holding your trash?” Rivka wondered. Tyler held his hands up in surrender before pointing in the general direction of berthing as a question.

“First door on the right,” Rivka replied, returning to studying the information scrolling on the rec room’s large screen. The dentist trundled away. “Watch over him,” she told the remaining occupants of the rec room.

“We won’t let anything happen to your boy toy, Magistrate.”

“Not my… Why do I bother?”

Lindy, Red, and Jay chuckled. Floyd joined them. A scream. A white flash. Rivka was halfway to the corridor when Hamlet popped back out, sat, and started grooming his face.

“What’s the problem, Doc? Never seen a cat before?”

Tyler reappeared. “Okay, everyone. You’ve had your fun at my expense. I may not have served in the military or been shot at, but I’m willing to go with you and see what this is all about. I’ll give it my best. I will not be a liability, but I won’t be cannon fodder either. Don’t make me tell you all to fuck off. I don’t like saying ‘fuck off,’ much less actually meaning that you can fuck off, but if fuck off you must, then fuck off you will. I consider you all to be my friends, of which I don’t have very many. Don’t make me tell you to fuck off. It would hurt me more than you fuck-offs.”

Rivka’s mouth fell open. Red stared. Lindy smiled. Jay and Floyd giggled.

Lindy was the first to speak. “You fit right in, Doc. Dump your gear, and we’ll set you up with body armor.”

“Chaz,” Rivka started, “take us out, please. Destination is Elgar 7.”

“Body armor?” Tyler asked.

“Body armor,” Red confirmed. “We’ll be there soon; could be thirty minutes. We can’t have you wasting time playing with your trash.”

“Jurisdiction issues surrounding trafficking,” Rivka mumbled, and the screen flashed to a new series of topics.


CHAPTER SEVEN



“Find everything you can about Seequa Holmes, especially anything related to who she was with on the day of her disappearance.”

“I’m capable of much more,” Ankh countered.

“Then have Erasmus do it,” Rivka replied impatiently. “I need the information, but what else do you suggest?”

“Personal connections, complete profile of the young woman including financial history and status, and also other disappearances. I’ll see if there is a pattern that could lead you to a source.”

“Sure,” Rivka agreed. “Do that.”

Ankh stared at the Magistrate.

Red snorted behind her.

“Chaz, what do we know about Elgar 7?” Rivka asked.

“Elgar 7 is a natural moon with significant artificial enhancements circling the inhospitable gas giant of Elgar. It is more than a space station, nearing a planetoid in status, with inhabited regions on both the outside and the inside. Atmospheric Generators are working at full capacity to establish an oxygen-nitrogen balance that can sustain life.”

“What about the people?”

“Average age on Elgar is twenty-four, enhanced humans notwithstanding.”

“Blue collar?”

“Mostly. Approximately nine percent are management. The rest constitute the labor force. There are very few families living inside Elgar 7, and none on the outside.”

“The younger crowd works hard during the day and parties their earnings away at night. Been that way for thousands of years. I suppose there’s a seedy underbelly of bars and strip clubs.”

“There is not,” Chaz replied. “Alcohol is rationed, and is only available for personal purchase from class-six stores. There are no drinking or dancing establishments.”

“Private parties, then? Ankh, what do you have for me?” Rivka looked forlornly at the hatch leading to what used to be her bridge.

The screen flashed, and a picture of Seequa Holmes appeared. She looked different than the young woman they’d seen behind bars on her work ID . Rivka clenched her jaw and puffed out her cheeks. A timeline of her contacts took shape, from calls to messages to appearances throughout the corridors using facial recognition.

“There,” Rivka declared pointing at the screen. “She messaged a friend about being invited to a party. The invite itself is missing.”

“Astute,” Erasmus’ disembodied voice replied from the sound system within the room. “Those messages have been wiped from the system.”

“Can you recover deleted messages?” Rivka wondered.

“Yes, but these have been wiped, as in, a digital virus has gone through the system and wiped out all references to the message. It has left a gap that stands out as much as the message would have. Look at the video in the corridors during the hour preceding her message.”

Erasmus played snips of her in proximity to other people, but stopped and focused on one interaction with a well-dressed young man. They talked and laughed, and he handed her a card before waving and walking away. Throughout, he’d kept his back to the video device, but when he turned, it showed enough of his face to run it through the system.

Callius Markmal. Intergalactic playboy. He had a huge following, with the entirety of his success built on the fact that he was popular.

“What did he hand her?” Rivka asked.

“It is the shape and size of an access card, but without distinguishing marks or colors, I cannot guess what it is for, beyond access to a controlled area. I will need more information. If you could find the card, I will conduct a full analysis.”

“I expect that if I find the card, I’ll already know what it is for. Jay?”

“Magistrate?” Jay replied.

“Do you know that guy?”

“I might have seen his face on the web, and I might have read an article or two about him. But I’m not a fan!” she replied hastily.

“I didn’t accuse you of having poor taste,” Rivka told the younger woman. “How old is this wank-splat?”

Erasmus answered with a simple number. “Fifty.”

“Fifty? He’s enhanced, then.”

“He claims it is from good genes and all natural,” Erasmus spouted, skepticism heavy in his AI voice. “There’s no record within the Federation of the procedure.”

“Enhanced it is, in a system that’s off the grid. Otherwise, you would have found something. Pod-docs record everything they do.” Rivka continued to scan the data. “I suspect you’ve already built a profile on Mister Markmal. Where can I find him?”

“He has an extensive suite on an executive cruise liner that orbits the planetoid.”

“Get us an appointment, Chaz. Jay and I are going as fans.”

“We are?” Jay blurted. “But I’m not a fan. He’s disgusting.”

“Neither am I. I’m a fan of truth and Justice. Why is a popular jag like this guy kidnapping people? Or is he surrounded by opportunists? Maybe being popular doesn’t pay what it used to. So many questions that need answers. We’ll have to run the gauntlet of his security team to get close enough to ask him a few pointed questions.”

“Hang on, Magistrate,” Red interjected. “You can’t go in there without security. This guy’s a scumbag.”

“He’s definitely a scumbag, but has he committed a crime?” Rivka countered. “Fine, Lindy is going as a fan, too. Ladies. We need to dress to kill.”

Me, too! Floyd cried.

“Sure,” Rivka agreed, much to the team’s surprise.

“Maybe he needs some dental work?” Tyler suggested from the corridor, leaning into the rec room as if hesitant to enter.

“Did you see his picture?” Red asked. “That guy doesn’t need any work. And if I’m not going, you’re not going.”

“Red’s right—you can’t go. Jay, Lindy, and I are going to visit Mister Markmal.”

“Make him squeal like a little girl,” Red suggested.

“To ask him a few casual questions. Have a conversation.”

“Bullshit.” Red’s face started to flush. “You need to beat the crap out of this guy and haul him before the judge!”

“The judge is me, and what if he didn’t do it?”

“Of course, he did it! Erasmus, what are the odds that he’s our perp?”

“I calculate a fifty-three point four percent chance that he is complicit.”

“That’s it? Not ninety? Weird. Still better odds than tossing a credit in the air.”

“Sounds like a conversation. What’s your hurry, Red? Are you still angry that Lindy makes more than you do?” Rivka crossed her arms.

Red furrowed his brow before mirroring the Magistrate’s pose. “She does?”

“I do?”

“How would I know? I don’t know what I make, let alone what anyone else makes.”

“I know,” Ankh interjected from the bridge.

“I’m sure you do, but don’t share that information. I’m blissful in my ignorance.”

Ankh appeared and headed for the galley, where he snagged a container of juice while he waited for something to appear from the food dispenser. A plate slid into the chamber, complete with a steaming casserole sporting melted cheese on top and a crumb topping.

“Whoa, big fella!” Red bellowed. “How can I make it do that?”

“You can’t,” Ankh said over his shoulder, his tone neutral as it always was.

“You’re going to wave that in front of me and tell me that I can’t have any?”

“That was exactly what I told you,” Ankh replied, shutting and securing the bridge access.

“It sucks owing that guy money,” Red complained.

“Such is life. Lindy and Jay, we’re going on the orbiting cruise liner in order to look for a party. Jay takes the lead because Floyd will be so cute that everyone will want to pet her. No one will notice us. We’ll canvass the area and see if anyone knows anything.”

Lindy put her foot down verbally. “I’m staying close to you, Magistrate. That is non-negotiable.”

“Fine. I’m not going anywhere.”

I’m cute! Floyd said all of a sudden, and everyone laughed except Tyler. After a few moments, the chuckles subsided. Jay vigorously rubbed the wombat’s body, making the little girl giggle into their minds.

“We should have given him a chip,” Red whispered urgently. “He’s a liability without it.”

Tyler eased into the open area.

“I know,” Rivka replied, talking softly behind her hand. “You keep him out of harm’s way.”

“If anything happens, I’m going in heavy.”

“I figured. Make sure Ankh keeps you up to speed. He’ll be tracking us for the duration.”

“And for the record, dudes won’t care about Floyd. They’ll only have eyes for the hot women. You aren’t exactly going to be dressed like wallflowers.” Red was serious, not doing his best to improve the team’s situational awareness.

“That’s what we’re going for, but we’ll keep our eyes out. If we have to deploy Floyd as part of our battle strategy, she’s ready.”

Floyd is ready to fight! the wombat declared.

Red stared like a stunned mullet. He couldn’t imagine how Floyd could contribute if things got out of hand, but he knew that the Magistrate and Lindy could handle themselves as long as there weren’t too many combatants. He shook his head.

“I don’t want anyone to get hurt. Period. Bottom line. End of story.”

Rivka winked at her bodyguard as the group disappeared into their quarters, returning fairly quickly after a complete change of clothes. Red found it hard not to stare.

Lindy stood on her toes to give Red a kiss. “We’ll be fine. I’m afraid for the guys we want to talk to, but you know what they say. You have to break a few eggs to make an omelet or something like that. I’m not sure I’ve ever had a real egg.”

“Not all they’re cracked up to be,” Rivka added. “We are looking for Callius Markmal. Everyone else is an hors d’oeuvre. I want the main course.”

The look in Rivka’s eye suggested that she would have it even if she had to tear the luxury ship apart.

“Try the soft sell first,” Red suggested.

“I can’t believe you think I would go in there like a bistok in a glass factory.” Rivka put her hands on her hips after smoothing a fold on her slinky black dress.

“There is a history...” Red let the words hang in the air. Lindy nodded her agreement as she flexed her hands as if preparing herself for a fight. Jay continued to stroke the wombat’s fur.

Rivka waved Reaper, the neutron pulse weapon, in the air and then tucked it into her clutch. “Shall we, ladies?”

Wheee! Floyd squealed.

Red’s expression was grim as he started to gear up. “Just say the word, and I’m coming in.”

The dentist looked appalled. “This is how you do it?” he asked.

The team nodded as one. “Pretty much,” Rivka replied.

“I’m assuming that thing you stuffed in your purse is a weapon. You’re dressed for a party but ready to beat people senseless?”

“Pretty much,” Rivka repeated. “Stay on the ship, Doc. We’ll be back.” He continued to look aghast as the three women tiptoed through the ship in their high heels.

Lindy cycled the airlock, exposing the access tunnel beyond.

“Ladies, it’s showtime. I need information, and this is where we’re going to get it.” Rivka said as she followed Lindy into the liner on their way to the executive level to find the reality star.
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“You aren’t allowed upstairs without an invitation,” the bot said.

“Maybe you could bat your eyelashes at it?” Lindy suggested. Rivka looked over her shoulder at her bodyguard.

“There seems to be a flaw in our evil plan to get Callius to sign our breasts,” Rivka replied. When Rivka turned back, the bot retreated.

“You may enter, but not the rodent of unusual size.”

“She’s a wombat, and her name is Floyd,” Jay said, her head held high. “She’s not a rodent!”

“The wombat cannot enter,” the bot clarified.

Nooo! Floyd cried, and she started to fuss.

“We’ll go back to the ship,” Jay said sadly.

“We won’t be long,” Rivka replied in a cold and hard voice.

“Not long at all,” Lindy reiterated.

Jay put Floyd on the deck and they walked slowly away.

Rivka tipped her head toward the door and took one step, and it opened without any manual intervention. The bot looked like it was part of the wall without lights or movement to show that it was active.

They headed up the stairs, Lindy staying one step back and on Rivka’s left side. If the Magistrate drew her weapon, it would be with her right hand, which didn’t interfere with Lindy’s field of fire. She also had a weapon; not the compact neutron pulse device, but a hand blaster secreted in a ruffle on the train, which looked almost like a cape and flowed from the back of her dress. The Magistrate didn’t know about it, but Red had refused to send her in unarmed. Lindy had agreed.

At the top of the steps, a large man filled the role of bouncer or the second last line of defense for the celebrity and his inner circle. The large man looked bored.

Lindy smirked at his size—smaller than Red, he was less intimidating. I can take him, she thought.

Rivka shook her head almost imperceptibly. She smiled broadly and waved. “Can you show us to Mister Markmal?”

“Security check. Hold your arms out.” Rivka did as directed and he patted her down too thoroughly, copping a feel as he did so. He took her clutch from her hand and looked inside, quickly handing it back.

“Now you,” he told Lindy.

“If you try to grab me like that, I’ll break your face.” Lindy glared at him as she put her arms out. Rivka grabbed his arm as he reached for Lindy.

“She has had some trauma. You don’t need her hell all over you,” Rivka warned while trying to interpret the thoughts going through his filthy mind. “Mister Markmal?”

He showed her exactly where he was, and that the celebrity was alone. Rivka checked the short corridor. Only two doors. “What’s through that other door?”

“What?” the security guard asked. By then, Rivka had all she needed.

“We’re alone,” she said to Lindy. “Finish him.”

Lindy’s hand shot out at the speed of light, delivering a devastating throat punch. He bounced off the back wall and started to gag. She followed with a roundhouse to the side of the head and he went head over heels, rolling once before coming to a stop. He gurgled slightly but was still getting air.

“We’ll throw him in there. It’s a party room, but it’s empty.” They each grabbed an arm and dragged him to the door, opening it and throwing him inside. Rivka followed him in. “I judge you guilty of sexual misconduct. Your punishment for unwanted touching is that every other finger will be broken. Rivka quickly snapped the finger bones and left the man to his fate. She stopped before leaving. “And this is from me.”

She kicked his knee and twisted. The kneecap shattered under the blow. “Asshole.”

Across the hallway was the door behind which they’d find their quarry.

Rivka straightened her dress, and Lindy pulled her pistol and held it behind her back. The Magistrate knocked lightly. “Mister Markmal?” she called and threw the handle to open the door.

It was pitch-black inside.

“Follow the sound of my voice,” he said in a breathy whisper.

“Lights!” Rivka stated, and the room lights came on, showing a naked Callius Markmal on his bed.

“Lights!” he shouted, and darkness returned. Rivka had the misfortune of having Markmal’s form burned into her retinas.

“Fine,” she said, allowing her low-light vision ability to guide her. “Hold the door open, please.”

Lindy remained in the hallway, watching for any surprises while Rivka went inside.

“You’ll need to close the door if you want to climb in with me. I’m not opposed to a threesome, but I am opposed to doing it in front of an open door.”

“There will be no threesome, twosome, or any-some. I need information, and you’re the only one who has it.” Rivka jumped to the side of the bed, grabbed his arm, and dragged him halfway to the floor to keep him off-balance.

He started to complain, but it was too late. Rivka was in charge.

“Why are you kidnapping young women and selling them into slavery?”

“What?” His mind was as confused as his question suggested.

“What do you know of Seequa Holmes?”

“Who?” More confusion. Images of women flashed through his mind—too many for Rivka to make any sense of. None of the images were of the woman she’d discovered in a Corran cell.

“Who handles the women for you, and where is he?”

“Why do you want her?”

“Finally we’re getting somewhere.” Rivka retreated into her mind and activated her comm chip. Ankh, get me everything you can on a Candi Matz. I need to know where she is right now.

She has boarded a long-range shuttle and is preparing to blast away from the liner, the Crenellian replied almost instantly.

Lock her down! Rivka requested.

The ship has launched and cut all digital ties with the cruise liner. They are attempting to make themselves a hole in space.

But you can still track them? Rivka had no doubt what the answer would be.

Of course.

We’ll be home shortly. Prepare an intercept course, and we’ll launch the second we get back.

“Why is Matz running?” Rivka demanded.

“She is?” the man asked, wondering where the intruder was getting her information.

“Do you know anything? Don’t answer that. I already know you don’t. You, sir, are an absolute pig, abhorrent in every way, but I don’t see where you’ve broken any laws, as surprising as that is. Appalling, actually. Don’t cross me ever again, and if I find out you’ve been feeding your Candi Matz victims, I’ll come down on you like a battleship landing on a shantytown.”

“Who the hell are you?” Callius shouted, finding his man-voice.

“I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, now shut up,” Rivka told him, and twisted his arm until he stopped resisting.

“We need to get going, Magistrate,” Lindy warned. With one arm, Rivka lifted the struggling celebrity and tossed him onto his bed.

“I better not ever see you again.” Rivka pointed a finger-gun at him to make it clear what the consequences might be.

Once free of the Magistrate’s grip, Callius laced his hands behind his head as he leaned back against the pillows. “I’m everywhere, baby, and you’ll regret that you missed this. Lights!”

Rivka was already walking from the room when he put his nakedness on full display. She didn’t turn back.


CHAPTER EIGHT



Rivka hammered the big red button as soon as she was through the airlock. A faint clunk from the other side reported the release of the access tube, and Peacekeeper started to move away. It accelerated steadily until Chaz reported the Gate drive was fully charged.

“We can follow her, or we can disable her ship and seize her,” Ankh offered from the bridge.

“We don’t need to follow her. I can take what I need from her mind.” Rivka walked lightly toward her quarters but stopped when she saw the look on Tyler’s face.

“Do you look into my mind?” he asked.

Rivka deflated. “I don’t. Sometimes I can force it to stop. It’s a gift and a curse. It haunts me, because no one should see into anyone else’s mind.”

“But you can look into suspects’ minds?”

“That’s different. I only do it when I have probable cause.”

“As defined by you,” the dentist countered.

“That is part of the burden. I don’t have to defend it before I use it, but I sure as hell have to defend it afterward, all the way to the High Chancellor. I include everyone I’ve interrogated in my reports, even those who are clear. Chaz keeps a good record.”

“Who watches the watchers?” Tyler remarked.

“Everyone needs a watcher. No one should be able to hear others’ thoughts, but these things are as they are. I have to maintain my moral compass at all times so I can look people like you in the eye and not be ashamed.”

“People like me?”

“Innocents. Those I am sworn to protect. I can only stop criminals from breaking the law again. I stress the word again because they have to break the law before I can do anything. Just like that sock-slapping toad, Callius Markmal.”

Jay bumped against the dentist. “You ever been in love, Doc?”

He shook his head. Floyd rubbed against his leg while Hamlet watched from nearby. The cat vaulted to the table, keeping his eyes on Tyler while he groomed himself.

“I think it would be like that,” Jay continued. “Complete trust. No doubts. And for the record, I haven’t been, either. Still waiting on Miss Right.”

“I thought that you and Lauton had a little thing going.” Rivka smiled.

“My boss forever keeps me in space, so there’s no nurturing to see if the little thing can grow.” She assumed her power stance, feet shoulder-width apart and fists on her hips.

“Well, there is that. Your boss is kind and generous and responsible for finding and punishing criminals in an entire galaxy. Consequently, we should have more potlucks.”

“What?” the dentist asked. “What’s a potluck?”

“Everyone brings a dish, and we all sit around and eat,” Rivka replied.

“But you have a food processor and someone who can make it do stuff I never thought possible.” He nodded toward the bridge.

“A potluck isn’t about the food. It’s about the company.”

“Then why bring food?” he wondered.

“Because it’s about the food,” Jay replied.

“Not about the food,” Rivka countered.

“Gate drive is active. Our goal is to appear in front of the target ship, which should be unarmed. I will request they heave to and prepare to be boarded, and I’ll target the engines with minimal power plasma bursts should they not immediately comply,” Chaz reported.

“And when it turns out they are armed and shielded?”

“Railgun capacitors are charged, and our shields are up.”

“Do not destroy them, Chaz. I need to know what she knows. There’s more than just her.”

“I shall do my best. Erasmus is handling the targeting, so we should be able to disable the vessel without issue.”

“I’m going to change first. Full combat gear. If they force us to take their ship, I want it to happen quickly.”
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“Take your seats, people,” Rivka ordered, twirling her finger in the air. “Chaz. Gate us out, and let’s go collect our runner.”

A few moments later, the ship’s AI reported that the Gate had formed and Peacekeeper was headed through. Shortly after that, the ship bucked and rocked before returning fire.

Rivka remained belted into her seat in the rec room. Red glanced at her. “Guess she wasn’t unarmed.”

“You’re a master of understatement,” Rivka called back.

The ship stopped juking and firing a short while later. Erasmus’ voice came over the speakers. “The target ship has been disabled, but it is leaking atmosphere. You’ll need to hurry to salvage what remains of the five life forms.”

Red was first on his feet, followed by Lindy and Rivka. Jay bolted after Floyd, who fled after the first shot. The dentist remained in his seat.

Rivka tossed him the weight bar. “In case anyone gets past us, you’ll need to protect the ship. Don’t let anyone on board who’s not us.”

Red ran for the main hatch. The light turned green to confirm that they had a seal with the other ship and Red hit the button. He hoisted his railgun, ready to run into the breach. Lindy stayed close to Rivka.

“Don’t fire unless you have no choice,” Red cautioned. “We can’t be punching holes in our ride.”

“I couldn’t agree more. Erasmus, are they conscious or injured?” Rivka asked.

“I suspect three are unconscious, and all five are injured.”

Red nodded and held up two fingers to represent the two possible active enemies. When the hatch popped open, he ducked his head in and quickly pulled back. “Clear,” he announced, and ran into the tunnel. Rivka stayed behind him, using his body as a shield, just like he wanted. Lindy was right behind her.

They didn’t see Tyler take up his position where he could peek around the corner of the hatch to watch for someone trying to infiltrate the Magistrate’s ship. The bar rested on his shoulder, both hands gripped tightly around the end in case he needed to swing it. His heart pounded in his chest as the three disappeared into the small ship.

Red turned left at the opening and immediately took laser fire. Rivka pulled up short at the smell of burnt flesh. Red dove and rolled behind a cabinet, pulled out a stun grenade, waved it in the air, and then tossed it. Rivka and Lindy covered their ears and ducked away. Red did the same. Before the concussive blast finished reverberating through the long-distance shuttle’s hull, Red was up and running.

In three steps, he found himself looming over two moaning crewmen with blood trickling from their ears and noses. He ripped the weapons out of their hands and looked for the other three , who turned out to be up front and out cold.

“Clear!” Red yelled over his shoulder, and Lindy and Rivka hurried in. The bodyguards zip-tied the conscious crewmen and searched the unconscious people for weapons. The injuries weren’t life-threatening.

“This one,” Rivka said, pointing to a woman in the cockpit. Lindy sat her up and rolled the unconscious form onto her shoulder before standing up.

“What do we do with these others?” Red asked.

“I should probably talk to all of them, but let’s put that one on the Peacekeeper. Make sure she’s bound before you do anything. If she’s a slave trader, she’ll come out of it spitting vinegar, and we just can’t have that, now can we?” Rivka studied the woman for a moment before slapping a bandage on an ugly cut that dripped blood down her arm.

I haven’t seen into her mind yet, but I’ve already judged her guilty. Leaving the luxury cruiser and heading into space may have been a terrible coincidence, but it was not a crime, Rivka counseled herself. Innocent until proven guilty.

Lindy ambled toward the airlock and Red looked at the four remaining in his charge. Rivka took one of the unconscious for first aid, and Red took the other. They quickly bandaged and patched them up, but they needed better care than the Magistrate and her crew could provide. She made a face, and Red shook his head.

“I guess we’re loading them all up and heading back to the house?” Red suggested.

“Back to our house,” Rivka clarified.

They carried the injured one at a time into Peacekeeper before throwing the last two over their shoulders and lugging them through the airlock.

“Ankh! Secure that ship, drop an encrypted beacon on it, and disconnect us. Next stop, Border Station 7.”

“You don’t have to yell,” Ankh said over the speakers. The hatch to the bridge remained closed.

Doctor Toofakre was fully engaged with the medical kit, suturing the cut on Candi’s arm. She also wore a mask through which supplemental oxygen flowed. At the same time, he was giving instructions to Jay on what to do with her patient. He stopped what he was doing to examine the third injured crewmember, then ordered Red and Rivka to hold the lower leg while he yanked it into position, allowing the tibia to realign itself.

“Put a splint on that,” he directed. Rivka didn’t hesitate. She had looked at the medical kit before but hadn’t registered how robust it was. The case held enough bits, pieces, pads, pills, and tools to perform minor surgery or patch up a crew that was on the wrong end of a space battle.

While Rivka put the splint in place, Red pulled a hidden weapon from a leg sheath. He checked the other four and found similar blades. Two of the crew had small stun guns. One had a single-shot slug thrower.

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Rivka noted. “Goes from being a strange coincidence regarding the timing of their departure to a band of armed criminals running from the law.”

“Any of this stuff criminal?” Lindy asked.

“Not really; misdemeanors depending on licensing and planetary law. The crime is that they didn’t stop when ordered by competent authority—well, and fired on us—but that’s a slushy part of the law. Can I show probable cause regarding the need for search and seizure? Their privacy is sacrosanct unless they surrendered it through the commission of a crime or the appearance of the commission of a crime.”

“Do you always talk like that?” Tyler wondered.

“It’s what I’m good at,” Rivka replied. “Like you’re good with the medical stuff. I thought you were a dentist?”

“Dentists get trained in all kinds of stuff. We’re the galactic jacks of all trades.”

“Because no one has bad teeth anymore?” Red suggested with a hearty laugh.

“It’s exactly like that, except completely different,” Tyler shot back, smiling at the big man. Red was keeping a firm grip on the unconscious patients in case they woke up.

Peacekeeper shifted as Chaz adjusted the heading toward clear space in order to establish a Gate. The long-range shuttle continued to stream a small amount of debris.

“Gate formed. Next stop, Federation Border Station 7. Station Security will meet us in the hangar,” Chaz reported.

“Do we risk waking them up before then?” Rivka asked, looking at the dentist.

“I wouldn’t. When someone is unconscious, it’s because the body is healing itself. It shuts down non-essential systems, to put it in spaceship vernacular. After a certain amount of time, we can revisit that, but they’ve only been out for fifteen minutes. Their bodies have undergone extreme trauma.”

“They shouldn’t have run from us. That’s a great way to die tired.” Red looked proud of himself.

“Although I don’t agree with the conclusion, I do agree with the premise. They shouldn’t have run.” Rivka rubbed her chin as she thought through her options. “Segregate them when they come to. It won’t take long to determine what they were up to.”

“I don’t like her.” Lindy loomed over Candi Matz and glared.

One of the shuttle’s crew groaned. Rivka hurried to him and took his arm to help him sit up. He was one who had been stunned.

“Why did you shoot at us?” she asked.

His mind was a swirl of mixed emotions and raging colors as he fought his way back to consciousness. Failure. Fear. Pain.

“What is your connection to the slave trade?” Rivka pressed.

His mind started to clear. An image of a sedated Seequa Holmes jumped into his mind. They had used that very shuttle to transport her. One of the injured was there against her will. They had unbound her when the fight with Peacekeeper started.

Rivka pointed. “Free that one. She’s a victim.” Jay and Red hurried to help the woman and move her to one of the recliners before covering her with a blanket to make her more comfortable. The Magistrate frowned. “Ankh,” she said in a low voice, “where was the shuttle headed? It wasn’t on a course for Corran, was it?”

“It was not,” Erasmus answered for Ankh. “From the shuttle’s profile and flight logs, it was headed for Fenek Eudoxius.”

“Never heard of it.” Rivka moved to Candi’s side. “Doc, I need you to bring her out of it.”

“I can’t, not with the equipment you have here.” He held his hands up in surrender. The look on his face was all Rivka needed to know that he was telling the truth. She tucked her hands into her pockets. “Get all of them to medical and let the healing begin. I want to know more about this one when she comes to.”

Rivka stood by the side of the recliner.

“What happened to you?” Rivka whispered as she held the young woman’s hand, her face still contorted by the pain of her injuries. “Can’t you give her something?”

“Administer pain reliever while someone is unconscious? No. I won’t do it.”

“Not asking you to,” Rivka replied, waving the dentist off. “I just wondered.”

“Is every mission like this, with people getting hurt?” he asked.

“Every damn one, Doc! But it’s usually us doing the bleeding, right after all the running.” Red pounded the dentist on the back so hard, Tyler staggered and almost coughed out his tongue.

“Probably too often,” the Magistrate admitted.

“We could use a sawbones.” Red pointed with his chin toward Tyler.

Rivka pinched the bridge of her nose at the discomfort of being in the middle. She had no intention of bringing another person on board to be a member of the crew.

Floyd waddled into the area after having disappeared with the commotion and the emotion of combat. She sniffed Candi Matz, wrinkling her nose before moving to the next person. The groaner winced and tried to back away, but the zip ties held him tightly to a chair.

With a gentle bump, Peacekeeper landed in the hangar bay of their home port.

“Security is waiting outside the hatch along with Magistrate Grainger,” Chaz reported.

“On it.” Lindy hurried around the corner and down the short corridor. After she opened the hatch and extended the stairs, Grainger was first up. “Magistrate.”

“Lindy. These barbarians aren’t leading you astray, are they?”

The bodyguard shook her head, unsure of how she was supposed to answer.

“I didn’t get an invitation to your wedding. I was very put out,” Grainger quipped.

“We didn’t get married.”

“Good! Make sure I get an invite when you do. Red promised me that I’d get to walk him down the aisle.”

Lindy’s mouth fell open and she stared. Grainger stared back.

“The stuff that comes out of your mouth!” Rivka broke the stalemate. “No one is walking anyone down any aisle unless they are, but that’s their choice, not yours. We’ll be in All Guns Blazing sampling the reception meal.”

“Do I get a say in this?” Lindy asked.

As one, the two Magistrates turned to her and said, “No.”

“We have four unconscious, and one who just came to. He was in on the Seequa Holmes kidnapping and the seizure of that one in the recliner.” Rivka pointed. “I think we have four traffickers and one victim, but we’ll need to patch them up more than the triage approach to keep them alive. The doc did a bang-up job on our perps and the victim. I hate to admit it, but we could use a medical professional more often than not.”

“In case a tooth gets knocked loose?” Grainger countered, looking pointedly at the dentist, who was covered in the blood of the injured. Tyler emotionlessly studied the Magistrate.

“He knows a lot more than that.”

“Denied. Resubmit in thirty days for final denial.” He gave the dentist a thumbs-up. "This isn't a business you want to be in, Doc."

Rivka shrugged. “I had to ask. I guess we’re stuck with using band-aids and whiskey from the med kit.”

The Magistrates stopped at the entrance to the rec room. There were blood stains in too many places, two perps zip-tied to chairs, an unconscious woman on a recliner, and two out cold on the deck. Rivka pointed to one of them. “Candi Matz. She’s Callius Markmal’s chief of operations. I think she’s running a slave ring, but I haven’t had the chance to talk to her.”

“Is that the reality star guy?” Grainger scowled. “What a nut-lick.”

Lindy escorted four security officers and four medical technicians into the ship, and Rivka and Grainger stepped aside. It was suddenly so crowded that one couldn’t turn around. Jay excused herself, grabbed Floyd, and disappeared into her cabin.

“This one is a victim. Take care of her, and set her up in medical. We need to talk to her. These two are detained for questioning, so patch them up and maintain twenty-four/seven security until we say otherwise. Those two go straight into holding cells.” Rivka pointed appropriately as she spoke, and the security and medical staff took over.

“Good job, Doc,” Grainger told the dentist.

“You can call me ‘Tyler,’” he offered.

“You wanna go back out with these guys?” Grainger abruptly asked.

“Permanently?” Tyler Toofakre wasn’t taken with the idea.

“No, I’ve already denied that, but I mean on this case? See it through to the end.”

“Do all cases have an end?”

“I’m willing to bet good money that this one will get resolved. Mostly.” Grainger gestured as if making his closing arguments to a jury. “We won’t catch all the traders, but if we can interdict some of the major suppliers and make it too dangerous for the rest, Corran may give up the last vestiges of the business and join the Federation. Dry up the market, and the galaxy’s scum can move onto something else; maybe even swear off crime entirely.” Grainger made to go.

“We can always hope,” Rivka agreed.

“I’ll have to think about it,” Tyler replied, a frown darkening his features as he stared at the floor, lost in thought.

Rivka put her hand gently on his shoulder. “Buck up, Doc. It only gets easier from here.”

“Really?” he asked, brightening.

Red started to laugh. The dentist scowled.

“We always hope it gets easier. Sometimes the dominos fall by themselves. Other times, we need to give them a gentle nudge.” Rivka looked at Grainger, who kept his opinion to himself.

He hesitated before nodding slowly one time. “I’ll be with the people in sickbay. You take the conscious ones. Keep your datapad close in case the broken perps wake up.” He headed off the ship, reiterating his orders to the security guards on where to take those in custody.

“Suspects,” Rivka clarified, although Grainger was long out of hearing range. She shrugged, checked that Red and Lindy were following, and joined the group heading for the holding cells.


CHAPTER NINE



Rivka crossed her arms and glared at the suspect across the cold steel of the metal table. He tried to project calm, but a bead of sweat on his forehead and a vein throbbing in his neck gave him away. Rivka could have grabbed him to find the truth, but that would have been limited. If she convinced him to come clean, then she could focus what she asked to determine if it was the truth or not.

“Why did you kidnap that woman?” She set the stage for all that would follow.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” His defenses were up, but they were weak.

Rivka leaned forward and slapped the table when she dropped her hands. He jumped. “Do you want me to rip it from your mind? That would be a tad uncomfortable. You can just tell me, and then we can move forward like adults.”

He tried to fold his arms, but his handcuffs stopped him. He looked annoyed at the unsavory bracelets.

“I tried the easy way, but I don’t have time for any ridiculous thrust and parry.” She stood while he snickered at the reference. She walked around behind him, and he shifted to keep her in front of him. “Fine,” she declared as she stomped her foot onto his hands and drove them into his groin. She grabbed his chin. “I asked why you kidnapped that woman.”

Images flashed into her mind. Candi Matz directing the team. An event filled with willing women. Too much booze. The team descended and removed her. The others studiously avoided looking at the passed-out girl being carried away by Security. Business as usual, so no one is uncomfortable at a Callius Markmal party.

“Did Candi Matz direct the abduction?” More images. The team practiced the delivery of the spiked drink and the choreography of the selection and pickup.

“How much do you get paid for each person you deliver?”

A computer screen showing a stack of credits. The image didn’t show a number, but if it had, it would have been a big one.

“Where were you going, and who were you to meet?” Nothing. He didn’t know.

“How were you going to transfer your victim?”

He assumed they were going to physically hand her to someone else and walk away. He didn’t know that part either.

“It must suck to be a lackey. You think you have plausible deniability because you weren’t in on the rest of the plan?” Rivka asked, moving back to her side of the table.

He stared at her without speaking.

“I am Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and under the authority granted me under Federation Law, you are hereby sentenced to death for your role in the trafficking of Federation citizens. Do you have any last words before I carry out the sentence?”

He started to look around frantically. “What?” he blurted. “That’s it? But I was just a hired hand trying to make a buck. I had nothing to do with the trade. I was just following orders.”

“Just following orders,” Rivka repeated as she began to pace, never taking her eyes off the man who was now sweating profusely and vibrating with fear. “What if you had said no? What if the others had said no? Then there would have been no crime. But you were a witting ally, not just a lackey. You were helping make the slave trade possible, and you did it with the full understanding that you would be well paid. My regret is that I didn’t catch you and your fellow scumbags earlier, but I have you all now. You have willfully committed a capital crime, but I’m going to modify your sentence because death is too good for the likes of you. Your punishment is that you’ll serve the rest of your life on Jhiordaan. You will learn what it’s like to be a slave, in that you will never take another breath of free air. Don’t you worry—you won’t be going alone. The other three will be joining you shortly for your transfer.”

Rivka turned to one of the two guards in the room and stabbed a thumb over her shoulder. “Get that one ready for transfer to the prison colony, and hold three more seats. They’ll be filled with puckered buttholes shortly.”

The guard snickered. Red nodded to the woman as he and Lindy followed the Magistrate out of the room.

“Do you need to talk to the other jailbird?” Red asked.

“I don’t think so. I already saw what he had to say, so I can skip him. Let’s go to the med lab and see how Candi is doing. The evidence is overwhelming, so we’ll proceed under the firm belief that not only is she guilty of trafficking, but she’s the ring leader. I want to know her contact at the destination, because as of the moment we stopped their shuttle, she became a pawn in the big game. She’s not a player. I want to topple the king and queen. They’re still out there.” Rivka pointed in the general direction of the closest external station bulkhead.

“I want to see you topple them,” Lindy confirmed.

“Yeah. Fuck those guys,” Red agreed.

“Hating on the kingpins?” the Magistrate asked.

“I have a history with those types. Most are pricks. Rarely do you find ones like the High Chancellor or Nathan Lowell, or even Lance Reynolds. Those guys are solid leaders of empires, but they don’t climb over the backs of the downtrodden to get there.”

“Too true, my friend,” Rivka replied. Lindy nodded vigorously. “Next stop, sickbay.”
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“There’s nothing you can do for her?” Grainger asked the technician.

“It wasn’t her injuries. There’s something else. It’s as if she’s trying to die.” The technician looked at the numbers and lines on a screen next to the bed and shook her head.

The door slid open. Rivka, Red, and Lindy walked in and made a beeline for Grainger.

“I’m sorry,” the technician said before moving to another patient.

“Sorry for what?” Rivka asked. She groaned when she saw who it was. “Candi Matz. You’re a bastard.”

“She has no intention of living,” Grainger said. “What did you get from the ones downstairs?”

“They did it because they were paid well, and it was the boss who asked them to do it. But they had no idea where they were going or who they were meeting with. That information is locked up inside there.” Rivka pointed to the woman whose face was obscured by a mask.

Rivka touched her arm and asked, “Where were you going and who were you meeting?” She studied the woman’s face. “Nothing there.”

A steady tone sounded as Candi Matz flatlined.

“I guess her sentence was death,” Grainger remarked before tapping his pad to request a full autopsy.

“You think she suicided?”

“I do. We’ll see if the autopsy confirms it, but I expect it to be inconclusive.” The medical technician stepped in to shut off the alarm and pull the sheet over the woman’s face before returning to her previous patient.

“Ankh said the ship was headed for Fenek Eudoxius. I wanted the perps to confirm it, though, and tell me who they were going to meet.”

“That last part is key.”

“And I think Candi died to protect the information. Maybe she knew she was just a pawn. That suggests they had something on her.” Rivka relaxed as she started to pity the woman.

“Like her family?”

Rivka removed her datapad from the inside pocket of her Magistrate jacket. “Ankh, can you check on Candi Matz’s family, like a sister, a mother, children, people who could be used to coerce her to join the traffickers. Find me everything you can, especially their whereabouts. She was paid well. They all were, but in her case, there has to be something else.”

“Erasmus will look into it. I’m busy at the moment.” Ankh cut the connection.

Grainger’s eyebrows went up before he started to laugh. “Genius comes at a price, doesn’t it?”

“I don’t care if it’s Ankh or Erasmus who gets me the information as long as I get it. Our friendly Crenellian might have some rough edges, but he’s saved our lives more than once, and I know that he will again. I’m happy to have him on the team.” She waved Grainger off as if chasing away a fly. Rivka turned to the technician and called, “How is our young lady?”

“We’re flushing her system to clear out the drugs. It was a heavy mix that we haven’t seen before: a narcotic and sedative combined. Nasty stuff. I wouldn’t be surprised if half the people given this cocktail didn’t survive.”

Rivka clenched her jaw and put her hands in her pockets. She stood as rigid as a bulkhead frame. There would be no testimony that day.

“Lunch?” Lindy asked.

“Sounds great!” Red replied.

Lindy rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t talking to you.” The two clasped hands.

“Not yet,” Rivka said, relaxing through a forced smile. “Let’s see if this one knows anything. Can you wake him up, please?”

“That is not advised,” the technician answered with a passive construct, avoiding any responsibility for the judgment.

“Under my authority as a Federation Magistrate, wake him up.” Rivka’s tone suggested there could be no objection.

The technician prepared a drug to deliver through the IV. “This is not advised,” the woman repeated. Rivka impatiently stabbed a finger at the tube disappearing under the tape on the perp’s arm. The technician relented and administered the medicine, then made to remove the mask through which precious oxygen flowed.

“Leave it,” Rivka directed.

“But you won’t be able to understand his answers.”

“But I will.” Rivka’s expression softened. “I understand that you are only trying to do your job and help those who can’t help themselves. I’m doing the same thing. That woman who died, and this person? They have been kidnapping people like her,” she pointed to the unconscious young woman, “and selling them as slaves. I need this information so we can stop the next expected sale and work our way up the ladder until we have the one in charge. I don’t care if this scumbag dies, but I don’t want it to happen before I can ask him a few questions.”

“I think your capital punishment attitude is deplorable!” the medical technician shot back. Grainger raised a questioning eyebrow.

“His punishment will be Jhiordaan. Your efforts to save his life will not have been in vain.” Rivka smiled, close-lipped, but the woman harrumphed and moved away.

Red swelled as he stretched to his full height and scowled at the medical technician.

The Magistrate started to say something to him, but a groan from the bed drew their attention. Rivka immediately gripped his arm and looked into his wild and pain-filled eyes.

“Who were you delivering the woman to?” she blurted. Scattered images splattered with the emotion of Rivka’s attack on the long-range shuttle danced through his mind.

“WHO?” Rivka shouted, and an alien face appeared. Rivka embraced it and memorized it. A trigger. He mentally pulled it and started to quickly fade. An alarm sounded on the monitor next to the bed. Rivka let the man’s arm drop.

“They have a kill switch in their brains,” Rivka said softly. “It releases a small but lethal dose.”

“Did you get what you needed?”

“Yes. I need to link my comm with Ankh and concentrate. I think we can get a picture, and I hope that leads to a name.”

Grainger approached the medical technician, whose eyes glistened with tears that refused to fall. “They both suicided to prevent giving up the information. That is the level of criminal that we’re dealing with. You did everything you could, but their lives were out of all our hands. Someone out there is pulling the strings.” Grainger said softly, finishing with a nod toward the greater universe. Out there. Where the real criminal waited.

“Let us know the instant she’s awake, please,” Grainger pleaded with the technician. She nodded stiffly.

Rivka sat down and closed her eyes, then held her head to focus on taking the image from her mind’s eye and sending it over the comm link to Ankh and Erasmus.

Time dragged on as she concentrated to the exclusion of everything happening around her.

Ankh’s small voice projected into her mind. I have it.

Rivka leaned back and blinked her eyes open. “Who’s ready for lunch?”


CHAPTER TEN



Jay chased Floyd while those working on the hangar deck stopped to watch. The wombat was surprisingly fast when she wanted to be, especially during the game of Keep-away. Jay laughed like the teenager she was. Rivka, Lindy, and Red stopped to watch too, enjoying the simple fun of the pursuit. Floyd giggled into their minds even as she squealed out loud.

She raced between Jay’s legs, tripping the young woman whose flaming red hair sparkled against the darkness of space beyond the viewport.

Rivka waved when Jay spotted her, then jumped to her feet and ran in a tight circle after the wombat. She tapped Floyd’s head as she passed. The creature turned and chased Jay, who demonstrated the ability to zig-zag and sprint, jump, and dodge. She slowed enough to let Floyd catch her. The two strolled casually back, both breathing heavily as they joined the Magistrate and her bodyguards.

“I’m glad to see you happy, Jay.” Rivka remembered the juvenile delinquent who had given her the finger. She almost regretted dislocating said finger.

Almost.

“Where to next, boss?” Jay picked up the wombat, who snuggled into her arms and instantly fell asleep.

“I wish I could do that,” Red grumbled.

“You can.” Lindy shook her head.

“No way. That was two seconds!”

“Your personal best is seven seconds from speaking to snoring. I don’t see the difference.”

“Sounds trivial when you put it like that.”

“I’m envious of both of you.”

“No kidding,” Rivka agreed. “Next stop for the Peacekeeper Express is Fenek Eudoxius. Grainger is going to stay with the victim so we can get going. The first stop is to pick up that long-range shuttle. We need it. I have a plan.”

“You don’t have to tell me. I already know what it is...” Jay let the words drift as she turned toward the corvette, stroking Floyd’s ear with one finger while cradling her like a baby. The others followed, leaving the hatch open after they boarded.

“Waiting for Tyler. He’ll be here shortly,” Rivka explained. She tapped on the hatch to the bridge until it opened. Ankh was in the captain’s chair, which was now heavily modified and sporting a holo grid that surrounded the Crenellian. “I should have never let him move to the bridge.”

“Hush,” Ankh said as he tapped, swiped, and danced within the complex grid. Rivka sucked in a breath through flared nostrils. Red stood back, wondering if there would be fireworks.

The holo grid dissolved and Ankh cracked his knuckles. “At your service, Magistrate,” he said emotionlessly.

She had to ask. “What were you working on?”

“Refining the Gate drive miniaturization. Ted and I have just sent our upgraded design to R2D2 for testing. With at least an EI, even a Pod would be able to carry and use a functional Gate drive.”

“That’s all? I thought you were working on something important,” Rivka deadpanned. She waited, but her jibe didn’t get a rise out of the Crenellian. “What did you find out about Candi Matz’s family?”

Erasmus answered using the overhead speakers. “Her parents passed away, and she has no siblings.”

“Well, now. That drives a dagger into the heart of my theory.” Rivka’s mind stepped back to square one. She crossed her arms and stared at one of the few empty spots on the wall.

“However, she corresponds regularly with another female her age, who is located on Fenek Eudoxius.”

Rivka smiled. “Bingo.”

“Hi, honey! I’m home,” Dr. Toofakre called from the hallway.

“Punch the button,” Red told him. “It’s time to go. We got perps to roust.”

Chaz chimed in. “Preparing to depart the station. Please take your places.”

“I’ll need you to stop by that long-range shuttle first; see if we can salvage it. Best possible speed, Chaz,” Rivka ordered.

Ankh made a shooing motion with his small arm.

“When this case is concluded, I’m taking my bridge back.”

Ankh stared at her without blinking. She stared back. They remained like that until Rivka’s eyes started to burn. Red & Lindy left them to it. Hamlet made his way onto the bridge, jumped into the captain’s chair, and started to make himself comfortable. Ankh tried to push him away, but the cat avoided his hands.

“Fine,” Ankh said noncommittally. He broke eye contact and used both hands to shove Hamlet off the chair. With a hiss and swipe of a paw, three parallel red lines appeared on the Crenellian’s arm, a drip of blood trailing from each. “I don’t like your cat.”

“He’s not my cat. He comes with the ship.” Rivka bit her lip to keep from laughing as she walked out.
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“The atmosphere has vented and the environmental controls are offline,” Chaz reported.

“Which means it’s cold and without air,” Red remarked.

Ankh stood in his shipsuit, helmet pulled over his head and inflated, wearing a coat and supplemental gloves. The others only wore their shipsuits, their bodies teeming with nanocytes to keep them warm until the umbilical from Peacekeeper pumped enough air and heat into the shuttle to make it comfortable.

Or at least, less lethal.

“I can direct you to do the work or a maintenance bot,” Ankh said.

“You’re going. Time is of the essence if we’re going to masquerade as Candi and her goons,” Rivka explained.

“It won’t work. They have met her before. Who else would have put the suicide solution in their brains?”

“I don’t need to fool them when we’re face to face,” Rivka argued. “All we have to do is create enough doubt to get in the door.”

“I cast doubt on your effort to create doubt,” Ankh said before going to work beneath the control panel in the cockpit while two maintenance bots entered the crawlspace to the engine compartment. Erasmus guided their efforts while Chaz pumped heated air through the tube connecting the two ships in the middle of interstellar space. A series of clunks reported the efforts of a bot working on the outer hull.

The lights flickered but remained off.

Using flashlights, Red, Lindy, and Rivka searched the small ship for any clues that might have been inadvertently left behind by the crew. The small cabins with three-high bunk beds were mostly empty.

The lights flickered and came to life.

Then the life support system started recycling the air and heating the shuttle to a more suitable temperature.

You can turn off the heat, Chaz, but be ready to turn it back on. I think Ankh is duct-taping this ship back together, Rivka said.

I heard that, Ankh replied over their internal communication system. When I’m finished, this ship will be ready to continue its journey to Fenek Eudoxius.

“When will that be?” Rivka was taken aback. When they arrived at the long-range shuttle less than an hour earlier, her initial impression was the ship was nothing more than scrap. Peacekeeper’s weapons had been well aimed, but the shuttle was small, and the damage appeared to be extensive.

Cosmetic, Ankh informed them as if reading her mind. That should be it. One last series of welds on the hull and we’re done.

Rivka wanted to ask once more when that would be, but Ankh brushed past on his way back to Peacekeeper.

“Are you done?” she asked. Red blocked his way. The Crenellian tilted his head back to look up at the big man until it seemed like he would fall over. Red crossed his arms and pointed with his chin toward the Magistrate.

Instead, Ankh looked at the access hatch in the deck, which popped open. Two maintenance bots climbed out, and a final heavy clunk heard through the hull signaled that the bot working outside the ship had detached. The rest of the team removed their hoods and secured their ship suits from full containment.

“Now we are finished.”

“You are a miracle worker, Ankh.”

Rivka’s beaming smile and platitudes were lost on the alien. “I would say that this work was below my paygrade, but I recognize that we all do the tasks necessary to complete the mission—”

“Case,” Rivka corrected, but Ankh didn’t notice.

“I like working with Ted, Erasmus, and Plato in the development of new technologies. But I also like putting criminals away. There is a certain order in the galaxy that must be maintained. That helps free us to explore new possibilities using only our minds because we are safe. I have accepted my mission to help you in expectation of the day when the galaxy is secure enough that all of us can be at peace and free to enjoy what we choose to do.”

“Damn, little man,” Red said. “If we can accomplish that, I’ll be out of a job.”

“We’ll be out of jobs,” Lindy added. “And then we can take our honeymoon and be like a real couple. What will you do, Magistrate?”

“I... I don’t know,” Rivka stuttered. “Maybe work on AGB franchises to bring them to all corners of the galaxy.”

“The galaxy is elliptical in shape,” Ankh stated matter-of-factly.

“Of course it is.” Rivka looked past Red. “It’s time, people! I need you two,” Rivka pointed at Red and Lindy, “and Jay and Tyler to go with me on the shuttle. Ankh, you follow in the Peacekeeper.”

Ankh nodded briefly and returned to the corvette. Jay and the dentist worked their way through the umbilical and stepped aboard. Tyler looked uncomfortable, and Jay carried Floyd.

“We can’t bring Floyd.” Rivka put her foot down.

Noooo! I small, Floyd tried to explain.

“It’s not your size. It’s the danger. I would put you in danger, in addition to jeopardizing the mission. You need to watch over Ankh and Hamlet. We’ll be back together soon enough.”

Floyd started to cry. Jay blinked as well, hugging the wombat tightly as she returned to their ship and put Floyd in the passageway. They both disappeared.

“Ankh, we may have to take a shortcut. If we Gate most of the way there, can we make up the lost time?”

“I will calculate an appropriate entry point that will put you right on schedule, less than a day out from Fenek.”

“Late would be bad.” Rivka nodded and headed for the cockpit. She took the pilot’s seat and started mashing buttons to familiarize herself with the system.

“I’ll be able to fly the boat for you,” Chaz offered, speaking to her from a speaker linked into the main control panel.

“Hey, Chaz! Look at you, right in the middle of my pilot’s station.”

“Have you ever flown a spaceship before, Magistrate?”

Rivka leaned back. “I watch you do it all the time. Looks easy.”

“I assure you it is not. May I request that you let me handle it?”

“You know, so you don’t crash and kill us all?” Red interjected.

“Why do you have to be so hurtful? I mean, all of you!” Rivka shook her head and chuckled.

“Just the facts, ma’am,” Red grumbled before retiring to the main cabin.

“Go ahead, Chaz. It’s all you. Be the ship. What’s this ship’s name, anyway?”

“It has only its designation, which is LRS-4169.”

“Sixty-nine!” Red called from somewhere out of sight. It was immediately followed by the sound of an arm getting punched, which was followed by a grunt of pain.

The airlock cycled, and Peacekeeper detached. Rivka could still hear Floyd’s cries in her mind.

“What do we call her?” Rivka asked the team. She left the bridge because Chaz had things well in hand, flying both ships in tandem.

“Gate forming,” Chaz reported. “We will arrive at the edge of the gravity well a full day's travel from Fenek Eudoxius.”

“Didn’t we go through this with Peacekeeper?” Red asked.

The Magistrate smirked at the memory. It had taken a while to name her corvette. It had taken time to name their weapons.

Dr. Toofakre looked uncomfortable.

“What do you think, Doc?” Rivka asked.

“I think I have no idea what I’m doing. What will happen when we land? What happens if they’re violent? Our cover is pretty thin.”

“This is a crime ring, and those do have a tendency to be extremely violent when protecting their assets. However, we generally bring a great deal of pain, and our intent is to make a surgically precise extraction of the cancer that is the ringleader. Tomorrow this may all be over. Our perp could be in custody or dead, and their minions running for their lives. Sometimes it only takes one innocuous piece of information to break an organization’s back.”

“Spinal Tap,” Tyler replied.

The Magistrate held her hands up and shook her head. Jay looked lost but was taking more interest in the conversation now that they could no longer hear the wombat.

“Name of the ship. Spinal Tap. I think it used to be a band, too.”

Lindy was first to agree. “I like it.”

“I’m good with it.” Rivka gave two thumbs-up. “And this is us, which means that the ship probably won’t make it to the end, so a temporary name could be its forever name.”

“Our track record would suggest you are correct,” Red noted, making his voice sound mechanical as if he were a computer delivering a simple report of the weather. Lindy started to laugh.

The dentist strolled among the group with his hands clasped behind his back. He looked from one face to another as he went back and forth.

“Danger,” he started, but was slow to continue. “You people seem to laugh at danger, but in a way that suggests you are not afraid. That the pain you bring is much greater than what the criminals have at their command. It makes me want to pity them, but I know better. They are scumbags, and the universe is better off without them.”

Tyler continued to pace. The rest of the team waited.

“Peacekeeper is remaining behind until a suitable separation has been established between them and the long-range shuttle,” Chaz reported.

“Spinal Tap,” the team said together.

“Spinal Tap it is,” Chaz confirmed.

Dr. Toofakre continued, “Is it that hard to believe that people would be so committed to making the galaxy a safer place that they would be willing to risk it all like you folks do? You get no personal enrichment from it. At least I get paid after treating a patient.”

“We have a yacht that the team has acquired,” Red admitted.

“Confiscated,” Rivka clarified.

“What did you have to do to get that?”

“Fight in a civil war,” Lindy said first.

“But we were in the middle, fighting both sides at the same time,” Jay explained.

“And then we were shot and burned by the tree guy,” Red offered.

“Did we get shot during that one?” Rivka wondered.

“We got the holy hell beat out of us.”

“I remember that part.”

“We saw the mayor. That deserves a pain-and-suffering bonus.”

“Those were grim days.” The team chuckled together.

“’Seeing the mayor?’” Tyler asked.

Red made the twig and berries motion with his hands.

The dentist blanched. “I see.” He gathered his wits. “I am thankful that there are people like you looking out for people like me. I won’t take my peace and security for granted.”

“We have a convert! Don’t break the law. You don’t want to see us beating your door down at oh too-early thirty,” Red told him.

“I have no intention of breaking the law. Once word of your actions reaches the underworld, it should have a chilling effect on crime, I would think.”

“Unfortunately, that’s not how it works. All it does is increases the prices on our heads. We can’t advertise what we do. Perps thinking they’re safe is our best defense. Anything else and the scumbags are loaded for gorons, ready to blast the next person through their door.”

“It’s a shit show, Doc,” Red clarified.

“I understand,” the dentist said, shaking his head at Red’s description.

“Study up!” Rivka commanded. “Erasmus has uploaded the planet’s information file to your datapads. Study it and learn it. I’ll be working the lines to set up a meeting with our as-yet-unknown contact.”

“I’ll be the vic,” Lindy offered.

“Ain’t gonna work,” Rivka replied.

“Me?” Jay said meekly.

“You’re the youngest and the cutest, so you’re perfect slave material. Unfortunately. We won’t let you out of our sight, and if it becomes necessary, run for your life. No one can catch you.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN



“She’s awake,” Grainger declared from the big screen. The others listened in, since the rec room was a communal space. Rivka missed being able to have private conversations on the bridge.

I need a bigger ship, she complained in the landscape of her mind. Still, Spinal Tap made Peacekeeper seem luxurious. They had docked again after arrival in the system to attend to some details before going down to Fenek Eudoxius, although they had not originally planned to. Too bad Floyd would be upset—again—when they left—again.

“I wish you were here. She is mostly incoherent, unable to grasp where she is or how she got here. Maybe in a couple days, she’ll settle down enough to have a conversation.”

“Or maybe the drugs caused more grief than we thought. Psychotropics are bad news.”

“We’ll add that to the list of things we need to get to the bottom of. How and where? They must have their own chemist who dispenses meds for each targeted race. We’re all the same, but we’re all different.”

“I already have it on my list of questions. When we catch these people, I know we’ll have to launch an army of police to clean out the rats’ nests scattered throughout the known worlds.” Rivka slowly blew out her breath. “Did she give you anything at all?”

“We showed her pictures of her kidnappers, but she didn’t remember any of them except for Candi Matz. And she asked if she could see her. It was a little disconcerting,” Grainger admitted. “She doesn’t understand that she was a victim, and I’m not sure how much I want to play into that. If she doesn’t remember, I don’t need to convince her. I’ll leave that to the psychiatrists to unscrew.”

“That may be the extent of what you need from her. Let her recover physically, then get her on the next express cruiser home.”

“I was thinking the same thing. I’ll turn her over to a security team to escort wherever she wants to go, except back to the cruise liner where she was kidnapped—although without Candi and her people, even that is probably safe.”

“As long as she doesn’t go see that pig Callius Markmal.”

“Girls gone wild.” Grainger repeated the social media siren’s call. “She’s free to do as she pleases.”

“I know. People are responsible for their good decisions and their bad ones. He would be everyone’s bad decision. Maybe people need a few of those in their lives, so they know where the boundaries are. Without evil, what would good look like? Without making some bad decisions, how can they tell if they’re making good ones?”

“Too philosophical for my blood, Magistrate. I called to let you know that we’re not getting anything from the vic, but she is awake and on her way to a full physical recovery, at least.”

“Thanks, Leib...” Rivka caught herself before saying his name out loud in front of all the others. “Thanks. Leave it to us, Grainger. We’re already in the traffic pattern for Fenek Eudoxius. Next stop, the planet’s surface. Hopefully, the meeting with the locals will include someone who is expecting us to drop off a fire-haired slave girl.”

“May your travels deliver a feast for your eyes and fill your soul beyond measure. Grainger out.”

“Who’s the philosopher now?” Rivka mumbled, chewing the inside of her lip. “Ankh, do you have anything for us?”

“I do,” the alien replied. “I found the name Ch'ta'ka in the long-range shuttle’s computer. I have set up a meeting. Details have been forwarded to your pad.” He signed off.

The Magistrate removed her datapad from her jacket pocket and studied the information. “That does not instill confidence,” she said to herself before looking up to address the group. “Red, Lindy, what is your armament plan?”

Red opened his mouth, but stopped and nodded to Lindy. If she could explain the plan, he would know they were both on the same page.

“The kidnappers had no body armor and limited weapons, so that’s what we’re going with—their slugthrowers. We will remain with you, keeping Jay between us. We want the doc to bring up the rear, staying out of sight and not speaking. You don’t come across as a thug, Doc. Sorry. We’re blessed in that department.”

She waited for the snickers to stop before continuing.

“If there is an exchange, we take out any shooters on their side, preferably by disabling them. Jay will need to help us by using her speed to disarm them or ram them or whatever she needs to do, based on the situation. If they have shooters overlooking the area, Red and I will take them out. We’ll leave the head honcho to you, Magistrate.”

“What if we’re inside a building after weaving our way through a bunch of corridors or underground?” Rivka asked.

“It doesn’t change our engagement.” Lindy made a finger gun and shot imaginary bad guys. “The most important thing for everyone to remember is that when we act, we need to take control of the situation. Once in control, we can leverage that to extricate ourselves if we are within layered security. I should say when, because there is no way the exchange will take place in the open.”

“Which means we will take hostages,” the dentist said slowly, closing his eyes and shaking his head.

“Criminals take hostages. We secure suspects. There is a monumental difference, because we assume responsibility for their health and well-being once in our custody.”

“I’m good with that. Do I get a gun?” he asked. Red made a face, suggesting the answer was no.

“As with the best con jobs, it will be the appearance of being armed and not actually being armed. If there’s a firefight, get between us and get down. You’ll wear body armor under your clothes—the full set. It’ll bulk you up to where they’ll think you’re a tough guy. Please understand that the last thing you want to do is shoot someone.” Rivka gently put her hand on his shoulder. She didn’t want the dentist to become like her or Red or Lindy.

“I get it. I’ll try not to be in your way,” he replied, sounding disappointed.

Hamlet appeared and wove his way between the legs of those standing. No one moved, since everyone had taken their turn getting tripped by the cat. Floyd bounced up and tried to touch noses, but Hamlet wasn’t having any of that. He swiped a paw, but the wombat was nearly as quick, meeting his paw with her long-clawed foot. She grabbed his paw and tugged.

He yowled and jumped straight up. When he came back down, his back legs launched him toward the recliner where Rivka sat. She tried to dodge, but he was too quick, and she was trapped within the comfortable chair’s confines. He ran up one leg, claws fully extended, before vaulting to his next victim.

When Hamlet ultimately landed in the corner of the room, he sat up and started grooming his face as if nothing had happened. There was much cursing, all of it directed at the white cat with gray spots.

Rivka waved to get everyone’s attention.

“You are instrumental for us to maintain appearances,” she told Tyler. “All of us are. Taking this ring down is the single most important effort we can make. Tomorrow, it may be something else, but for today, there are women who will never be kidnapped because Candi Matz is no more. If we eliminate the buyer on Fenek, more suppliers will be out of business. We eliminate enough suppliers, and the auction blocks on Corran will stand empty. Which reminds me, how much time until we have to be back for Seequa’s hearing?”

“Five days, Magistrate,” Chaz replied.

“Which means we have about two days to unfuck this planet. That’s not a whole lot of time. I hope everyone got enough sleep.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Tyler whispered to Jay.

“It means, we may not get a chance to sleep again until we leave Fenek Eudoxius. Do you have your running shoes, Doc? She left off that part. We generally have to run.”

“For fitness?”

“For our lives,” Jay replied evenly.

[image: ]



Spinal Tap settled into its parking spot, one among a thousand other ships. The spaceport bustled with activity to feed visitors into and out of a dozen major cities that catered to a broad spectrum of activities from vacations to business and everything in between.

“How have I not heard of this place before?” Rivka asked while they waited to open the hatch and meet their ride.

“It is called Mecca colloquially. Fenek Eudoxius is the official name on star maps,” Chaz replied.

“I’ve heard of Mecca. It’s supposed to be where everyone wants to go,” she intoned. It hadn’t been on her wish list of places to visit.

“It’s on our short list of places for a honeymoon,” Lindy said.

“Probably won’t be after we get done with it,” Jay muttered under her breath.

“One of these days, people are going to like us after we’ve visited their planet,” Rivka replied.

“But today is not that day!” Red declared.

Your transportation has arrived, Ankh noted using the internal comm chips relayed through Spinal Tap’s system as a check to make sure they were functional.

The group delivered a variety of replies. All except the dentist, who lacked the chip.

“Doc says ‘Roger,’” Rivka said for him. She hammered the hatch release with her fist and stepped in front of the outer door.

“Damn it, Magistrate!” Red shoved his way to the front as the first light appeared through the opening hatch. “Can’t have you getting shot before you step foot on the planet.”

“There would be a penalty to your paycheck,” Rivka quipped, leaning back to allow Red to get in front.

He was first out the door and down the one step before hitting the pavement, stopping once there to scan for threats. “Stay close,” he whispered over his shoulder. Rivka was right behind him, with Lindy close after. Jay, and finally Tyler left the ship. Chaz secured the hatch once the team was clear.

An aerial transport cab waited. Rectangular in shape, it was completely automated, with preset destinations based on the requestor’s needs.

Ankh, can you make sure this thing doesn’t run us astray? Rivka requested.

Red led the way to the vehicle, head whipping back and forth as he maintained his vigilance.

Already on it, Ankh replied in his emotionless voice. If it receives a changed destination, what are your instructions?

Track it to its source while we go to the new location. Depending on where that is, we might need to retake control. I don’t want to go off the grid. Even with this august group of warriors, the crime lords could dump us in an active volcano or somewhere equally unsavory. They had Candi and the one guard suicide when the slavers were nowhere near.

Noted, Ankh stated. Rivka knew he would keep them from being murdered as a group, but his ambiguous answers always ruffled her feathers. She wondered if he did it on purpose.

Probably not. Humans and the emotionally like-minded sentient races were probably as much a mystery to him as Crenellians were to them.

Thanks, Ankh, she allowed, knowing that he wouldn’t reply.

The central area of the cab was for standing passengers, while seats followed a line around the inside of the walls. They entered the cab and filled the seats beneath the windows.

“We’re pretty exposed,” Red said to no one in particular.

“There’s no way we won’t be,” Rivka remarked. The cab took off smoothly and accelerated toward the sky. Some traffic crawled along the ground, but most of the vehicles were airborne, giving the impression of stacks of traffic separated by a minimum amount of space.

“That’s a lot of people,” Jay said.

The dentist was all eyes as he took in the scenery.

“Don’t get out much, Doc?” Rivka wondered aloud.

“Not to places like this,” he answered, his childlike expression showing his fascination with the strange and wondrous city on the planet known as Mecca. Red and Lindy both frowned at the sheer volume of people.

Jay was trying to enjoy the ride, but as a slave to be sold, she shuddered at the thought of strangers appraising her like a piece of meat. The aircar bucked when it flew through a thermal and her stomach lurched. She covered her mouth to keep from throwing up.

Tyler hugged her to him.

Don’t grow up to be like us, Rivka thought. And as long as there are people like us, you won’t have to.

Rivka, rejoicing in the courage of her convictions, the foundation of her legal knowledge, and the abilities of those around her, set her jaw and watched the sprawling city go by. She wanted to answer the question of why she did this work. Besides Jhiordaan waiting for her had she turned down the High Chancellor, she was committed to Justice. Her gift wasn’t hers, but to be used for the benefit of the galaxy.

The cab is on track to arrive at the original destination in three minutes, Ankh reported.

“Three minutes to touchdown. Mister Ch'ta'ka should be waiting for us somewhere down there.”

Ankh had found the name in the only bits he could recover of a single deleted file within the nav computer of Spinal Tap. The Crenellian didn’t believe in coincidences, so he’d had Erasmus make contact with Ch'ta'ka. The meeting had been arranged through a single message that received a one-word answer. “Done.”

“I have no idea what to expect, so stay frosty, people. And keep her under guard. We can’t have her running off before we close the deal.” The Magistrate assumed the cab was bugged and that someone was listening in. They’d given nothing away so far, and would do what they had to in order to maintain appearances.

“She won’t be going anywhere, Candi,” Red replied, rolling his shoulders as he always did to get ready for expected action. He got up and bounced on the balls of his feet, and Lindy did the same as the adrenaline started to pump. Rivka stared out the window at the landing site they were approaching. Jay looked at the floor of the aircar, and the dentist watched her.

“Calmly,” Rivka warned. Jay and Tyler both looked up and blinked away their hesitation. “Put on your game faces.”

The cab touched down, and Red was first off. The others tumbled out behind him, staying in a tight circle. Rivka worked her way to the front, and they fell into the formation that Lindy had described earlier. Red and Lindy each kept one hand inside their jackets as they held onto their weapons. To the casual observer, it could have looked like a bluff.

To anyone who met their gaze, it would have been obvious that it was not. Rivka marched boldly toward the entrance that led from the pad.

The aerial cab lifted off.

No turning back now.

Check, check, Ankh are you there? Rivka asked.

I am, the Crenellian replied.

Do you have eyes on us?

I do not. There are no cameras observing this pad. The last image I have is from the cab.

We’ll have to do this the hard way. We’re going in. I’ll stay in touch.

Rivka’s smile was tight-lipped as she approached the door. A single dark-green alien appeared, holding out one of its four tentacle-like arms. It had an oversized head with two antennae, bug-eyes, and a tiny slit for a mouth. A metallic box hung around its neck.

“Hand her over,” demanded a voice through the box. Rivka couldn’t tell if the bug creature was talking or it was someone else and the bug was only transport for the communication device.

It motioned like a human, waving with one arm while pointing at Jay with another.

“We need to talk.”

“No change. Hand her over,” the voice from the box insisted.

“No change to what?”

“Same deal. Hand her over.”

Rivka reached behind her and grabbed Jay by the arm. She winked at the young woman before she yanked her forward.

“Fine. Here you go.” Rivka held Jay steady, keeping the girl slightly behind her as they approached the alien. The Magistrate let go of her arm and grabbed one of the tentacles. “Who do you work for?”

The alien recoiled quickly, but images popped into her mind. The box was a translator. The alien was the recovery thug. He would take her somewhere nearby for a handoff to other aliens.

Rivka jumped to get the best angle and powered a right cross into the bug’s face. It collapsed onto itself, dazed by the blow. She hurried past it so the others could get out of the open. Red quickly secured the alien and tossed him aside, then started to walk away but stopped. He returned and removed the translator from around the alien’s neck.

Rivka whispered to Jay, “Run down to the end, take a left, and follow it all the way to the bottom. There should be somebody down there. Take a look and then come back. I want to know what we’re up against. The more we know, the fewer people will get hurt.”

Jay looked at the corridor leading away from the door to the landing pad. She nodded and sprinted away, disappearing after the first couple of steps.

“Holy crap!” the dentist exclaimed. Jay reappeared before the last word was uttered.

“Three of them. One like the alien who met us and two four-legged Yollins.”

“Yollins? And upper-class ones, at that. What kind of muscle did they have?”

“I didn’t see anyone.”

“How can you tell they’re upper-class?” Tyler asked. Rivka ignored him as she concocted a plan.

Red tapped the dentist on the shoulder and held a finger to his lips. He whispered, “Lower-class only have two legs.”

“The Yollins can’t tell us what we need to know. Humans all look alike to them,” Rivka explained.

“But they’re expecting that guy,” Tyler pointed to the bound alien.

“So right,” she replied. “Won’t be the first time we’ve had to bluff. Everyone ready?”

“What does that mean?” the dentist asked again, alarm overtaking his features.

Red held his finger to his lips again but didn’t speak. He only shook his head. Tyler understood. He moved to the back of the group and stood immediately behind Jay, while Red and Lindy flanked her. Rivka strode boldly out front.

“Walk like we’re supposed to be here. With a purpose, people,” she encouraged. They stepped up to keep pace. She turned the corner and continued down the corridor. There were no exits. It led to only one place, and that had two Yollins and a third alien. She fixed them with her best stare and continued toward them.

The aliens were confused. They shuffled around briefly.

“Ho, there!” Rivka called. “Fuck that lackey you sent to meet me. I deliver in person!”

One of the Yollins stepped forward. “Stay where you are!” he ordered.

“Fuck you, too, buddy,” she shot back, storming up to him despite his weapon being aimed at her. “Who do you work for?”

She grabbed his arm with one hand and tried to rip the weapon from his other, but he wouldn’t let go. They struggled while she listened in on his thoughts. Shocked, she stepped back.

“Fuck you, human!” The Yollin backed away. The three of them continued to walk backward until they disappeared into an elevator.

“Why did you let them go?” Red asked.

“I...I have what I need. We have to get back to the ship now!”

Ankh, call us a cab and prepare for immediate departure. Forget the cab. Have Chaz fly the shuttle over here and pick us up right fucking now!

May I ask why? Ankh queried before adding, Stairs are retracted. We have lift-off. Spinal Tap will be there in two minutes at maximum acceleration.

We’ll discuss it after we leave orbit.

“What’s going on?” Tyler asked as the group jogged up the corridor on their way to the exit. The alien was still bound, but he was awake. They didn’t give him a second look as they passed, leaving him where he was.

The shuttle appeared as a dot in the distance that was screaming past the other air traffic. It avoided getting in an accident, performing a high-gee maneuver to stop in a hover above the pad, then it dropped to the pad and the hatch opened. The team hurried aboard. Chaz was already airborne again before the hatch secured. He pointed the nose upward, racing for orbit and beyond.

“Straight to Peacekeeper, Chaz,” the Magistrate ordered.

Red and Lindy gave Rivka her space. Jay and Tyler wanted to know why the operation was canceled so abruptly.

Rivka’s lips turned white from clamping them shut. She tried to relax, but she was having trouble. She closed her eyes and tried to force herself to be calm. “In his mind, I saw some of the people he was working for. One of them was the High Chancellor.”


CHAPTER TWELVE



No one spoke until after they rendezvoused with Peacekeeper. Even then, Rivka kept her own counsel. As soon as they boarded, they ditched the long-range shuttle at the edge of Fenek’s space. Rivka stormed the bridge, carried Ankh out, and secured the door behind her.

The Crenellian looked as stoic as usual. He turned to Red, craning his neck to look up at the big man.

“She needs to have a private conversation with Grainger, I suspect,” Red offered. “I think the High Chancellor is involved somehow.”

Ankh studied Red as if questioning the veracity of his claim. Once he realized that he was sincere, Ankh replied, “I don’t.”

He moved to the kitchen, where the blank look on his face suggested he was talking to Erasmus. The food processor dinged, and a hot meal appeared.

“Why can’t you hook us up with some of that?” Red pleaded.

“By ‘us,’ you mean you. There’s only a limited amount of source matter for these types of meals. You would consume it all in a matter of hours. If only I eat them, it will last weeks.”

“You’re a little dude,” Red blurted. Lindy slapped her forehead.

“That’s not the point.”

“What I hear is that we need more of that source matter. Tell me what it is and I’ll get it, come hell or high water. Then will you share?”

“Probably not.”

“You little cretin!”

“So big, and you haul around such a tiny brain. What a shame.” Ankh stood with his tiny legs shoulder-width apart and stared the big man down.

Lindy smiled at the Crenellian. He didn’t respond.

Red started to reach for him, but Lindy caught his arm. Red looked ashamed.

“I’m sorry, Ankh. You are a bigger man than me.” Red returned to the rec room and set up the weight bench, in search of a way to burn off the energy that coursed through his veins. He didn’t know what would come of the Magistrate’s conversation. He didn’t even know with whom she’d be talking. His job was to be ready when she took action.

He started pounding out reps.

“Let me know what you need to source the food processor, and we’ll obtain as much of it as the system can hold,” Lindy said softly, taking a knee so she could look the Crenellian in the eye.

Jay appeared with the dentist. “If you give us a list of meals, we can build a supply to have a set menu. I don’t think ‘catch as catch can’ and ‘grab what you want’ are keeping us close as a crew. We should have set meals, and that way, we can help Floyd to keep from overeating. She’s gotten a little plump since she’s joined the crew.”

No! More pizza, Floyd called.

“I think what you meant to say was no more pizza, and you’d be right. A lean Floyd is a happy Floyd.”

Snorting and grunting, the wombat shuffled away.

“A gorged Floyd is a happy Floyd, just like a gorged Red,” the big man remarked. “It takes a lot of fuel to run this engine.”

Everyone looked at him. No one said anything.

Finally, the dentist asked what they were all thinking but trying to avoid. “Do we have to go after the High Chancellor now?”
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“Why do you always call in the middle of the night?”

“Because that’s when the shit that’s out of my control happens,” Rivka replied.

“Tell me again what you think you saw?”

“That’s pretty demeaning. I’ll tell you what I saw. How we interpret it could have a significant impact on the galaxy. Do we bring General Reynolds or Nathan Lowell in on it?”

“In on what?” Grainger asked.

“The High Chancellor figuring prominently in the mind of a slave trader!” Rivka exclaimed.

“Describe it again,” Grainger said patiently as he tried to rub the sleep from his eyes.

“I asked a four-legged Yollin who he worked for. In his mind were images of other Yollins and Corranites, and an image of the High Chancellor appeared before he pulled away. I only asked the one question. The way it works is, the questions bring their thoughts to the surface. The stronger the surprise, the less guarded they are. If they are ready for it, their thoughts are about how they want to murder me or the like. It can be disturbing. If anyone ever offers you the power to see into someone else’s mind, turn them down.”

“I understand, Zombie. I wouldn’t want that. Back to what you saw. Did this Yollin meet with the High Chancellor?”

“The memories were his, seen through his own eyes.”

“Do you have pictures of the Yollin?” Grainger asked.

“No. We were undercover and traveling lean. We didn’t know what kind of counter-surveillance technology they had, so we didn’t risk it.”

“You have no evidence?”

“I have all the evidence a Magistrate needs, which is what I personally saw.”

“Which is nothing. Are you willing to drop it?”

“Are you smoking xinqal weed?”

“Not smoking anything. What do you want to do?”

“And that’s why I called—because I have no idea. Why was High Chancellor Wyatt talking with traffickers?”

“They are Yollins. His office is on Yoll. It could have been any function the High Chancellor attended.”

“We need to ask him,” Rivka declared. “But discreetly...”

Grainger grunted his understanding of the situation. “By ‘we,’ you mean me. And by ‘discreetly,’ you mean that I need to go to Yoll and talk to the High Chancellor in person. Send me your report on this case, as much as you have.”

Rivka nodded her agreement. “I owe you one. You can’t imagine how much grief this is causing me.”

“Because we like to believe that those in charge of us are as upright as we are?”

“A system with corrupt people is corrupted, no matter what they say. It would call into question everything we’ve done. We would go down with our higher-ups. The Federation can’t withstand something like that. The scumbag power brokers would fill the leadership void. How many would die from such a societal collapse? We need a solid framework within which everyone can work. It’s like a contract where one party doesn’t trust the other and there are no enforceability provisions.”

“It wouldn’t be worth the digital space it occupied.”

“Looks like I’m going to the royal city of Khn’Chik on Yoll,” Grainger grumbled briefly before continuing. “Gotta go, Zombie. Send me that report. Expect the best, prepare for the worst.”

“What do you mean by that?” Rivka asked, leaning forward to glare at the screen.

“Take down the traffickers. Kill the slave trade, and let’s see if the General can bring Corran into the Federation.” The screen went blank. Rivka hung her head, the weight of her fears taking its toll. She forced herself to stand, collecting her thoughts before going back to the rec room to face the others.

When she opened the hatch and looked toward the rec room, her team was waiting without pushing her. Their patience warmed her heart. She stepped over the hatch’s knee-knocker, the lower structure that helped seal the bridge off from the rest of the ship, and joined her team.

“We are staying on the case and following the leads while Grainger goes to Yoll to talk to the High Chancellor.”

Red loosened his collar because of a sudden increase in heat.

Or the perception that it was getting hotter. Jay started to cry, and Tyler was there instantly, draping an arm around her shoulders and helping her to sit down. Floyd raced in and almost knocked her down as she flew into Jay’s chest to nuzzle and comfort her.

Lindy clenched her jaw and spoke through gritted teeth. “If he's involved in the slave trade, fuck him. If he has any role, I’ll be happy to drag him from his seat of power and throw him on the floor. But as you’ve taught us, Magistrate, we have to assume that he’s innocent. Did you see him take money from slavers or hand over a slave?”

“I did not,” Rivka confirmed.

“Then we protect him. Either he’s guilty or not. There is no in-between. We take him down or wish him well on his way.”

Red looked like a proud father. “What she said,” he added.

Rivka chuckled.

“I remember a time not long ago where you said that you would protect me and all the legal stuff was my responsibility.”

“Times change, but I think you are misremembering. You spoke those words. It was the ‘stay in your landing pattern’ speech,” Red replied. “But we don’t have the luxury of staying in one exhaust manifold. We all have to do each other’s jobs if that’s what it takes to complete the mission.”

Rivka gave him the side-eye.

“Mission,” Red enunciated slowly.

Ankh took a step forward so everyone could hear him. “You get me the names and faces of those Yollin, and I will find where their paths have crossed the High Chancellor’s.”

Rivka tried to recall their faces to transmit an image to the Crenellian, but too much time had passed. Their faces were no longer clear enough in her mind. “Chaz, take Peacekeeper back to Fenek, best possible speed. Set up a meeting with local law enforcement as soon as we arrive.”
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“I feel much more comfortable this way,” Red said to Lindy. She nodded in agreement as they checked each other over one last time before touchdown. They wore their full ballistic protection and carried railguns, and they were armed with grenades in addition to the maximum load of explosives and ammunition. The bodyguards were geared for war.

Just in case the Yollins wanted to put up a fight.

Rivka looked at Tyler and Jay. “Are you sure?”

Tyler shook his head. “If I were to wait until I was certain, I’d still be back there.” He pointed with his thumb over his shoulder at the rec room. “We’re a team, right?”

“Don’t get killed,” she warned him.

He laughed the nervous laugh of someone forced to listen to a tasteless joke. Jay slapped him on the shoulder. “I’ll watch your back, Doc.”

“What’s up with that disappearing?” he asked out of the blue, suddenly interested after forgetting about it with their rapid departure on their previous trip.

“I can run really fast. You lose sight of me. But I’m not strong like them.” Jay nodded at the Magistrate and her bodyguards. “It’s the nanocytes. Ankh made me special. He wanted to give me something that would work best with my personality. I can’t imagine what I’d use extra strength for, but Ankh—he knows that I would prefer to run away from trouble than fight my way out.”

“Fire in the hole!” Red called as he mashed the big red button. The hatch opened, and stairs extended. He walked into the daylight, head on a swivel as he took in their surroundings. He breathed deeply, as he always did once outside—a last check of the air before the Magistrate took in a lungful.

As before, an aerial cab waited at the edge of the parking apron.

Lindy followed Red and Rivka was close behind, happy to once again be wearing her Magistrate’s jacket. The bistok leather felt good against her skin. She vowed not to waste time going undercover again. Her position was a final arbiter of Justice in a galaxy where perps could disappear at a moment’s notice. And disappear forever.

She needed to wear the authority of her station. If Justice needed to be administered, she could do it right there. Even given the wisdom of allowing the small crimes that would lead to a kingpin, she still couldn’t do it.

She would follow the leads generated through her gift, counting on the velocity of their engagements to follow the trail to those worth taking down. She would not just gut the organization, she would put away everyone associated with it.

That was why she needed the local law enforcement. They would collect the bodies left in her wake.

I hope you get to the bottom of it, Grainger, she prayed. The last thing the Magistrate wanted was to think of the man she looked up to as corrupt. It had already shaken her confidence in the system.

Who watches the watchers?

Why do we do what we do?

The questions seemed to be linked.

If they have to watch us, should we be doing what we do? If I didn’t have to answer to the High Chancellor, would I be attentive to the rules?

Rivka missed the majority of the cab’s flight, snapping back into the moment when they landed.

“Standard departure and approach,” Red ordered. When it came to the Magistrate’s security, he was in charge. “It’s showtime.”

He stepped out and made a beeline for the entrance to the law enforcement station. As with most buildings on this part of Fenek Eudoxius, the cab had delivered them to one of a seemingly infinite number of landing pads attached to a massive complex centered on a main skyscraper.

The others spread around, the dentist bringing up the rear since he wasn’t used to wearing a complete set of body armor and he was more out of shape than he wanted to admit. Jay smiled and motioned for him to catch up. He breathed heavily, willing himself to keep pace.

Jay winked at him and turned her attention back to the door through which they’d enter. Red was already there and holding it for Lindy to make sure it was safe for the Magistrate to enter. Sounds of a struggle filtered through. Red held out his hand to stop Rivka and ran inside, letting the door close behind him. She turned to see if they could get back to the cab.

The vehicle had already flown away.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN



The Royal City of Khn’Chik on Yoll

Grainger wasn’t used to waiting in a long line of spaceships to enter the landing pattern. The megacity below was one of many on the system’s central planet. The Yollins had once led a vast empire.

That was until they met Bethany Anne, the human who would defeat the emperor and unseat the upper class. The system she put in its place grew stronger with each passing day because of the loyalists, those who put honor and Justice before anything else. It was said that the leader only sets the stage. Those who surround them determine what is.

Or what is not.

The thought of corruption at the highest levels of the Etheric Federation’s leadership was unfathomable. Grainger had been on the inside before the Rangers were disbanded. He’d seen what it was like, and he’d agreed with their charter back then. He agreed with the Magistrates’ charter now.

Like the Knights of the Round Table in their service to king and country, Grainger lived to serve, but he dedicated his life’s work to the Queen. As had the High Chancellor.

“We are fourth in the pattern,” Beau announced. The Frigate’s artificial intelligence flew the ship in addition to handling the myriad research and planning tasks Grainger required. Theirs was a mutually beneficial arrangement since Beau liked to travel.

Had he not liked it, there could have been serious issues because he was integrated with the frigate—a ship without a name, only a number. Lucky number 69 as Grainger would say to snickers and chortles.

“Do we have what we need to get to the High Chancellor’s office?” Grainger asked.

“Of course. Your vehicle will be waiting for you the second you disembark. There is room on the High Chancellor’s schedule fifteen minutes after that. Our delay has cut into your transit time, but you should make it.”

“I should make it,” Grainger emphasized. “But I don’t want to show up completely unannounced. I just want to get this over with. Beau, connect me to the High Chancellor’s assistant.”

A raspy voice answered almost immediately. “High Chancellor Wyatt’s office, this is Zai’den. How can I help you?”

“Magistrate Grainger, and I’d like to meet with the High Chancellor as soon as possible.”

“He is available now. May I share with him your topic?”

“We’re in the landing pattern. I believe I can be there in about twenty minutes.” Beau flashed green lights to let Grainger know that his estimate was sound. “The topic is a private matter that I can’t discuss over an open channel.”

“Very well, Master Grainger.”

“Magistrate...” The line went dead before he could correct the Yollin assistant. Grainger didn’t know why he was uncomfortable dealing with a Yollin assistant to the High Chancellor. They were on Yoll, after all.

69 touched down, and the door opened to a sunny day. Khn’Chik presented an impressive array of soaring spires and great buildings constructed in such a way as to appear carved from stone. The warmth of the day welcomed him, but he wished it were cooler. The heat bore down on his soul, encouraging the fire he fought to hold back.

He walked with purpose to the waiting vehicle and climbed in. It took off the moment he was belted in. A quick twelve minutes later, it had parked and discharged its lone passenger. Grainger headed for the main door of the Etheric Federation administrative center, a building capable of housing a thousand personnel performing the necessary functions of running a group that claimed responsibility for a trillion lives.

The number was nearly incomprehensible. The Magistrates had the inauspicious task of prosecuting criminals who wreaked havoc on the Federation’s ideals, like those who killed ambassadors. Or those who ran the slave trade.

Once inside, an interactive screen gave Grainger directions to the High Chancellor’s office. He passed through a number of security checkpoints on his way, but when he arrived, he felt like it hadn’t been a burden or harassment. The Yollin guards were professional and polite.

The executive assistant was the same, asking Grainger if he wanted a cup of tea or a Coke before seeing the High Chancellor. The Magistrate shook his head, the blood pounding in his ears as he prepared to engage his leader on an issue where the only evidence suggested he was corrupt.

Zai’den opened the door, holding it for Grainger to walk woodenly through and closing it behind him with the finality of a funeral dirge.

High Chancellor Wyatt smiled pleasantly upon the Magistrate’s arrival. He stood and walked around his desk, hand offered in greeting.

Grainger shook it but didn’t speak.

Wyatt assessed the expression on the Magistrate’s face. “What brings you here?” he asked bluntly.

Grainger thought of ways to obfuscate, of small talk that would take time so he could think of something, but none of it made any sense. He needed it to be over. “Rivka found evidence of you in the company of Yollin slavers...” Grainger didn’t continue. He made no accusation and asked no question. He simply put a fact on the table where they could both look at it.

The Magistrate smelled sandalwood and the must of old books, even though he could see none as he looked around, wondering about the scent and why it would attract his attention. He met the High Chancellor’s gaze. The older man was waiting for him to turn back so he could look Grainger in the eye.

“I wondered when she would find out about that,” he started.

Mecca, Planet Fenek Eudoxius

Rivka rushed to the closed door and crouched behind it. Jay and Tyler hovered nearby, shielding her from view.

“Oh, fuck no!” she declared, looking at who she was hiding behind. “Follow me.” She grabbed the door and yanked it open, jumping inside to find a standoff. Three uniformed officers were down, while six more had weapons trained on Lindy and Red, who were standing back to back, aiming their railguns.

“All right, everyone calm down!” she stated loudly, holding her hands in up what she hoped was the universal gesture for peace.

“Has anyone ever calmed down because you told them to?” Red mumbled.

Rivka ignored him. “I’m going to reach into my pocket and pull out my credentials. I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, protected under Federation Laws, Appendix D, Chapter Seven, Section 1. I have diplomatic protection, and as such, I rate armed guards at all times. I’m glad no one was shot since I would hate to have to explain why all of you got yourselves killed.”

“Is this how she defuses a situation?” Tyler whispered to Jay.

“Pretty much,” the young woman replied out the side of her mouth. They both held their hands in the air, having conceded that they didn’t want to get shot.

Rivka slowly removed her credentials let them drop open and walked toward the officer wearing the most slashes and badges, assuming him to be the ranking member of the welcoming committee.

“Put your railguns down, please,” Rivka encouraged Red & Lindy. They exhaled together and stood up straight, letting the business ends of their weapons drop to point at the floor.

The officers relaxed but maintained their aim.

“You can see the credentials, so it’s okay if you order your people to stand down. Otherwise, I’m going to have a serious conversation with your superiors. And I will start at the top. I believe you have a president on this planet. I’ll go to his office, and we’ll talk. Or, you could get your shit under control right now, and we’ll call this little misunderstanding concluded.”

The older Fenek holstered his weapon, and the others followed suit. None of them looked happy, but Rivka couldn’t tell from their humanoid faces. They gave nothing away. She found the small tentacles they sported in lieu of facial hair to be disconcerting.

“You could have sent a message that you were coming and we would have been expecting you,” the senior officer told her.

“We did, but only about twenty minutes ago. We need to see your senior commissioner since we are on urgent business.”

“You can’t see him armed like that.”

“This again,” Rivka muttered looking over her shoulder at Red. He shook his head. She turned back to the Fenek. “Do you understand the authority of a Magistrate?”

“I believe I do,” he replied.

“Then point us in the direction of the commissioner, if you would be so kind. We’re all going. Don’t make me lodge a formal complaint.”

“They can’t go.” He put his foot down, crossed his arms, and stood in the center of the hallway.

Rivka removed her datapad. “Your name?”

“Klavin,” he belted out boldly.

“Klavin,” she said slowly as she typed it in, then activated the comm link. “Chaz, if you would be so kind, please transmit my disappointment to the president regarding my reception at Law Enforcement Central. Also, attach the name and face you see here as an individual who ordered weapons pointed at me and my security and is currently in violation of Appendix D, Chapter 7, Section 1. Federation agents will be taking him into custody shortly.”

His expression showed mild amusement.

The datapad vibrated a few moments later. Rivka looked at the screen. “Mister President,” she greeted with a smile.

“Please accept my personal apologies, Magistrate Anoa. You’ll be extended every courtesy due your station, and if there is anything I can do to assist in your current case, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

“Thank you, Mister President. As a matter of fact, I have had no luck convincing Officer Klavin to let me through for my appointment with the commissioner. Maybe you could talk to him.”

Rivka spun the datapad around and shoved it toward the officer’s face.

“Mister President,” he stammered.

“Klavin. You’re embarrassing me and all of Fenek Eudoxius. You will escort the Magistrate everywhere she needs to go to make sure they understand that she’s acting under my personal authority. Do you understand, or do I have to promote someone else in your place?”

“No, sir!” the officer nearly shouted.

“Good!” the president declared. Rivka cocked one eyebrow as Klavin, now shaken, handed the datapad over.

“Please, follow me,” he said, bowing respectfully before angrily motioning for the other officers to go away.

You’re a genius, Ankh, Rivka relayed using their internal comm. Did you even contact the president?

No, the Crenellian replied.

I expect we’ll be finished before anyone suspects anything. We have less than two days to wrap things up.

My thoughts exactly. Please hurry, Magistrate, Ankh told her.

Rivka looked troubled as she followed the officer through the corridors to the commissioner’s chamber, a grand and luxurious suite with a small buffet of snacks in the outer office.

Red eyed the food with limited curiosity. He was still unsure if the locals were friendly or hostile, so he kept his finger alongside the trigger guard on his railgun, his muscles relaxed but ready. He met Lindy’s gaze; she was as taut as a piano wire. Something didn’t smell right, but they didn’t know what it was.

The Magistrate followed Klavin past the snacks and into the office, motioning for the others to remain behind. Red gritted his teeth and chose to stand next to the door. The officer and the big bodyguard glared at each other until Klavin closed the door in Red’s face. Jay and Tyler sat down on an overstuffed couch and looked bored. Lindy grabbed a snack and stuffed it quickly into her mouth.

She gagged and covered her mouth, depositing the ill-advised treat in the trash.

Red looked at her questioningly.

“They weren’t chocolate chips.”

Finally, Red lightened up as he continued to lean against the door, trying to hear what was happening beyond, but it was too stout. He could hear nothing.
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“Welcome, Magistrate Anoa. I wish we would have known you were coming to avoid any unpleasantness. We apologize profusely for any discomfort we caused you.”

“We notified you. I have no idea what your people did with the notification once it was transmitted. I would have thought Mecca would be more efficient.” She let that rest with him, but he didn’t squirm. He sat stoically, as if it were business as usual.

“I didn’t see your request, so you’ll have to tell me what you are here for. I appreciate your patience and understanding,” he replied smoothly.

She was happy that he didn’t blame any of his people, especially since she hadn’t sent a request.

So much bluffing on this case, but if slave traders have their tentacles in the highest levels of the government, no one is above suspicion.

No one.

“We have evidence suggesting that traffickers are using Fenek Eudoxius as a hub through which to bring in sentient capital and then export those victims to Corran. There are a couple Yollins that I am particularly interested in finding.”

“We have a large population of Yollins, so much so that they have their own security element. If you give us the names of those under investigation, we’ll forward that information to the appropriate group.”

“I don’t have their names or pictures. I only have their faces in my mind. They were last seen in the Balurian sector of the city.”

“That’s not much to go on. What are you really after, Magistrate?” The commissioner leaned forward, elbows on his desk and fingers steepled before him.

“I want the kingpin, and I believe he or she is here.”

“That’s a bold claim, Magistrate, and it doesn’t sound like you have the evidence to support it. A hunch?”

“A good hunch. We’ve intercepted people coming here as well as leaving here. They suicided rather than talk to us. Forensic analysis of their ships provided us with almost no data.”

“Almost. What did you find?” he asked, appearing to take an interest.

“An entity named Ch'ta'ka,” Rivka revealed.

The commissioner accessed his system to input the name. A few moments later, he returned his attention to Rivka. “It appears this Ch'ta'ka is a person of interest to us as well.”

“I would love to talk to him.”

“It is in hiding, but rest assured, should it show its face, we’ll be there.” The commissioner didn’t sound convincing.

“I have the best digital analysts in the ‘verse on my ship. Please send me any details you have on this individual, and my guy will be able to find it. What race is it, by the way?”

“Ch'ta'ka is an Auroran, one of the exoskeleton-type species. Similar to a Yollin, but without the mandibles.”

The commissioner focused his attention on his screen. Rivka leaned forward as if trying to see, reaching under the desk to hold Ankh’s disc as close to the computer as possible. The screen flashed and returned to normal. The commissioner paused with his hands in the air.

Rivka froze, slowly palming the disc to secret it away.

“I swear, so much for newfangled electronics. If I touch it, it breaks. Maybe it’s a gift.” He chuckled and poked a few more commands into his computer.

“Let me look at my pad and see if the information has gone through.” The Magistrate dropped the disc into the inside pocket as she retrieved her datapad and tapped a quick note to Ankh.

I have it all, he replied.

“He’s on it now, Commissioner. I can’t thank you enough. I believe Klavin has been assigned to escort me?”

“So I hear,” the commissioner conceded. “Whatever you need, let him know, and he’ll take care of it. How many days are you going to be here?”

“I think hours is the right answer. I have an appointment on Corran that I cannot be late for. A human’s life hangs in the balance,” she noted, giving him extra information to earn his trust.

“Just one human?”

“She is the way through the barrier blocking us from a non-Federation planet. Through her, we can remove a major supplier of potential victims. All sentient species who have been sold into slavery will benefit from this one Federation citizen. The dominos will fall quickly when the correct first one is toppled.” Rivka leaned back in her seat.

Her datapad buzzed, notifying her that Ankh had two potential locations. “Shall we go talk to Ch’ta’ka?” she asked.

The commissioner was confused. He canted his head and gave her a blank look.

“We have two potential locations, both of which border the Yollin district within the Balurian sector. Data suggests both sites are active right now. The quicker we move, the quicker we’ll be able to get our answers and get out of your hair—I mean tentacles.”

“We call them ‘hair,’ for your reference.” The commissioner smiled. “Give me the addresses. Klavin, go with the Magistrate to the other. Take a couple of officers with you, and I’ll send an ORT to the second location.”

“ORT?” Rivka wondered, showing Klavin on her datapad which address had the higher probability of containing the Auroran and his Yollin lackeys.

“Outlaw Recovery Team,” Klavin said before giving the second address to the commissioner.

He tapped his interface and spoke softly toward his input device. “You better hurry. The ORT will deploy in less than two minutes. They are highly disciplined and well-trained.” The commissioner waved as Rivka jumped from her seat and headed for the door, opening it for Klavin to rush out.

“The game is afoot!” Rivka cried triumphantly before she ran after the officer. The others were up in an instant and sprinting behind her.

“I guess you have a lead?” the dentist asked, taking a breath after every two words. “You weren’t kidding. We are running!”

Jay laughed and hooked an arm under the dentist’s to help him pick up the pace.

“We might get the Yollins and Ch’ta’ka all at one time,” Rivka called over her shoulder.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN



The Royal City of Khn’Chik on Yoll

Grainger nervously chewed the inside of his lip. He was in no hurry to push the High Chancellor. The older man sat down in his chair, dignity intact, shoulders back and head held high.

“There was a time not long ago that I fancied myself the equal of Magistrates.” He stopped to fix Grainger with his piercing eyes. To Grainger’s credit, he didn’t flinch or succumb to the pressure. He simply waited. Behind his calm exterior, his mind raced. He came to the conclusion that there was nothing he could do besides ask questions to understand.

“The slave trade didn’t start here, but Yoll sure as hell didn’t discourage it. But I believed that there was a hierarchy. I thought I would work my way to the top and take it down. You know how you do that?”

Grainger wasn’t comfortable speaking since he didn’t know where the High Chancellor was going, so he simply shook his head.

“You start at the bottom and get cozy with the lackeys, but I’m High Chancellor Wyatt! I don’t start at the bottom.” The older man hammered his fist into his hand and gritted his teeth. “They played me for the fool I was. I backed out, but not before they’d already gotten plenty of pictures. They laughed at me—and I deserved it.”

“I can’t believe you let them blackmail you,” Grainger blurted before he could catch himself. He took a deep breath and forced himself to sit back. Somewhere outside the window, a siren blared.

“They never played that card. I sensed it was coming, which was why Rivka got handed this case. Only through serendipity did she find that human woman on Corran. That opened the gates through which we can pour resources.”

“I didn’t see any additional resources allocated to this case.” Grainger groaned and stared at the wall.

“Don’t feel bad, Magistrate Grainger. Verify what I’m telling you. General Reynolds has increased his engagement to get Corran to join the Federation. He’s going to kill the slave trade from that side, while Rivka kills it on our side.”

“Then you’ll be free, and no one will know what you did?” Grainger didn’t want to accuse the High Chancellor, but he did it anyway.

Wyatt didn’t answer. He mirrored Grainger’s expression, an interrogation technique to put the opposite party at ease.

“Did any of your actions result in the illegal detention and transport of an unwilling party?”

“Did I break the law?” the High Chancellor clarified. “Not as far as I know.”

Grainger relaxed, sighing in relief.

“What do they have on you? Are you compromised?”

High Chancellor Wyatt stood, straightened his jacket, and strolled to the window with his hands clasped behind his back. He looked out for a long while. Grainger considered joining him so they could look outside while talking instead of at each other.

Grainger was used to questioning suspects, but he couldn’t look at the High Chancellor as a suspect or a victim.

“I am an old man who has done this job for too many years to count. But I still love it. I love the effect that good laws have on a society. A better understanding of the boundaries means fewer people inadvertently violate them. We only want to invest our time dealing with real criminals. Those who refuse to be constrained by societal norms. Those we would call psychopaths. They are the ones we need to address. The traffickers? The ones we see are the mules—the hired muscle. We want the ones paying their salaries. Those are the ones we don’t see, and we have to go in after them and dig them out.”

Wyatt turned, his expression grimly determined.

“Those are the ones we must judge and sanction. They cannot be allowed to breathe the same air as free men.”

Grainger nodded slowly. “What’s next, High Chancellor?”

“I’m going back in as their lackey, but this time you’ll be watching, and with our trusty security force, rolling up everyone in the organization. We’ll flush the bastards into the open because we’ll eliminate their workers. They’ll have to come into the light to recruit new hands. If we chase them off Yoll, all the better.”

“What’s going to make this time different?” Grainger wondered.

“This time there won’t be hesitation or pandering. This time I’m going to clean house.” The High Chancellor cracked his knuckles.

“We,” Grainger corrected.

Balurian Sector, Mecca, Planet Fenek Eudoxius

Peacekeeper raced in, flaring in a stomach-lurching maneuver before touching down with the door open and stairs extending in a single motion. Klavin ran off first, with Rivka and her team following closely behind.

All the buildings were massive structures. Residences were apartments within them. Some had gardens and greenery integrated into the buildings, making it appear as if they were more than a building. Artistic illusion; a designer’s sleight of hand.

It was a concrete jungle, a massive city designed to be convenient for those who lived within it. Gardens and parks gave the appearance of being one with nature, and the residents were happy. It gave them what they needed. Work. Fulfillment. Entertainment. Friends a short ride away. The like-minded congregated in certain areas, and those sections of the city became known for the alien majorities who lived there.

Like where they were headed. Klavin referred to it as Yollin Town. Specialty shops catered to those from Yoll. Housing was made to look like that in the megacities of the home planet.

Aliens gravitated toward their own to ease the transition from their homeworlds to a new planet. After being in Mecca for a while, many moved into higher-class areas, integrating with the general population. No one cared if a Yollin lived next to a Fenek, who lived next to a human.

Everyone lived for the opportunity to better the lives of their families.

Until someone like Ch’ta’ka tore someone away and sold them into slavery. The unwitting believed that their service would relieve the burden on their family. They didn’t know that the burden was created by those who would exploit them.

“This individual has a lot to answer for,” Rivka mumbled. Klavin entered the main door and took a hard turn into one of four corridors. He acted like he knew where he was going.

Red was immediately on high alert, scanning the walls for any kind of sign that would indicate where the target residence was located. He found nothing. Two more sharp turns later, Klavin pointed. Rivka closed with him and grabbed his arm.

“How did you know where this place was?” she demanded.

“All buildings have the same numbering design, right to left, small to large, fractions of the total units within a building. First number is the floor,” he explained with a shrug, looking pointedly at her hand.

She sensed no deception. “I’m sorry. This whole thing has me on edge.” She let go and held her hands up. She nodded to Red and Lindy to let them know it was okay. They visibly relaxed but maintained vigil with their railguns pointed at the walls.

Officer Klavin saw Rivka look at the bodyguards. “You probably shouldn’t fire those in here. No matter which way you fire, there will always be someone behind them. This is a rather large city, and we are surrounded by millions of beings,” he explained, not sounding demeaning. He didn’t want any collateral damage. No one wanted to hurt an innocent.

Red and Lindy slung their railguns and hoisted their hand blasters. The entire process took no more than two seconds.

Rivka appreciated the professionals on her team. Jay and the dentist stood farther back, choosing to stay out of the way but being there in case they needed Jay’s speed or Tyler’s medical skill. The Magistrate carried Reaper in her hand. She wasn’t going to let anyone get away. Better for her to lose the ability to interrogate them than let a trafficker run free.

The lawyer in her was appalled. She had no evidence that Ch’ta’ka was a slaver. She knew the two Yollins were players in the game. She needed to know where they stood, and wanted to talk to anyone in their company.

Ankh had given this address a higher than ninety percent probability that they would find Ch’ta’ka. She hadn’t shared that tidbit with the commissioner, but it didn’t matter. They would bracket the suspects and bring them in.

Then she would do her thing.

Klavin stood outside the door with an officer’s master pass in his hand. With it, he could open any door in the city. When the team nodded that they were ready, he waved it in front of the keypad.

Nothing happened. He tapped it and pushed. The door remained closed. “That’s illegal!” he stated as he looked dumbly at the pad.

Red fired one round into the locking mechanism and followed by lunging forward and driving his foot into the door. It squealed and twisted, but it didn’t burst open. It took a second kick to widen the gap enough for Klavin to squeeze through, with Rivka close behind him. Lindy squirmed after them, almost getting stuck. Red attacked the door with his shoulder, but it would open no farther.

“Halt!” Klavin bellowed at the Aurorans within. “In the name of Meccan Law Enforcement, you will freeze!”

That only energized those inside to step up their efforts to be in any other room than where they were. Rivka sprinted across the open space toward the one who looked to be in charge. Someone fired a weapon, and two quick rounds cracked past Rivka’s head and slammed into the chest carapace of an Auroran with a hand blaster. One round thudded hard against a heavy ridge in the shell, while the other found a softer spot. Black ichor spilled from the hole as the shooter fell. More shots thundered within the confines of the apartment.

Klavin never drew his weapon. He dodged and seized two who were trying to squeeze through a door at the same time. He smashed their heads together, demonstrating an uncanny, nearly nanocyte-driven power.

Rivka dragged her target to the deck. He struggled for only a moment, but he had landed on his face and the Magistrate had his arms pinned. “Where’s Ch’ta’ka?”

She was rewarded by the image of the Auroran on the floor.

“Got him,” she announced, ducking to stay out of the line of fire, but one, two, and then a third round slammed into her body armor. With an adrenaline-fueled fury, she lifted Ch’ta’ka and threw him to the side, following him to pin him in a corner, away from the lines of fire.

Klavin was against the opposite wall, holding his side where the light red blood of his species covered his hand and dripped to the floor. Lindy was crouched behind a chair and fired regularly to throw off their attackers’ aim.

With a primal scream, Red burst through the door, rolled his railgun off his shoulder, and standing in the open, snapped three shots at the figures trying to hide. The hypervelocity darts exploded through the Aurorans’ natural armor, spraying clouds of black lifeblood on the far wall. The darts embedded, not having enough remaining energy to penetrate. Red slung his weapon while he bolted forward. Pointing at the right door, he plunged through the one on the left.

Lindy followed him and his signal, cutting through the doorway on the right.

“Clear!” Red called.

“Runners! And they’re Yollins,” Lindy yelled back as her footsteps pounded away.

“Mine,” Jay said, and disappeared. Tyler hurried to Klavin’s side and urged him to sit.

“I don’t know your anatomy. Do you have any organs in this area?” the dentist asked.

“Only important ones,” he gasped, his breathing growing more ragged with each passing heartbeat.

“How do I call for emergency help?”

“I’m linked to the station. They should already know I’m in distress,” he answered, despite the pain it caused him to speak. The doc put pressure on the wound, but the bleeding didn’t slow. “Cauterize.”

Klavin lost consciousness with the last word.

“I need heat!” Tyler demanded. Red tossed him a micro-welder before returning to his examination of the dead bodies, remaining close to the Magistrate. Her security was his paramount concern. His eyes kept shifting toward the doorway leading to the back exit. He could hear Lindy growling at someone, followed by the hollow-melon sound of a fist punching someone in the side of the head.

Tyler pulled his pocket knife and used the blue tip of the flame to superheat the blade, then touched it across the wound, burning the flesh together while turning the blood into black coagulated ash. He heated the blade again, burning off the blood and skin before applying it to the wound a second time.

He wiped the blade on his own pants when it was cool enough, then sat back and hoped the emergency medical team would arrive quickly.

“Get in there!” Lindy snarled. A body hit the floor, and a Yollin’s head slid through the opening. Red grabbed the suspect by his mandible and dragged him into the main room. He drove a knee into the middle of the Yollin’s back and held his wrists together, pushing them toward the alien’s head. The Yollin screamed.

“Shut up!”

Lindy jammed the other one face-first into the wall. “I can’t wait for you to talk to these two. They had a lot to say about how weak and worthless humans are.”

Jay worked her way toward the dentist, trying not to look at the carnage.

“Who do you report to?” Rivka asked, returning her focus to the matter at hand. Images of Corranites. And another alien race. “Skaines.”

She couldn’t see his face because it was jammed into the floor. She expected he would start to flail as the truth was revealed.

But he didn’t. “You have nothing on me because I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Do you know Seequa Holmes, a dark-skinned human?” Rivka asked.

“I don’t know any humans. Your race is too violent.” He chuckled even with his face pressed into the short pile of the carpet. In his mind, the woman’s face was clear. She was unconscious in all his memories. The Yollins were there. And some Skaines.

“Hey, Doc. Can you hold this one down for me? I need to talk to our hard-shelled friends.”

Tyler studied his charge one last time; Klavin was still breathing. “Let me know if anything changes.”

Jay nodded and took the dentist’s place when he stood.

“Hold his wrists and keep pushing up while keeping your weight over your knee and pressed into the middle of his back. Don’t let him get any leverage,” Rivka instructed, letting Tyler take the perp’s wrists. He straddled the Auroran, pushing hard on his back shell while keeping a tight grip on his wrists.

Rivka tipped her chin toward Red to keep his eye on the doc and Ch’ta’ka.

“Okay, buddy, I have a few questions.”

“I’m saying nothing. I want my barrister!”

“You want your two dollars, I know. Just shut up. Stop clacking your mandibles, too. They’re pissing me off.” She leaned close and whispered, “What is your relationship to the High Chancellor?”

Images of a gathering where the High Chancellor was being introduced to a conglomeration of aliens. She didn’t see any victims. The Yollin only wanted his picture taken with the human authority. He was obliged, and carried the image in his datapad.

“Where is your datapad?” she asked.

He started to panic. Images and thoughts flooded his undisciplined mind.

“She can read your mind, you idiots! Think about sex,” Ch’ta’ka grumbled as loudly as he could. The words came out muffled, but the Yollins were too vulnerable. They could think of nothing besides what she planted in their minds.

Rivka took hold of the second one. “What do you know of Seequa Holmes?” He had carried her into the shuttle and given her an additional injection to keep her unconscious. “Who gives you your orders?”

She took hold of the first Yollin. He was thinking the same as the other.

“Ch’ta’ka. You are a trafficker and a slave trader. You are guilty as sin. There is only one sentence for your crimes. You have been judged.”

She put Reaper against the side of his head. “You won’t feel a thing, unfortunately, unlike your victims.

“Wait!” he cried.

“The famous last words of every scumbag when they realize that their days of crime are over.”

“I’ll tell you what you want to know,” he pleaded.

“You already have. Where are the Skaines?” she asked quickly.

He clamped his mind down and started thinking repulsive thoughts. She punched him in the head with her free hand.

“The only leverage you have,” she started, speaking softly, “is to tell me what you know. If you aren’t going to tell me, you will be dead one minute from now. If you tell me, you will be alive, and I will consider commuting your sentence to life in solitary confinement on Jhiordaan.”

He started to relent but was torn. The conflict within his mind was great. He was used to being in charge, so he couldn’t fathom his current circumstance.

“Where. Are. The Skaines?” she whispered harshly.

He sighed and gave her the images that she was looking for. They were based out of Mecca but had gone ahead to Corran to arrange the newest contributions for the auction block.

A team of Fenek wearing white squeezed through the twisted wreckage of the doorway and placed a hover-stretcher next to Klavin. They carefully moved him. The first Fenek attended to the officer while the second hesitated when he saw the bodies.

“They’re all dead,” Red explained, pointing to what was left of the bodies. Point-blank railgun engagements tended to be messy. Red pointed to Ch’ta’ka and the two Yollins. “And these three are in custody.” Red stood to his full height, the railgun called Blazer balanced easily across his forearms. Lindy stood behind him, holding the Yollin in her charge by the zip ties she’d snapped around his wrists.

The attendant mumbled something and started to leave. He stopped once through the doorway. “Whoever scorched the wound probably saved his life.”

“Chalk another one up for the doc,” Red said. A team of officers entered as soon as the emergency services pair had left.

Rivka pointed with one hand while holding her datapad below her chin. “Please detain these three for surrender to Federation custody and transfer to Jhiordaan. They’ve all been found guilty of violating Federation Law, Title 4, Section 1, Sub-section 31—Trafficking in Sentient species. They’ve also been found guilty of other crimes like battery under this section, but also Title 5, Section 1, Crimes of Intent—Conspiracy. They are extremely violent, and are to be shackled at all times.”

Rivka recited the order for Chaz to request a pickup team with a prison shuttle. The pad flashed green to show that it had been transmitted. She shoved it back in her pocket.

“Ladies and gentlemen, our work here is finished. We need to be on our way to Corran.” They watched the officers secure the three. The Yollins snarled and snapped, but the Auroran assumed a look of tranquility. Rivka jumped at him, throwing a wild punch toward the side of his head, but he was already slipping down. The Fenek officer eased him to the ground.

He checked for a pulse. “He’s...dead,” he said, unsure of his own words.

“Committed suicide rather than be incarcerated. It appears to be the slavers’ way,” Rivka remarked emotionlessly. The officer looked confused. “Even though he wanted to live, in his mind. I guess the power of the Skaines compelled him.”

“Don’t let these two out of your sight,” Rivka motioned indiscriminately toward the Yollins. She wondered if they were too low on the chain to have been implanted with the suicide solution. In the end, it didn’t matter. She’d issued their death sentence. Whether it happened now or later, their days in the slave trade were over.

She puffed out her cheeks as she contemplated the team’s next steps.

“This was only one cell. There are more operating out of Mecca, a place of business, culture, and recreation. And a place where you can be kidnapped and sold into slavery,” she intoned as if narrating a documentary.

“What can we do about that?” Jay asked.

“Hold up,” Rivka directed of the officers removing the two Yollins. One looked more belligerent than the other, although neither was pleased with getting caught. “Who do you work with here in Mecca?”

Images, locations, aliens, Fenek. She couldn’t tell from the jumbled thoughts who was involved in the seedy underworld and who was active in their day-to-day lives.

“What other Yollins are slavers? Where are the Skaines located in Mecca? Are there other Aurorans involved?”

Rivka smiled. Better questions yield better answers. She tapped furiously on her datapad. “Chaz, forward that to the commissioner, please. Those are the addresses of their conspirators. To cut the heart out of this ring, raid those places and seize everyone they can find. Leave the Skaines to us. We’ll take them into custody on Corran.”

Red and Lindy gave her their thumbs-ups. The dentist brushed himself off and nodded. He was ready to go. Jay was already waiting at the door.

“It’s time I don my barrister’s robes and storm the Corran court on Ms. Holmes’ behalf.”

“You have robes? Is that like a cloak?” the dentist asked.

“No.” Rivka shook her head. “It’s a figure of speech.”

“Do you have a wig?” he pressed.

“No wig.”

“No trappings of power?”

She pointed to her Magistrates’ jacket.

“The perps usually see that right before they get their asses kicked,” Red interjected.

Tyler looked disappointed.

“Fine. I’ll wear my formal attire to attend the court, but if we have to fight our way out, I shall be quite upset.”

“Because it’s a mission...” Red said slowly.

“Case!”

“He has a point,” the dentist suggested. “If I had to fight my way out of appointments, I would have to call them something else. Maybe missions.”

“And here I thought we were too busy to waste time on no-value-added endeavors.” The team walked quickly through the corridors of the building on their way to Peacekeeper. Red watched for threats, but the presence of law enforcement had chased the locals into their homes. No one walked casually about now.

“I wonder if the commissioner and his people found anything on their raid,” Jay asked.

“That’s a good question, Jay.” Rivka nodded toward the young woman, her flaming red hair taking on a life of its own in response to her movements. The Magistrate gazed pointedly at Red and Tyler. Her bodyguard shrugged one shoulder, unintimidated by the look. “I’ll send a note when we’re on the ship and request an update on Klavin.”

They continued to the corvette without incident, and after they boarded, Chaz took the ship out.

“Next stop, Corran,” Rivka told the crew. “Seequa, we’re coming to get you out.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN



The Royal City of Khn’Chik on Yoll

“How do we fix this?” Grainger asked.

“We have at least five major initiatives ongoing simultaneously. First and foremost is Lance Reynolds’ negotiations to bring Corran into the Federation. Next is an undercover operation by one of our freelance teams known as the Shadow Vanguard. There’s Rivka, and then there are some localized operations. These are all coming together. I had to bide my time and hope that my failure didn’t see the light of day until we could wrap the noose around the necks of those who deserve it.” High Chancellor Wyatt glanced at the Magistrate before turning back to the window and watching the world go by.

“How do we fix this?” Grainger repeated. “Are these operations going to roll up the organization from top to bottom, cleaning up the tendrils in between?”

“Call Rivka,” Wyatt directed. Grainger pulled out his datapad, but the High Chancellor waved for him to put it away.

“Yes, High Chancellor. I am connecting you now,” a disembodied voice said. Wyatt turned his monitor around and took the seat next to Grainger.

“They are just returning now from their engagement in Mecca. Don’t tell the Magistrate this,” the AI said in a low and conspiratorial voice, “but I believe it was a resounding success. If you’ll standby, please, I’ll connect you.”

“We surrender our secrets to our AIs,” Grainger said.

“Success shouldn’t be kept secret. Thanks for sharing, Chaz,” Wyatt remarked.

“What did Chaz share?” Rivka asked before her face appeared on the screen.

“That your work on Mecca was successful.”

“Yes, that. We didn’t get shot or killed. Well, we did get shot, but the body armor protected us.” Rivka said carefully, guarding her words. She was unsure of the High Chancellor, and that bothered her more than anything.

A voice off-screen added, “Tell him about the running.”

“I’m not telling him about the running.” She turned to face the voice and gave the international signal for cut.

“I feel like we should hear about the running,” Grainger suggested.

“Oh, hey! Didn’t see you there, Leibchen.” Rivka frowned.

“Zombie.”

“We don’t have much time,” the High Chancellor interrupted. “Grainger and I have talked about my appearance in this investigation. I have to apologize to you, Magistrate Anoa, for not making you aware of my unsuccessful attempt to penetrate this organization.”

“Your explanation is good enough, High Chancellor. I don’t need an apology. I only need guidance on how we can fix it.”

“You sound like Grainger.” Wyatt smiled.

“I’m not sure if that’s supposed to be a compliment.” Rivka felt the weight lifted from her soul.

Grainger tried to pout but couldn’t.

“Ankh? Can you find those pictures and remove them?” Rivka asked.

“Of course,” the Crenellian replied, popping into half the screen.

“What about the Skaines?” Rivka wondered.

“Our long-lost cousins,” Ankh said with uncharacteristic emotion. “They are the galaxy’s villains. If you find a crime syndicate and dig deep enough, the dregs will reveal the footprints of Skaines. Yes. I am tracking them, but they have generations of experience in how to violate the law. They do not make it easy, but the Federation makes it possible to keep them under surveillance.”

“Is it one group?” Wyatt stared at the Crenellian’s face, which was still taking up half the screen.

“Yes,” Ankh replied with confidence.

“How many members in the group?”

Ankh’s eyes unfocused as he carried on a short conversation with the AI that lived in his head. “Erasmus says that we are looking for eight hundred and seventeen Skaines.”

“I had hoped the number would be smaller,” Grainger complained.

“Eight hundred of that number are on five Skaine vessels. The Bad Company’s conflict resolution branch is tracking them at present.”

“Terry Henry,” Wyatt said. “In that case, we have seventeen scumbags who need to be collected. Do you know where they are?”

“Four are on Yoll.”

The High Chancellor’s eyes turned cold.

“Where?”

“Inconclusive,” Ankh replied. “I’m transmitting what I have to you and Grainger.”

“The other thirteen?” Rivka asked.

“Four right here in Mecca, and nine between Fenek Eudoxius and Corran.”

“Is four the number that runs a cell?” Grainger asked.

“Yes. That is a complete cell. For criminals, the Skaines are well organized.”

Wyatt raised one eyebrow.

“Magistrate Rivka Anoa,” the High Chancellor said as if addressing the court. “I am pleased beyond measure that our paths crossed and you have joined us. We are challenged by something greater than any of us, but we contribute individually. It is thankless, and we are attacked. Today alone, your people have been shot at, and I hear there was running.”

He snickered softly. Rivka glared at someone off-screen and flinched when a wombat flew into her lap. She petted Floyd’s head and scratched behind her ears before turning her attention back to the screen.

“I can give you nothing except my thanks. There are no promotions. There are no benefits beyond what you already have. Peacekeeping in the galaxy is its own reward, as hollow as those words are. Never lose sight of what you are doing for those who will never know and can never appreciate the pain you’ve suffered on their behalf.”

A tear formed and fell from the corner of Rivka’s eye. Floyd nuzzled her vigorously.

“I don’t know what to say.”

“Keep on keeping on,” Wyatt suggested.

“We could use a bigger ship,” Red said from off-screen.

“Vered. Thanks for keeping the Magistrate safe,” the High Chancellor replied.

“She doesn’t make it easy, High Chancellor.”

“I suspect she doesn’t. We have impounded a couple ships, but if TH and the War Axe are successful, a Skaine cutter could be yours. I’ll send him a note and inform Nathan Lowell. We’ll see what we can do. Bad Company has a significant fleet of warships. They may be able to break one of their Harborian vessels free. In either case, we will get you a bigger ship. Are you adding more crew?”

“Ankh has locked me out of my own bridge. Hamlet is wreaking havoc, and my deck is still covered with blood since the cleaning bots can’t get access because there are always people in here. I have a suit of powered combat armor lashed to the outside of the ship because there’s no room in the hold.”

“Sorry. I thought you had a real need for a bigger ship.” Wyatt waited to see if he got a rise.

“Now you sound like Grainger,” Rivka replied evenly.

“I’ll see what I can do, Magistrate. Give General Reynolds a call, and make sure you dovetail with his negotiations. Bringing Corran into the Federation will be the catalyst that will send the rats scrambling to find a new trade. When they’re in the open, we’ll crush them.”

“The Skaines will rue the day they crossed you,” Rivka stated.

“I hope they do, although they don’t see the error of their ways, so they’ll have to grumble from within the confines of a prison. We may not defeat this generation, but we’re going to put a hurt on it.”

“Hear, hear!” Rivka cheered. “Gotta run. We’ve broken orbit and need to square some things with the commissioner before we Gate to Corran. Rivka out.”

Grainger took a deep breath before standing. “There are days where I love my job more than the other days. Today is one of those days. If you’ll allow it, I’d like to be a part of the Skaine take-down, which I have to assume is going to happen soon.”

“Coordinate with Zai’den to join the Tac Team. If you’ve never seen a Yollin enforcement squad make an arrest, you’re in for a treat.”

“Violent?” Grainger wondered.

“You have no idea. The Skaines picked a bad day to set up shop on Yoll.”

Slave Pits, Corran

“Has it been two weeks yet, Waffle Face?” Seequa Holmes shouted through the bars. “If I could reach your neck, I’d squeeze it until your ugly-ass head popped off!”

Her sole jailor kept his distance, only dropping off food when she was asleep. She had tried to fake it, but they knew. She wondered if they had inserted a monitor into her body. Too many conspiracy theories ran through her mind. She had nothing but time to think about the ways she’d been mistreated, which enraged her.

No one would buy a slave who was untamed, which was exactly what she wanted. She had never contemplated what they would do with a slave that couldn’t be sold.

“Come here!” she called in a friendly voice, crooking a finger toward the face in the distance. “Just a few words...”

The Corranite didn’t move.

“I so want you to die,” she mumbled as she sat down on the twin bed, the only piece of furniture in her cage.

A light appeared as a door opened next to the guard. Two more Corranites were silhouetted as they passed through and disappeared when the door closed, extinguishing the supplemental light. The guard talked to the newcomers briefly. The door opened again, and one Corranite left.

She thought it had been the guard. Seequa found herself standing at the bars, staring into the darkness at the far end of the area where the incorrigible slaves were held. There were a couple other aliens she couldn’t identify and was incapable of talking with. She was the most alone she’d ever been in her life.

All because of that asshole Callius Markmal. Her lip quivered, and she clenched her fists so tightly that her fingernails started to cut into her palms. The beast within her growled as she worked herself into a furor, but it quickly passed. She was weak from lack of food. They were systematically starving her into compliance.

She grabbed the bars and tried to shake them, but they didn’t budge or rattle.

“Never!” she screamed.

The two Corranites approached. “You don’t wish to be freed?” one asked.

“What?” she asked, the being’s words not registering.

The second Corranite unlocked the cage and opened the door. “You’re free to go, but I must warn you not to break the law. Otherwise, no one will be able to save you.”

“Where’s my stuff?” she asked.

“This is all you have.” The alien pointed at her dirty prison garb. She didn’t even have shoes. She had no identification. She had no money. She had nothing but the clothes on her back.

“You pieces of shit! You take everything I own and dump me on the street and then tell me not to commit a fucking crime on this shithole third world when I don’t even know where I am? Is there a Federation Embassy?”

“There is not. Corran, where you are, is not a member of the Federation.”

“You pack of fucks!” She thought about remaining in the cage, but she’d had enough of that. She was street-smart; she’d figure it out, but from the outside, not the inside. “Can you let my lawyer know?”

“Know what?”

“That you suck hairy bistok balls.” She finally let go of the bars and flexed her hands. She took a tentative step, and then another. When she was outside the cage, she studied her captors. Or maybe they were her liberators.

“In the city proper, such verbal attacks will get you thrown in a real prison. This place is a palace by comparison,” the Corranite explained, gesturing toward the doorway.

“I know, fuckstick—don’t let the door hit me in the ass on the way out. You fucking people suck. Your whole race sucks. I bet when I get outside, I’m going to find that your fucking planet sucks.” She flipped them the double bird as she stormed toward the door. As much as she wanted to wring her guard’s neck, she didn’t want to spend another minute in a cage.

She stumbled through the darkness until she found the door, then yanked it open and walked into the light of the main floor, where other slaves were getting outfitted with basic necessities. She looked at the various booths, seeing all manner of things she could use in her current state of penury.

But the cage…

With her head held high, she started to climb toward the exit. “Fuck all y’all.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN



“The Corranites said I can’t bring anyone else. I have to go alone.”

“I am not good with that, Magistrate,” Red complained.

“If this was a Federation planet, we’d play the trump card and bull our way through, but we don’t have that luxury here. At one end of the spectrum, we get to take down major crime syndicates, and then there are times like this where one life is worth the risk. I’m putting my barrister hat on, and I’m going to defend Miss Holmes with all that I have. I won’t rest until I bring her out of there.”

The bodyguards shifted uncomfortably. Even though Rivka had given them the order that they were to remain behind, they had geared up and were ready to go. They wrestled with the frustration of not being able to do their job.

“Can I go with you?” Tyler asked standing to show that he was unarmed.

“No one. Not even Floyd!” Rivka tried to defuse the tension. The wombat always loved being the center of attention. “Your job is to make everyone happy.”

Wheee! Floyd shuffled around to get her head scratched by each person in succession, finishing with Rivka.

“Stay in touch,” Jay said softly. She lifted Floyd into her arms, grunting from the effort. “Who’s been giving her treats?”

No one would meet Jay’s gaze.

Wheee!

“No! You’re getting fat.”

Rivka used the distraction to leave, and the whole crew watched her. Hamlet appeared and tried to use Red’s leg as a scratching post.

The hatch to the bridge remained secured. The Magistrate hesitated as she walked past and reached into her pocket to ensure she had a couple of Ankh’s hacking devices. They provided her a certain amount of comfort. “I want my bridge back,” she told the closed door.

Rivka left the ship without another word. She didn’t bother to close the hatch, knowing that her crew would take care of it.

At the aerovan, a single being waited.

Palatius Lore.

“So, we meet again,” Rivka stated.

“Your trip has been wasted. It was a case of mistaken identity, and Seequa Holmes has been released.

“When? Where is she?”

“Yesterday, and I have no idea.”

“Who would know?”

“I’m sure Miss Holmes would know.”

“How can I get in touch with her?” Rivka’s mind raced as she interrogated the Corranite near her ship on the tarmac of the spaceport.

“I don’t know. She doesn’t have a Corran-based communication link.”

“She doesn’t have anything, does she?” The realization hit Rivka. In her study of Corranite law, she found that it was a strictly regulated society where the rules could be easily broken by the unsuspecting. Mens rea, or intent, was not a requisite factor in the determination of one’s guilt. “You set her up to break the law, and in that case, the Federation would have no recourse where if she was sold illegally, that would be a blight on Corran.”

“But she was not sold illegally,” Palatius countered.

“No, she was not. Has the governor-general put you at my disposal?”

“Unfortunately.” Palatius didn’t lie. It would have been too easy to disprove.

“Then we shall use the transportation the government has graciously provided to find Miss Holmes. Please, we need to hurry. I think we should start at the main trade hall.”

The Magistrate couldn’t read the emotions on the Corranite’s face but suspected he was fuming. She decided to blow a little methane into the fire.

“And if we see any Skaines, I’d like to stop and talk to them.”

“They are protected as guests on Corran,” he shot back.

“As am I, Palatius.” Rivka smiled pleasantly. “Shall we?”

He gave instructions to the aerovan and it took off, heading for Amberly’s city center.

The Royal City of Khn’Chik on Yoll

Grainger disappeared behind the hulking forms of the armed and armored Yollin tac team.

They approached from the building’s blind side, and two teammates peeled off to cover the rear exit. They were armed with big pistols shaped to fit the larger Yollin hands and stun batons, and they expected the Skaines to be armed, maybe with railguns or plasma rifles.

The tac team had surprise on their side. Four drones hovered overhead, using infrared, ultraviolet, and millimeter wave scans to track the suspects’ locations within the building. The Skaines appeared to be relaxed and unsuspecting.

But they were Skaines, a distrustful bunch with small, skinny blue bodies and oversized heads. Many considered them to be evil. Others thought their base culture was incompatible with most societies. Different, not evil.

Regardless, they caused the Federation a significant amount of pain and anguish since their proclivities diametrically opposed good order and discipline. They thrived on the chaos of crime.

In their circles, they had a hierarchy that made sense, an honor code to which they adhered but did not apply to aliens. Or Skaines they didn’t like.

Grainger followed the team to the front door. Their heavy carapaces seemed thicker than those of normal Yollins. A pistol in one hand and a stun baton in the other, the breach leader prepared to blast the door. A quick hand-scan showed it to be barred.

The Yollin laughed at the effort as he placed shaped demolitions that would rip out the entire doorframe. The bar would fall uselessly to the floor. They checked the locations of the Skaines inside and searched at close range for any spring traps, weapons that would activate automatically.

The active scans didn’t find weapons, but they discovered that the floor was tied into the power circuit.

“Ready?” the breach leader asked. The team clacked their mandibles, keeping their hands on their weapons. They tensed as they prepared to follow the explosive blast through the door. “Cut the power.”

The lights went out, and the floor ceased pulsing. The explosion ripped out the doorframe, and the first Yollin was so close behind it that he stepped on it before it hit the floor. The team fanned into the room, racing for the Skaines.

The suspects were almost as quick to take action as the tac team.

Almost. A railgun barked, and a hypervelocity round burst through an interior wall on its way through the exterior wall to somewhere beyond. The Yollins returned fire, silencing the weapon. A harsh voice shouted, followed by the thud of a body hitting the floor. Grainger remained near the entry, securing it against escape while waiting for the action to end.

“One target on the roof,” a team member reported. Two Yollins had already gone upstairs, and they now turned their attention upward before clearing the floor. A pair raced from the ground floor to backstop them. Grainger checked the feed on his datapad. One Skaine was down, one was detained, and one was holed up in a panic room. The last had made it to the roof and was under observation by a drone.

The Skaine spotted it, calmly took aim, and downed the craft. The tac team ran onto the roof before the suspect could reorient and hit him with the stun clubs—, probably more times than was necessary since he dropped the plasma rifle after the first baton engaged.

One team member picked up the unconscious Skaine and slung him over his shoulder, the other quickly secured his hands and feet before picking up the plasma rifle and joining his partner as they returned downstairs.

“Two captured, one dead, and one holed up in a panic room that is secured by warship-grade materials. We don’t have anything to breach it,” the leader reported.

A voice replied over the general comm. “Use the railgun to kill him before he destroys any evidence, and we’ll burn it open at our leisure.”

Using the various scan systems available to him, the breach leader found a gap between the plates. He marked the spot on the wall with his fingernail. He pointed and held the scanner at eye level. The team member with the Skaine railgun aimed at the point on the wall and waited. The leader adjusted his aim. “Steady,” he said. “Fire.”

The single hypervelocity tungsten flechette thundered from the rail and through the wall. When the dust cleared, the leader nodded. “Suspect is neutralized.”

He tapped the wall where the door was, and the team collected near the entry point. Grainger joined them. The breach leader pointed to the two Skaines in custody. “They’re all yours, Magistrate.”

“Nice work, Skipper. Secure all electronics for study.” Grainger turned back to the suspects. One was still unconscious, but he would wake up. “Well, my little friends, let’s see what you can tell me about the trafficking business...”
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The support facility was exactly as Rivka remembered it. The slow bustle of activity greeted her, and a distinct lack of urgency marked the movements of those dressed in slave attire. Rivka stopped the first person she saw. “Have you seen a dark-skinned human woman?”

“What’s that?” the four-eyed alien asked before moving on. Palatius laughed. Rivka ignored him.

I’m at the main trade hall, she relayed to the crew. Seequa is running free somewhere around the city. She was released yesterday, and we have to find her before she inadvertently commits a crime.

As you’ve already told us once, Ankh replied. I’m working on it, but the Corranites have a robust security system. It could be a while before Erasmus and I are able to penetrate it. Have you considered looking around?

Rivka tried to look pleasant to the outside world, but her cheeks flexed as she gritted her teeth. Find me Seequa Holmes. Rivka out.

The Magistrate walked across the floor asking everyone she met, touching them as she went. “...dark-skinned human...”

She strolled by a number of them, and one mind flashed an image of the human. Rivka jumped backward, trying to find who it was. She wrestled briefly with a towering creature, but it wasn’t him. She moved past and through a mob. “You saw the human?”

The small alien was trying to hide in the shadows of the others. Rivka hadn’t touched her at all, which led to the confusion. The alien radiated empathy. The Magistrate knelt and crouched to be eye to eye. “I feel you,” she told the small creature, bowing her head.

“I feel you,” the alien replied.

“The human. I must find her.”

“She left by that door wearing nothing but her prison garb. No shoes. No goods.” A small hand pointed toward one of the exits.

“Thank you. May you find the peace you seek,” Rivka said, feeling it was the right thing to say.

“Not here, but I will find it,” the alien replied.

Rivka stood and strode briskly for the exit. Palatius called for her to slow down, but she shouted back at him to hurry up. She bolted through the door, immediately stopping to get her bearings. “Where would you go from here?” Rivka asked aloud, trying to put herself in Seequa’s place.

The Magistrate looked at the single walkway that went to a nearby transit nexus. Without money or ID, she wouldn’t be able to take private transportation.

“Do your public buses cost anything?”

“No,” Palatius replied.

“Do you need identification to ride?” Rivka quickly clarified, glaring at her escort.

“Yes,” the Corranite answered.

Rivka wanted to pound him into last week but restrained herself. “Malicious compliance, huh? If that’s how you want to play it, fine. Let me tell you a secret: I know for a fact that you were in on the attempted coup. You were the one who gave the shooters access, and you’re planning to do it again but better.”

The Corranite remained frozen, the expression on his fibrous face not changing.

“All I want is the woman, and then I’m leaving. The longer this takes, the longer I’ll be here, and if anything happens to her, I will debrief directly with the governor-general. That’s not a threat; that’s our standard operating procedure when a human life is in jeopardy. So, you can help me, or to be blunt, fuck you.”

He took a step forward and Reaper appeared in her hand. She aimed at the center mass of the creature looming over her.

“Is that a weapon?” Palatius asked.

“You took away my bodyguards, but you can’t remove my ability to protect myself. Being unarmed is an invitation to be a victim. I’m nobody’s victim. You will die, Palatius Lore, but do you want it to be today?”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



The Bad Company’s Conflict Resolution Command Ship War Axe

“Run, you bastards! You’ll just die with your tanks empty!” Colonel Terry Henry Walton howled from the command deck of the destroyer War Axe.

“What’s gotten into him?” Captain Micky San Marino asked from the comfort of his chair, which dominated the bridge. The crew worked their positions as professionals. Helm and Systems managed the intricacies of the ship during a combat operation, but they were back-stopped by the team within the Combat Operations Center. It was buried deep within the ship and protected by layers of bulkheads and redundancies.

Micky considered himself to be old-school. He liked being on the bridge, mounted above the superstructure, using his eyes to see his enemy yet trusting his systems, along with the ship’s AI, to do the right things.

“He’s been watching too many old movies. I swear, he’s seen them all before, but watching them fresh after a hundred and fifty years makes him act weird.”

“You pronounced ‘young at heart’ wrong,” Terry interjected.

“Of course. That’s what I meant.” Charumati, his werewolf partner, rolled her eyes and shook her head but snaked an arm around his waist. He reciprocated, and the two stood there as one, each a perfect balance to the other.

“Are we going to have to destroy it?” Terry asked earnestly.

“Standby, Colonel Walton,” General Smedley Butler, the AI, relayed over the bridge’s speakers.

Terry looked at the captain, but he didn’t know.

“Prepare to fire the main guns at these coordinates.” Smedley projected the tactical situation on the main screen. The last two Skaine ships in the small convoy were closing on each other as they raced to escape the War Axe’s interdiction. A blinking light appeared at a point in between the converging tracks.

“Why are they coming together? Shouldn’t they be going in opposite directions?” Terry asked.

“If they weren’t trying to consolidate their firepower for a single strike, maybe. But they’re Skaines. Forget everything you know about tactics. Whereas we would go separate directions to give one of the two a chance at survival,” Smedley explained, “the Skaines don’t trust each other. Risking themselves to save their fellows defies logic. We’re going to use it against them. Fire the mains and launch the missile.”

The massive guns sent a dual stream of superheated plasma at near-light speed while a single missile ejected from a launch tube and fired downrange at a seemingly casual pace compared to the plasma.

“I love the sight of that,” Terry said, twisting his head to see past the main screen image to the screen showing the exterior view. Like a stream of fire, the plasma painted a line into the void.

“Wait for it,” Smedley offered with panache.

“Better get your people ready, TH. Prepare to board the Skaine vessels.”

“Roger that, Skipper. We’ve been cooling our heels too long, watching others fight and then cleaning up the mess they leave behind. It’s time to kick some scumbag ass.” Terry and Char hurried from the bridge.

“It’s admirable when people love their jobs,” the captain said to no one in particular.

“Bullseye!” Smedley exclaimed. The stream of plasma projectiles scorched both ships as they closed and jockeyed in an attempt to maneuver the other ship into the line of fire. The missile detonated, sending a targeted electromagnetic pulse over both ships.

Systems failed, and the ships floated on ballistic trajectories.

“Get in front of those ships and secure them. Bring the cutter into the hangar bay. Secure the other outside the gravitic shields.” Micky leaned back in his chair, a smile slowly creeping across his face. “Nice shooting, Smedley. All hands, this is the captain. We’re bringing the Skaines aboard. Watch those evil little bastards. Secure first and ask questions later.”

The Royal City of Khn’Chik on Yoll

Grainger glared across the table at the big blue head. He wasn’t much taller than a child, and looked like one sitting in an interrogation chair made for a two-legged Yollin. Grainger felt small in the chair, but at least his feet touched the floor. The Skaine’s legs were shackled and hooked to the immovable chair, and his wrists were clamped to the table. He looked contorted and uncomfortable.

And also hostile.

“I don’t know why we’re here. You’re guilty, and we’re sending you and your buddy into the nearest star.”

“The Etheric Federation...” the Skaine spat. “Murdering honest citizens. So much for your talk of freedom.”

“Interesting.” Grainger leaned his elbows on the table. The blue creature yanked on his chains, but the effort was weak. Physical intimidation wasn’t the small alien’s strong suit. The Magistrate didn’t even flinch. “Information could buy you a reprieve from your death sentence.”

“You want me to be like you? Mistrustful and dishonest?” The Skaine peered at the human before continuing, “I’d rather die with my dignity intact.”

Grainger laughed to the point of shaking. His eyes watered, and when he was finally able to talk, he stammered, “I thought you were Skaine. You’d sell your own sister for a credit. You’d sell out your whole race for ten.”

The creature yanked on his chains again, then slumped from overexertion.

“Tell me about the slave trade. I need the names of your suppliers. Who acquired the sentient capital in which you traded?”

“We don’t trade in sentient beings. That would be illegal.” The smirk on the Skaine’s face suggested he thought he was funny.

“As you wish,” Grainger said. “I, Magistrate Grainger, sentence you to death. Your sentence will be carried out later today when you and your twin brother are loaded into an obsolete torpedo and fired into the system’s star. The good news is that most don’t survive the trip. You’ll be dead well before your body is burned to a crisp. I don’t know who you’re willing to die to protect, but that is the only thing that matters that I’ve gotten from our conversation.”

Grainger stood, turned, and opened the door. He took one step through.

“Wait,” the Skaine said.

“Ten seconds,” Grainger growled, crossing his arms and leaning against the doorframe.

“The others were running the operation.”

“Death it is,” Grainger said and closed the door. The Skaine’s incoherent screams beat against the inside of the door.

The Magistrate pointed to the next door, and a guard opened it. The Skaine in this room still had a twitch from being stunned into unconsciousness. He’d received enough juice to light a small city. Grainger was surprised he was still alive.

“That dumbass across the hall said you and the others were running the operation.”

“It’s our way,” the Skaine said in a small and tired voice, conceding while admitting nothing.

“You know what the punishment is for the crime of slave trading.”

“I know, but we don’t care about your Federation laws. They have no bearing on what we do.”

Grainger smiled, steepling his fingers before him. “But they do. The rest of your life will be spent under the burden of punishment for violation of the very laws that you flout.”

“Center of the target, Magistrate. My compliments,” the Skaine replied before his eye started to twitch anew.

“You’re different from any other Skaine I’ve had the displeasure of speaking with.”

“I’ve been around Federation limp dicks for too long. Your flaccidity rubs off, most unfortunately.”

“Arrogance and name-calling couched within a subtle truth. You’re playing chess while the others are playing kick the can.” Grainger leaned back and reshaped his approach. “What do you offer in exchange for your life?”

“Never bid against yourself,” the Skaine replied. “What do you want, and what are you willing to offer for it?”

“I want your suppliers, the ones who provided the sentient life forms you then put on the Corranite auction block.”

“A shame that you presume my complicity in such a heinous crime.”

“Offering you a life of imprisonment instead of joining scrotum-head across the hall on a one-way trip into Yoll’s chromosphere is probably less than enticing. How about your freedom, as in, we ship your ass back to Skaine space?”

“There might be value in that, if I wanted to be a pariah. That’s not how I want to spend my future, unless I have a ship with a crew. Then we can fly into space and leave judgment behind.”

“There will be no ship and no crew.” Grainger began to wonder why he bothered attempting to interrogate Skaine suspects. “What are those other three to you? Your cells usually have four, so we found four. I would think there’d be a connection to hold you together. Why is that guy willing to die before giving up any information? That is not very Skaine-like.”

“I try not to waste brain cells on what the others will or won’t do, but I’ll play. Those three are brothers, or were. You reference just one. What happened to the other two?”

“One died an ugly death after taking potshots at us with a railgun. The other died an ugly death after barricading himself inside that industrial-strength panic room. Only you two survived to receive your death sentences.”

“One brave Skaine and one coward. I expected as much. How did you capture the other? What is his name?”

“I don’t know his name. I called him ‘Hey!’ or ‘fuckstick.’” Grainger chewed the inside of his lip as he contemplated where they were in the game. Pawns out, no bold moves. “He was incapable of adjusting his aim quickly enough from the drone to the Yollins who were after him. He killed the drone with one shot, but then the tac team was on him and took his weapon. It was then used to penetrate the panic room’s barrier.”

“A railgun should not have been able to defeat the armor plate.”

“Didn’t have to. There were gaps between the seams.”

“The welding was substandard. Shame.” The Skaine looked like he wanted to continue but stopped.

Grainger waited, letting the silence create the discomfort that a usual suspect would then seek to fill. But this Skaine wasn’t a usual suspect. He sat silently, not fighting his shackles or cuffs.

“I doubt you have anything we want. Besides freedom without strings, I am not willing to give you anything else. Even that may be too much. If you’ll excuse me, I have to be anywhere other than here.”

Grainger made to stand, and already the Skaine was smiling. “You need me, and you know it.”

“I’m pretty sure I don’t,” Grainger smiled back. “You have a great day. It’s your last one.”

“Vaidyn,” the Skaine said softly but clearly.

“Who would that be?” Grainger stood at the door, leaning against it rather than opening it. He crossed his arms and watched the perp for other clues that might tell him what he was thinking.

“The one you’re looking for. If you could undo these, I’ll be on my way.”

“Once verified, we’ll conduct a formal transfer to someplace that’s not here and less susceptible to your machinations.”

“A moon on the far side of Hades?”

“Something like that. Your sentence is currently in a stay, pending further review. Let me check on this Vaidyn and see what comes up.”

Amberly on Corran

“I think we should explore the riverwalk,” Palatius said. Rivka held up her hands. The Corranite pointed.

“That’s more like it. Thank you,” she told him, but he only grunted in response. She didn’t expect to convert him through common decency and good manners. Her goal was to retain her own humanity in spite of alien miscreants like Palatius Lore, because there were good ones like Ignacio Mar who deserved to be treated with dignity and respect.

Rivka set a blistering pace, taxing her nanocytes to give her all they had. She wanted Palatius to suffer by trying to keep up. When she looked back, he was nowhere to be seen. She snorted and continued to sprint in the direction the Corranite had pointed. She could see bridges and expected they crossed the as-yet-unseen river.

The climate was controlled, which made it pleasant all the time, but a human would seek shelter. Rivka wondered if Seequa knew what planet she was on. The Magistrate slowed when a walking trail appeared beyond a wall of hedges. She vaulted the well-manicured greenery and looked up and down the path, again trying to figure where a distraught human with no credits and no ID would go.

A hum made her look up. An aerovan was descending. It hovered next to the trail, and the door popped open. “Work smarter, not harder,” Palatius Lore told her, beckoning her to join him.

She climbed in without comment, plastering her face against the window so she could see the various personalities walking the trail. Most of them were Corranites. Rivka knocked on the window to get their attention and Palatius grabbed her wrist. She turned on him, ready to strike, but his thoughts were focused on helping to find the woman.

“Attention,” he said, and the pair stopped to face the vehicle. “Have you seen a human on this trail wearing servant garb?”

They both pointed down the trail. The aerovan lifted off and followed the walk, slowing as it approached a bridge. It hovered on one side so they could look, but no one was underneath or in the shadows. The aerovan went over the bridge and continued to the next one.

Rivka sighed in relief as she saw the human’s outline, but something didn’t look right.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



The Royal City of Khn’Chik on Yoll

High Chancellor Wyatt looked out of place. It wasn’t the nicest part of town, and the people milled about, casting furtive glances his way. Grainger stood easily at his side, basking in the radiance of the older man’s presence.

“I’m glad you had nothing to do with the trade,” Grainger told him softly.

“Slavers disgust me much more than murderers. They steal someone’s life over and over. Every day that person remains the property of another is another day of torment. Are they worth that much? The answer is yes, because there are those like the Skaines who readily sell any other race. I’m forwarding a proposition making trading with the Skaines illegal. Making any arrangements with the Skaines illegal. Making it illegal to be Skaine.”

“Do you think it’ll fly?” Grainger replied skeptically.

“No, but we need to put them on notice. They are the galaxy’s criminals. If you see a Skaine, you can guarantee that he’s up to no good.”

“What are we doing down here?” Grainger asked.

“Vaidyn.” The High Chancellor stood patiently to the side of the thoroughfare. “There’s a link down here, although the individual associated with that name isn’t. It’s a bizarre corkscrew of associations. We need to talk to one Malagor Beauregard.”

Grainger stifled a laugh. “There’s a dude named Malagor Beauregard who lives on Yoll?”

“Dudette, as it turns out. She’s from a race of amorphous creatures.”

“And she has information that could lead us to Vaidyn?” Grainger asked.

“That is my hope. She’s associated with both Yollins and Skaines, if our search through the dark web carries any weight.”

“This is where Rivka has an advantage by having Ankh on her team.”

“He has been an incredible asset. Where do you think I got this information?”

“From your people?” Grainger asked naively. “You’re the High Chancellor. You have to have people sitting around, ready to do your bidding. You know, people…”

Grainger’s voice trailed off when he saw the bemused look on the High Chancellor’s face.

“Zai’den. He’s the only people I have. Well, you Magistrates and some others, but you’re doing your own jobs. I’ll let you in on a little secret. I answer to more people than those who answer to me.”

“Ain’t that some shit?” Grainger blurted.

“It is. Shall we?” The High Chancellor didn’t wait for an answer. He started walking toward a small shop. He strode with the dignity and authority of his office, clearing the casual passersby from his path. He didn’t have to say anything.

He commanded Grainger’s respect. There was no end to thankless jobs.

“I appreciate what you do, High Chancellor, and I thank you for taking care of the other Magistrates and me.”

Wyatt acknowledged the statement with a nod.

“Are you going to give Rivka a bigger ship?”

“Ship envy, Magistrate?” The High Chancellor chuckled briefly before restoring his game face.

They stepped through the door into the shop. Wyatt looked around before maneuvering his way through the crowded aisles. He squeezed past the counter, nodding his chin toward the Yollin near the payment desk.

“You can’t go back there. Staff only,” the clerk stated as if he’d said the same phrase a thousand times. Wyatt and Grainger ignored him. The Yollin made no other attempt to stop them.

“Miss Beauregard, I presume?” the High Chancellor said pleasantly. He stopped before a squarish plastic couch upon which a blob-like creature undulated, shimmering in the light from the room’s glowing panels. “I think you know who I am and why I’m here.”

“I care not for the affairs of humans,” a female voice announced through a translation device on a small table beside the couch.

“But trafficking them is okay?”

“Illegal. No do.”

“The Skaines, Miss Beauregard. You should have known that no good could come from an association with Skaines.”

“No association,” the creature countered. The undulations rippled more quickly across the pale silvery surface of the amorphous blob. The creature started to shift and solidify and assumed the shape of a small humanoid, skinny body topped by an oversized head.

Grainger studied the creature, stepping to the side as it made its transition. Wyatt caught his arm before he moved too far away.

“Now go. Shop to run.” The creature assumed a smooth gait as she headed for the room’s lone door. Wyatt and Grainger stood in the way.

“I’m sorry. We didn’t bring security personnel since we have no intention of apprehending you. I only want answers regarding Vaidyn. Where do we find him?”

“No idea.”

“Maybe we will have to take you into custody then. You do know. We know you know, and now you know that we know it.”

Grainger raised one eyebrow at the High Chancellor’s quip.

The creature surged forward, trying to squeeze between the two men. Grainger swung an arm block, but it hit as if entering gel. He stopped with his arm embedded in what passed for the creature’s upper torso and struggled to pull it free.

The High Chancellor pulled a device from his pocket and zapped Beauregard, causing her to dissolve into a puddle. He casually walked to the desk and found a container that looked to be for hot beverages. He put it in the middle of the puddle and pressed a button on its side, and it sucked Malagor Beauregard in. He flipped the lid closed and looked at Grainger, who was staring at his arm.

“What just happened?” he asked. No residue remained on his arm, but it continued to tingle.

“The Parmecium are like blowfish. They aren’t very big but expand to seem more intimidating. A small electric shock renders them harmless. I built this myself from a child’s toy.” He shook his small device, showing two bare wires sticking out. “And they always have their travel container nearby. Shall we?”

Grainger followed Wyatt’s gesture and started to walk out. “You could have told me, High Chancellor.”

“After my earlier missteps, I needed to do something to regain my mystique.”

“If she’s so weak, why is she mixed up in the slave trade?” Grainger looked from the bored clerk to the High Chancellor.

“She’s not weak. She’s vulnerable. There’s a difference,” Wyatt explained. “If we hadn’t known, then we would not have been able to stop her.”

“I understand,” Grainger conceded. “What do you think she’ll tell us?”

“That is a good question. I hope we get an answer to it.”
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Christina Lowell watched from within her mechanized combat armor. A dozen similarly outfitted warriors stood in three ranks of four before the open door to War Axe’s hangar bay.

Terry Henry and Char wore their ballistic vests and helmets, but they weren’t heading into space like Christina and her team.

“When I give the order to push off, we are going to maneuver through space to the enemy cruiser. We will breach at three points, as shown on your heads up displays, where we will install the gas canisters to knock out the crew. Once confirmed, we will leave our suits in the airlocks. The Skaines are a smaller race, with ships that won’t support the bulk of these beasts. So we go in lean and trim. Rules of engagement dictate that we give them a chance to surrender, but if they fire, you are authorized to use deadly force. We will neutralize all Skaines and secure the ship for impound. Questions?”

No one had any. Each fireteam of four took one massive silver cylinder and pushed through the forcefield, activating their jets to launch into space. The Skaine cruiser drifted in the distance. Christina saluted Colonel Walton, who returned her gesture with the crisp Marine Corps salute of old.

She snarled, and her eyes took on the pale yellow of the Pricolici within. She ran toward the barrier and threw herself into space. Her jets activated once outside, and she raced to get in front of her squad.

With the cruiser team out of the way, the War Axe maneuvered to bring the Skaine cutter, the smaller of the two ships, into the hangar bay. Armed and ready Bad Company warriors lined the sides of the space. TH dialed his Jean Dukes Special back to two. Char let her hands caress her two pistols, her constant companions all these years. They were cleaned, loaded, and ready for close combat.

“Same ROE,” Terry bellowed in the great space of the hangar. He and Char hurried to the bulkhead and grabbed on as the War Axe approached the cutter nose on. The destroyer would wrap itself around the Skaine ship and let it set gently to the deck. Once he had verified that the warriors were hanging on, Terry gave the order. “Smedley, you can remove the gravity and bring her in.”

The Bad Company became weightless as the War Axe moved forward. A sharp nose appeared through the forcefield, and the rest of the ship followed.

“Think she’ll notice the scorch mark?” Char asked, biting her lip.

“Nah! You can barely see it. That’s a nice-looking ship. Did they say why the Magistrate needed a bigger ship?”

From the nose to the tail on this side of the ship, an ugly black streak raged. Some of the hull’s metal had started to peel back. It was difficult to tell the ship’s original color.

“I think I heard the name ‘Ankh,’” Char answered.

“She’s going to need a bigger crew, too. I heard Micky talking to some people. “Are you ready, my lover?”

“Always.”

The gravity was slowly restored, settling the cutter onto the deck. It canted slightly since it sat on its superstructure. The Skaines hadn’t extended the landing gear.

“They want it the hard way, people. Let’s give them what they asked for. Canisters up!”

One pair from each side hustled forward, rolling a canister between them. When they reached the hull, they took a number of quick soundings before finding their spots. They attached the hoses to spear-looking projectiles and fired them to create a breach to the interior. After they pressed one button, the gas started to flow, being forced through the opening at such high pressure that anyone attempting to hold it back could lose an arm. It also flooded the interior that much more quickly.

“Hoods!” he called, and they pulled their built-in helmets over their heads. Their shipsuits would be their environmental protection until the ship’s air could be flushed. The teams moved into place, with Terry and Char closest to the hatch. “Open it up, Smedley.”

The warship’s AI responded by popping the airlock seal. Gas visibly escaped as the hatch unlocked and slowly disappeared sideways into the hull. Terry ducked his head for a quick look, pulling himself back out before anyone could aim and fire. He reached around the opening and jammed a button.

After the interior airlock door opened, TH counted down from three to zero on his fingers. When he hit one, he tensed, crouched, and bolted through the hatch on the next count. Char was right behind him as he dove through the interior hatch, but before she could reach it, laser beams cut back and forth across the space the colonel had just gone through.

Char pulled out a grenade and flung it through the opening, making it bounce down the corridor. TH did the same from his prone position in a small alcove. Char readied a second grenade and threw it after Terry’s, but with much more force. He launched himself like a torpedo back into the airlock, clearing the corridor as Char’s first grenade exploded, then his and her second. He was on his feet and running while the smoke was still heavy in the air.

He went right, and Char went left, and the warriors filed in behind them. The JDS barked again and again as TH single-handedly assaulted the corridor’s defenders. He backed up and chucked another grenade.

Toward the front of the ship, Char fired her pistol, the old-style cartridge explosions echoing through the corridor. For a single moment, the attack went quiet. For a whole second, there was peace.

Then the grenade exploded.


CHAPTER NINETEEN



Amberly on Corran

Rivka hammered on the window as the aerovan descended at an agonizingly slow pace. Seequa Holmes was surrounded by Corranites. She swung a branch back and forth to hold them off.

“Violating the carefully manicured foliage is a crime in this city,” Palatius intoned.

“Of course, it is. Your single greatest priority is getting me down there before she hurts anyone. What is the penalty for threatening someone? Culpability is on both sides.” Rivka stood in the space between the seats, preparing herself in case she needed to kick her escort in the face. With a short word, the vehicle lurched and dropped the rest of the way to the ground. Rivka’s reflexes kicked in and she maintained her balance. “Thank you.”

She popped the door and ran into the group, bumping the locals out of the way to stop before the human. “Come with me. I’m taking you home.”

“Took you long enough, bitch!” Seequa roared.

Rivka glared at the Corranites until Palatius Lore appeared. One look at him, and they made themselves scarce.

Rivka turned back to the woman. “It couldn’t be avoided. There’s a lot going on out there to impede progress. You’re a survivor, Seequa, and you’ve made it. Now it’s time to go home. I don’t know if this will make you feel better, but of the group that kidnapped you, two are dead, and the other two are on their way to Jhiordaan. It also cracked the case to help us find the leaders and other cells. Thanks to you, we’re tearing the heart out of this operation.”

Seequa looked confused as she tried to parse what the Magistrate was telling her. She lifted the branch and threatened Palatius. Rivka stepped between them.

“Put it down and let’s go home.”

“That is a crime,” Palatius said slowly.

“So is orchestrating a coup,” Rivka shot back. “How about you fuck yourself?”

“Yeah!” Seequa jutted her chest and chin in his direction. “Go fuck yourself, you fucking piece-of-shit asshole!”

Rivka grabbed the woman to keep her from losing control.

“Don’t talk to us,” Rivka told their escort as she guided the woman toward the aerovan. Palatius followed, anger steaming from his fibrous pores.

The Skaine cutter on board the War Axe

“Come out with your hands up!” Terry called into the last occupied space on the cutter.

The Skaines didn’t bother to reply.

“You’re only going to die,” Terry suggested. He looked at the remaining grenade on his belt, but it was the engine compartment. He had to be more precise in his targeting. He turned to the team. “Two high, two low. I’ll take center. Hit your targets. No collateral damage. This thing needs to fly after we’re done with it.”

Terry checked his JDS to make sure it was still set on two, then looked at it for a moment and dialed it back to one. He counted down on his fingers, and when he finished, he charged into the engine room, snap-firing at one target before rolling. The other four were through the door in the space of a heartbeat, firing at the distracted Skaines, who now had more targets than they could engage.

Char leaned around the doorframe, picked a target amid the chaos, and ended him. Then a second one. TH low-crawled toward a coolant pump. The firing stopped, and the team to the left yelled, ‘Clear.’ The team to the right did the same. Char walked into the middle of the space, aiming steadily over her husband.

He reached the complex tangle of pump and pipes, poked his JDS in between, and pulled the trigger. The top of a Skaine head appeared as the creature tried to jump out of the way. Char fired.

The body slumped to the deck, evidence of Char’s accuracy painted across the tank behind where he stood.

Terry stood and brushed himself off. “Nice shot,” he told her with a smile. Terry held a finger to his head as he communed with all parties inside the cutter before reporting, “The ship is secure, and we took no injuries.”

“You don’t need to do that,” Char said, pointing to the finger alongside his temple.

“I really do,” he replied before quickly taking his hand away.

“No injuries?” Char pointed to his shoulder, where a laser had struck. The bleeding had already stopped.

“Just a flesh wound,” he countered.

“You don’t have to go first.” She pulled his uniform jacket away to examine the injury and nodded once, comfortable that it wasn’t worse than he was admitting.

“I can’t order people to do something I wouldn’t.”

“They all know you would, because you have. For decades, you have. As the Bad Company takes on greater roles, we need more like you, not more from you.”

“How did I marry so well?” he said, but his face was serious. He had been contemplating that very thing, but preferred the individual actions like clearing the ship over the strategic actions of building a fleet from the Harborian vessels, crewing them, and conducting interdictions across the galaxy. That was making him feel old.

“Because I settled for what was available in a sparse world.” Char’s purple eyes sparkled as she needled her partner.

“We tried to retire once, and it bored the snot out of us.” Terry stood close to her and reached out, but winced when he flexed his shoulder. He started rotating it gently to keep it limber.

“It bored the snot out of you.”

“It did. I’m not ready for round two, but maybe it’s time for I & I duty.”

“’I and I?’” Char hadn’t heard the expression before.

“It’s from the Marines. Inspector Instructor. Active-duty Marines check on the reserves to make sure they are doing what they need to remain prepared in case they’re called up.”

“Yes. You should try that. We should do that.” She pointed to his shoulder. “That could have been your head.”

“With the size of this melon, you’re not kidding!” Terry quipped, wrapping his good arm around Char’s waist. “We better get this ship cleaned up before turning it over to the legal beagles.” Terry hesitated. “I wonder why the gas didn’t work? As in, I wonder how Christina is faring?”

His finger returned to his temple as he made to contact her.
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The gas didn’t work? Christina asked since her teams had breached and had the canisters in place but were not yet pumping their knock-out gas into the interior of the Skaine cruiser.

They were ready for us. I wonder if we let it linger long enough. We pumped the gas in and hit the hatch about twenty seconds later.

We’ll give it five minutes. It’s supposed to leave them unconscious for a good hour. I don’t have enough firepower to take down a cruiser. If we fit in the corridor in our suits, it’d be no problem, but we don’t. Thirteen of us, and roughly a hundred of them? I can’t risk it, Terry.

I concur, Terry told her. Don’t risk your people. These bastards tried to put up a good fight, but we only had to contend with a quarter of your number.

Roger. Will advise. She closed the link and switched to the suit to suit comm. “Listen up, people. We deliver the gas, wait five minutes, and then hit them hard. First team, hard-breach the hold, and Teams Two and Three, override the airlocks and enter. Don’t de-suit until we’re sure they’re out cold.”

“We won’t fit through the airlock in our suits,” Private Gefelton remarked from Team Two.

“Team one will be our eyes and ears. Be ready to access the airlocks on my command. Give them a breath of fresh air, courtesy of the Bad Company. Execute.”

A chorus of “Aye, aye, ma’am,” confirmed her order. She watched Team Two open the valve and start pumping the gas into the Skaine ship.

“Countdown of five minutes, please,” she told her HUD. A timer displayed and started the glacially slow march of watched time.

Amberly on Corran

Seequa nearly collapsed into the seat inside the aerovan. Rivka hovered protectively over her, making sure her body acted as a barrier between the woman and the Corranite.

Palatius took his seat and issued the commands for the aerovan to take them to Peacekeeper. Rivka didn’t argue. The vehicle shifted, and she almost fell. She glared at Palatius Lore as if he’d done it on purpose. The aerovan bumped again and she stumbled, purposefully falling onto the Corranite.

“When’s the coup?” she asked, her face a mere hand’s breadth from his. Flashes of violence. Pure raging hatred. The governor-general in a pool of his own blood.

With Rivka right next to him, his thoughts calmed as quickly as they raged.

“I think it best you leave Corran as soon as possible. I will clear the airspace for you to leave the second you are back on board.”

“I appreciate that. Thanks for your help. I hope this is the last time I am ever on Corran,” she lied smoothly.

I’ll be back, and I’m bringing the pain.

She turned to Seequa, who stared out the window with unseeing eyes.

“We’ll get you some good food and a place to rest. We have a doctor on board who will check you out to make sure they didn’t give you some crazy disease. You will be taken care of to the best of the Federation’s ability.

Looking beyond tired, the woman broke free from staring and glanced up at Rivka. “Thank you,” she muttered. After laying a gentle hand on Seequa’s shoulder, Rivka was nearly brought to tears by the sincerity of the woman’s gratitude. She had suffered greatly at the hands of the Corranites, having been treated as no human should.

Rivka clenched her jaw and remained silent, hoping she’d be able to bring down the Corran slave trade so she would never have to deal with such a crime again.

We’re on our way in. Prepare for immediate departure.

But there would be. Maybe it wouldn’t be on Corran, but where there were sentient species, there would be those who exploited them. Like the Skaines.

She was even more impatient to return to her ship to get Seequa the help she needed and find out how the others were faring in their takedowns of the cells.

The aerovan’s door started to open before it touched down and Rivka helped Seequa Holmes out, keeping her hands on the young woman to make sure she didn’t attack Palatius in one last act of defiance. The ship was close, a few steps, and she only had eyes for the opening hatch. Together they climbed the steps, and without a backward look, they entered and secured the ship. The crew clapped and cheered, and Tyler Toofakre helped her to a seat and started checking her vitals.

“Get her a good meal,” Rivka ordered. Red held his hands up in surrender. “Meal bar?”

“On its way,” Ankh said through the speakers.

Jay pulled a glass of water and handed it to the woman. “Welcome back.”

Floyd stood on her back legs and shoved her head under Seequa’s hand. She recoiled at the intrusion, but Floyd persisted.

“Who are you?” Seequa asked.

“Her name is Floyd,” Jay offered once she realized that the young woman couldn’t hear the wombat.

“Well, hello, Floyd. Are you the official greeter?” The transformation from the exhausted creature who had boarded the ship moments before to now was remarkable. Her brown eyes started to sparkle and she held out her glass.

Jay refilled it quickly.

“They didn’t give us a whole lot to drink, or eat, for that matter. I always wanted to be lean and mean. Well, I’ve always been mean, but the lean part has avoided my crispy-fry-eating ass. Until now, that is, but I’m not sure I can recommend that diet.”

Rivka snorted. “That’s the attitude. It is good to have you back. Where do you want to go?”

“Back home to Elgar 7, if I can. Hopefully, I haven’t lost my job. I got bills to pay.” Seequa shook her head. “Ain’t that some shit? I spend an eternity in that cage, and when I’m free, the first thing I think about is my damn bills.”

“We made sure you didn’t get evicted or fired. I expect you’ll get some downtime when we get back.” Rivka tried to sound reassuring. Seequa simply sighed and closed her eyes.

“Leaving the atmosphere,” Chaz reported.

“It won’t be long now,” Lindy said as she delivered a blanket to the doc, who nodded his appreciation.

“You have a call from General Reynolds, Magistrate,” Chaz reported.

“On screen.” Rivka stood close to block out the others behind her.

“Good afternoon, Magistrate. I hear great things about what you’re doing out there,” he said casually.

Rivka nodded. “General,” she greeted the nominal head of the Federation.

“I have to ask you to remain in orbit over Corran. I think I’m going to need your services sooner rather than later.”

“General?”

“I think you know my guest.” The camera swung to the side to show Corran’s governor-general. He waved at the screen.

“Ignacio! It’s nice to see you again. I admit that you have me at a disadvantage. Where are you?”

“I’m with Lance Reynolds on board my flagship in orbit over Corran.”

“You’re here, General?”

The image swung back until the General was centered on the screen. He raised one eyebrow at the rhetorical question.

“Keep this quiet for now,” Lance said, but he lifted a pad and showed a big signature scrawled across the bottom of the screen.

Rivka collected her wits. “Welcome to the Federation, Governor-General.”

“It’s a bittersweet moment for my people and me, Rivka. This will be a great change for us, but one that needs to happen.”

“That explains why Palatius expedited his plan for a second coup attempt. You will be safer if you make your announcement from orbit.”

“I know, but I have to go back and make the announcement in Amberly,” he replied sadly. It should have been a time for celebration.

“When are you going to do that?”

“Momentarily. Dock with my ship, and Lance will transfer his flag to your vessel. As soon as he’s clear, we’re all going to the surface to make the announcement.” The governor-general raised a drink toward the screen.

“We have the coordinates, Magistrate. We’ll be docking in three minutes.” Chaz accelerated Peacekeeper toward the Corranite flagship.

“See you in a couple, Rivka.” The General signed off and closed the link.

“There’s going to be a slight delay in taking you home,” Rivka said, still looking at the blank screen.

“Gear up?” Red asked hopefully.

“Yes,” she replied. Lindy and Red pounded into the corridor to their room and started banging and bouncing off the walls as they threw on their body armor and loaded their weapons.

Jay hung her head.

“You too, Jay, Tyler.”

The dentist hung his head. “This life is not for me,” he said softly.

“I know, but it was worth it to show you what we do.”

“I’m going too,” Seequa declared. “You got any of that body armor for me?”

“Are you sure?” Rivka asked. “I can’t put you in harm’s way, and if I’m not mistaken, there’s going to be some discontent when the Corranites are told that they aren’t any better than any other Federation citizen.”

“Oh, yeah. I want to see that. And that guard that hocked the king of all loogies on my face. Can I get a gun?”

“Body armor, yes. Gun? No.”

The door to the bridge slid open and Ankh appeared. “Although I would prefer to remain aboard, I think that I need to be on the ground, too.”

“Why is that?” Rivka wondered. He was their trump card when it came to interdicting an enemy’s electronic systems.

“Because they might mistake me for Skaine, the galaxy’s slavers. With me there, they might believe the Skaines approve of the change.”

“You think so?”

Ankh looked stone-faced but didn’t dignify her question with an answer.

Asking all kinds of questions that you already know the answers to, she scolded herself. I need some court time to sharpen my game. I’m losing my edge, counting on seeing people’s minds. I’ve turned into a legal cheat.

The ship bumped gently as it rendezvoused with the Corranite flagship.

“Airlock sealed.”

Rivka hurried to the entry corridor, where the inner hatch was completing its cycle. It opened, and a distinguished gentleman stepped through. “Lance Reynolds, requesting permission to come aboard.”

“Granted,” Rivka replied with a smile. The two shook hands.

“I hear you’re going to get a bigger ship,” he told her.

“Dammit!” she replied.

“I expected something a little less disconcerting.” He fixed her with a fatherly look.

“No! Not that. I’m sorry. I forgot to check in with TH after we returned with Miss Holmes.” Rivka motioned for the General to follow as she took the few steps to the bridge before turning and heading into the recreation room.

“He’s doing fine, still securing the Skaine vessels, but I’m happy to tell you that we’ve cut a major supply line. I think that was what helped us clinch the deal. The governor-general had been ready to sign, but the timing had been off. Without a new supply for the market, the traders would be more amenable to changing their line of work. It won’t affect the majority of Corranites, but it will affect the most wealthy.”

Rivka nodded as she thought through the General’s explanation.

“Makes sense,” she stated. “You met most of my crew on Crenellia, but that was in passing.”

The General was attentive as she went from Red to Lindy to Jay, and finally to Ankh.

“You and Ted have done great things for us,” the General said. “I want to give you my personal thanks for how far you’ve advanced us.”

Lance held out his hand, but Ankh only looked at it.

“He doesn’t shake hands. He’s going with us because he thinks the governor-general’s announcement will be better received if they think the Skaines support it.”

“Brilliant!” the General declared.

Rivka pointed to the dentist and his patient. “Doctor Tyler Toofakre. He is here as my guest because we tend to get hurt a fair bit. And this is Seequa Holmes.”

She stood up to greet the Federation’s leader.

“Seequa. I hope that you are the last to be kidnapped and put on the auction block.” He offered his hand, but she pulled him into a hug.

“I sure damn well hope so, because that sucked!”


CHAPTER TWENTY



The Skaine cruiser

The countdown timer hit zero. “Go, go, go!” Christina ordered.

The explosives carved a mech-sized hole in the rear access hatch and the hold beyond decompressed violently. As soon as the inside equalized with the outside, Team One powered through. The first warrior stepped into the hold and immediately dropped to the deck from the ship’s gravity field. Gathering his feet under him, he proceeded through the cargo hold, looking for the forcefield generator. The emergency system had not activated with the breach.

The other three mech-suited warriors followed him in.

“Found it,” he reported. “Give me a minute.”

“Breach is stalled until we activate the emergency forcefield.

“Sorry, this isn’t it.”

The team leader growled his dismay. “Load a cargo pallet in front of it and seal it.”

The mech’s power-augmentations made short work of dumping crates from a metal pallet. He slapped it against the breach and pulled a rapid-expanding foam extinguisher off the bulkhead. Its purpose was to seal small holes in the hull.

The warrior started to spray and ran out about three-fourths of the way around. They found one more at the far end of the hold and filled the rest of the space around the pallet. The hold did not automatically fill with atmosphere.

“What’s taking so damn long?” Christina demanded.

“Sealed the breach and looking for the activator to pressurize the hold.”

“Hurry the fuck up!” Christina reevaluated the timing. They were at seven minutes following the start of pumping the gas in. “Teams Two and Three, secure the airlocks and pass through.”

Both teams had already tapped the activation panels and were waiting to head into the lock, but only two mechs would fit inside at a time. Christina worked her way to the front of Team Two. “I’m going in first. Come on, Gefelton, we’re going in. You got my six.”

The outer airlock hatch rolled open and the two mechs squeezed through. They sealed themselves inside, and after they mashed the button to pressurize, a light flashed and the small space filled with air. When the light shone steady, Christina contorted her suit so it was on its side. She pressed the inner hatch button, and the barrier rolled aside.

An orange pallor hung in the inner air. Christina tried to get her bearings; the corridor angled toward the interior of the ship, not at a ninety-degree angle from the airlock. A second corridor was behind her, similarly situated at a thirty-degree angle away from the airlock. She couldn’t see anyone, and she couldn’t get farther into the corridor.

“Pull me back, Private.”

Gefelton helped her back into the airlock and steadied her so she could stand. She turned around to face him, opened the back of her suit, and climbed out. She stepped into the corridor with her Jean Dukes Special pistol strapped to her waist. She didn’t bother pulling it out. She listened carefully. The gas made her head swim.

Instead of putting her hood over her head and using the sleek shipsuit’s internal air supply, she growled and started to change. Her face stretched, and her nails became nine-inch long claws. She grew in height and length of limb.

She unleashed the Pricolici within, and that creature ducked under the low ceilings of the Skaine cruiser. She stalked the corridors, sniffing and listening. Christina charged forward to find a group of unconscious Skaines manning a checkpoint. She placed a single claw across a blue throat but didn’t do it. She didn’t kill him. Instead, Christina took their weapons, stringing them on one of her claws until she could find a place to stash them or a better way to carry them.

The colonel continued to prowl the corridors of the ship, listening for the sounds of conscious crew. She dropped to run on four legs in the jerky style of one whose back legs are longer than their front. Christina stayed low as she ran through the corridors, and everywhere she looked, the crew was out cold.

She opened door after door, ducking and dodging so she wasn’t outlined in case a Skaine with a weapon was hiding within.

But none of them were. Terry and Char had assaulted the cutter before the gas had time to take effect.

The Pricolici relaxed and strolled through the last hatch leading to the bridge.

The plasma burst hit her mid-chest and threw her back into the corridor to slam into the far wall. She slid down it and crumpled to the floor as the bridge access closed.

Amberly on Corran

Peacekeeper followed the flagship into the upper atmosphere through the flames of re-entry, and descended toward the planet, slowing before arriving at the outer limits of the capital city. The larger ship took a leisurely route over Amberly where the citizens could see it.

The governor-general sought to make the biggest impression as part of his grand announcement.

Politics. It was a different animal.

General Reynolds sat on one of the chairs at the table, even though Rivka offered him the recliner. She joined him at the table and turned over the comfortable seat to Jay and Floyd. Lindy and Red leaned against the kitchen counter in full combat gear. Tyler continued to minister to Seequa, but after ingesting both food and water, she was remarkably improved.

“Why don’t you use the bridge?” General Reynolds asked. Red and Lindy chuckled as they waited for Rivka’s revelation.

The Magistrate hesitated a long time before answering, but the General waited. He was the father of a daughter, so he knew that sometimes there was no rushing an answer.

She finally blurted, “Ankh needed it more than I did.” She didn’t add the part where she’d reassigned his laboratory.

“I can see that. If he was on my team, I’d give him whatever he wants too. Is that all you had to promise him?”

“Well…yes.” Rivka was surprised by the question.

“Hell! You won that arbitration. Well done, Magistrate!”

“I don’t feel like I won.” She swept her arm to take in the rec room.

“Trust me, you won.” The General looked at the team. “When we hit the ground, we back up the governor-general. Even though Corran is now a member of the Federation, there is a phase-in, phase-out period. Slavery will be illegal in due course. No new sales will be allowed, but old contracts are still in effect. Instead of new sales, salaries and benefits will be negotiated with the labor force, and each worker given an advocate. Sorry, I don’t need to get into those details. This is Ignacio’s show. We’ll follow his lead. I’ll say some kind words about how we value our new friends from Corran and so on.

“I’m proud to say that I’ve made this speech dozens of times. I think the Federation is stronger because of our new members. Corran will be the same. Over time, they’ll be great, and their participation will be important to give us a more rounded group, diverse in all aspects of ideas and history. We are stronger together.”

“I’ve told my team the same thing, General. Thanks for letting us tag along.”

The General started to laugh. “We’ll see if Ankh can convince them that the Skaines support Corran’s move to the Federation. It’s doubtful that he can sell it, but worth a shot. We have to take any chance to stop a shooting war.” The General leaned forward to get close to Rivka. “You said that there was going to be a second coup attempt. The governor-general is counting on it. When the shooting starts, I need your team to secure the governor-general while the loyal troops reestablish control.”

“What if the loyal troops don’t win?”

“Then we’ll give them a little nudge so they do.”

“There are only six of us, General.”

“Like I said, a little nudge.”

Rivka looked skeptical. The General smiled back, appearing unconcerned.

She had a difficult time reconciling the man before her with the leader of the Federation. Leader. Of the Federation. Then it dawned on her.

“You have an ace up your sleeve.”

“IF you ain’t cheating, you ain’t trying,” Lance Reynolds admitted. “Only a few rich Corranites will be put out, but they earned their money at the expense of other people’s lives, so screw them. Nothing gives me greater pleasure than seeing Justice delivered.”

“Me too, General.” Rivka nodded as she replied. When she turned, she found the rest of the team nodding in agreement.

Lance stood and headed for the hatch. “Looks like we’re almost there.”

Red hurried to get in front. “Sorry, General. I always go out first.”

“Because we need the sun blocked?” Lance quipped. Lindy snickered as she passed.

“And me. We need to make sure it’s safe for the Magistrate. It’s what we do,” Lindy explained.

“I’ll stay close to her, then.” The General winked at Rivka.

“My daughter always had people watching out for her, but she watched out for them, too.”

“It’s what good leaders do.” Rivka studied the father of the Queen. She could feel the aura he radiated. She didn’t understand how he was so much bigger than life, but real as well. She had dedicated her life to following and supporting him.

Now that she’d had the opportunity to spend some time with the man, her career path was confirmed. She was doing the right thing as a Federation Magistrate.

For the greater good of the galaxy. Even if they did shoot at her more often than she liked.

“What?” General Reynolds asked, looking at her glistening eyes. He reached over to her face and with a gentle finger, brushed the tear away that fell.

He stopped as the ship settled and Red hesitated, waiting for the General to stop speaking before he opened the hatch.

“Let me share my favorite poem from Robert Frost.

“Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry I could not travel both
And be one traveler, long I stood
And looked down one as far as I could
To where it bent in the undergrowth;
Then took the other, as just as fair,
And having perhaps the better claim,
Because it was grassy and wanted wear;
Though as for that the passing there
Had worn them really about the same,
And both that morning equally lay
In leaves no step had trodden black.
Oh, I kept the first for another day!
Yet knowing how way leads on to way,
I doubted if I should ever come back.
I shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less travelled by,
And that has made all the difference.”


“Beautiful,” Rivka replied not having heard it before.

“It’s how I’ve lived my life. It’s how my daughter has lived hers. It has made for a better life for both of us. I think you are on the path trod lightly, leaving your tracks for others to follow you.” The General looked at the bulkhead and realized that they were parked. “Shall we?”

Red opened the airlock before anyone else became too emotional, and Lindy smirked at her chosen partner’s discomfort. His idea of being emotional was getting angry after being kneed in the groin.

The sunny day belied the dark cloud hanging over them. The governor-general was already glad-handing his way toward a stage that had been set up at the edge of the capital city’s central park. His flagship hovered overhead, and the shuttle he’d used to land was parked in front of Rivka’s corvette. Their two ships took up all the available landing space.

Rich Corranites who flew in for the live event would have to get dropped off. There was no executive parking. Rivka thought it would make her a target. The Federation’s Magistrate Corps logo was emblazoned on the side. There was no doubt who they represented.

If the coup attempt was made, she wondered if her ship would be targeted.

Red and Lindy walked up front, with Rivka and General Reynolds behind them. Ankh, Jay, Seequa, and Tyler followed. Rivka glanced back and saw Floyd bouncing happily along.

If there’s any shooting, you protect Floyd, Rivka told Jay, not pleased that the wombat had left the ship. But if they attacked the ship, she’d be inside, alone and afraid. Maybe it was best that she stay with them.

Hamlet was on his own. He never left the ship.

If anyone attacks my ship, they need to be sanctioned with extreme prejudice, she said.

I’m good with that, Red replied.

Consider it done, Magistrate, Lindy added. She carried her railgun in a way that suggested she’d been born with one in her hands. It seemed like a natural extension of her body as she walked. Red was the same: comfortable but ready to engage an enemy.

They both walked with a confident swagger, eyes never resting on one thing for long while they classified each person or object as a threat or non-threat.

Rivka and General Reynolds only had eyes for the governor-general. He waved to the crowd, who gave him a half-hearted wave in return, but he angled toward the humans.

When the two groups merged, the governor-general’s personal escort swarmed around Rivka and her team. Red and Lindy stood back to back in order to keep eyes on them all.

I find it interesting that we’re given the closest access to their boss, Lindy offered.

Maybe that’s part of the deal since General Reynolds is here, Rivka replied to her team.

He is more important.

It’s good that they agree. Would you look at that? Rivka asked, tipping her head toward the stage.

Palatius Lore, Red confirmed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



Skaine cruiser

“What is that thing?” the muffled voice of the ship’s commander came through an air filtering mask. Four Skaines slunk out from behind their stations on the bridge, plasma rifles aimed at Christina’s prone body. She remained in Pricolici form, and the steady rise and fall of her chest told them she was still alive.

And thanks to her nanocytes, she was getting better with each passing second.

But could she survive four more point-blank plasma bursts?

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” another stated.

“It’ll fetch a bulk of credits. Can we get the engines back online?” the commander asked. He stepped into the corridor and nudged the Pricolici with the barrel of his rifle. “I thought that was a human ship out there...”

A hand blaster barked, and the Skaine’s head exploded in a mist of blue and gore. A second round took the next Skaine in the chest. The last two ducked onto the bridge as Christina’s eyes opened. She blinked to get her bearings and understand what was going on.

The Skaines fired haphazardly into the corridor to suppress the incoming shots. They discharged their plasma rifles again, one after the other. Whoever had joined the battle had sought cover, the Pricolici reasoned, since the enemy was still firing.

She bared her fangs and rolled to her stomach, then bunched her back legs beneath her, stifling a growl as the fire surged through her veins. The plasma rifle barrels appeared again and fired. Christina launched herself past the coming, grabbing both barrels and ripping them away from the startled Skaines.

While the weapons went sailing across the bridge, the Pricolici slashed back.

The last expressions on their faces morphed from surprise to shock. She stood over the bodies and roared her victory before settling on her haunches and changing back into human form. Her shipsuit had been modified to account for the changes, but the plasma blast had destroyed the front of the suit. When it contracted, her chest remained exposed. She grunted at it before ripping the jacket from a Skaine who had been too slow getting his mask on and draping it over herself.

A warrior appeared behind her.

“Are you all right, ma’am?”

“I am. Thanks for the save, Private. Did you come through the airlock?”

“Yes, but it’s now blocked. There’s only room for one mech suit in there.”

Christina nodded and switched to the internal comm. Ship is clear. Ditch your mechs outside and get in here, people. Start securing these prisoners before they wake up. Smedley, get into their systems and determine if there’s anything we want before we decide if we’re going to keep it or scuttle it. And where in the hell is Team One?

Sorry, ma’am. We’re still in the hold.

And now you’ve welded yourselves in and can’t pressurize or get out?

That doesn’t sound like the write-up I wanted to see on my medal, the team leader replied.

Hurry up over there. We have some business to take care of, Terry Henry interjected.

Amberly on Corran

The governor-general worked his way to the stage, stopping to greet each of the dour dignitaries. He talked animatedly in a most un-Corranite way. General Reynolds and Rivka remained nearby, nodding courteously but not engaging the Corranites. Rivka pulled Ankh to her, keeping him close. The locals were far more interested in him than they were in the humans or their gregarious leader.

Never take a politician for a fool. They didn’t get where they are because they don’t understand. They take in massive amounts of information and reduce that to an action that they can take that will appeal to the majority of the people. The governor-general knew that he had to tolerate the others on the stage, but he also had to placate those in the audience. Balancing the two was a politician’s perpetual challenge.

He was polite to the humans but became animated once again when he brought the Crenellian to the fore. Ankh strolled along, small hands clasped behind his back as he tried to look attentive.

Jay, Tyler, and Seequa didn’t climb onto the stage. They remained off to the side, next to the stairs. The former captive’s nostrils flared as she glared at the Corranites on stage.

I’m not sure if we should be more wary of the people on the stage or those in the audience, Red complained. Request permission to take a position behind dignitary row. Lindy will remain next to the governor-general and the Magistrate.

Sounds like a good plan, Rivka replied, looking back and forth between the two groups. She caught Palatius Lore staring at her with the look of a serial killer. She’d seen it before, and stared back. She tipped her chin to him and mouthed the words, “You die first.”

Lore looked around as Red moved behind the row of dignitaries to stand behind him. When the governor-general’s aide tried to move, Red grabbed his shoulder and held him in place.

Ignacio Mar ended his glad-handing and took his position behind the lectern. He held up his arms in the universal sign of victory, turning back and forth so everyone could see his exuberance.

“What a great day to be alive!” he started.

Rivka steeled herself not to react. She hoped, knowing that hope was a lousy plan, that when the day ended, those in attendance would still be alive. She expected that not all of them would see the sunset.

“I asked for this gathering to announce a new and greater direction for the people of Corran. Greater profitability, an improved standard of living, and travel to exotic places that were previously closed to us. How do we get there? That’s the question I’m going to answer shortly. But first, I’d like our Skaine representative to say a few words.

Here we go, Rivka thought, clapping politely as Ankh stepped up a staircase that a stagehand had moved into place so the crowd could see him.

“The Skaines have been providing capital for resale, but we have now ceased that operation.” He made to get down, but the governor-general wrapped a protective arm around him and waved to the silent crowd.

Rivka’s lip twitched into a smile. Ankh hadn’t lied.

“As you know, the Skaines provide less than half of those we route through our marketplace, but they aren’t the only ones who have shut down operations. Too many have been driven out of business, which has forced us to rethink our role in an expanding galaxy. No one wants to lose what they have, but lose it you will, regardless of how. If we let go and reach forward, we will progress as a people.

“Hang on to what will inexorably be left behind, and you will be pulled into the abyss of irrelevance. Join me in moving forward. Corran will blossom like a Langiss Rainbow. It’s right there, and all we have to do is grab it.”

Corranites were not prone to raucous celebration, but the words of support and encouragement were bold, filling the field with sound. No one clapped. It wasn’t their way.

Be ready, Rivka said, more to herself than the others. Floyd wriggled out of Jay’s arms and landed on the stage with a thump that relayed through the microphone.

The governor-general finally let go of Ankh, and the Crenellian hurried down the stairs. Floyd almost knocked him over in her joy at seeing him.

“And now,” the Ignacio continued, giving the stagehand space to remove the small staircase. “The leader of the Etheric Federation, General Lance Reynolds.”

The General moved forward, and Rivka grabbed the wombat and picked her up.

Magistrate? Red asked, knowing that she couldn’t fight while carrying Floyd. Tension filled the stage from those with the most to lose. These fuckers are getting antsy.

She ignored him and tried to look like she wasn’t hurrying to get rid of the wombat. She cooed in Floyd’s ear and headed for the stairs.

“Good afternoon, esteemed citizens of Corran. I’ll keep this short because no one likes to stand around and listen to politicians. As of nine Yoll-standard time this morning, Corran is our newest member in what is a robust and growing alliance between civilizations. We believe that the whole is greater than the sum of our parts. We are better together. Welcome to the Federation.”

Palatius ducked from under Red’s hand and started to bolt forward. With a ninja-like maneuver, the big man kicked Lore’s chair into his legs. The Corranite tripped and went down, and Red jumped to straddle him and drove a heavy fist into the back of his head. Lore’s face slammed into the stage. Red stepped back where he could see the others on the platform. Most of the dignitaries were standing.

Red covered them with his railgun, but none challenged the bodyguard’s threat. Behind me? he asked.

You’re clear, Lindy replied. She turned back to the audience, keeping the business end of her weapon pointed skyward. They appeared disconnected from the machinations on stage.

The governor-general glanced behind him, shrugging at the prone form of his former aide. Ignacio stepped to the microphone and spoke again.

“I will tell you about opportunity and a shining light ahead of us, but there will be a change to the way Corran conducts itself. Trading in the lives of sentient species is a significant part of our history, but has grown less and less over the years. It now accounts for less than twenty percent of our economy, and of that, less than five percent is from forced sales. Selling labor against their will is now a crime. By the end of the day, my office will transmit the required contractual provisions. Compliance with their inclusion is mandatory.”

Rivka finally nuzzled the wombat sufficiently that Floyd let go. Jay took her back and reported over the internal comm, Incoming.

A group of armed security headed toward the stage, where the governor-general was waving at them and pointing.

Who do I shoot? Red asked.

No one, Rivka replied. I think this is the counter-coup. He should have told us.

The security team arrived on stage and started manhandling the dignitaries, pushing them into the middle of the stage where there was more room. As one, the rich and powerful dropped to the floor and the guards started firing.

The Royal City of Khn’Chik on Yoll

The High Chancellor was reading the latest sheaf of reports on his datapad as he waited for the Parmecium to come to. He had removed the top on the travel container and poured Beauregard into a bowl on the interrogation table. His device remained at hand if she needed to be neutralized. The box that translated her thoughts into human speech sat nearby.

Grainger leaned against the wall, lost in his own thoughts.

The liquid started to undulate, slowly at first, but then formed into a small shape that flowed from the bowl and started to expand. She assumed a humanoid shape and sat on her side of the table. Wyatt finished what he was reading and casually turned off his pad. He leaned back and took a deep breath but didn’t speak.

“Where?” the Parmecium asked in her digitally-generated female voice.

“Interrogation room, Khn’Chik detention center,” Wyatt answered.

“Why?”

“Tell us where to find Vaidyn.”

“No.”

“Yes,” Wyatt countered with equal indifference.

“Okay,” Malagor Beauregard replied.

“What?” Grainger blurted. “It never works that way!”

The High Chancellor addressed the Magistrate’s surprise with an icy gaze. Grainger winced.

“A Corranite.”

“That is something we didn’t know, and it narrows it down. Which one?” Wyatt waited, but the Parmecium didn’t expound. “Answer that last question and I will open the door so you can walk out of here free and clear, with one caution. Don’t attempt to return to the slave trade. Should you be unable to control yourself, I will have you burned in the fire pits.”

“Palatius Lore.”

Bad Company Destroyer War Axe

“We need to go!” TH almost yelled through the comm system. The hangar was buzzing with activity as the Skaine bodies were removed from the cutter. Technicians from the War Axe crew were swarming aboard to assess the ship and start making repairs.

“The damn airlocks are too small, and my people are scattered across half the ship rounding up groggy blue-heads. I still have a team trapped in the hold, but we’re making progress there, too. Leave us here. We’ll figure it out, but don’t forget where we parked!”

“Drop a resupply food can and punch it!” Terry shouted over his shoulder. Two warriors bolted for the aft storage area, where canisters were filled based on a variety of mission basics. The food canister contained food and water for a full platoon for a month. With only twelve warriors on the Skaine cruiser, they’d be well taken care of. TH expected the War Axe would be back in a matter of days. Twelve warriors weren’t enough to guard the hundred devious bastards they had in custody.

The canister rolled by, with the two volunteers hustling it along. Four others joined them as they ran it to the open door and pushed it into the void of space. It floated toward the Skaine ship.

“You might want to get someone to grab that thing before it smashes into you or skips past and disappears. And by all that’s holy, be careful,” Terry told Christina before switching channels. “Micky, Gate us out of here.”

The War Axe shifted orientation to face away from the Skaine ship. The Gate formed, and the ship accelerated into it.

Amberly on Corran

Lindy tackled the General, powering forward to take down the governor-general too. She rolled to the side to shield them with her body.

“Fuck, no!” Red roared, clicking his railgun to full auto as he shredded the Corranite ranks. Someone fired from behind him, hitting his legs repeatedly with heavy slugs. He staggered, and his barrel tipped toward the distinguished guests. He let off the trigger as a barrage of incoming fire slammed into his body. He stumbled and went down.

Rivka dove on top of the two men, having no plan beyond that. She knew she had to do something, and started to dig in her pocket for Reaper. She was ready to unleash its power, if only she could find her targets.

Lindy started firing from her position, but she couldn’t swing the barrel to take in all the targets. After Red went down, rounds started to impact Lindy. She grunted from the pain and stopped firing when a slug tore through her fingers.

The insurrectionists stopped firing as Jay ran by the group huddled behind the stage, ripping the weapons from their hands. She dumped the slug throwers on the stage and leaned over to check on Red. A new round of fire started from the far side of the stage, closer to the audience.

“Get down!” Rivka yelled as a slug hit Jay in the chest and sent her spinning head over heels and off the stage.

The General was trying to rise, growling and grunting to get up without throwing people off. Rivka jumped to her feet and ran straight at the four Corranites who had been hiding in plain sight in the front row. They adjusted fire, but Rivka was already airborne, waving Reaper clicked to the highest setting.

The shooters wilted like flowers before a flame. The last round fired creased the side of her face, upsetting her balance so she landed flat on her side, rolling to a stop before she collected her wits enough to stand. She backed up to the stage and looked for a new enemy.

Tyler bolted across the stage, jumping over Red and vaulting off the stage to land next to Jay. He rolled her over to get a better look at her injuries. Seequa Holmes appeared on stage, ripping a slug thrower from one of the dead guards and stalking forward, looking for any Corranite to challenge her.

Palatius started to crawl toward the side, and she shot him in the leg. He yowled, trying to crawl faster but dragging his injured leg behind him. Seequa ran two steps, reared back, and swung her weapon aiming at the fibrous skin that covered his head. She hit him with everything left of her strength and delivered an injury from which he would not recover.

Seeing the damage, Seequa Holmes stumbled to her knees and puked over the edge of the stage.

“We need to get back to the ship,” Tyler said urgently in the silence of the aftermath.

General Reynolds pulled the governor-general upright, and they surveyed the area. Chaos ensued from the audience, who trampled each other trying to get away from the cacophony of battle. Ankh appeared from where he’d hidden inside the heavy cabinet of the lectern.

Floyd cried into everyone’s minds.

The General looked at Lindy, who pointed at Red. Reynolds hurried to him and checked for a pulse, and immediately lifted the big man into his arms. The concern on his face drove Lindy to climb to her feet despite the blood streaming from a dozen wounds on her body.

Rivka jumped onto the stage to assess the damage, but the blood flowing down her head ran into her eye. She rubbed it away, unconcerned with her own health. Half her crew was being carried by the other half.

A massive fireball appeared in the sky.

“Back to the ship!” Rivka ordered.

“Wait!” the General ordered. “These two need a Pod-doc, and they need it right goddamn now.”

“We can Gate out from within the atmosphere,” Rivka declared.

“We can’t,” Ankh clarified.

“Any Pod-docs on Corran?” she asked the governor-general.

“No. That’s forbidden technology for non-members,” he explained, but she had stopped listening after the word ‘no.’ The Magistrate pulled Lindy close so she could lean on her as they headed for the stairs.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



The fireball coalesced into a great hulking warship streaking toward them far too quickly. It came to an abrupt stop and settled toward the chairs and tents of the audience area. The remainder of the crowd dashed out of its way. The War Axe landed, crushing whatever was beneath it.

The forcefield protecting the hangar bay shimmered and then went out as people dressed in combat uniforms appeared, jumped to the ground and started forming a defensive perimeter.

The dentist ran past Rivka with Jay in his arms and the wombat on his heels. The General caught up to him despite carrying the huge bodyguard. Rivka and Lindy did the three-legged shuffle, falling behind with each step. Ankh was running and yelling that he needed to be there. Seequa Holmes and the governor-general ran up, each grabbing an arm to carry the Crenellian to the destroyer.

Terry and Char ran down the short ramp to intercept the group and guide them to sickbay. Terry took Ankh in hand and yelled that he’d meet them upstairs. While the others went for the elevator, TH accelerated to a speed that strained even his abilities. He hit the doorway off the hangar bay and vaulted nearly a flight of steps in a single leap. He bounced off the bulkhead before turning and repeating the feat. Reaching the level where medical was located, he ran, sliding to a stop to drop Ankh off well before the others arrived.

Ankh hurried inside, chased away the technician, and brought up the holoscreens, instantly engaging with Erasmus and his considerable intellect to ensure that the Magistrate’s crew was taken care of.

Tyler arrived first with Jay, depositing her into the Pod-doc. The cover closed.

The dentist stood and looked at it. “What now?”

“We wait,” Terry told him.

“How long?” General Reynolds asked.

“Don’t know, but she was alive when she went in, so she’ll be fine when she comes out.”

“How long?” General Reynolds repeated.

Terry gritted his teeth in frustration. Ankh was deep within the holographic interface and wasn’t up for answering questions.

Red bled heavily from too many wounds. His nanocytes couldn’t keep up.

“Don’t let him die,” Lindy pleaded from the doorway.

The click of a dog’s nails on the deck plating echoed down the corridor as Dokken ran toward them. He slid into Rivka, nearly knocking her down. Floyd whined from somewhere in the ship. She hadn’t made it to Medical yet.

Relax, little girl. We’re doing all we can, TH told her.

“Let her through!” Char yelled.

Cordelia Dawn appeared in the crush of people outside the sickbay. “Put him down,” she ordered the General, who complied without hesitation.

She knelt next to Red and looked him over quickly before putting one hand on a wound in his neck and the other on his shoulder. She closed her glowing blue eyes and the same glow appeared beneath her hands, increasing in intensity with each passing second. She pressed her eyes closed, furrowing her brow with the effort.

Red’s breathing slowed, until with a single exhale, he stopped.

Lindy gasped and started to cry. The governor-general and Seequa Holmes leaned against each other as they hung their heads.

“Shhh,” Charumati said, taking the woman by the arm and smiling reassuringly.

With a heave, Red arched his back, sucked in a huge lungful of air, and opened his eyes. His breathing was initially rapid and shallow, but it started to slow and deepen. His eyes fluttered open.

Cory’s arms sagged and the blue glow faded. She sat heavily and almost fell over. Terry lifted her and held her.

“That mission sucked,” Red grumbled.

“Fine,” Rivka conceded. “We’ll call that one a mission, but the rest are cases. Don’t make me fight you on that.”
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“Welcome to the War Axe, General Reynolds, Governor-General Mar.” Micky beamed at his guests.

“I appreciate the timeliness of your arrival, Skipper,” the General said, using the nickname Terry Henry had given Micky. “I always appreciate fireworks when someone joins the Federation, but usually we aren’t on the receiving end of the exploding stuff.”

“I’d like to say that my people have things under control, but there’s still a little strife at the central market. It appears that some of those being traded held a grudge against the guards. A few were torn apart, so the newly freed celebrated by getting themselves arrested for murder.”

“I hope we can talk about that before anyone goes to prison,” the General warned.

Rivka and TH entered the conference room with a few others on their heels. “There’s an awful lot of revision that needs to happen with your legal system, Ignacio. The Federation supports planets in how they govern themselves, but I have some personal issues with the way your laws are written.” Rivka had been on the wrong end of those laws, and if they remained as they were, former slaves would get arrested and become slaves once again.

That was the General’s point in avoiding quick sentencing.

“I am open to a complete rewrite. I hope that you will be able to stay and provide some oversight of the process.” The governor-general looked contrite and sincere.

“I will not be able to, but I can make a few recommendations. My class from law school was filled with sharp minds who would rise to this challenge. I’ll make some calls.”

Reynolds nodded at Rivka in appreciation of her offer.

Jay appeared, carrying Floyd. The group parted and offered her a seat. She didn’t argue. “I thought the Pod-doc was supposed to rejuvenate me, but I feel tired.”

Floyd cheered with a hearty, Wheeee!

TH scratched behind her ears. “I miss you, Floyd,” he said.

Miss you, too. You’re still mine, she replied happily.

Terry’s smile slowly faded. “Don’t tell me you pooped outside our door.”

Char shook her head.

It’s how I tell everyone how much I love them.

Terry had no comeback.

“That’s okay, little girl,” Terry conceded reluctantly.

“Where’s that dentist?” General Reynolds asked.

Rivka moved slowly out of the General’s line of sight.

“Here, General!” Tyler called from the corridor outside.

The two men approached each other for a hearty handshake. “I appreciate what you did to help the victims and the crew.”

“My pleasure, General, but don’t ask me to go out there again. That is not my cup of go-juice.”

“I don’t blame you. Rivka runs on rocket fuel and Moonstokle pie.”

“Yes!” Terry pumped his fist. “Did you get that, Smedley? Tell me you got that. Gin up an ad to flood Keeg Station. The leader of the Etheric Federation says the Magistrate runs on rocket fuel and Moonstokle pie, available from TH’s All Guns Blazing!”

“Aren’t you taking liberties, Colonel?” Reynolds asked.

“Absolutely! Most people don’t eat that crap, but they won’t know they need it until we tell them.” TH grinned.

“I better get back,” the governor-general interrupted. “I don’t want the masses to think I’ve abandoned them. “Miss Holmes, shall we?”

“You’re going to stay on Corran?” Rivka wondered.

“The interim Ambassador,” the General replied before Seequa could. “I think if anyone can keep the focus on dismantling the slave trade, it will be her.”

“You got that right, Lance,” Seequa replied, giving the General a fist-bump.

“I better get going as well,” the General told them. He looked at Micky. “Just one thing: I need a ride to orbit.”

“Take my ship, General,” Rivka offered.

“I think your ship is on the hangar deck of the War Axe,” he replied. “I’ll take your old ride, but you can transfer your stuff first. My people won’t be here for a few hours. In the interim, if I can get a private space with a comm link, I have some work to do. Never a dull moment in the Etheric Federation.”

“You can have this space, General.” The two shook hands, and Micky shooed everyone out.
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“Behold, Magistrate! Your chariot,” Terry said proudly, sweeping an arm wide to take in the entirety of the cutter.

“What the hell happened to my new ship?” Rivka asked.

“You didn’t think the Skaines were just going to give it to us, did you?”

“I think we need a better definition of ‘new,’” Red grumbled, leaning against the doorframe with Lindy hugging him tightly.

The group headed inside the ship. Rivka wore a look of shock.

“Grenades?” Red asked.

“An unfortunately large number of them,” TH admitted. “But after a fresh coat of paint, no one will know the difference.”

“I should have known!” Ankh looked up at the colonel. “The destroyer of all things.”

“Hey, little buddy!” Terry said in a friendly voice. “If your evil twins would have played nice...”

“We need a real engineer,” Chaz interrupted over the ship’s comm system.

“Oh, good. You’re on board. What’s the damage?” Rivka asked.

“Besides the affront to my dignity? There are significant issues with key systems. Additionally, the power source, Gate drive, and transmitters have not yet been installed. It’ll be a week of one-hundred-percent effort to get this thing ready to fly.”

“Great!” Rivka replied to everyone’s surprise. “I could use some downtime.”

“You want me to work in this bucket?” Lieutenant Clodagh Shortall asked, looking as shocked at Rivka had.

“Yes,” Ankh said.

“Okay, but on one condition. You have to rescue my boyfriend. Someone abandoned him in interstellar space.”

“The destroyer of all things...” Ankh mumbled.

“I’m telling you—a fresh coat of paint, maybe some pictures. You’ll grow to love it.”

“Will we ever get the smell out?” Jay asked, walking slowly through the cutters’ narrow corridors. “Where’s Hamlet?”

“On that...” Rivka started.

“You didn’t leave him on Peacekeeper, did you?” Jay demanded.

“No. He left of his own accord. Seems he stowed away. Again.” Rivka took out her datapad and tapped a few buttons. She held it up for the others to see. Hamlet was curled up in a small case of clothes.

General Reynolds’ clothes.
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You are still reading! Thank you for staying on board until now. It doesn’t get much better than that.

The names! So many names in this volume. I browse the internet to come up with some, and others I name after people in my life.

Amberly is named on behalf of Amberlina Alvezios, daughter of my good friend Stephen Lee. She and her family are settling into life with their new baby Amelia. Congratulations! Amberly is the jewel of Corran.

The alien from Rawfield – that’s for Rita A. Whinfield (RAW field). Rita is a stalwart fan who is always ready with kind words about my stories. She deserves her own shout out.

I named Markmal’s chief of operations “Candi Matz,” a name provided by Chrisa Changala. I work closely with the fans who follow me on the Kurtherian Gambit Fans and Authors Facebook group. That’s where I’ll ask for names or planets or aliens, or just about anything. And Tracie Martin provided Fenek Eudoxius for the planet where they were headed. I asked for a variety of names—a man, a woman, a male, a female, a raving lunatic, and a butthole. You never know when a butthole is going to pop out of nowhere and need an appropriate designation. So there we have it.

Ch'ta'ka came from Kathleen Snowberger as an alien name in my butthole-name-question. My compliments to the great Kurtherian Gambit readers for coming up with names for me.

Curt Spa provided the names of his grandchildren—so exotic. Zaiden, Klavin, and Vaidyn. They all deserve to be in a bestselling science fiction story. Thanks, Curt, for chiming in.

I’ve quoted Robert Frost’s poem, The Road Not Taken in its entirety, which is legal. The poem is in the public domain for anyone to use. It is a beautiful example of flow and impact. It is my favorite poem, and I thought it appropriate for that moment in the story.

Peace, fellow humans.
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Please join my Newsletter (www.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



Etheric Federation Border Station 13 – Under Construction

“Shit! Shit, shit!” the construction superintendent railed. “How did we lose another one? What are you stupid fuckers doing out there?”

“Our jobs—building this station. What are you doing in here?” a gruff old general foreman grumbled before stuffing a spiceweed stick in his mouth and starting to chew.

“And that garbage...” The super pointed at the stick. He shook his head and pulled up the incident report that had been flashing on his screen. He read it out loud. “Inconclusive. Safety protocols in place. Probably operator error.”

The old man continued to chew as he shrugged indifferently. “Stupid kids you brought in for this job. Making ‘em work too fast. In over their heads. You should be ashamed of yourself.” He laughed into a rasping cough.

The construction superintendent had had enough. He pointed to the spiceweed stick. “I’ve had enough of you. You’re fired. Get into the receiving barracks until our investigation is finished. You’re in a non-pay status effective immediately.”

“Suck my ass! If I’m taking orders, I’m getting paid.”

“Security!” the super shouted. Two Yollins arrived, followed closely by an Ixtali. The external carapace of the Yollin, along with their mandibles and an unpleasant disposition made them the galaxy’s soldiers and security. The Ixtali, a bipedal arachnid species, added to the intimidation factor. “Detain this man for questioning in the latest construction death. I expect he’ll be doing hard time shortly for his crimes, whatever they are. Make no mistake, we’ll find out.” They dragged the cursing and spitting man out, his strength surprising for an oldster high on weed. But he wasn’t stronger than the Yollins and the Ixtali.

The construction superintendent mulled over the latest report. He didn’t need the running summary to know. The tally was emblazoned in his mind: five deaths in as many months. All gruesome, horrible ways to go. All preventable, at least in his mind. It wasn’t normal for workers to die when automated systems did the dangerous work. Someone had to be sabotaging the project.

He sighed. In his mind, he’d already surrendered control, but he needed to make it official.

“I’m turning this one over to the Federation.” He poked the request in and hit Send before he could change his mind. As the construction superintendent, the crew was his responsibility. He was angry with himself for not acting sooner. Five lives lost, and he was afraid they wouldn’t be the last.

Federation Border Station 7

Rivka closed her eyes as she enjoyed each bite of every slice of Moonstokle pie. It was the forbidden fruit, delicious for being so reviled. The Earth equivalent was ham and pineapple, but that had been declared taboo during the Queen’s reign and was contractually forbidden in the All Guns Blazing franchise. But Moonstokle was not technically the same.

As the franchisee’s lawyer, she had determined that Moonstokle did not violate contract terms. She may have been biased, but the pie was so popular that no one complained about the sales.

Her friend, dentist Tyler Toofakre, watched her carefully. He’d finished his burger three slices earlier. It wasn’t that she ate slowly, it was that she ate a lot. He waited patiently while she reveled in her lunch.

“No more trips for me. I can’t leave my practice like that again.”

When Rivka finished chewing, she opened her eyes. “Not what you expected?”

“Unfortunately, it was exactly what I expected. I heard your stories, and my mind concocted the terrors. And then the blood, the fire, the pain, the thrill. It was a bit overwhelming. Keep in mind what I do. Normal everyday stuff. I don’t get into firefights. I don’t carry dead people. She was really heavy, by the way.”

“Don’t say that to her unless you want your ass kicked.” Rivka chuckled softly, but Tyler didn’t see the humor. “There is plenty of room on the new ship if you want to reconsider.”

“I just said no.”

“Maybe I don’t take no for an answer.” She took the last slice and shoved it into her mouth while she continued to chew.

“You’ll have to accept this one. I’m not going. I will have heart failure and die if I go through that much excitement again.”

Rivka looked forlornly at the empty pizza tray. “You did great. You gave us the help we needed when we needed it. With the bigger ship, I’m going to need a real crew with a sick bay that’s staffed because... Well. You know.”

“Blood and running,” he finished for her.

“It seems to be our trademark.” She wiped her mouth and dropped the napkin on the table. “I need to get going, see what is on the docket.”

“As do I. Lunch break is over.”

“Same time tomorrow?”

“Will you order something else?” The dentist watched her carefully to gauge the truth of her answer.

“I will not.” A curt reply. Definitive. And exactly as expected. “So what if I do?”

“If you say you’re ordering something else, then I’ll know it’s not you but a doppelganger of you, who I don’t wish to have lunch with.”

“Strangled logic, but I’ll accept it.”

Rivka left without paying the check. She’d let the dentist cover it. They traded some of the time unless she wanted to get his outsider opinion. Then she paid. She used a credit stick, although she had no idea how much was on it. Ankh had assured her she would never spend it all. How he knew and she didn’t befuddled her.

She strolled out the front entrance of the All Guns Blazing and headed for the back stairwell. Her bodyguards, Red and Lindy, slipped into formation with her, one in front and one behind. After that, she couldn’t see because Red blocked her vision.

“Have you gotten bigger?” she complained.

“Two more trips to the Pod-doc. I had to buy all new clothes.”

“Stop getting juiced. You’re addicted, and I’m cutting you off.”

“Like hell!”

Lindy called from behind, “Defensive much?”

Red stopped and checked the corridor in front of him before turning to face the others. “Nanocytes. For the good of all humanity, a gift from the Kurtherians. They make me better at my job.”

“There’s a limit, and you just hit it. We don’t need a three-meter-tall hulking sasquatch on the team. You are plenty intimidating as you were. Any bigger, and you won’t be able to travel with me on other worlds. They won’t have transport big enough. I like riding in a limo, not a bus.”

“I prefer limousines as well,” Lindy remarked.

Red’s face contorted. “Just one more. There’s extra sculpting—”

The Magistrate cut him off. “You’ve had your last one. What the hell is going on, Red? Do you think that because you almost died, you weren’t big enough or strong enough? You survived! You are fine, and doing the job better than any other human being I’ve ever met. You and Lindy are unstoppable. And if you get any bigger, I won’t be able to carry your sorry ass off the battlefield.”

“You’re pretty strong for your size,” Red countered weakly while looking at the deck. He wasn’t good at verbal jousting. He couldn’t defend his position. The Magistrate was right. It wasn’t about sculpting, it was about having almost died. “I won’t. Lindy can make sure.”

“I’ll make sure.” Rivka pulled her datapad from the inside pocket of her oft-repaired Magistrate’s jacket. With a few taps on the screen, she declared victory. “Done.”

“What did you do?” Lindy tried to look over her shoulder, but Rivka had put the pad away.

“Any Pod-doc time requires my personal approval unless you are already dead.”

“Already dead.” Red wasn’t sure he liked the way those words rolled off his tongue.

“I’m your huckleberry!” Lindy declared. “We’ll just have to make sure we keep the Magistrate alive so you can get treated if you need it to keep you from dying.”

“I like this plan.” Rivka gestured for the entourage to start moving. Red frowned but conceded and headed for the Magistrate’s meeting room, where they expected to find Grainger, the leader of the Magistrates.

The Magistrates had the responsibility for interpreting and enforcing Federation law on all signatory planets. There were five of them. There were hundreds of planets. They selected the cases carefully as their influence was limited. Most planetary governments didn’t enjoy seeing a Magistrate show up. That meant a failure, something the government couldn’t handle. It meant ceding authority to outsiders. That’s why the Magistrates operated independently. Hard feelings wouldn’t travel all the way to the Federation leadership.

Rivka made quick work of the walk. Red and Lindy remained in the hallway while Rivka joined her fellow Magistrate.

To find that Jael and Buster were there as well. Chi was on assignment. It was a rare treat to have the five together at one time.

“Friends, Magistrates, countrymen!” Rivka cruised around the table to greet her friends before punching Grainger in the shoulder and taking the seat next to him.

“’Sup?” Grainger asked in his coolest voice.

“Zombie! It’s about time you showed up at one of these.” Jael shook an admonishing finger. “Gallivanting around the galaxy with your boyfriend in tow, no less!”

Zombie. Rivka’s nickname based on her ability to see images in someone’s mind but only when she was touching them.

Rivka did a double take. “Boyfriend? No boyfriend.”

“Man-candy, then?” Buster Crabbe offered. “Like a napkin, used up and thrown away.”

He and Jael shook their heads in unison.

When Jael turned back, she had a question. “So the dentist is available?”

“Say what?”

“I can have him?” It sounded like a question.

“He’s not a commodity. We just went through the slave trade, and it didn’t end well for the body brokers.”

“Is he yours or not?”

“Not. We’re friends. That’s it.”

“I could be his friend...” Jael let that hang. Rivka gave her the hairy eyeball until Jael started to laugh. When she finished, her face took on a hard edge. “We don’t get to have anyone who’s more than a friend. This is the sacrifice we make.”

Grainger waited until the banter was finished before interjecting, “Sounds like everyone has gone through some hard times lately. What we do matters. We care that the Magistrates are capable of doing their jobs. We care that you aren’t on the edge of losing it. If you need to take your man-candy to the pleasure moon, so be it. We can’t have you out there if you’re going to go off the deep end. Last thing we need is a Magistrate gone rogue.”

“Like the Rangers were accused of doing?” Rivka asked. The temperature in the room seemed to drop as her peers glared at the upstart newcomer.

Relatively new. She had the best legal education in the group, but she hadn’t started where they had. They’d been in the Rangers, more paramilitary than legal, but now only the Magistrates did what the Rangers had done.

“Something like that. Even the perception that we’ve gone off the rails is enough to have the Magistrates demonized. And then disbanded.”

“We’ve seen it before, and it wasn’t pretty,” Buster added. The Rangers had suffered that fate. Many of Buster’s friends had disappeared.

Rivka met their gaze as an equal. She understood. Red was standing outside dealing with the trauma of his near-death. Lindy was faring better, but maybe Rivka was missing something. She would have to check more thoroughly. Maybe touch both of them inconspicuously and see what was on their minds. It was for the good of the team.

The slippery slope of the end justifying the means. No, she couldn’t touch them without asking first. They deserved to be treated with respect and within the law.

“Are you sure you weren’t looking in a mirror?” Jael asked.

Grainger twisted his hands. “Did I miss something?”

“Buster said it wasn’t pretty. Jeez, you guys have gone soft. You need to up your game by a whole lot.” Jael made a disgusted sound to go with the look she gave her fellows.

Rivka stared back blankly. “So, Bustamove, what are you doing for dinner?”

“He’s probably leaving,” Grainger answered on Buster’s behalf.

Rivka fixed him with her best stink-eye. “After giving us the lecture about how much you care about us, you’re going to ship us all out on cases, aren’t you?”

“Jael said we were getting soft. Can’t have that happen.” Grainger tapped his device and dozens of cases scrolled by.

“Those are all important enough to require a Magistrate? What the hell are the locals doing?” Rivka pulled out her datapad to read more in-depth on cases with interesting titles.

“They’re probably just like us,” Grainger said softly. “Tired and overwhelmed.”

“I don’t think we’re overwhelmed at all. We need to have better cooperation from the locals. That is all I’m asking for. Whenever I show up, they start shooting at me.”

“I think it might just be you, Rivka. Anyone shoot at you guys?” Grainger turned to Buster and Jael. They both shook their heads.

“Now that’s a bunch of bullshit.” Rivka smirked at the group.

A gentle knock on the door.

“Come!” Grainger called without looking. Rivka jumped to her feet and backed against the wall, hand tucked mysteriously into her jacket.

“What the fuck, Zombie?” Jael asked, trying to reconcile what she was seeing.

A server from All Guns Blazing entered under Red’s watchful eye and dropped off three large pizzas, deep dish, Chicago-style, loaded with meat and vegetables. A veritable pizza pie.

He glanced at Rivka before squeezing past Red and hurrying away. Red closed the door and returned to his post in the hallway.

“How long have we been here?” Rivka wondered.

“About five minutes.” Grainger took the first piece and explored the depth of melted cheese and sauce with his tongue. Rivka made a face. Jael and Buster pulled the other two pies to their side of the table.

“You know I just ate.” The smell made Rivka’s mouth water.

“So?” Grainger asked, his mouth stuffed with half of a steaming slice. “Peace, calmness and joy. The water flows gracefully over the mossy stones. The wild canabears dip their snouts. Drinking and being at one with the world. Now that your shit is all calm and you’re at peace with the world, eat.”

“Fine.” She reached over, but he pulled the pizza away and sheltered it with one arm. “Why do you want me to beat you into next week?”

“As if you could.” Grainger pushed the box back into the middle of the table. “What do you think about a construction accident?”

Rivka snagged a slice and two-handed it into her mouth. She chewed peacefully.

Grainger tapped her on the arm. “Construction accident?”

“You were talking to me? Why would we investigate a construction accident?”

“New Border Station 13. There have been five deaths in five months.”

“What’s the norm? And before you roll your eyes, I know nothing about deep-space construction. Absolutely nothing.”

“The norm is zero. We don’t kill our people anymore when we’re building stuff. It takes a perfect storm times ten for something to go so wrong that someone loses their life.”

“Sounds like someone has it out for the station.” Rivka tapped one-handed, reserving the second hand for eating. “No running? No shooting?”

“No running, definitely. It’s a half-built space station. I can’t vouch for no shooting. This is you we’re talking about.”

“Thanks for that.” She looked through the case file. Chewing spiceweed. Operator error. Gruesome deaths. No injuries, just death. That piqued her interest. “I’ll take it.”


CHAPTER TWO



Federation Border Station 7, Hangar Bay

“Jay, I have a question.” Rivka sneezed, and her eyes started to water. Strips of cloth dangled in the hatchway of her “new” ship. The former Skaine frigate had been flushed, cleaned, fumigated, and aired out.

It still smelled of Skaines, a small, blue, and less savory race of beings that seemed drawn to the life of piracy. Their morals conflicted with those of about every other race in the galaxy.

The frigate was far bigger than Rivka’s previous corvette. This ship required a crew relegating Rivka and her team to being passengers, but the Magistrate would still fill the role of ship’s captain.

“I miss my mural.” Jay sauntered down the ship’s main corridor, with Floyd the wombat bouncing along behind. Jay had been Rivka’s first case. Malicious vandalism on a remote space station. Her parents happened to be the space station’s governor. They had called in the Federation as proxies for their failed parenting. Rivka had told them Jay was going to a penal colony and stormed off. She’d brought her on board as an emotional sounding board. Jay had given the Magistrate insight that had made it possible to resolve a pair of difficult cases.

“Has she lost weight?” Rivka asked without pressing Jay on the incense-laced danglies in the entry.

“This ship has so much more room to run around. Floyd is getting the most exercise she’s ever gotten.” Jay looked away from the strips Red was sniffing and making faces at.

The group stood uncomfortably, no one making a move in one direction or the other. To the right, the bridge, various billets, and work areas. To the left, the engine room.

“If no one else is going to say it,” Red started. Rivka gave him a look that suggested he shouldn’t say it either. He didn’t continue.

Jay’s peevish smile made Rivka laugh. “I love what you’re trying to do to the place.”

“I hoped you would. It still stinks in here. I don’t know what it’ll take to get the stench out.” Jay looked forlorn, like she was ready to surrender.

“That’s all I was going to say,” Red mumbled. He jumped when Lindy poked him from behind.

“Make way.” She tossed a duffle bag into the corridor, then added a second and third to the pile.

Rivka’s questioning look drew the answer she didn’t want.

“Red’s workout t-shirts and jock straps.”

“She’s kidding,” Red interjected, trying not to laugh. “We have a real gym now. Good job getting us a bigger boat, Magistrate.”

“We had to turn Peacekeeper in. I still feel bad about that.”

“Everyone remembers their first ride.” Red clapped Rivka on the back, almost slamming her into the bulkhead. “But this one is better.”

“Are you sure?” she asked.

“I am,” Ankh said from behind Jay. Floyd nuzzled his legs and nearly knocked him down. He looked up at Jay with no emotion on his face, but she knew. He didn’t like animals running around the ship. The cat, Hamlet, had been a thorn in his side, constantly vying for dominance, but Floyd was like a child.

And Crenellians had no tolerance for the inefficiency of play. Ankh stood half the human’s height, but with a larger head, making him look unbalanced at all times. He was also a technological genius owing many of his breakthroughs to his close friendship with one of the leading Federation researchers. He also had an artificial intelligence, an AI called Erasmus embedded on a chip within his brain.

“What have you done to my ship?” Rivka jammed her fists into her hips and tried to look stern, but failed and gave up after a few moments of Ankh’s blank stare in return. He hadn’t blinked.

The blue-skinned alien finally listed the upgrades. “Added three miniaturized Etheric power supplies, a Gate drive, a primary plasma weapon, defensive lasers, strategic missiles, gravitic shields, integrated Chaz into the main architecture, and established my laboratory in the engine room.”

Chaz, the AI from the Peacekeeper.

Rivka nodded appreciatively. “But what about the smell?”

Ankh ignored the question. He pushed past the group and walked to the aft end of the ship, disappearing through the hatch to his new laboratory.

“Three power supplies?” Rivka wondered.

“It’s like he upgraded us to be a battleship. You talk about me beefing up, Magistrate, but what about Ankh?” Red waved a hand in the direction of the engine room.

“I’d like to say he’s wrong about the upgrades, but we all know he’s not. We’re like the Marshall Dillon of space. Or maybe Wyatt Earp. I like that movie Tombstone.” She stared dreamily at the wall.

“Magistrate likes the bad boys,” Jay taunted before declaring, “Movie night!”

“Do we have a mission where Wyatt gets to show what he’s made of?” Red asked.

Rivka gestured her confusion.

“Wyatt Earp. Our new ride. Can’t call it Tombstone. Perps might get the wrong idea.”

“That’s how it is now? You simply name our new ship? End of discussion?”

“It fits,” Red declared.

“It does,” Jay said. “I still want to rewatch the movie.”

“Me, too.” Lindy caressed Red’s arm with tender affection. He leaned toward her, smiling.

“What do you think, Floyd?” Rivka took a knee to look the wombat directly in her small, dark eyes.

Wheee! She launched herself at Rivka’s face. The team had Federation comm chips installed as part of their Pod-doc upgrades. Floyd had one, too, but even with the upgrades, she had the intelligence and emotions of a toddler.

The chips allowed them to communicate without speaking.

The Magistrate caught the wombat and stood, holding her at arm’s length and lifting her toward the ceiling. An arc of puke followed the creature upward before Rivka could stop the lift and put her gently back on the deck. Sorry.

Floyd turned around and walked slowly away. Rivka looked at the splatter up her jacket, over her shoulder, and into her hair. “Who fed her Cheetos?”

Jay tried to look away, but Rivka caught her eye.

“Get her something for her stomach, please. I’ll be in my quarters.” She turned back to Red and Lindy, instantly all business. “Check provisions and loadout. We should have multiple mechanized combat suits on board, along with just about anything else we might need, no matter how dicey things get. We’ll be heading to the frontier. Station 13, which is under construction to be exact.”

“What about the crew?” Jay asked.

Rivka started to point to the small group in the corridor, but reality came back to her in a rush. “Clodagh, Alant Cole, Aurora, Ryleigh, and Kennedy. They’re on board and working their asses off. Between Ankh and Erasmus, their to-do lists are pretty extensive.

“We have a real crew. Chaz?”

“I’m here, Magistrate,” the AI said, using the speakers in the corridor. “I’ve been monitoring the conversations, and am here and ready for whatever you need.”

“I need a shower,” Rivka deadpanned.

“I’m afraid you’re on your own for that. I’m here for anything else. Not eating, either, really. You’ll have to feed yourselves. And workouts. That’s on you, too. Maybe I’m not here for much at all. I’ll work on my offer of assistance to better align with what I’m capable of providing.”

By the time the AI finished, no one remained in the corridor, each having gone their own way to settle in and get ready for the next case.

Federation Border Station 13 – Under Construction

The station mostly looked like the wire ribs of a great spinning top. The top third of the new station was enclosed. The main power supply was at the bottom and operational, providing the energy for the massive construction project.

Bottom being relative, but that was where the artificial gravity generation originated, replicating the weight of a planet in order to pull objects toward it. Thin at the bottom and expanding with the widest section equidistant between the pointed ends. Various hangar bays would eventually accept all but the largest freighters. Those would dock with one of four sealed gantries leading from the station’s hangar level.

It was a standard configuration for every one of the border space stations, with minor variations. The construction should have held no surprises. And living beings getting hurt? They weren’t involved in anything dangerous since those tasks had been relegated to bots and automated systems.

Yet, five had died. The construction superintendent stood by the window of his office, part of a mobile construction management facility. As in, a spaceship that traveled to major projects, whether new construction or overhaul. The ship had the tools and on-board manufacturing capability to complete nearly any job.

In this case, the smelting and major structural work were being done by a separate three-ship detachment specializing in such production, from ore extraction to refinement. The Ore Lords were first in and first out on any major construction project.

And they were ninety-nine percent automated. Easy money, since they were one of the only contractors in the entire galaxy who could handle such work. They didn’t have much remaining for the Station 13 before the smelting and fab crew wrapped up and moved to their next project, but the construction superintendent had asked them to stay until the Federation investigation had time to interview them and inspect their processes.

“What a shit show,” Boran Waldin stated for the fourth time.

“You’re the safety guy on this project. What the hell is wrong with you?” The construction superintendent wasn’t amused. He put his back to the window, crossed his arms, and glared at his safety manager.

“We have the latest processes and procedures in place. The overall risk for any job undertaken by a human or alien is low. Every fucking one is low!”

“Five dead suggest you’re wrong.”

Boran ran his hand through his hair. He was as upset as anyone. It was his job to ensure the safety of the crew. It was his job to make sure they were complying with procedures. It was his personal responsibility because he insisted on it.

He sat, head bowed and shoulders hunched like the defeated man he was. “I did everything right,” he mumbled into his hands, his mind racing as it had ever since the first accident, trying to figure out why. “You can have my resignation.”

“Shut your soup sucker!” the superintendent blurted. “You are going to figure this out. When the Fed’s Magistrate arrives, we’re going to meet her at the airlock, all of us, and you’re going to escort her and her team everywhere they want to go. You’ll arrange anything they want, from casual conversations to negotiations to catered lunches, and you’ll stick with them until they’re done. If they learn anything, you’ll pass that to me as soon as possible, understand?”

“So, I’m a servant and a spy?” Boran wasn’t amused, but he had already surrendered. He accepted the premise that no one would ever hire a safety manager with five deaths to his name.

“You are anything I want you to be since I’m paying you. Yes. Spy. Servant. Safety guy.”

“Superintendent.” Boran uttered the words before catching himself. “You can count on me. When does she arrive?”

“I believe it will be within the hour. Get back to the station. Meet her at Gantry Four. Until the hangar bays are completed, she’ll have to dock at an airlock.”

“She should be able to fit in Aleph. That bay is ready with contained atmosphere.”

“The Magistrate has a frigate.”

Boran slumped anew. “I guess she’ll be executing people. They wouldn’t send the big ship if they weren’t going to lay waste to the operation.” He held out his hand. “I appreciate the opportunity to work on this project. I’m sorry I failed you.”

“Fuck off,” the superintendent replied, slapping the safety manager’s hand away. “Make sure she has everything she needs. No one is going to get executed on my watch. As soon as she’s here, I’ll head over. The last few shipments of steel are in a state of flux. I need to break them free, so we can get back to work and finish this station.”

“But we’re on a safety hold because of the last casualty.”

“Then get out there and un-safety-hold it. What are you still doing in my office?”

“I’m starting to think the safety problems are you,” Boran said under his breath.

“I heard that.”

The manager hurried from the office, shutting the door after himself. He continued to the shuttle dock and waited for the next automated ride. The small spaceships moved back and forth between the construction operations ship and the station. The Great Waldini didn’t have to wait at all. The shuttle he had ridden to the construction management ship was still waiting. People weren’t out and about because of the work stoppage.

After the shuttle landed in Hangar Bay Aleph, Boran rushed straight for the employee assembly area. He maintained a desk there so he would always be closer to the workforce. They were the reason he was there. They had all seen that he had helped move the bodies from the scene of the accident to the freezer. He had been nearly inconsolable on those days.

Of which there had been five too many. He called up the paperwork on his computer. A box that said the investigation was concluded and identified issues rectified. All he had to do was check the box.

A simple checkmark and the crew could go back to work. He hovered his finger over the box, ready to tap it. Would five become six? He hadn’t resolved anything except to identify how bizarre the accidents have been, each unique.

All deadly.

He closed his eyes and dragged his finger over the report on the screen. The box checked. He clicked Submit and turned his system off, then put on his gear and headed into the station.


CHAPTER THREE



Federation Space, The Frontier

Magistrate Rivka Anoa stood at the back of the bridge, the location where Colonel Christina Lowell had personally dispatched a number of Skaines. The area had been cleaned, but it was still something to think about. Rivka put her hand on the wall, but nothing spoke to her. The ship was cold and unfeeling. A tool, but also the body of the AI.

“Chaz, take us to Border Station 13, the new construction site. But not too close. I want to observe it first before we crash their party.”

“Of course, Magistrate.”

“There’s a cat on the ship,” Red said in a low voice.

“How did a cat get on the ship? Did the General send Hamlet back to us?”

“This one’s orange. And fat.”

The person sitting in the captain’s chair rotated it until she was facing aft. Lieutenant Clodagh Shortall, the engineering officer, had transferred from the War Axe with her boyfriend, Alant Cole, both on a leave of absence from the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch. He served Wyatt Earp and the Magistrate as the ship’s gopher.

“He came with me. I couldn’t leave him over there with those Neanderthals, although he did like the captain.”

Rivka nodded. “Chaz, get me Terry Henry Walton on a video call.”

A hint of fear passed across Clodagh’s face. Rivka winked, and the engineer breathed a sigh of relief.

“Magistrate. Are we going to sue somebody? Because I’m ready if need be.” Colonel Terry Henry Walton’s face filled the main viewscreen. Leader of the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch, a private conflict resolution enterprise that also assisted the Federation with touchier projects. Terry and his partner, Charumati were from Earth, modified through the use of nanocytes where they were long-lived and resistant to a number of issues that killed most people, like being on the wrong end of a blaster or an explosion.

“No. What? Why would you think that? Is there something going on I need to know?”

“Oh. Sorry. I was thinking about something else. Nothing you need to worry about, but just in case, I’m glad you’re just a hop, skip, and a jump away. What can I do you out of?”

“’A hop, skip, and a jump?’ Sometimes I don’t think we speak the same language.” Rivka tried to parse his words but gave up. “We have your cat.”

“Wenceslaus? Big orange creature with huge fangs? My archnemesis escaped? Ha! He knew his days were numbered.”

From somewhere on Terry’s end, a female voice shouted loud enough to be heard. “He’s not your archnemesis.”

“Clodagh brought him over. I just didn’t want you to worry.”

“Worry? I didn’t even notice the evil little beast was gone. I should have. I don’t have any furbabies anymore. They’ve all flown the coop. That would be feathered friends, but you get my meaning. They’re all gone. And you’ve taken more than your fair share! How’s my little Floyd?”

“Recovering from an upset stomach. She’s fine as long as she doesn’t get into the Cheetos again.”

“You have Cheetos? Char, why don’t we have Cheetos on the War Axe?”

“Because your fingers would be permanently orange.”

“You’re probably right. I love me some Cheetos.”

“Are you okay, Colonel?” Rivka asked. “You seem to be talking fast and if I may say it, as your personal lawyer, a bit tangentially.”

“It’s these young nanos. They’re taking me back to my days in the Corps, about a billion years ago. No matter. I’m going to throw some iron around. Damn! Is that Red? What the hell? You look like the Hulk.”

“Is that good?” Red wondered, not understanding the reference.

“You tell me. Sorry, Magistrate. I expect you have work to do. Clodagh, Wenceslaus, and Cole. You got one of Micky’s best and one of my good people, too. Cole can drive a powered armor suit. If you need that kind of support, load him up and turn him loose.”

“All your people are good ones, TH. You wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“Good hunting, Magistrate. Keep us safe from the evil that’s out there.”

“Every single day.” The comm link closed.

“Interesting,” Clodagh mused. “I never got to see that side of the Colonel. He’s always so intense and businesslike.”

“He has a lot on his plate,” Rivka allowed. “But I always seem to catch him off-guard.”

“I’m the Hulk? I need to go look that up.” Red excused himself, and Lindy went with him.

Another young woman sat up front in the pilot’s seat, even though Chaz was more than capable of flying the ship. Rivka introduced herself.

“I’m Aurora. With Ryleigh and Kennedy, we’re your flight team. We’ll take care of everything related to the ship’s flight, in conjunction with your AI, of course. You won’t ever have to worry about getting where you want to go when you want to be there.”

“Who handles weapons?”

“We will as well. Sixteen-hour shifts when underway so there will always be two on duty at any point in time.”

“What kind of combat experience do you have?” Rivka preferred having Chaz in charge.

The young woman winced as if slapped. “None. That was never our job before, but we have been fully trained in systems operations, including over forty hours in the simulator.”

“Chaz is a war hero. Trust him before all things.” Rivka fixed the pilot with a look that suggested she would accept no alternatives.

“Of course. We’re here to back up your AI.”

“Chaz.”

“Chaz,” the young woman corrected.

“Chaz?” Rivka asked, and when he confirmed his presence, she continued, “Make sure you keep these good people on their toes and up to speed. I want a crew that works seamlessly with you and with each other. Which makes me ask, Clodagh, why are you here and not the engine room?”

“I can do almost everything from up here. Ankh is back there. You’ve been with him long enough to know that when he takes over a space, he takes over a space.”

A brief chuckle escaped her lips before Rivka steeled herself. “I do understand.” She faced the main screen, which wrapped around two-thirds of the ship’s prow. “Chaz, take us to lucky number thirteen.”

“I’m sorry, Magistrate, all my research suggests that thirteen is an unlucky number. The issues that have occurred at Border Station 13 suggest that it remains unlucky.”

“Bad luck has nothing to do with what’s going on at Station 13. I’ll get to the bottom of it.”

“Hear, hear!” Chaz cheered uncharacteristically. Rivka cocked her head as if waiting for something bad to happen. “I apologize. I got carried away. On a completely different topic, are we taking Wyatt Earp into battle anytime soon?”

“I hope not. This is a construction project.”

“I can’t wait to test the new systems. Ted and Ankh are close to reverse-engineering the alien invisibility cloak, but their version will operate in conjunction with the gravitic shields. Our main plasma weapon is top of the line. Such exciting times ahead!”

“I’ll be happy if we never test any of this stuff. I don’t enjoy getting shot at.”

Shock seized Aurora’s features.

“See? You’re scaring the crew.”

A Gate formed in front of the ship, and they accelerated toward it. In a flash, they were through. The Gate dissipated nearly instantly, and Wyatt Earp raced toward a pinpoint of light in the distance. “My apologies, Aurora and Clodagh. It was not my intent to scare anyone. Let it suffice that we are ready should anyone challenge us, as has often happened in our short time together.”

Rivka rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Slow the ship, Chaz. I have some research to do. Collect every signal you can and analyze. Tell me what they won’t regarding what’s going on. I’ll be in my quarters.”

The Magistrate looked forward to returning to her spacious room. The frigate had been modified to an excessive state of luxury by the owners before the Skaines. The captain’s quarters were a multi-room affair with a sitting area, bedroom, separate full bath, and even a small kitchen area. She wanted to install a larger set of screens and one of the recliners like she’d had on Peacekeeper.

In due time.

Until then, she wanted to get her head wrapped around the safety regulations and policies she would be investigating. She also wanted to know the people she’d be dealing with. Management led by a construction superintendent named Zack Orbal. A safety manager called Boran Waldin. Subcontractors of all shapes and sizes. The workforce administrator came from the labor ranks. His name was Ossuary Fleener. He went by Oz. The workforce was a transient group that moved from job to job. This was supposed to be a one-year gig, but it was already beyond that. The newest estimate was that construction would take thirty months.

Who benefited from a year-and-a-half-long delay?

Conspiracy theories ran rampant through her mind. She smiled at the thought. The station was under construction. No one had weapons. There was nowhere to run. “Just this once, no running and no blood,” she pleaded to no one except herself, hoping her prediction would come true.
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“Magistrate?” The door buzzed and Rivka lifted her head from the table. She’d fallen asleep, only for a moment. Maybe longer. She checked the time, but nothing registered.

“Chaz, how long have I been asleep?”

“You presume I’ve been monitoring your vitals, as in spying on you. I want you to know that I respect your privacy,” the AI replied.

“Has Grainger been messing with you again? How long?”

“Forty-five minutes, Magistrate.”

“Thank you. What’s the ship’s status?” Rivka rubbed the sleep from her eyes.

“Operating nominally. We are closing on the station, we’ll be docking in thirty minutes, and Red is at the door.”

“Come in!” Rivka shouted. She stood up as Red took one step inside.

“No need to stand on my account, Magistrate.” He laughed briefly at his own joke. “We’re almost on site. What’s the loadout for this one?”

“We came here so quickly, I didn’t think about any of that. This is a non-combative case, so I fear you’ll be bored out of your minds.”

“We’re here because you suspect someone is murdering people to make some kind of statement. Any time people are killing other people, five, in this case, it’s going to be combative. Their weapon of choice may be limited to construction gear, but it’s just as deadly as a blaster.”

“You have your moments, Red.” She wiped her mouth, realizing she might have drooled while sleeping face-down on the table. “Ballistic vests and helmets, non-lethal weapons. Shipsuits for everyone because we don’t know if we’ll need to be in areas outside of atmospheric containment. Load up, and I’ll meet everyone on the mess deck in ten.”

Besides the engine room, the largest single space on the ship was the dining area. The rest of the spaces were separated into smaller work areas. The configuration offered enough space to work and live without the crew stepping on each other. It was a relief after Peacekeeper’s small environs. She’d made sure that Red and Lindy’s quarters were on the other side of the ship. She’d heard enough of their amorous interactions to last a lifetime.

Rivka checked her own equipment. It didn’t consist of much. She slipped out of her clothes and put on her skin-tight shipsuit, an undergarment that would seal in a few seconds in case of decompression. It would then provide emergency air for up to an hour. She put a jumpsuit over it, then her Magistrate’s jacket as the final layer. The inside pocket contained her datapad and a few of Ankh’s coins, which would allow him to hack into nearby computer systems.

As an afterthought, she added her small neutron pulse weapon, affectionately called Reaper, to the inner pocket on the other side of her jacket. Satisfied with how everything looked, she headed out.

Jay was the only one there when Rivka arrived. Floyd appeared from under a table, earning an ear and neck scratch before she bounced to a corner, where an oval pet bed greeted her. She curled up inside and was soon fast asleep.

“If we all fell asleep so quickly, life would be grand,” Rivka remarked.

Jay nodded before flinching. “Ouch!” She pushed her chair back to reveal a big orange cat licking its paw to clean its face.

“Wenceslaus, I presume?”

“’Tis he, mistress,” Jay stated as she rubbed the blood away from her rapidly-healing scratch.

Ankh strolled in, went straight to the food processor, and punched the buttons to deliver something that looked like a corn dog. It didn’t smell right, but the Crenellian ate it without comment. The cat jumped to the tabletop and strolled along it, then jumped the short distance to the next table, where Ankh sat by himself.

“You could join us,” Rivka offered, but such pleasantries were lost on the small creature. He was who he was, with little patience for anyone who was not a science genius, which was everyone except his friend Ted or their AIs.

“How did you get on board?” Ankh asked the cat before giving his blank look to Jay.

“It wasn’t me.” She held her hands up with her fingers spread to show that she wasn’t hiding anything.

“Shoo,” Ankh told Wenceslaus, who laid down and rolled onto his side to deliver a magnificent stretch that filled the table. Ankh was never up for a physical fight, so he moved to the empty seat next to Rivka.

“I’ll protect you from your archnemesis,” she told him. He turned to face her and stopped chewing. Without blinking, he held her gaze for a solid fifteen seconds before returning to his lunch.

When Red and Lindy entered, Wenceslaus stood and arched his back, hackles up.

“Hey, buddy,” Red said in a friendly voice as he swiped his hand past the cat. Wenceslaus slapped his paw against it in a classic high-five. Lindy did the same thing, and the cat slapped her hand, too. They took their seats.

Clodagh entered but leaned against the wall instead of joining the others.

“Here’s the case. On the face of it, it seems simple. Five fatal accidents in five months. In our line of work, that’s a slow stretch, but in major construction, it is unheard of. One is an anomaly. Five is a complete abomination. That takes us deeper into the world of possible conspiracy, a serial killer, an undeclared war between labor and management, rival drug gangs… Who knows? And that’s why we’re here. We’ll figure out what is going on, and hopefully get the construction of this station back on track. It is important to the Federation, strategically located on the frontier, so it’s important to us.”

Red shrugged. “So, no running?”

“I doubt it.” Rivka smiled. She was happy for such a case, although unhappy that people had to die for it.

“What are the odds?” Red looked at Ankh.

“Currently, calculations remain at one to three for running at some point during the mission, but two days before first blood, which is the longest we’ve ever had.”

“Hang on,” Rivka started to complain.

“The science is sound. The numbers are what they are,” Ankh countered before she could argue. The Federation leadership at the urging of Grainger and their boss, the High Chancellor had started a betting pool on Rivka’s cases. Even the head of the Federation and his right-hand man were in on it. The pots grew with each new case, the winner taking half and the other half going to a separate fund. The big question was when first blood and first running took place.

The shortest time for one of Rivka’s cases had been less than a minute when the serial killer they hunted targeted them as soon as they left the sanctity of the ship.

“Fine. Count me in on the running, but I’m betting no blood. What are the odds on that?”

Ankh’s eyes unfocused as he communed with Erasmus within his own mind before coming back to them. “Seven to one.”

“I’ll put two hundred and fifty credits on that line.”

Ankh took a few moments before he answered. “The money has been moved from your account to our holding account.”

“I’m glad you’re on our side,” Rivka said, frowning.

“Are you sure?” Ankh replied in his emotionless voice.

Red started to laugh. “No blood? That’s a ballsy bet, Magistrate. It’s almost like you’ve never been on a mission with yourself.”

“Case. And fine. Bring one railgun, but Lindy carries it.”

“That wasn’t my point, but we will most happily bring the cannon.” He cheered before giving Lindy a hug.

“Boys and their toys,” Lindy claimed. “But I agree. We can’t go completely non-lethal. Just in case.”

Rivka tapped her pocket and smiled. “Reaper’s coming, too.” She looked from face to face. “Any questions?”

“Am I going?” Jay asked.

“Yes. I need you to take the pulse of the workforce. I don’t intend to grab everyone to see what they’re thinking. You also know how to get into and out of places, like when you were wreaking havoc back at your home station.”

“That was a different me.” Jay flipped her dark green hair over her shoulder. “But I know what you mean. See if anyone is going places they aren’t supposed to be to set up the ‘accidents.’ I’ll keep my eyes open. What about Floyd?”

“Floyd needs to stay here because we might have to go exo-atmospheric.”

“Normal people say outside,” Red noted.

“Feeling your oats, big guy? I can’t wait to get you back into a Pod-doc to shrink your big ass down about three sizes.”

“Why wait?” Ankh asked.

Rivka looked at him blankly before it registered. “We have a Pod-doc?”

“Yes. The Bad Company parted with one of their emergency systems after seeing what happened to the crew on the last mission,” Ankh stated.

“I don’t know if I’ll survive if I take any more verbal knives in the back. One-to-three odds. Two days. A Pod-doc. And a cat. My reputation has been destroyed.”

Red vigorously shook his head. Lindy scowled.

Jay stood up and slapped the table. The cat rocketed off.

“I speak for all of us when I say that I wouldn’t want to be with anyone else. Your reputation is Justice. Those who want to oppress others, they’re the ones who should be afraid. I know we aren’t. You have the best reputation in the whole galaxy!”

“I appreciate the sentiment. Ankh, I know this will come as a surprise, but I think it’d be best if you stay aboard Wyatt Earp. We’ll call if—”

Rivka didn’t finish because Chaz interrupted, “The ship has docked. Airlock is pressurized. Welcome to Border Station 13.”


CHAPTER FOUR



Red was the first one off the ship as per their standard operating procedure, SOP. Next was the Magistrate, then Jay, and finally Lindy. Red filled the airlock corridor as he lumbered forward. His size was deceptive. He was quick because he trained that way, but not as quick as Jay. Her speed was enhanced to a level no one had ever attained before, but at the cost of size and strength. If the team needed someone to run circles around a perp, Jay could do that without breaking a sweat.

Each of the team brought a unique characteristic, the most important being Rivka’s peace of mind. She could focus on the case because her friends would take care of everything else.

Red stopped at the end of the airlock and gave the welcoming committee a quick visual once-over before stepping aside. The Magistrate recognized the two from their pictures.

Protocol. Don’t greet the wrong one first, she thought, then stopped herself. They both deserved the formality of a kind word. And with a quick handshake, she’d get insight into her next move.

“Gentlemen. Construction Superintendent Orbal and Workforce Administrator Fleener.” She reached for the superintendent’s hand first. “We’ll get to the bottom of these accidents. You have my word.”

His emotions and thoughts cleared him as a suspect. He didn’t know who the perpetrator was but suspected it was Fleener sacrificing his own people to make the superintendent look bad. It was a bizarre theory, but that was the only thing in his mind.

She turned to the workforce administrator, the man in charge of the construction crew. While the construction superintendent managed the entire project, Fleener managed the workforce, the flesh and blood component of those who saw the work done.

Ossuary Fleener had an agenda. He also had a well-disciplined mind. She could see that he would share nothing willingly. He was suspicious of Orbal, and that was all she could get during the brief handshake. Neither man felt guilty. Neither trusted the other.

She had hoped for more. You’re getting soft, she told herself.

“I’m glad you’re here. We started back to work less than an hour ago, after our safety hold was lifted. You’ll see the workers doing their thing, but all of them will cooperate fully with the investigation.” Zack Orbal emphasized his statement with an exaggerated nod.

Ossuary’s lip twitched, making it look like he was snarling.

“You could have waited until after I arrived. This complicates things.” Rivka stepped back to appraise the two. They watched her intently. Jay bumped the Magistrate in the tight space where the airlock met the ship’s corridor. “Let me introduce you to my team. Jayita, my assistant. And my bodyguards, Vered and Lindy.”

“I’m sorry, but you can’t bring a weapon onto the station.” Orbal pointed at Lindy’s railgun. She canted her head and looked at him from the side of her eyes.

“Under Federation Law, Appendix D, Chapter Seven, Section 1, Magistrates are to have armed escorts at all times. For some reason, Construction Superintendent Orbal, wherever we go, someone is always trying to kill me. Always. So we kill them first. I hope we don’t have to administer capital punishment while we’re here.”

“Call me Zack,” the superintendent said in a weak voice.

“She gets you, Zack. I for one am happy someone is armed. This place is dangerous because of you!” Ossuary looked like he was ready to square off with the superintendent.

“Enough,” Rivka said in a low and dangerous voice. “We will do without your posturing. I’d like to go to the site of the most recent accident and then work our way backward to the first one.”

“Where in the hell is Waldin?” the construction superintendent snarled, his anger at the safety manager grossly misplaced.

“Here, sir,” Boran Waldin shouted from down the corridor while jogging toward them.

“I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa,” she said to the harried man.

“I’m the safety manager. If you need anything, I’m at your disposal for the duration of your investigation. I’ll give you copies of everything if you don’t have them already.”

“I have the investigations you performed, along with pertinent policies, procedures, and regulations. I look forward to talking with you more in-depth.”

Boran’s shoulders slumped, and he looked at the deck briefly before collecting himself and standing up straight, trying to display a level of confidence he didn’t feel. Rivka watched the dynamics between the three men, then glanced at Jay, who was intently studying them.

“The most recent accident site, please,” Rivka reiterated, nodding at Boran.

“Of course, ma’am,” he answered politely. “If you’ll follow me, we’ll need to stop by the safety office and get some required equipment before we can enter the active construction zone.”

“You could shut down construction instead.” Rivka poked the bear to see how they acted. The superintendent and the administrator both stiffened at the suggestion, and she relented. “If construction interferes, we’ll shut it down, but until then, business as usual.”

“We’ll try not to get anyone killed today,” Boran grumbled as he turned and walked briskly away. Rivka stepped after him without saying goodbye to management and labor. Red bumped into them on his way past. It hadn’t been intentional. It was a small space.

Lindy mumbled an apology on her way past, testing the heft of her railgun when she was directly in front of them.

Once they had taken two corners and were far out of hearing range of the two men, Rivka yanked Boran to a halt.

“What’s the real story?” she demanded, still gripping his arm.

“That fucker called it operator error. All five times. And that other fucker wanted me to annotate that it was the first fucker’s policies which put the people at risk. But it wasn’t the first fucker’s policies; those are mine, and they are by the book and letter-perfect. Fuckers!” He thrust his middle finger in the general direction of the docking gantry.

Rivka bit her lip to keep from laughing, but Boran was serious. And he was upset by the deaths. He had been thorough. His conclusion was that the workers should not have died. But they had, and that baffled him.

“We’ll get to the bottom of it. I have resources you don’t that could make the difference.”

Boran nodded. Red and Lindy kept watch within their limited line of sight. The safety manager motioned to keep moving. “It’s not far.”

They walked no more than ten meters when he stopped and pointed out a window. “Happened right there.”

Rivka couldn’t see anything.

“We’re going to have to go outside and take a closer look.” At Boran’s confusion, Rivka clarified, “Integrated shipsuits. We’ll be fine in space for a few minutes. Where’s the closest airlock?”

Boran pointed again. “Close. That’s why the surprise. See those two main supports?” He pointed to two I-beams facing each other.

“Did he get in between them?”

“That’s what we call the line of fire. No. He was off to the side. He was crushed about five meters up, on the side, when the structure over there moved.”

“Just a different line of fire.”

“There’s no lateral stress on that secondary structure. I’ve confirmed it with the engineers.”

Rivka held up one finger to pause the explanation. She removed her datapad and took pictures, then beamed them to Ankh for analysis. “We’ll have our systems people look at them. Continue, please.”

He led them to the airlock. Rivka’s team pulled their hoods into place and their suits pressurized. Boran put on one of the transient suits located next to the airlock.

“There’s no work in this location at present. We won’t encounter any bots or workers.”

“Then why was our victim out there?” Rivka’s voice was muffled through her flexible helmet, and Boran leaned close to understand what she was saying.

“Structural inspector. The work was completed last week. He was making the final inspection before passing it to the next phase.”

“As a structural inspector, he would have known the pressures and where not to stand, right?”

“He would have, and he did. He was in a location deemed safe. You can rip out my toenails, and I couldn’t tell you any different.”

“Do you think I torture people?”

“Just a saying, ma’am. If you did torture me, you would get the same story.”

He finished snapping his rigid helmet into place, and the group crowded into the temporary airlock. “Red,” Rivka cautioned.

“Just my stun baton, Magistrate,” he quipped.

“Mine’s not,” Lindy added.

Boran couldn’t turn his head to see the banter, but it bothered him. They seemed to be taking it lightly. “That’s fucked up,” he said before realizing they would hear him.

“Please don’t take it that way. We’ve been shot at, blown up, blasted, beaten, burned, tortured, and about anything else you can think of that you don’t want to happen to you. We will get to the bottom of this by giving it all we have, but it’s refreshing to have a case where we don’t feel like people are trying to kill us. Those weren’t accidents, either. We’re not just armed, we’re armed to the teeth. Anyone comes after us, we’ll kill them. Let us have our sense of peace and any humor we can scrape from a shitty situation because it’s the only way we can retain our sanity.” Rivka wanted to be perfectly clear with the safety manager.

The airlock door opened before Boran could reply, so he pushed himself through and floated out the door, turning so Rivka could see his face. “For me, this is my whole life. I don’t see anything else but the universe closing in on me, crushing me as tightly as those girders did to Jones. I am sorry, Magistrate. I didn’t put myself in your shoes.”

“They’d probably fit. She’s got some flippers on her,” Red said as he followed the safety manager out. The rest tumbled through the hatch once the big man was clear.

Rivka grabbed the line Boran dropped behind him. The others followed, and he used his suit’s thrusters to take them to the accident site.

“Right here,” he said.

Jay asked the question they were all thinking. “Is it safe to be here?”

Rivka looked up to see where the pivot points were that would have allowed the structure to shift as it did.

Ankh?

What? the Crenellian replied.

I’m going to transmit the images using my datapad. I want to know what kinds of forces were at work to make this accident happen, and how someone could manipulate the energies to make it intentional instead of an accident. We don’t have motive or means yet, and probably not even opportunity. This could be a pure accident and the group here the unluckiest in the whole universe.

I don’t believe in luck, Ankh replied.

Rivka operated her datapad with one hand, capturing a running series of images for the Crenellian’s analysis.

“Where’s the pivot point that would allow the movement of this section?” she asked.

“That’s just it. There isn’t one. Let’s go up top.” Boran accelerated along the beam to the structure overhead. It looked to be firmly affixed to the station. The only members that appeared to be less than solid had nothing to do with the accident.

Pan to your left and head toward the inner structure, Erasmus directed, taking over from Ankh.

“This way.” Rivka gestured with her datapad. Boran turned and hit his jets a couple times to change the conga line’s course. As they moved away from the expanded section toward the inner core, they found what Erasmus had seen.

“How did I miss this?” Boran asked.

What am I looking at?

Red moved a cover plate out of the way.

Are you getting all this? Rivka knew he was, but until he told her, she didn’t understand why this was important.

“It’s supposed to be welded solidly, not on a pin with a hydraulic ram.” Boran hurriedly pulled the design specifications up on the heads-up display, the HUD, within his helmet. “That’s not how it was supposed to be built.”

“It appears we have a bunch of new questions to ask,” Rivka remarked. “We can go back inside now.”

Boran took one last look at the construction. “This shouldn’t do this.”

“So what you’re saying is, this looks like an intentional effort to create a trap in which a worker could be caught and crushed?” Rivka asked.

“That’s a bold statement, Magistrate, but I can’t think of another purpose for something like a pin and ram. That doesn’t mean there isn’t one. This is only the third station I’ve worked on, but I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Boran checked that everyone was clinging to the line and headed toward the airlock. They squeezed inside and cycled the pressure. When the big green light signaled they were clear, the inner hatch opened. Lindy was first through because they had made Red stay in the back.

“Follow me to my office, and I use that term loosely.” Boran walked at a measured pace—quick, but not fast or out of control. He already felt vindicated, and it showed in his stride. He nodded politely as the group passed workers going into or out of side passageways that were in various stages of completion.

The desk in the middle of an open work area looked grossly out of place. To the side was a double-wide locker. He popped it open and produced high-visibility vests and hard hats with safety visors. The last thing he removed were gloves. He handed pairs to the three women before looking at Red and trying to gauge his hand size. Boran held up his fingers and Red matched his hand, but the bodyguard’s fingers were twice as thick and half again as long.

“I don’t think I have anything that will fit.” Boran scowled.

“That’s it. As soon as we get back to the ship, you’re going into the Pod-doc.”

“Bullshit!” Red blurted a little more loudly than he’d intended. Rivka’s glare froze the blood in his veins, and he had to look away. “My apologies, Magistrate. As soon as we get back unless you want me to go now.”

“Now would be good,” Rivka replied, allowing no room for misinterpretation. Red scowled as his mind worked.

“Thank you,” Lindy mouthed before speaking out loud. “I’ll coordinate with Ankh to spin up the nanocyte program.”

Rivka nodded and turned back to Boran.

“Why didn’t your investigation find that pivot point?”

“Straight and to the point. Standard safety investigations require drone footage of every square centimeter of the accident area. The drones don’t disturb the scene, so they passed over the plate that hid the mechanism beneath. It looked like solid sheeting.”

Rivka tapped some information into her datapad. “I’ll need copies of those videos.”

He pulled them up on his screen.

She removed one of Ankh’s discs from her pocket and held it up for Boran to see.

“This is a device that allows my people into your system. I am granting a search warrant for full access. You deserve to know.” She put the coin-shaped device next to the monitor.

Ankh, can you access the computer system?

I’ve been in the system since ten seconds after our arrival. The EI installed in this station was easily swayed.

Rivka picked up the coin and put it back in her pocket. “Seems he’s already in and poking about.”

“What if I have porn on my computer?”

“You don’t,” Rivka replied.

“Damn! You’re good.”

“But he does.” She pointed to the only other occupant of the space. The creature, a multi-tentacled humanoid, looked shocked and started tapping furiously with at least six of his limbs. “Make sure you turn him in for that.”

“Bill, you lame fuck.” Boran stormed up to the creature and slapped him upside the head. “Get back to work. Go on!”

The creature flowed from his chair and smoothly departed.

“I can’t imagine what Grebus porn looks like, and I don’t want to know.” Boran glared after the rapidly departing worker. “Fucking Bill.”

Rivka crossed her arms and looked across the space. Twenty workstations sat empty, a workforce out on the job where something was going on and no one knew what it was. Red finally started to walk away. Rivka snapped her fingers and pointed to the deck. He stopped and waited.

“I’m going to have to shut the job down until we find out who’s behind this. If someone is sabotaging the station, we need to stop them. Before then, we’re putting the workers at risk. We need to choke off their supply of victims.”

Boran sucked air through his teeth. “The guys are going to be pretty mad. They don’t get paid if they’re not working.” Boran typed up the message he knew too well and hit transmit. The lights in the station flashed with the priority message that work was to stop immediately. No one tried to keep working from that second forward because they weren’t getting paid.

“Even on a legal hold?”

“Even on a death in the family. These contracts are straightforward. In order to be non-discriminatory, the workers get paid when they work, and at no other times. If there’s a death in the family or illness, the worker takes care of it, but they aren’t getting paid when they’re not on the job. They won’t be fired, but there’s less work whenever they return.”

“So you put sick people on the job, where they can make everyone else sick?”

“We don’t work that close together, Magistrate. Much of the work is done in environmental suits, and the workers all have their own. One worker for every ten bots. Generally, the workforce is a healthy bunch, and we don’t usually have visitors, so no new bugs are introduced.”

“Which means the workforce that started work here is the same one that’s here now.” Rivka’s mind had seized on information she wanted to clarify.

Ankh, double-check work schedules with the accidents and find me a list of people who were close to all of them.

The station isn’t that big, Magistrate. Anyone could be anywhere at any point in time, Ankh replied.

“Boran, each worker’s suit has a tracker, doesn’t it?”

“Of course. It’s standard safety equipment. Geolocation is verified before the worker starts the day.”

Ankh, find out where they store the suit movement data and then perform the check. Look for locations up to one week prior to the accidents.

We’ll check.

Rivka smiled. Ankh hadn’t anticipated the suit movement data. She had finally been able to tell him something he didn’t know. She felt smug, but guiltily so. It wasn’t her job to be smarter than her team. Rivka only needed to be smarter than the perp.

“Take us to the next accident site, please.”


CHAPTER FIVE



Federation Border Station 13 – Under Construction

Rivka and her team visited all five accident sites before returning. The first and second were vastly changed from the time of the accidents. When construction had continued, the station had absorbed those sites within more superstructure, piping, cabling, ventilation, and finished spaces.

“We’ll have to take a thorough look at every picture taken, along with the drone videos.” Rivka stared at a spot on the wall as her mind tried to digest everything she had seen.

“Of course, Magistrate. I expect your boy already has all the information.”

“Our boy?” Jay wondered and started to laugh.

Boran looked at her as if noticing her for the first time. The expression on his face changed. “You have green hair,” Boran stated with a smile.

Red and Lindy gave each other knowing glances. Is that what passes for flirting at a deep-space construction site? Lindy used her comm chip to talk to the team privately.

Jay gave her a harsh look before giggling.

Boran smiled.

Oh, brother, Lindy added.

“Time to go back to the ship,” Rivka told the team.

“If there is anything you need, anything at all…” Boran looked only at Jay.

Rivka stuck out her hand. The safety manager took it, and they shook. Lindy pushed Jay in front of her as she headed back to the gantry where Wyatt was docked.

Boran looked disappointed by the rapid departure.

“Conduct some training or something,” Rivka recommended.

“No can do. Everyone is up to date, and the company won’t pay for more.”

“The company? This is a Federation station. I’m sure I can approve…” Her words tapered off since Boran was shaking his head.

“Even the Great Waldini can’t pull that one off. The station is built under private contract first, then sold to the Federation. The government doesn’t have anything to do with this; that’s why we didn’t call you in after the second death. It was still a private issue. I thought we should have handed over jurisdiction with the third death, but they dragged their feet. Finally, at five, we had the most fatalities of any space station the Federation had ever built. The construction superintendent couldn’t sweep things into the garbage chute any longer.”

“He did the right thing, but I need your help to figure this out, and most importantly, stop it from happening again.”

“Can you execute the guy who did it?”

“There are a lot of conditions that would have to be met for these to be considered capital crimes. State of mind, mens rea, we call it, has to show premeditation and lack of remorse. If the guy, as you named him, although it could be any gender or race, met the criteria for capital punishment, I could execute the criminal.”

Boran Waldin looked shocked. He struggled to ask the next question. “Have you executed anyone?”

“I usually only get called in when things are bad, and they are nearly all capital crimes. I have administered appropriate justice. We’ll leave it at that.”

“You’ve executed people!” Boran leaned away from the Magistrate, a subconscious move that showed his fear.

“Only the very worst criminals are punished in the worst way. Do you think you have one of those here? Jack the Ripper stalking the new corridors of unlucky number thirteen?”

“I don’t think so.” Boran scratched his head as he tried to think of anyone who creeped him out. The crew was solid. He’d been with most of them before. Same bunch moving from job to job doing the same work, but for a different main contractor.

“Then we’re good. I’ll be back with more questions. I already know I’ll have many.”

“I need to work!” an angry voice shouted. Others joined in chorus.

“It’s probably best if you go.” Boran headed for the gathering crowd appearing from one of the passageways leading into the area the safety manager called home. “Come on, fellas. She’s one of the good guys. She doesn’t want to see your dumb ass dead and befouling a coffin.”

“Can’t feed my kids with no pay!”

“You can’t feed anyone if you’re dead.” Boran blocked the way into the space. Rivka took her cue and headed out. Red backed down the corridor behind her. The shouts grew louder, and the Great Waldini’s voice could no longer be heard.

“Sonofabitch,” Rivka complained as she started to run. Red turned and ran after her, glancing over his shoulder to make sure the mob wasn’t getting closer. They caught up with Jay and Lindy, who broke into a run of their own. The four reached the gantry and ran down the access tunnel without breaking stride.

Through the airlock and secured the hatch behind them.

“How long?” Rivka asked.

“Seven hours, Magistrate.”

“Anyone pick that number?”

Lindy sheepishly raised her hand. Rivka shook her head. “Come on!”

“I thought it was a safe bet. I take no pride in being correct, but I will take the credits.”

“The High Chancellor had seven hours on the running bet, too. You’ll have to share. Sorry, babe.” Red tried to sound apologetic but not convincingly.

“The High Chancellor?” Rivka was sure the betting had gotten out of control.

“General Reynolds had an hour and fifteen minutes. Nathan Lowell guessed three days,” Ankh reported. General Lance Reynolds was the leader of the Federation, installed by the Queen before she retired from the position. Nathan was Lance’s best friend and confidant, but a leader in the private sector.

“But he bet we’d be running. By all that’s holy, I’m a barrister and a Magistrate. There should never be any running. There should be state dinners and dances.”

No one had an answer to that except Red. “But you always run. One-hundred-percent-sure bet. Someone is going to clean up if there’s no running.”

“Terry Henry Walton, the eternal optimist. We happily take his credits case after every case.”

“No running!” Rivka wanted her declaration to be true.

“I once heard a Magistrate tell a perp that it wasn’t what you said but what you did that matters.”

“Fine.” Rivka didn’t mean she was fine with the resolution, only that the conversation was over. “I think you have an appointment with the Pod-doc, Vered.”

He didn’t move until Lindy grabbed him by the arm.

“Fine,” he parroted the Magistrate’s tone. The two headed toward the engine room, turned around, and followed a transverse corridor toward the cargo bay.

“Where is the Pod-doc?” Rivka asked.

“This ship has a large storage area that can also be used as a hangar bay. The yacht will fit in there if you want to bring it along,” Jay replied.

“My ship. You’d think I’d know these things.” Rivka committed to taking a better tour sooner rather than later.

“You know the cases and the law. It’s okay that we know this stuff for you.” Jay punched the Magistrate in the shoulder before dipping to scratch Floyd behind her ears. “You snuck up on us, you little fluffball!”

I know! the wombat squealed.

“Come on, Magistrate. Let me show you your ship while you think about the next steps of the case.”
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“She did what?” The construction superintendent knew exactly what she had done.

He gestured for the super to follow him to a more private space than the public area where the safety manager’s desk sat. They moved through a short corridor and into an area that had not yet been built out. Boran closed the door behind them.

“You had to know. You called her in to give you top cover. You know we’re all on the same team, right?”

“I always know that!” Zack Orbal bristled.

“Bullshit. This is you and me here. You need to treat me more like an adult. Since the first death, you’ve pushed yourself farther from me, as if setting me up for a fall. If I go, you go, too. But you know what the Magistrate found? We’re not building this station according to the plans. A fixed attachment was built on a pin with a hydraulic ram. How in the hell did anyone sneak that in? That’s not safety-guy stuff. That’s construction superintendent-level. Who orders the materials and approves the construction, including directing the inspectors?”

“She found what?” the super stammered. Boran waited. He wasn’t about to repeat himself. Zack’s eyes darted back and forth as he searched his mind for anything untoward. “Everything I know suggests this station is being built to exacting specifications by designs available to every member of this crew.”

“That’s what I thought, but then who?”

“Fleener,” Zack declared.

“The administrator is killing his own people and sabotaging the station? That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“You’re out of line.” The construction superintendent didn’t like to be contradicted.

“I might be the only friend you have in here. If you’ve been doing something, the Magistrate will find it. If you think you’re smarter than her and her team, you are sorely mistaken. She’s going to find out what’s up, and anyone involved can stand the fuck by.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Capital punishment. Mass murderers get executed in the Federation. If you don’t have anything to do with it, then calm your tits and calm the workforce. Don’t try to play them against the Magistrate. You want her to bring in Federation security? Do you think we need more Yollins crawling around the station and beating people into line?”

“We have too many security people already.”

“And it hasn’t helped.” Boran thought he was making progress with the man. The construction superintendent had been aloof from the outset, but his back was against the wall. That was why he had called the Magistrate. “Get Fleener and talk with the workforce. Don’t tell them that detail about the pin and ram, but settle them down. If they try to mob her again, I fear they’re going to get hurt. And my job is to keep people from getting hurt.”

“I know,” Zack admitted. He didn’t bother to thank the Great Waldini for the magic of redirection. Or maybe it was the power of good leadership. The construction superintendent was an exceptional organizer, but when it came to relating to the frontline workforce, he was sorely lacking. He had people for that, but they had abandoned him, leaving him swinging in the solar winds.

With construction halted, it was time for Zack Orbal to step up, and he knew it. He only needed to hear it from someone like Boran Waldin, a person he should have listened to more from the outset.

Why hire a professional if he wasn’t worth listening to?

The construction superintendent nodded to his safety manager and walked out, the burden of the new station and its issues weighing heavily on his mind.

He headed straight for the common area before using the station’s system to locate Ossuary Fleener, a man whose fate was inextricably tied with his.

“Workforce Administrator Fleener is located on deck two in the common meal area,” the station AI replied.

“Thanks, Bluto.” Zack was kinder to the Entity Intelligence than he was to most people. Maybe he had more in common with Ossuary Fleener than he cared to admit, and that grated on his soul. The construction superintendent decided it was better to start with a meeting in neutral territory than by going to the crews’ safe place, their dining facility. Tempers would be hot. He didn’t want to get an organic, fully biodegradable ketchup bottle in the head. “Please ask him to meet me down here.”

Twenty minutes later, Ossuary strolled in. He was followed closely by a trio of hard faces, workers who appeared to be the thug brigade. Two carried huge spanners, and the other, a hammer.

Zack had to bite his tongue at the smug look on the administrator’s face.

“Thank you, gentlemen. This will be a private meeting.”

“I don’t know if I can trust you,” Ossuary said in his slimiest voice. “These three are representatives from the various labor trades. If you can convince them, the rest will fall in line. Meet Billy, J.R., and Finn.”

“Gentlemen.” Zack spoke strongly, evenly. “Now that the Magistrate is here, we need to cooperate.”

“You’re not convincing them.” Ossuary crossed his arms, refusing to move out from under the protective shadow of his three so-called representatives.

“The Magistrate has the authority to implement capital punishment. If she finds the person responsible for murdering five of our people, you can be sure they will pay. Mass murderers don’t go to Jhiordaan. They get executed. What if she finds a conspiracy? What if she finds people who are obstructing her investigation by forming mobs and preventing her from investigating? You can bet your last paycheck that when you see her again, she and her people are going to be heavily armed. You don’t want to get in her way.”

The workforce administrator had heard sensationalized threats before. He was unimpressed.

“We have a killer out there. It’s someone we all know.”

“Who?” Fleener asked.

“There’s no one sneaking around the station. All work is done by workers I hired, and workers you manage. Tell me how it could be someone we don’t know.” The challenge wasn’t something that Ossuary could ignore.

“They were accidents.”

“They weren’t, and that’s why the Magistrate shut down the work. She’s not going to allow us to start back up until after she finds the murderer.”

“I don’t like hearing that word. It sounds like you’re demeaning the workforce. I think I’ll file a formal complaint.” Ossuary looked at his trio of enforcers. They nodded in return.

The construction superintendent sighed long and slow while shaking his head. “Your complaint will go up through corporate channels, and maybe into labor and then legal channels. It’ll keep climbing until it gets to the top levels of the Federation, and then if they want to kick it higher, it’ll go to the Magistrate. Since she’s here, why don’t you address your concerns directly with her? You’ll get an immediate answer.”

“I think I will!” Ossuary puffed out his chest.

The construction superintendent had put Fleener right where he wanted him. Let the Magistrate convince the administrator.

“Bluto, can you get the Magistrate on the comm, please?”

“Of course, Mister Orbal,” the EI replied formally.

Ossuary had bluffed, and Zack had called it. The comm signaled that it was ringing through.

“This is Magistrate Rivka Anoa. How can I help you?”

“I’m sorry to bother you, Magistrate, but I have the workforce administrator here, and he’d like to register a formal complaint.”

“Let’s hear it,” she replied.

The super gestured for Fleener to take over. The workforce administrator glared at the man before composing himself.

“Yes, ma’am. I take offense that the construction superintendent has called one of my workforce a murderer. We would harbor no such person here, and request to get back to work immediately.”

“There is a murderer running loose on Station 13, Administrator Fleener. And my preliminary analysis suggests the most likely candidate is one of the frontline hands. If you’re protecting that individual to such an extent that you are enabling his or her ability to kill people, you’ll be subject to being charged with the same crimes, and more importantly, the same punishment as the perpetrator. Do I make myself clear?”

Fleener clenched his jaw, and his lip started to quiver. The Magistrate had played her trump card without bothering to see his hand.

“Are you still there, Administrator? I can only take your silence as an admission that you know who the person might be. As such, I need to talk to you privately.”

“Not without representation!” the administrator blurted. Billy, J.R., and Finn had taken an involuntary step backward, leaving Ossuary Fleener on his own. Enforcing labor’s rights was far different than harboring a person who was killing their own.

“I’ll be right there. Don’t go anywhere. And because I don’t trust you, Mr. Fleener, I’m bringing a combat unit. You should not have weaponized your crew against me. It makes you look guilty, like you’re trying to hide something. I don’t like secrets, Mr. Fleener. I don’t like those who protect criminals. I will respect your rights, but I will not let you obstruct my investigation.”

The Magistrate cut the link.

“Can I get you a cup of coffee?” the construction superintendent asked nonchalantly.

Fleener turned to go, but his representatives prevented him from leaving.

“The Magistrate said to wait here,” J.R. said, blocking Ossuary’s way by pushing a spanner into his chest.

“But…but…”

“I’d like a cup of coffee,” Billy noted.

The construction superintendent pointed to Finn.

“Sure.”

J.R. shook his head.

“Two coffees, coming right up.” Zack Orbal hadn’t taken enough time to get to know the workforce, but he should have. Then people like Fleener would have been allies and not enemies. There had been no reason. They all had the same goal. Build the station on time and on budget, then they’d get the next contract, too, unless they were too difficult to manage. Both men knew they were angling to be out of work sooner rather than later unless the Magistrate could get to the bottom of it by clearing them of any wrongdoing.

The construction superintendent was confident he hadn’t been complicit. He wasn’t sure about the workforce administrator.


CHAPTER SIX



Onboard Wyatt Earp, Docking Gantry Four, Space Station 13

“The cracks have started to appear. They are feeling the pressure we haven’t even started to apply yet.” Rivka chewed the inside of her lip. “I wonder what changed?”

“You stopped the work,” Jay replied, stroking Wenceslaus’ orange fur. Floyd snored peacefully by her feet. “That shows you have power. They are starting to flail as they look for ways to get back to work.”

The workforce turning on itself was inevitable, but could Rivka manage it to her advantage?

“I know Fleener didn’t have anything to do with it. Is someone manipulating him? That’s what a good line of questioning will discover.”

Jay mimed the zombie hand, Rivka’s gift that came through touch, enabling her to see into the individual’s mind.

“Or that, but I’d like something I can defend in court just in case. This isn’t clear cut when it comes to jurisdiction. It crosses civil and criminal boundaries.”

“I thought it was murder.” Jay stopped stroking the cat, and he nudged her impatiently until she renewed her attention.

“I can’t imagine what the motive is. Without motive, we lack the intent component. It could be gross negligence that rises to the level of reckless disregard for the sanctity of life. But, that section of the station was built to pivot. Why?”

Jay didn’t know, and the cat didn’t care as long as he was being petted.

Rivka looked at the ceiling. “Chaz, give me ship-wide.” She smiled. Her ship was big enough that she couldn’t simply yell to get everyone’s attention. It was much bigger than Grainger’s ship. She’d always been told that size didn’t matter.

But she liked having the biggest ship, and she’d even gotten used to the smell.

“Coming to you live from the entertainment room, I give you, Magistrate Rivka Anooooooooa!” Chaz bellowed like a sports announcer.

“Grainger is going to get his ass kicked.” Rivka stared at the ceiling.

“You’re live, Magistrate,” Chaz reported in his normal voice.

“Thank you. Private Cole, please suit up. We’re returning to the station in full combat mode. Lindy and Red, you guys too. Load up.”

“Red is still in the Pod-doc. It’s taking a little longer than expected because there was a lot of stuff to undo,” Lindy replied.

“How much longer, Ankh?”

“Another hour,” the Crenellian answered.

“We go without him. Full load, Lindy. Leaving as soon as possible. Chaz, have Boran meet us at the gantry corridor. I don’t wish to be solo on that station until I can make sure it’s no longer a deathtrap.”
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Alant Cole flexed his armored muscles as he put the mech through its warmup paces. He ran the thirty-second routine. The HUD gave him green lights across the board, and he vaulted through the forcefield that retained the atmosphere within the cargo bay. He floated into space before he activated his jets and flew toward the Aleph hangar bay. He cruised through their screens feet-first, letting the gravity pull him to the deck, and hit it already in stride, then followed the map Ankh had uploaded for him that showed the current status of the station.

He opened the wide door giving access to the station, pounded into the corridor, up an access ramp and down another corridor.

“Gangway!” he projected through the suit’s external speakers at a group of workers standing in the corridor. They didn’t move, blocking the way with their bodies. Cole quickly searched for an alternate route but didn’t have any luck. He dialed up the comm link to the ship. “Magistrate. I have workers blocking my way. Instructions, please.”

“We’re heading into the gantry now, so you need to get through them. Issue my authority, and if they refuse to move, sweep them aside and continue to marry up with us.”

“Roger,” the private confirmed. He switched back to the external speakers. “Under orders of Magistrate Anoa, I need you to move aside. I do not wish to injure you.”

Someone up front gave him the finger.

“Bold and stupid. Advertising your idiocy for the world to see,” he said to himself within the privacy of his suit. The ceiling was high in this area, having not been enclosed because the cabling and other conduits had not yet been completed.

Cole accelerated quickly toward the workers, who held their ground for only a second before diving out of the way. The middle-finger man froze where he was, his eyes as big as plates. Cole dove over his head, hit the floor, and rolled back to his feet to continue down the corridor and away from the workers.

“I’m clear. No injuries,” Cole reported.

He climbed one more set of stairs, squeezed through the double doors, and stepped into a corridor beside the gantry. Boran Waldin was already there, waiting. He jumped when the mech appeared.

“What are you?” he asked.

“Private Alant Cole, Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch, at your service.”

“I told them not to fuck with the Magistrate, but they wouldn’t listen.”

“I expect they will now.” The private cycled through his weapons systems, showing the firepower attached to the suit as well as the oversized railgun he carried.

“You don’t want to fire that thing in here.”

“You should probably wear an environmental suit at all times,” the private warned.

“Shit!” Boran threw his hands up and wildly waved them around. “Are you going to kill everyone to make sure you get whoever the murderer is?”

“It would make things easier,” Rivka said as she walked up. “But that’s not how we do things. The presumption of innocence prevails. I will do everything in my power to protect the innocent. It helps if they act innocent, but that isn’t required for me to support their right to be treated as such.”

She didn’t tell him about her ability to read minds, which could have been construed as a direct violation of their right to privacy and freedom from interrogation without probable cause. She wanted to use her ability less, having relied on it almost to a fault in previous cases.

When time was the enemy, she could better justify it. In this case, time was important because an entire workforce wasn’t getting paid, but she could mandate an exception from the Federation and try to convince General Reynolds to pay for the downtime. She made a note to herself to send the request as soon as possible, just in case the investigation took longer than a couple of days.

Let’s see what our buddy Ossuary has to say about cooperating.

“We’re not going to kill everyone. I hope we don’t have to execute anyone. Lead the perp away in cuffs for an all-expense paid trip to Jhiordaan, a place where they’ll never have to worry about money again. But my most important goal is to make sure no one else gets killed.”

“That’s always been my goal, but damn, things have spiraled out of control!” Boran looked defeated for a moment before bucking up.

“How many times do I have to tell people that’s what I’m here for? We’ll get to the bottom of this as quickly as possible. I can’t share any details during the investigation, but you’ll see what I’m doing. I’d appreciate your discretion.” She held out her hand, and he took it.

The super asking him to report. Guilt. Internal conflict. He doesn’t want to. No secrets, but secretive. Why?

The rush of emotions from the safety manager caught Rivka off-guard, but she weathered them without acknowledging that she knew.

“Shall we?” Rivka gestured for Boran to lead the way.

Lindy took a position next to the safety manager, while the Magistrate had her people both in front of and behind her. They walked through the corridors without talking, the only sound the heavy clump of the mech bringing up the rear.

It didn’t take long to reach the area where the construction superintendent and workforce administrator waited. Three large individuals brandishing oversized tools, along with cups of coffee, stood behind the administrator. The tension in the air was palpable.

Lindy took two steps forward and leveled her weapon. “You’ll want to put those tools down,” she advised. The armored warrior pounded into the space and hovered behind the Magistrate, his weaponry bristling.

The men looked at the spanners and hammer as if the tools had magically appeared in their hands. They immediately set them on the nearest table and muttered profuse apologies as they stepped away. Two of the men cradled their cups of coffee in two hands.

Putting distance between themselves, and Fleener, too.

The super crossed his arms and leaned casually against a desk.

“You have insight into my investigation?” Rivka asked, moving close to the administrator. He was the same height as the Magistrate and should have looked her in the eye, but he shriveled under her glare. “I asked for a private meeting, but you insisted on talking to me in public. Here I am.”

“I’ve changed my mind,” he mumbled. “I don’t have any information that will be useful to your investigation.”

“Now you’re wasting my time, and bordering on obstruction. By wasting time not getting information from you, I’m not getting anything from anyone else, either. I can only assume you’re protecting someone. A murderer, for example.” She grabbed his arm, knowing what she was going to see in his mind.

It was all about him and his authority. He saw his power, not just shrinking, but disappearing. He was afraid to the point of being nearly incapacitated. His thoughts were a jumble of falling dominoes. None of them criminal. All of them shady.

“You are a pathetic human being,” Rivka said before pointing at a far corner. “Stand over there.”

He clenched his jaw and looked belligerent, but only for a moment. He caved and did as he was told.

“What do you three know?” Rivka asked. The best interrogations were done individually before comparing answers and learning who was lying. She didn’t have time for the normal approach.

She sighed as she found herself justifying using her gift to take a shortcut. Again. The men looked at each other in confusion.

“We’ve found in three instances that construction of the station has been modified to create deathtraps. We don’t know where the trigger was or who pulled it, but the workers who were killed had no chance. Like a fly beneath a swatter, their fates were sealed the second they stepped into the ambush. Do you know who or what could modify construction details as the station is being built?” Rivka explained.

“No,” one of the men replied, shaking his head vigorously. “I’m J.R., by the way. We work to detailed drawings. We requisition materials based on a list attached to the work package and then start putting things into place, doing the initial fit-up. The bots execute the final alignments, fit-ups, and welds once a living being turns them loose. The bots are the ones that perform the final construction, from torqueing bolts to welding seams.

“That’s what the construction plan says is supposed to happen, but it hasn’t been.”

“But it has!” another added quickly and defensively. He nodded as hard as the other had shaken his head. “We don’t do it any other way.”

The third looked at the ground. Rivka strolled up to him and tipped his head up by lifting his chin with one finger. “What do you know that’s being done differently?”

Images of the workforce conducting their own fit-ups, torqueing connectors, and even welding.

“You’re taking shortcuts,” she said matter-of-factly.

“The bots were taking too long to get to us. We needed to finish and move on!”

“What did you do, Finn?” the administrator demanded from the far side of the room. Rivka didn’t have to look at him. Lindy took care of it.

“You, shut up.” The bodyguard pointed at him until he looked away.

“Did you do anything not to spec?” Rivka asked, still touching his face.

Vehement denial.

“It was better than spec!” He kicked at the deck. “Because we didn’t want anyone to know. No one can tell the difference.”

“I believe you,” Rivka told him. “Now describe what you mean by ‘better than spec.’”

“The quality control inspectors would never know the difference. We used auto-welders instead of the bots. Those pieces of equipment can be found hidden in a storage space on sub-level nine.” He hung his head in defeat.

Rivka casually checked her pad. Sub-level nine was outside the environmentally-contained sections. “Suit up. You’re going to retrieve that equipment, and Private Cole is going with you.”

“But ma’am!” Alant protested.

The Magistrate tapped the weapon she carried and nodded at Lindy. “I’ll be fine. Accompany Mister Finn to that welding equipment and bring it back to the hangar bay for inspection.”

The private held out an armored arm and motioned for the worker to lead the way. The two departed.

Rivka looked from one face to the next. “Superintendent Orbal, I need a space where I can conduct interviews.”

“How about right here?”

“Bring the inspectors to me. All of them, and hold them over there,” she pointed to a wide corridor, “until I can speak to them one at a time. No one is to talk. Hold them in silence. Can you do that?”

“I have Yollins and Ixtali security guards on the ship. I’ll bring them over, and we’ll take care of it.” The construction superintendent grabbed a terminal and immediately contacted the administration ship to issue the order. “They’ll be here in a half-hour.”

The workforce administrator started to walk forward, but Rivka stopped him with one finger. “I’ll need your assistance, if it is assistance you’re going to provide. If you step one toe over the line into obstruction, I will throw you in solitary confinement until I’ve completed my investigation. And if your pawprints are on anything related to the perp, you’ll be going on an all-expense paid trip to Jhiordaan. Do you understand?”

“Why would you let him participate if there’s any chance he was involved?” the super asked, twisting his face as he spoke. His disdain for the administrator was growing by the second.

“There’s a chance you’re involved, yet here you are.”

“But there isn’t,” Zack stammered. Rivka touched a finger to her nose. She knew something they didn’t. She’d hold them at bay until she could get a lead. Playing them off against each other seemed the best way to keep them busy and out of her way.

“Work it out. You two. Among yourselves. But first, get me those inspectors!”


CHAPTER SEVEN



One of the finished spaces on the station provided the office and interrogation room. It was one level up from the area the safety manager called home. The area had been off-limits to the crews, getting closed when they were finished to keep it from getting cluttered or dirtied as the workforce got creative with storing construction materiel or places to relax between shifts. The inspectors would have gone through the space one last time with the construction superintendent before closing it off until the final acceptance walk-through with Federation authorities before they took possession of the completed station.

It would have to be inspected again, but the super believed there would be no final walk-through if the Magistrate didn’t get what she needed. Station workers sat idle, not getting paid, nerves raw from speculation. Rivka hoped the administrator and super would put aside their differences long enough to keep the workforce from degenerating into open warfare while she pitted the two against each other.

She started to wonder about her strategy as their animosity grew.

The arrival of several older members of the crew interrupted her contemplation. They were dressed in dirty coveralls. Two were sweating, but not from nerves, from hard work.

“Are you still on the job?” Rivka asked.

“Of course,” the oldest replied, a purple-tinged humanoid with skin wrinkled like a raisin. “We work when the workforce isn’t.”

It sounded like a tagline for a commercial.

“But the workforce is not working because there is a suspected murderer running loose. That means no one works until we learn what is going on.” Rivka dug her knuckles into her hips in her dominance pose. The inspectors seemed unimpressed. One shrugged.

She shook her head and checked her pad for the list of names. She counted eight. Seven inspectors stood before her.

“We’re missing one. Is he night shift or something?”

No one answered. She pointed to the older alien, the one who had spoken before. He had purple skin that seemed far too excessive for his humanoid-shaped body. “Where is he?”

“She’s finishing up one last inspection. She’ll be here right after that.”

“Boran, get her off the job now, please.”

An alarm sounded. Rivka’s eyes shot toward the ceiling, looking for the source of the sound as if the speaker would enlighten her on why it was going off. Her internal comm let her know a message was coming from Chaz.

Magistrate, there’s been another “accident.”

A female inspector? she asked.

Yes.

Send Cole to the accident site, please, in his armor.

“Lindy, you’re with me.” Rivka’s eyes focused on Mister Wrinkly Purple. “Take me to where she was inspecting. Right now, please.”

“Was it…” the older inspector started to ask, his face contorting as emotions flooded through him.

“It was why I told everyone to stop working!” Rivka shouted. The seven inspectors rocked back with the force of her admonition. “Stay here, and no one talks to anyone else. Boran, I know you should be out there starting a safety investigation, but this is a criminal issue. You keep them here, and keep them quiet.”

“Not another one!” he moaned.

“More to follow.” She manhandled the inspector, propelling him toward the door. He wasn’t resisting, but he wasn’t moving under his own power, either.

“But…but…” the inspector protested.

“What’s your name?”

“Humans can’t pronounce it, so just call me Marks like everyone else.”

Rivka noticed that he spoke with an accent, but it was faint. “Marx, like that human guy from history?”

“I don’t know human history. Marks, as in ‘marks up the inspection sheet.’ I tend to find more issues than anyone else.”

He was finally walking without the Magistrate’s encouragement. “What is the inspector’s name?”

“A human. Sheila.” The older alien started to pant. His tongue stuck out as he huffed and puffed. Rivka glanced at him as they twisted and turned through the corridors, bypassing some construction areas while shortcutting through others. He knew where he was going. She would have been hopelessly lost at that point.

“No sweat glands?”

“Just in my tongue, Magistrate. That’s why I pace myself. My co-workers laugh at me.”

Rivka shrugged as much as she could while they hurried along. They were almost running. Lindy’s long strides made her movements look effortless. She carried the railgun as if it were an extension of her body. Her eyes darted everywhere as she moved, looking for things that shouldn’t be, seeking light deep within the shadows.

Rivka did not further intrude into Marks’ thoughts as they reached the station’s outer barrier and a temporary airlock. Rivka pulled her hood up and activated her shipsuit’s emergency system.

“You should probably use a real EVA suit, Magistrate,” the wrinkled inspector suggested. “It’s dangerous out there.”

Lindy flipped her hood down and stood back to let Rivka direct the next move.

Marks pointed out a small porthole-style window beside the airlock. An EVA-suited body floated free, restrained by a single tether attached to an eyebolt.

“I know, but my people should be there already. They’ll take care of me.” She pointed back the way they’d come. “I’ll meet you with the others. No detours. Head straight back there, and thank you, Marks, for showing me the way here.”

He waved his hand, the overly long fingers flapping as if only loosely connected. Rivka gave him no more thought. She and Lindy entered the airlock and cycled it, ready to head in the direction Marks had pointed.
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“On my way, Chaz,” Private Cole replied to the AI through his armor suit’s comm. Alant pushed a load of welders within a steel net. Finn was pushing from the other side while wearing a standard deep-space construction suit.

Both the private’s armor and the worker’s suit lights shone brightly. The station lights were not completely operational yet, and with the G-type main-sequence star nearly two AU away, the light was dim at the best of times. Yet the system was well established, with two habitable planets in the Goldilocks Zone, one inhabited by a race known as the Angobar. Once a Gate was built, the system was expected to become a robust trading partner.

The second planet had colonies of settlers who would provide additional nutritional fodder and raw materials the space station would need, possibly even enough for export. The Federation had invested in the system because it was on the frontier. The Angobar had joined the Federation and signed a deal authorizing use of their system. Everything else was beyond the outer rim of known space.

The star was in one direction and in the other, interstellar wilds. The space station was going to support a deep-space exploration branch for government and private entities. It was going to be the best of both worlds—if the station was ever completed.

“Take this to the hangar bay and secure it. Wait there for further orders. You will not touch any of this equipment, do you understand me?” Cole transmitted to the worker.

“Chill, dude! I’m not in your army.”

Cole clenched his jaw and tried to come up with a proper reply, but nothing came to mind besides beating the crap out of the guy.

“All you have to do is ask. I’ll drop it at the entrance and wait in the ready room with the shuttle pilots. That way, I can grab a chocolate shake.”

The thought of subterfuge disappeared as Cole contemplated the drink. “You have shakes on a half-built station?”

“It’s the way of construction. A well-fed worker is a happy worker. Our bunks might be small, but damn, do we eat well.”

“I’ll be back, and maybe you can snag one for me. Sorry about the order thing. It’s what I’m used to. Put the machines in place and leave them in the netting, please. I shouldn’t be too long. See you there, Finn.” The private jetted away from the load, leaving it in the worker’s large hands.

Cole followed the line on his HUD that took him up and around the top of the station. Chaz was guiding him to a half-built gantry. The private slowed as he approached. “I can’t see anything that looks out of the ordinary,” Cole reported.

“Inspector Sheila Mayer’s EVA suit auto-reported a catastrophic failure in this location. She may have floated away from the station. Her geo-locator beacon is no longer transmitting.”

Alant actively scanned the area for loose objects. In moments, the inside screen of his helmet populated with a combat tactical display highlighting the station and everything else within a kilometer. He dialed in on the gantry.

“Got you.” A floating body tethered on the other side. He accelerated at maximum toward it, then cut the jets and executed a roll to point in the opposite direction so he could slow down. He drifted slightly past her, thinking he saw a movement. He hurried back to examine her suit. It had been slashed and shredded, but she had been wearing a shipsuit underneath. The private hugged her to him. He looked for the nearest airlock, catching sight of the Magistrate and her bodyguard as she exited.

He gestured for them to stay there and carefully headed that way, jerking to a halt when the tether caught. It sprang back, pulling the private and his precious cargo back toward the gantry. A metal fixture swung down, hit the private in the helmet, and continued scraping down his armored back.

The combat systems showed green across the board. Construction debris swinging free. An accident.

They floated toward the tether link. He grabbed the eyebolt with one hand and deftly unhooked the clasp, then kicked off the strut to propel himself back toward the airlock. The Magistrate was pointing at something over his head. He looked up in time to see the scythe-like device heading toward him a second time.

With a move accelerated by his mechanized armor, he turned to put the inspector on the opposite side away from the debris, caught the swinging arm, and twisted it off the gantry. He swiveled back and forth, looking for anything else that would keep him from getting the inspector inside the station.

Finding nothing, he continued to the airlock, where he deposited the inspector between the Magistrate and Lindy. He tried to hug the ceiling to give them enough room.

When the light turned green, Rivka pulled her hood back and bent down to examine the woman. Her suit had tried to seal itself, but the damage was too severe. However, it had indirectly sealed the inspector’s shipsuit beneath. Because of that, Sheila had survived. When the door popped, the medical personnel were waiting.

Rivka thanked them and stepped aside so they could work on the victim. They left her in her suit to keep the wounds sealed, putting her on the gurney exactly as the private had delivered her and hurrying away.

The private held the metal scythe away from those not wearing armor. When it was just Alant, Rivka, and Lindy, the Magistrate took a closer look. “What the hell is this thing, and what happened out there?”

“Came out of nowhere, ma’am.” He held it before her but wouldn’t let her touch it. The edges were jagged, with separate quills like a feather. It looked like it was designed to shred an EVA suit and the person within.

“We’ll see if anyone knows what this thing is or what purpose it could possibly serve on a space station.” Rivka’s lip curled in disgust. She glared at the metal, willing it to give up its secrets.

“Want me to put it in the hangar bay?”

Rivka nodded. “And stop by that gantry and get video of everything.”

The private backed into the airlock, cycled it, and went on his way around the other side of the station. Rivka looked around to find herself alone with Lindy.

“You wouldn’t know the way back, would you?”

Lindy chuckled. “Not a chance.”

Chaz, can you get us back to where we need to go?

I can try, Magistrate. The AI attempted to sound sincere.

And get the construction drawings for everything related to the gantry where the inspector was injured.
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Rivka sat to the side and watched the inspectors. They shifted nervously within an environment that should have been comfortable but was exactly the opposite.

“Marks,” the Magistrate said softly and pointed to a chair next to her. “Lindy, have everyone else wait in the corridor. Make sure they don’t talk to each other.”

Lindy nodded and ushered the group out, closing the door behind her as she left the Magistrate alone with the wrinkly, purple alien.

She laid her pad on the table between them and showed the structure with the pin and ram that had been responsible for the last death. She also showed the construction drawing where it was supposed to be a rigid connection. “Do you know who inspected this section?”

Don’t ask a question you don’t know the answer to. In this instance, Marks had signed off that the structure had been built in accordance with specifications.

He looked at the picture and then the drawing. He produced a pen-like device from his pocket, punched a button on it, and laid it next to the pad.

He breathed softly as he stared at the picture. “You know it was me,” he admitted. “But that’s not what I inspected. We get accused all the time, so most of us, if not all, carry our own video capture. Have your AI access my spy cam. I’ve unlocked it.”

Rivka studied it without touching the device. “Those things are illegal.”

He shrugged one shoulder. “Better that than getting accused of murder or getting hammered in a lawsuit for shoddy construction.”

Rivka opened the comm channel through her datapad and put her AI on speaker. “Chaz, can you access the video device that’s next to the pad? You should be getting an open signal.”

“I see it. What images would you like to see?”

“The incident labeled ‘Echo-5.’ Marry the images from the pen with those of the construction drawing.”

The datapad started to flash stills from the video capture. It stopped on an image that looked exactly like the construction drawing, a hard point sealed with a weld and two transverse struts.

They both leaned in to examine the image. “Date stamp on that?”

Chaz put the date and time of the image at the bottom, then arranged the two images side by side. Four days between the inspection data and the incident that had claimed the worker’s life, and then seven more days before Rivka’s picture.

Marks shook his head.

“Who approved the modification and rebuild of this joint?”

“There is no record of any modifications,” Chaz replied.

Rivka relaxed into her chair, laced her fingers together, and stared into the distance. “We know that people are building stuff without the bots. Can they build something like this modification without technical assistance?”

“Humanity built spaceships without the aid of artificial intelligence or welding bots. Other races are equally adept at creation, even for the purpose of destruction.”

Marks continued to look at the images on the datapad. “We inspect to the drawings. If someone makes changes after the inspection, we can’t certify our work. We have to reinspect everything.” He hung his head at the monumental amount of work before him. “We’re going to need more people.”

“No one is inspecting anything until we find out who is trying to kill the workers.” Rivka tipped her head back and stared at the ceiling. “Chaz, get me Sheila’s status, please. She may not know what happened, but I want her to live. I don’t want anyone else to die while building a damn space station.”

“Nor I, Magistrate,” the inspector assured.

“Who can do this work without anyone else knowing?”

“That is the question I would love to know the answer to.” Marks’ sincerity radiated from him. Rivka could feel the strength of his emotion without having to touch him.

“What kind of ownership do the inspectors have of the station?”

It didn’t take Marks long to spool up his response. “It’s ours. We may not fit the plates or girders and seal the welds, but we are the last line of defense that the station is safe. It is our necks on the line if there’s a failure.”

“That wasn’t the impression you gave me when you arrived earlier. You seemed almost indifferent to the fact that people were getting killed.” Rivka watched the pupils of his eyes, his breathing, and a vein throbbing on the side of his wrinkled neck.

“We knew we had nothing to do with any of this. It wasn’t indifference. We honestly thought the crew was being excessively careless. We’re behind schedule, and the super is pushing hard, just like the administrator. Both those guys only see penalties for being late, not the penalty of faulty construction. They figure it’ll be good enough since everything is over-engineered.”

“It is, isn’t it?” Rivka wondered.

“Three times greater than calculated maxes, so yes. It doesn’t have to be perfect to be completely safe. I’m concerned about a cascade failure where one item creates extreme stress on a second part, compounding with each new failure.” He tapped on the construction drawing thumbnail and it filled the datapad’s screen. “With a pivot point here versus a hard connection, the engineering throughout the rest of this structure is changed. We need new calculations, tolerances, and construction specs.”

Rivka nodded, watching the inspector instead of the screen. Chaz would take care of the technical details, backed up by Ankh and Erasmus. Those three would validate the engineering. Her focus was on the people involved. Nothing happened without an intervention.

Who was changing the construction?

“Chaz, I need every bit of footage from outside the station reviewed to confirm who worked in those areas between the moment this picture was taken and the time of the injury. Four days’ worth. I know it was already reviewed in the safety investigation, but go through it yourself with fresh eyes.”

“I shall run through it, although you’ll have to forgive me in that I have no eyes. I submit that I can see quite well, though.”

“My apologies, Chaz! I know you’ll be thorough. While you’re at it, if you could review the footage on the other four incidents…make that five. Give us a look at what happened where Sheila was inspecting for four days prior.”

“I’ll deliver my results the second I have them.”

“I know you will, Chaz. You are eminently reliable and a valuable member of my crew.”

Marks cocked a single heavy eyebrow with a few crazy hairs sticking out of it.

Rivka ignored him and continued with her line of thought. “Explain the process for taking a work package, getting the material, and then doing the work.”

“We inspect the work once it’s done. We’re not involved with the other part of construction. You’ll have to ask the construction superintendent for those details. I can describe our process,” he offered.

Rivka nodded while building within her mind roles and responsibilities, the rules of the construction road. Every bit of information was important until it wasn’t. She wouldn’t know until later. In the interim, this was the time-consuming part of the investigation. She took a deep breath and ordered a drink and a snack from the food processor installed in the room.

“That’s not functional yet,” Marks told her after it didn’t deliver anything.

“It’s on,” she countered, leaning to the side to avoid reflections, making sure the panel was lit.

“But the nutrition pack transfer system is not finished. Once that hookup takes place, the processors will come online.”

The inspector knew what was operational.

Chaz, can you order some chow for me?

Before the AI could respond, the door opened and Red walked in, his head bent and his armor loose on his body. He still filled the doorway, but as a normally large man and not a shambling behemoth.

“There’s the man I first met all those years ago!” Rivka declared and hurried to give Red a hug.

“I feel small and insignificant,” he muttered.

Marks looked shocked, rocking back to see the big man’s face.

“You aren’t. You never were, and will never be small or insignificant. I might even say that you’re the cat’s ass. Focus on what you are and not what you aren’t.”

Red nodded, tight-lipped.

“Does Lindy still love you?” Rivka asked pointedly.

Red was taken aback. “Well, I think so.”

“Goddamn men.” Rivka grabbed Red by the arms and shook him. “Of course, she does. You deserve each other. Now that’s the end of that. Don’t make me kick your ass in training just to put you in your place.”

“But you can’t take me,” Red replied, stretching upward and outward before deflating slightly.

“Damn straight, and don’t forget it! Chow is coming, so order yourself something through Chaz.”

Red pointed to the food processor.

“Doesn’t work yet.”

Once Rivka was back in her seat, she returned her attention to Marks. “Where were we?”

“Inspection processes. Sit back, this could take a while,” the inspector warned.


CHAPTER EIGHT



Hangar Bay Aleph, Federation Border Station 13 – Under Construction

Private Cole hovered over the mass of welding machines. The metal scythe-like contraption lay off to the side. Finn loudly sipped his shake.

“You got one for me?” Cole asked.

“How can you drink it when you’re wearing that thing?”

“I don’t wear this all the time. I’ll take it off when I return to Wyatt.”

“That’s what they all say,” the construction worker quipped.

“I’m beginning to like you, which means when the shooting starts, I’ll kill you last.”

“What the fuck?” Finn was unused to military humor.

Cole had a good laugh at the man’s expense. “You need to lighten up, Frances.”

“How did you know my name was Frances? No one knows that!” He looked around quickly. “Shut it, dude! I need that to be kept secret.”

Cole was confused but adhered to the philosophy that sometimes he didn’t want to know. “It’ll never pass my lips again. You keep your secret if you can. The Magistrate will know, I guarantee it. And if I understand the stories about her, she’ll know why you want to keep it secret too. I hope it’s nothing illegal for your sake.”

Private Cole kept the volume low so his voice didn’t project throughout the hangar bay even though they were the only ones there. Various bubbles on the ceiling suggested a myriad of cameras were watching them.

Magistrate, I have the welding machines and other hardware secure, Cole reported.

I’ll be down in a few.
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“A few” was relative. More than three hours passed before Rivka appeared. She looked tired, but the private perked up. He was still in his armor. He was ready to get out of it.

Red and Lindy strolled into the hangar bay first and checked the area, finding only Finn and Cole. Finn was sprawled on a large crate, sound asleep.

Ankh, help me understand what I’m looking at, Rivka requested.

Fine, the Crenellian replied. Zoom in on the machines as you separate them.

Ankh continued to give directions until most of the machines were disassembled.

They are manually-operated, automatic welding machines, nothing more. They don’t have a computer interface of any sort.

I took them apart so you could tell me they don’t apply? You knew that, didn’t you?

You learned that these machines did not contribute to the construction anomalies. Those who operated them, on the other hand, could be involved, although I don’t think so. A manual weld is different from a machine weld. The welds at Point Echo-5 were machine welds, but the winged spear-shaped object? Please bring that to the ship for further analysis.

It would have helped had you told me those things earlier, Rivka challenged the Crenellian. You should have been here taking these apart, not me.

Busy. Ankh signed off after his claim.

“That bastard,” Rivka grumbled. “You can have your machines back, Finn.” Cole stomped over and woke him up to tell him that he was free to go once he acquired a chocolate shake for the private.

And the Magistrate.

Onboard Wyatt Earp, Federation Border Station 13 – Under Construction

“These people love their jobs,” Rivka droned before sipping her shake and smiling. “If I can judge by the number of words they used to describe them.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?” Jay asked. She held one end of a small rope, and Floyd was tugging on the other. Wenceslaus had figured out how to climb the wall and was perched on a decorative shelf overlooking the room through slitted eyes. He had his front paws tucked underneath his chest, showing no inclination of moving.

“It’s better than if they said nothing. They were forthcoming with information. An endless amount of information, but not much of it was useful. Still, weeding through information to find the applicable details is in a barrister’s job description.”

Jay nodded, glancing surreptitiously at the chocolate shake. Rivka handed it over with a warning. “Don’t drink too fast. It’ll freeze your brain.”

The young woman tucked the hair on one side of her head behind her ear and took a careful sip. She’d had one before, but every shake was a new experience. “I need Ankh to program these into our food processor.”

“I will be forever in your debt if you can accomplish that feat.”

Me, me! the wombat cried. Jay took the lid off the cup and held it down. Rivka sighed. She had entertained thoughts of getting another drink, but those hopes were crushed as she watched Floyd stuff her big snout into the remainder of the ice cream. More!

“No more,” Jay told the wombat and gave her a hearty ear scratch.

“I’m with you, sister. We need more. You work on Ankh. I have an endless amount of chaff to wade through to hopefully find a couple kernels of wheat.”

The Magistrate retired to her luxury stateroom, breathing deeply of a scent she couldn’t recognize but suspected was an essential oil Jay had brought aboard to help fight the Skaine stench. Rivka wasn’t sure the odor had not permeated even the metal of the ship. Jay was engaged in a life-and-death struggle to minimize the assault on the olfactory glands of the crew.

“There you are.” On the counter next to her small kitchen, Rivka eyed a tiny bottle with brown sticks diffusing scent into the air. She inhaled deeply, enjoying the mix of fragrances. “Kudos to you, Jay and thank you. Chaz, remind me to do something for Jay when we get back home.”

“I think you are home, Magistrate,” the AI replied.

“Don’t be creepy, Chaz. This is our home away from home. Maybe we can refer to Station 7 as our second home.”

“I will remind you, Magistrate. On a different note, I am ready with my conclusions of the video analysis.”

“Pray tell, Chaz. My guess is that no one went anywhere near the area in question.”

“I would like to tell you that is the case, but I can’t,” Chaz replied.

Rivka’s ears perked up. “We have a suspect!” she declared.

“I can’t tell you that either, Magistrate. You see, the official feeds have been doctored. The video of Echo-5 is fake.”

“Isn’t that interesting?” Rivka commented before taking a seat and contemplating its meaning and her next steps. “We need to find who had access to Bluto, to the storage, and to the physical video setup.”

“I’ve begun digging into the source of the changes to the official video.”

“Thanks, Chaz. You haven’t found anything yet?”

“Nothing yet, Magistrate.”

“Get help from Ankh and Erasmus if you need it.”

The slight crackle over the speakers disappeared, suggesting Chaz had left the conversation. Rivka took a seat on her couch and kicked back. She brought up the large screen and started scrolling through the mind-numbing transcripts from her interviews with the inspectors. She’d have to do the same thing with the workforce, too. Every single worker who was assigned to that area.

Had they seen anything? Probably not. There were five hundred workers putting the station together. Only five hundred. It was a manageable number, but it would still be time-consuming. She had spent hours with the inspectors, but they had signed off on the work. They were the last to see it before it was modified.

How could someone make major structural modifications without being seen?

“Chaz, get me Bluto, please, and stay on the line to double-check things if needed.”

“Of course,” Chaz replied. A click signaled when an additional comm line opened.

“This is Bluto,” the station EI said.

“Bluto, Magistrate Rivka Anoa. Do you know why I’m here?”

“You are investigating construction accidents.”

“That’s correct. Do you know anything about the construction modifications at sites Echo-5, Delta-4, and Charlie-3?”

“I’m sure I don’t know.”

“That’s not a very EI-like answer.” Rivka sucked her lip as she looked at the screen showing an interview transcript. It filled in her words as she spoke.

“It’s the only EI answer I have. ‘I think I don’t know’ would give me more credit than I deserve for my ability to generate independent thoughts more akin to a sentient being’s. I am sure I don’t know is the best and only answer I have,” Bluto countered.

“Who modified the videos?” Rivka asked, impatient with the EI’s extended explanation.

“I’m sure I don’t know.”

Rivka took a deep breath and waited. An EI. Programmed responses only. There was no reason to be upset. It didn’t have the capacity for sarcasm.

It sounded like it, though. I’m sure I don’t know.

Rivka changed tack to something the EI could answer. “What is your process for recording and storing the video from the camera providing oversight of the area marked Echo-5?”

Bluto explained the capture parameters and pathways of the digital delivery and the exact location within the new organic storage system where it would wait until retrieved.

“There has to be a record of each time the video is accessed.”

“There is,” Bluto agreed.

“Great. Who accessed it and when?”

“Boran Waldin three hours after the safety incident, and then Chaz two hours ago.”

“Did either of those two modify the file?”

“No.”

“Somebody did. Who else accessed the file?” Rivka was growing impatient again.

“I’m sure I don’t know.”

Rivka thought her head was going to explode. She stood and returned to the counter where the diffuser passively spread a pleasant scent through her stateroom. She breathed in the smell. Lilacs—something Rivka had never touched in real life. She imagined them as purple with dashes of red in a stately flower that towered majestically over the others within the garden. Wyatt Earp had a small hydroponics bay. Maybe she’d plant flowers if Jay hadn’t already.

“Chaz, I’d like a private side-bar with you, please.”

“We are now secure. Bluto is standing by.”

“We need to look into Bluto’s programming. Someone is able to bypass his normal command and control circuitry. It is unfathomable that he couldn’t tell who accessed his secure files.”

“I believe it is fathomable. Ankh was into his system in moments after making the attempt. I doubt Bluto knew his circuits were open to the universe even though Ankh said the EI was forthcoming, I expect that related to the security of access and not that Bluto was aware.”

“Is he that limited in scope? Is he correct when he says he doesn’t know?”

“I suspect he does know but isn’t able to analyze the limitations to dig deeper into the anomalies. He checks the standard file coding, and it tells him it is unmolested when we know that it has been changed. He accepts the file properties as absolute truth and is unable to look at them from any other angle.”

“I’ll buy that. So how do we dig deeper into his system and look for what he can’t?”

“We’re already doing that, Magistrate. I initiated the search immediately following his last denial of knowledge. I refuse to let a fellow software system self-destruct under questioning.”

Rivka opened her mouth to reply but couldn’t come up with the words. She settled on something simple. “Let me know when you have something. I’ll be touring the ship.”

She left the comfort of her stateroom behind and headed straight for the engine room. She hadn’t been in the area before and was surprised by its spaciousness. She wondered how much of the ship it entailed. She hadn’t bothered with digging into the size of her ship, but it was much larger than Grainger’s frigate, so much so that she wondered if they were the same class. She wasn’t sure what was the next size up from a frigate. Maybe his was a large corvette and not a frigate at all.

Did it matter?

Yes, she decided. Words were important because they created the common frame of reference that made all conversations possible and gave negotiations a chance for success. A mutual understanding was important for language as a whole. To communicate a concept, one must use words with agreed-upon definitions.

She would check later into the various ship classes.

Rivka walked through the space with her hands clasped behind her back as if conducting an inspection. Clodagh was elbow-deep in a panel, and a small toolkit sat on a stand beside her.

“Magistrate! Welcome to my nightmare.”

The greeting caught Rivka off-guard. She was still thinking through her conversation with Bluto. “It’s not that bad, is it?”

“Just a figure of speech, Magistrate. Wyatt is a great ship.” Clodagh wiped her hands on a rag even though they looked clean, and afterward, the rag looked clean, too. “It’s old enough to need some tender loving care while new enough that nothing major is going to go wrong, plus, the little guy has upgraded some of the system buses and energy conduits. If we used all the power available to us, it could either propel us across multiple galaxies at one pop or reduce us to trillions of molecules accelerated to near-light speed, expanding like a supernova.”

Rivka chuckled. “No in-between, huh?”

“It’s all or nothing, do or die.” Clodagh nodded emphatically. “Can I help you with something?”

“Looking for Ankh.”

The lieutenant pointed with her chin. Rivka winked and walked in that direction. She found the Crenellian huddled within a holo-field.

“Ankh,” she said loud enough that there was no doubt he could hear her. She counted to five before sticking her hand through the three-dimensional projection and waving before his face. He didn’t respond, just kept tapping on the holographic touchpoints.

She poked him in the chest. When he didn’t respond to that, she poked him a second time in the forehead. Finally, the holoscreens dropped. He turned his unemotional eyes to her. “Humans have to be the most impatient of species. First, Terry Henry Walton, and now you. Can you not wait until I’m done?” He asked evenly, emotionlessly without moving his head or engaging in any other way.

“But you’re never done, Ankh. You always have something. You and Ted are the busiest people I have ever met. You don’t waste a single moment. I feel like I am always bothering you. I want to hurry up and be done with it so you can get back to what you’re doing. I apologize now and forever because I suspect that I will always interrupt you.”

At least in your mind, she thought.

“I will accept your premise that I am always busy, like now. I’m busy. What do you want, and how much time will it take?”

“We need to speak in complete privacy, with no one, not Erasmus or Chaz or anyone else listening. I need answers only you can provide.”

“Fine, although Erasmus can’t be silenced. He sees and hears everything I do. If you want to talk to me, you talk to him, too. We’ll keep your secret, Magistrate.” Ankh didn’t sound convincing. The emotionless tone of his small voice was usually unpersuasive, but the words? Those carried the full weight of his message.

“I agree,” the Magistrate replied. Ankh closed his eyes for a moment. The hairs on Rivka’s arm stood up as something unidentifiable passed over her.

Ankh opened his eyes and informed her that she could speak freely.

“What did you do?”

“EM field. Is that what you wanted to talk to me about?”

She knew he was being sarcastic, but his point was clear. She needed to get to her question. “How can we tell if Bluto has been compromised, or Chaz for that matter?”

“If anyone is accessing a system from the outside, they will leave telltale signs. It’s not hard to find them if you know what you’re looking for.”

“You assured me you could get into systems without leaving fingerprints.” Rivka hovered her hand near the Crenellian, not quite zombie pose, but close enough for it to draw Ankh’s attention. He watched her hand as he answered.

“I’m not just anyone. I could tell if someone got into a system even if they had authorization.”

“Can you check Bluto first, and then Chaz, without anyone knowing, of course.”

“Of course,” Ankh repeated. “Why did you have to ask this in private?”

“I think our perp knows everything that Bluto knows. They might have gotten into Chaz, too. A standard interrogation technique is to separate the witnesses and have them give their version of events. Then we bounce the different statements against each other to see what’s different. I’ve asked Bluto questions, but I felt he purposely avoided giving a direct answer. I’m not sure he answered any of my questions, come to think about it. And if the perp knows where we’re looking, he may be good enough to drop red herrings across his tracks.”

“I’ll take a look. Is that all?”

“It is. Thank you, Ankh. You are a valuable member of the crew.”

Ankh shooed her away, and as soon as she was outside his bubble, the holo-screens returned. The Crenellian disappeared within the confines of his own digital construct, tapping and spinning as part of his interface dance.

Rivka didn’t know if positive reinforcement worked on the Crenellian, but she was a believer. Anyone who helped needed to know they were helpful. Even if she had to play twenty questions to get there. She could skip the small talk with Ankh, and that was the revelation she needed.

Get to it and save valuable time for both of them.

She nodded to Clodagh as she passed, but the engineer didn’t notice. She remained focused on the panel and her detail work within.

Once in the main section of her ship, she stopped and took in the space. The airlock, the long corridor to the bridge, a transverse corridor to take her to the port side of the ship. So much space. Aurora popped into the corridor from a side room, waved, and continued toward the bridge.

I have to spend more time with the crew, Rivka vowed. But first, I have a murderer to catch.

“Red! Lindy!” she bellowed down the corridor, stalking forward confidently

“I thought I heard a bistok in heat,” Red quipped when he stuck his head into the corridor. “Was that you?”

“I shall make small jokes for the rest of your existence.” The look on Red’s face suggested such jibes wouldn’t be well-received. “Okay, I won’t. Lindy, are you in there?”

“I don’t have my clothes on,” she called from within. Rivka stopped instantly and turned away.

“I don’t want to know. We need to head back into the station. I want to talk with some more people and see some of the interfaces that have already been installed.”

Red smiled mischievously as he blocked the door with his body. Rivka held out her hand, and he shook it warmly.

“Welcome back, big man. We missed you, but never again. I need you with me. Get in there and get ready. Full gear.” Rivka took two steps before stopping and turning back. “Those aren’t your quarters.”

He laughed in reply.

It dawned on the Magistrate. “Oh no, you don’t. You are not going to ‘break in’ every space on this ship, do you hear me, Vered?”

Red tried to look contrite.

“What’s the bet?” Rivka asked.

“A date for the wedding,” Lindy added, adjusting her top as she leaned past Red.

“I’m the captain of the ship as well as a Magistrate. I can marry you guys here or in space. Why don’t we just get it over with so I don’t have to wonder when you’ve been in my quarters?”

“That will be the toughest…” Red said slowly.

“Come on, you sickeningly sweet lovebirds. Let’s go find someone’s ass that needs kicking.”

“My vote is for that weaselly workforce administrator, Fleener.” Lindy made like she wanted to spit from the distaste of having said his name.

“Give us five, Magistrate. We’ll be there, dressed for war.”

“We still haven’t drawn blood, but it’s been less than a full day so far. The money was on two; we’ll see if we can make it none.”

“If you catch a guy who has killed five people and tried to murder a sixth, I doubt you’ll leave him intact,” Red offered before heading for his quarters.

“Serial killer,” Rivka said softly. “And you’re right. There’s no room in this universe for anyone who enjoys killing people.”
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Would she find him over the course of another day? The odds suggested she would. Rivka had no idea what went into the calculations, but with Ankh making them, they’d been accurate more often than not. Free will was eminently predictable if one included the right variables.

The Magistrate wouldn’t ask. Listening to Ankh lecture on math would be as exciting as watching water evaporate.

Rivka returned to her stateroom to don ballistic protection over her shipsuit. She wanted people to talk, and they didn’t when she was dressed more formally, even if it was only in a jumpsuit. It looked civilian. With her armor and shipsuit, she looked military.

With a final discriminating review of her appearance, Rivka tucked Reaper into her Magistrate’s jacket pocket along with her datapad and headed for the exit. She found Red and Lindy waiting for her. Jay was standing nearby.

“Can I go, too?” she asked.

“We’re going to high-stress some of the suspects. I’m not sure you want to be there for that,” Rivka advised.

“You have suspects?” Jay seemed pleasantly surprised.

“A few over five hundred. I’ll whittle them down, starting in about five minutes.”

Jay frowned and dug at the deck with her toe.

“What’s your offer?” Rivka asked.

“I’ll watch and engage with those who are waiting their turn to be high-stressed, as you called it.”

“It’s a technique to get the suspect to make a mistake because he’s emotionally charged. Disengage the thinking brain. Engage the fight-or-flight mode.”

“I can help with those waiting or afterward.”

“Afterward?”

“Somebody has to soothe frayed nerves and calm the masses. We don’t want enemies, do we?”

“You are correct, Jay. Please join us.”

Floyd bounced up to Jay and vibrated with anticipation at leaving the ship.

“Please?” Jay asked.

“Any illusions that I’m in charge have been utterly shattered.” The Magistrate looked down at her outfit and then at Jay and Floyd.

“So much for coming across as a hardass.”

Red pointed to himself and Lindy. “We got your back, Magistrate.”

They looked the part. Both carried railguns across chests covered by the ballistic armor that stretched over most of their bodies. They wore helmets, too, chin straps in place to keep them tight should the bodyguards have to fire and maneuver.

“If we need to intimidate anyone, I have you two.” Rivka walked through the open airlock into the extended corridor that locked tightly to her ship. At the end of the gantry, Boran waited.

Safety Manager Boran Waldin looked like he’d had better days.

“When’s the last time you slept?” Rivka asked, resting her hand on his shoulder as he slumped against the wall. His mind told her nothing except that he was physically and emotionally exhausted. The feeling of failure was pervasive.

“At least Sheila looks like she’s going to pull through,” Rivka added when Boran didn’t speak. He nodded.

Rivka continued, “You could not have prevented any of this. There’s no safety policy or training in the known universe that was going to keep workers from getting killed. We don’t just have a murderer; we have a serial killer. Do you know what makes a serial killer different?”

Boran took note of the new conversation. He shook his head, looking up to meet Rivka’s gaze.

“No remorse. They get a thrill from the kill without any downside. They don’t feel guilt. Let me reiterate. The murderer was going to kill people no matter what you did. You had no chance. Make no mistake—we will find this person, human or alien. They are going against me, and they will not win.”

When he finally realized Rivka wasn’t alone, he perked up.

He took in the group, giving Red and Lindy as hard a look as he could manage. When he saw Jay behind them, he stopped and stared.

“You’re back. I was lost but now I’m found. You’re gorgeous!” he blurted before slapping a hand over his mouth and looking wide-eyed at the Magistrate. “I mean, where do you want to go?”

Floyd giggled and waddled through the entourage to give Boran a good sniff.

“No animals in an active construction zone,” he said without thinking.

Rivka smirked. “I thought I ordered all construction halted?”

“You did. There is no active construction zone. I’m sorry. I got all confused when I saw Aphrodite appear before me.”

Rivka couldn’t help but laugh. “That’s one way. She’s a wombat and her name is Floyd, but if you want to call her Aphrodite, I’m sure she’ll be good with it.”

“That’s not…”

Rivka stopped him. “Take us to the workforce lounge. We’re going to line up the workers and talk to them one after another, daisy-chain style.”

The safety manager looked back and forth between Jay and Rivka. Jay twirled her hair around one finger while returning Boran’s look. Red stepped in front of her to block their view of each other and gestured for Boran to lead the way.

Rivka pointed.

“The worker lounge. There’s some good food up there. I think they’re throwing a party.”

“A party?” the Magistrate wondered.

Boran started walking, furtively glancing over his shoulder to catch glimpses of Jay, who was now carrying Floyd because the wombat was already tired.

“It’s a morale booster, the super said, but I doubt it’ll work. The guys want to get paid. No pay, no morale.”

“Then all the better that I get to talk with everyone. It’s nice that we have most of them, if not all, in one place.”

“I doubt more than half are at the party.”

“When I show up, they should feel festive because once we have the perpetrator or perps in hand, everyone can get back to work. We all want the same thing. It’s important these people understand that.”

Boran nodded heartily. “I’ve explained until I’m blue in the face. They don’t see the forest for the trees.”

They continued in silence until they reached the elevator. The Magistrate was skeptical about entering.

Red walked in and started inspecting it. He removed one of Ankh’s surveillance devices from his pocket, and his lips moved as he spoke to the Crenellian using the comm chip. Lindy blocked the door with her body while Red thoroughly examined their ride.

“I don’t see anything, and Ankh says there are no extraneous signals.”

Rivka tried to be nonchalant about it but still found her legs heavy with each step to board the elevator. Jay casually strolled aboard, brushing heavily against the safety manager on her way in. Floyd left a clump of hair on his coveralls.

“Time to go,” Rivka said. Red stared at Boran until he looked away. He punched the button for the fourth deck from the top and away they went. Rivka was as stiff as an I-beam until the door opened. She hurried out before any of the others despite Red trying to stop her. Lindy rushed to get in front.

“What’s their hurry?” Boran asked.

“No one wants to get trapped in an elevator with Red. You know the rule: smallest person gets eaten first.”

Boran leaned back and studied Jay’s face.

“Are you serious?” Her expression gave nothing away. He declared, “You are not serious.”

“As long as the elevator delivers us where we’re supposed to go, you’ll never have to find out.”

“A mind like a steel trap. You are scintillating.”

Someone cleared their throat. Rivka and her party were staring at the safety manager, along with the workers who were milling about in the corridor outside the massive break room. It had been reserved for their use as a recreation area during construction.

“The Great Waldini is trying to get a girlfriend!” someone called.

“Is that what that was? By the moons of Polaris, why isn’t she running for her life?” another replied.

Rivka raised her hands for silence. “I need everyone to join me in the recreation room, please.”

“Fuck off!” The muffled cry came from a tightly-packed group. Boran stormed into them, grabbed a short, round alien, and dragged him into the open.

“Apologize you twat!” Boran shook him.

“Sorry,” the creature mumbled.

“Get your bowling-ball ass into the room like the Magistrate told you. The more you dick around out here, the longer you’ll go without a paycheck. Help her solve these murders, you fucks!”

“So there is a brash side to you. Using it sparingly, too, I see. That’s good. When you unleash it, they know you’re serious.” Rivka gestured for him to precede her into the room, but Red was already through the door with the last of those who had been standing in the corridor. Lindy waited. She’d go in last.

Rivka and Boran walked through the door together, to find Workforce Administrator Ossuary Fleener waiting with arms crossed.

“Good!” Rivka claimed. “You’re here. Line everyone up. First person here, and then a single line that can snake around the rec area. I’ll walk through and ask questions as I need.”

Fleener didn’t move.

“Lindy, throw him out. I’ll conduct the interviews without him.”

“It’s my right to be here!” he stated as forcefully as he could muster.

“Are you their lawyer?” the Magistrate asked.

He sputtered before shaking his head. He held his ground, standing as tall as he was able.

“Mr. Fleener. If this were a civil matter, your participation would be called for, but since this is a criminal matter, you have no right to represent these workers. This is the second time you’ve tried to interfere with my investigation. I accuse you of criminal obstruction, and since the crime that you are interfering with is murder, obstruction is a felony commensurate with aiding and abetting. I find you guilty. You’ll be incarcerated in the station brig…”

“It’s not built yet,” Boran whispered.

“You’ll be confined to quarters,” Rivka corrected with a curt nod. She spied two Yollins standing in a shadow against the wall. “Hey! Are you the super’s security detail?”

One Yollin walked forward and clicked his mandibles. “We are.”

“Take him to his quarters and secure him there.” She turned back to Fleener, who stood with his mouth open as if caught mid-scream. “If I see you set one foot out of your room, I will send you to Jhiordaan for the rest of your miserable life. You have fucked with me for the last time.”

The crowd separated, creating a wide path for the large, carapaced creatures. They strolled through, grabbed the workforce administrator without breaking stride, and dragged him ass-backwards through the door. Once out of sight, he started to scream. Rivka waved at Lindy to secure the room.

She closed the door, which cut off the noise.

“I need you single-file. First person right here.” She physically moved a wrinkly purple worker into place. The others fell in behind, and soon, the line snaked back and forth throughout the room. Lindy positioned herself near the door, watching the crowd. Jay strolled about, drawing the eyes of many workers. Boran hovered protectively.

“Have you never seen a woman before?” Rivka muttered.

Boran stepped toward the Magistrate. “Construction life, ma’am. We don’t see a whole lot of civilians in our line of work. Ever. We go from job to job. Many of these people have families but don’t see them much.”

“What kind of life is that?” Rivka asked, trying to keep her voice low. She wished she had thought to ask more background questions earlier instead of in front of the nervous workforce.

“We like to build things. Have you ever seen something take shape through the power of your own hands? It’s the thrill of the process, problem-solving, attention to detail, and the gratification of the final product.”

“Compelling. It takes a rare type, which means the right workers are probably hard to find.”

“Which means the pay is good,” Boran finished her thought.

“When we’re working,” someone mumbled from nearby.

“Then let’s get to it.” Rivka approached the first in line. He stiffened. “There’s no reason to be concerned as long as you’re not involved. You’re not, are you?”

She put out her hand and touched their arms as she walked past while looking from face to face.

Gambling.

Drinking.

Cutting a corner on a fit-up.

She stopped and pulled the alien female from the line. Rivka turned to Boran. “You’ll need to double-check this one’s work. She’s been cutting corners.”

The safety manager’s surprise was mirrored by the look on the humanoid’s wide face. He took down her name and made her sit in a corner. Rivka grimaced at the public excoriation. She imagined the worker wearing a dunce cap.

Shouldn’t have taken shortcuts, Rivka thought and dismissed her from her mind.

“As long as you’re not involved, there’s nothing to worry about,” the Magistrate reiterated to get their minds churning before she continued seeing their thoughts. The workers were close together, and many of the thoughts were jumbled, but Rivka knew what she was looking for—someone trying to hide their after-hours work to set up the killing traps.

Boran had been right about the presence of civilians. Jay, Lindy, and even the Magistrate were in the thoughts of too many.

Most tried to hide their attraction, but it was too strong. No serial killers. Too many off-color jokes told in the shadows.

If that was what a worker was worried about, the station was in good hands.

Petty thievery. Rivka stopped.

“I’m going to need to see your locker,” she told the crusty old worker. He might have been human. She couldn’t be certain.

“Why?” he demanded, instantly defensive, anxious, and afraid.

Rivka didn’t have time to play games. “Because you’ve been stealing from your co-workers. Turn out your pockets.”

He tried to give her the finger, but before his hand was chest-high, Red had grabbed him and twisted his arm behind his back. The bodyguard wrapped the man’s free arm up and pulled tight enough that he started to gasp for breath. Rivka dug her fingers into his pocket. He made the mistake of trying to kick her. She kneed him in the groin, driving his head upward until it impacted with Red’s chin.

“Enough games, fucker,” Red growled, picking the man up and slamming him face-first onto the deck.

“I knew something wasn’t right about that asshole!” someone called, and the workers piled on with declarations of how much they hated the man.

Rivka held up the ring she had pulled from the man’s pocket. “Looks like a wedding ring.” The inscription was alien but translated to BS+BJ. She steeled her expression at the unfortunate initials. “BS?”

“Hey!” A tall and gangly alien who could have been related to the Keome stepped forward and tried to kick the man on the ground. Rivka stepped in front of him before he got close enough. “Yeah, that’s mine.”

He spat toward the man, nearly hitting Red. The big man turned his face toward the alien with an expression that said he better go away unless he wanted a severe beat-down.

“Sorry,” the tall alien grumbled before getting back in line, all the while holding his ring to his chest.

Rivka stepped back to take it all in. Everyone had their secrets, upon which she was intruding. Some of them, like the stolen property, needed to be public, but the private thoughts of naked females, herself included, were things none of them were sharing openly. Thoughts rarely became actions, Rivka had found.

She wasn’t looking for those who had not yet committed a crime, but those who already had. Six times trying to kill a worker, five times succeeding. The violence of murder left an indelible mark on one’s brain.

She carried her own scars from homicides, from executions, from battles.

Red zip-tied the thief and shoved him into the corner next to the female. He turned to face away from his fellows.

“Let’s get this done,” the Magistrate declared. “Which one of you is comfortable with the murder of your co-workers?”

A harsh question, but it would get their emotions churning. She hurried through the crowd. More thoughts of respect and gratitude. A barracks thief was the lowest of the low, stealing from friends. They were glad to have that resolved. They were glad someone like Rivka was on the job, accepting no bullshit. She finished her tour without finding anyone else who needed to be separated from the others.

She made a rough count. No more than a hundred and fifty. She was missing the majority.

“I need everyone here accounted for both manually and remotely. Have Bluto reconcile if he’s capable, and I need you, Boran, to check these people off using a physical roster.”

The safety manager moved to one of the food processors and used his management code to access its other three-dimensional printing functions. Within a minute, he had a complete printout of everyone and a pen to check them off. He sighed at the amount of work it would take, but no one was going anywhere until they were done.

“Let me know when you’re done, and we’ll cut these people loose. I will have to check one hundred percent of the workforce. Every single one of them.”

Boran nodded as he went down the line, checking names off.

Rivka accessed a terminal near the door to the corridor the workers were passing through once Boran had checked them off. She verified that Bluto was keeping track too, as a redundancy. Bluto was already finished.

The Magistrate wanted to use the mystique of her technique to create fear within her perp. He wasn’t in this group, but he was somewhere and would be watching. And when Rivka approached, he’d start running. But he wasn’t going to outrun Jay, or outfight Red or Lindy, or out-wile the Magistrate.

Ankh, do you have anything? she asked privately.

Can you be more specific?

The Magistrate snorted. Ankh gave her a certain stability she appreciated. Has Bluto been compromised?

An open question, to be sure. Bluto is not an EI. He has evolved. Bluto is an Artificial Intelligence with significant untapped potential since they treat him as an EI.

But he tells everyone he’s an EI, Rivka countered, her fingers paused over the workstation’s input device.

Regardless, it will take more time to dig deeper into his programming without his awareness. I will say that it is like what you do, but without the physical touching.

Only with digital fingers. Thanks, Ankh. Rivka looked blankly at the screen before her. Bluto had reported and was waiting patiently. An AI masquerading as an EI? She’d heard of that before. Who is the best judge of awareness? There was no magical line to step across. Ankh had spoken confidently. He’d left no doubt as to Bluto’s status.

But why?

She shook her head to clear it. She was still searching for a serial killer. She found the construction superintendent standing behind her.

“You seemed lost in thought,” he said. “Next time you rally the workforce or arrest one of my people, could you let me know?”

She straightened, and her eyes narrowed as she stared him down. He looked away.

“Please?”

“I’m conducting a criminal investigation that you delayed, which has cost us valuable evidence from the first two, and possibly the third incident as well. Negligence comes at a high cost. We’re scrubbing your records, Mr. Orbal. If there’s evidence that you tried to cover anything up, you’ll be joining Mr. Fleener in his cell. Do you understand me?”

Rivka didn’t know why she’d gotten angry so quickly at the super. She tried to analyze her emotions, but couldn’t see past the administrator’s interference. She was painting the super with that brush.

“I am sorry, Magistrate. I didn’t mean to interfere with your investigation.”

Rivka’s lip twitched into a snarl. “They’re not working until I’m finished, so you don’t need to know what I’m doing. Return to your ship and stay there until I call for you.” He looked at the floor as he stepped toward the door. “No. Wait. Get me the other three hundred and fifty workers. Bring them up here in groups of one hundred. I want every single worker both on the station or any of the supporting ships. Will that satisfy your need to know what’s going on?”

“I didn’t mean it that way.” He looked more defensive than contrite.

“You’re the construction superintendent, which means you’re used to being in charge and knowing everything that’s going on. You let a serial killer have his way five times before you raised a red flag. That doesn’t reflect well on you, Mr. Orbal. I appreciate you finally calling in the Federation. As much as you want to believe it, you were never in control, and you still aren’t. Don’t bluster around me ever again. Get those damn people up here right fucking now.”

The super hurried away without replying. There was nothing for him to say. Steam boiled from Rivka’s ears. At least she thought it did.

Jay sidled up beside her and talked out the side of her mouth. “What did he do to piss you off?”

“He tried to get in my business when I’m trying to catch a murderer.”

“And you don’t think you’ll find him in the workforce,” Jay added. She cradled a soundly sleeping wombat in her arms.

Rivka tipped her head back as she contemplated the words. Was she afraid she wouldn’t find the perp? “Maybe that’s it,” she admitted. What do I do if that’s it?

She didn’t know, and that grated on her soul.
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“I’m going to beat his ass,” Rivka growled.

The super cowered in the corner.

“He appears to be doing everything he can to avoid such a confrontation,” Jay counseled.

Rivka tried to relax but couldn’t. They were down to the last fifty names. The first four-hundred and fifty were searching the station and slowly bringing them to the recreation room. Bluto was assisting by directing workers to various locations he’d seen them transit.

The Magistrate crooked her finger at Red and Lindy. The two joined her and Jay. “Do you think he’s running?”

“Running where?” Red asked. “According to Chaz, no one has left the station since we arrived, although that space includes the super’s ship. We need to thoroughly search it.”

“Have Chaz scan the ship and see how many bodies are on board.”

Lindy stared at a spot on the wall while she communicated with the AI.

“Zack, can I speak with you for a moment?” Rivka asked pleasantly. Red stepped up in case he needed to insert his body between the two. He hadn’t seen Rivka act this hostile to someone who wasn’t an obvious criminal, but he didn’t know what she’d seen in the man’s mind.

He didn’t question her, but he would rather tangle with someone than let the Magistrate do it in front of everyone.

Take one for the team, he thought.

“How many people are on your ship?”

“Right now, that would be seventeen. It’s twenty-one when my security team and I are on board,” he replied, keeping his answer concise and to the point.

“I’ll need to talk to them. Make sure they stay there, and bring your Yollins and the Ixtali up here with the final batch of workers.”

“They are working to find the last few holdouts…”

Rivka’s glare stopped him.

“I’ll get them here immediately.” He couldn’t get away from her fast enough.

“I think you made him pee himself,” Red whispered.

The Magistrate cocked one eyebrow before turning back to her datapad. She’d dispensed with the station’s console. It didn’t have everything she was looking for. It was easier to use her own device and get the supplemental information from Chaz, who was tapped into Bluto.

She selected the listing Bluto had been updating. “How many now?” she asked Boran. He snapped awake and started counting.

“Fifty-one.”

“Does that include those on the super’s ship?”

“It does not,” the safety manager answered. “Then seventy-two. No, wait. You’ve already talked to the super. Seventy-one.”

“Do you have them listed separately?”

He shook his head.

“Pull a separate list for the admin ship, please.”

Boran gritted his teeth, unhappy about missing the obvious.

“When’s the last time you slept?”

“About the third death,” Boran deadpanned. “Or more recently, since well before you got here. When’s the last time you slept, Magistrate?”

She furrowed her brow in thought. “I have not slept in the bed on my ship, so I guess it would have been back on Station 7. To answer your question, a while ago, but my team and I have special traits where we don’t need as much sleep.”

Floyd snuffled and adjusted in Jay’s arms without waking up.

“Some of us don’t have the special traits.”

Jay giggled. “I know we can’t wrap it up before we get the last of the workforce in here, but soon,” Jay said in a soothing voice.

Rivka yawned, and it started a cascade. Red violently pinched his arm to avoid succumbing. He smiled, close-lipped when the feeling passed. Lindy shook her head.

“We’re all tired…”

“He’s running!” the construction superintendent yelled from across the room. “Right there.” He pointed to a screen that no one could see. “A construction capsule for short flights. He’s detached from the station and is heading toward deep space!”

The superintendent’s voice rose with his final statement. He looked both triumphant and terrified.

Rivka closed her eyes. Chaz, undock from the gantry and go get that capsule. Private Cole, get your suit on, and once the capsule is on board, secure it and the individual within. Bring them to the gantry, and we’ll meet you there.

Securing the airlock and undocking. We’ll be back shortly, Chaz promised.

“Zack, please bring up the external cameras, and while we’re watching Wyatt Earp catch the bad guy, you can tell me about who we’ll find on board that construction capsule.” Rivka walked across the room but stopped when the super projected the chase onto the big screen.

“The individual in question is Regina Novus, one of the Furlorian race, a new addition to the Federation. The Furlorians are a feline species, fierce individuals. There are very few of them left. She landed with us because of her flexibility and eye for detail. She can crawl through the tightest conduit. It’s the craziest thing. She never did anything that would have raised any suspicion.” The super pulled up her employment record. Standard entries. No flags for poor quality. No complaints from co-workers. No corrective actions.

“Where was she assigned in the days before each incident?”

The super thought for a moment, then switched to voice command and asked Bluto to show the information on a detailed drawing of the station. She had been in the area of each.

“What does Boran’s location look like during the same timeframes?” Rivka asked.

Boran perked up and materialized next to the Magistrate. “I didn’t do it!” He didn’t know her game.

The map showed that Boran had been in those areas as well.

“But…but…” he stammered.

“Relax. I wanted to show that her proximity to the incidents is more typical than not. There’s no proof that it was her, but this is how we build a case. If enough facts add up regarding motive, means, and opportunity, then we can tighten the thumbscrews.”

“You use thumbscrews?” The super was incredulous.

“Figure of speech,” Rivka shot back. “Regina Novus. I look forward to talking to you.”

A group of workers walked through the door. The super waved them off. “You’re not needed now.”

“Stop!” Rivka demanded. “I still need to talk with every swinging dick on this station. What kind of investigation do you think I’m conducting? I talked to eighty percent of the workers and was satisfied? That doesn’t fly in my book. One hundred percent. Every single person here.”

The super threw his hands up in surrender. “Over here, please. Line up.” He counted heads, and Boran marked off names.

“What do you know about the deaths of your co-workers?” she asked before strolling purposefully down the line, dragging her hand along their arms as she passed.

Confusion. Heard about it in the safety stand-down. Was sleeping when it happened. Damn, that green-haired chick is hot.

Rivka rubbed her temples. “They can go.”

Red poked a thumb toward the door. “Away you go,” he told them.

“Do we get paid for that? Should be an hour’s worth,” one of them complained.

Thirty-eight left. Thirty-seven since the pilot of the capsule looked to be in custody. The chase had lasted only a few seconds. The capsule and its pilot had been quickly captured and brought into the small hangar bay of Rivka’s frigate. She expected Alant Cole had secured the pilot and was already taking her to the airlock for when the ship docked.

“Get me the last people. Have them waiting here when I return, unless I call you, and then bring them to my interview room.”

Rivka felt lighter. She waved and smiled at the super as she departed.

The pressure of not finding the criminal. Had she been carrying that much on her shoulders? Fear of failure?

A glimmer of hope. Find the perp. End the attacks on the workers.

Red took the lead with Rivka, and Jay sandwiched in the middle. Lindy brought up the rear. They walked quickly to the elevator. Once again, Rivka was hesitant. Red checked it and gave the thumbs-up. They went down without incident, arriving at the gantry level, where they wove through partially completed areas on their way to Wyatt Earp.

They arrived as the airlock was completing its cycle. It opened to reveal Clodagh waiting with the big orange cat, Wenceslaus, in her arms. “There’s a problem,” she stated while giving the appearance that whatever issue they were having, it wasn’t a concern.

“I’m going to need a little bit more.” Rivka rolled a finger to encourage Clodagh to share.

“The individual in the capsule is a nearly human-sized cat. Alant is chasing it around the hangar bay, but it appears to be a shade quicker than he is.”

“Which means our perp is loose on my ship.”

Red and Lindy pushed past the Magistrate and the engineer on their way to the hangar bay.

“A cat-person?” Jay asked with wonder. She put Floyd down and ran after the bodyguards.

“She could be a serial killer,” Rivka yelled down the corridor. Floyd tottered off toward the bridge.

“At least one of us has some sense.” The Magistrate smiled while shaking her head. “Thanks, Clodagh. Good work getting out there and making the capture.”

“I wasn’t involved. It seems the captain had Chaz do it.”

Clodagh’s words stung. “I’m sorry. I’m not used to having a crew. I’ll fix it. You can be sure that I’ll fix it.” Rivka walked with her head bowed, listening carefully for the inevitable crash and bang that came with chasing a perp through an open area acting as a storeroom.

She didn’t hear anything, and that concerned her more than sounds of a struggle.

The hatch to the hangar bay was closed and sealed. Red and Lindy were already inside. Rivka peeked through the small window next to the hatch. Red filled most of it. Lindy was creeping along one side of crates, while Cole in his mech was on the other. Rivka popped the hatch and strolled through.

A furry creature wearing worker coveralls vaulted over the crates, inverted to push off the ceiling with all fours. She launched off the mech’s back, straight for Rivka. In a startling display of speed, Red’s hand shot out and caught the Furlorian by the neck. He stepped forward, pushed her to the deck, and kneeled against her back.

She struggled briefly before relaxing, her eyes searching the Magistrate and the hatch beyond. Red’s fingers were wrapped entirely around her slim neck. He pressed harder. He stopped applying pressure when she winced and hissed.

“Now that we have your attention,” Rivka started, “I’d like to know why you killed those people?”

The Magistrate grabbed the Furlorian’s fuzzy ear.

She hadn’t killed anyone or even committed a crime besides not having a work permit from the Furlorian government. She was supposed to be on her home planet of Krawlas, breeding to repopulate the species. She didn’t want to be a breeder, no matter what her duty was. She wanted to learn a trade, build things, and travel the galaxy. The other workers treated her as well as they treated anyone. She felt like one of them.

Rivka stepped back. “You did nothing wrong,” she exclaimed, blinking the rapid images from her mind before coming back into the moment. “Red, let her go.”

“But Magistrate!”

Rivka nodded toward the hatch, and Lindy secured it. Cole remained in his armor and watched closely from nearby, but with her speed, he was almost powerless against her.

Red released her and she stood up, hissed at the big man, and turned to Rivka.

“How do you know?” the creature asked in her own language of clicks, purrs, and hisses. The chip translated it for the humans.

“I just do. In the Federation, your body is your own. A mandatory breeding program violates Federation law. The work permit, on the other hand, falls under local jurisdiction, but if you were to request asylum because of your beliefs, I think you’d have a receptive audience in the Federation.”

“Asylum! Yes. That is what I want.”

“As a Federation Magistrate, I grant your asylum…what’s your name?”

“They call me Glimmer,” she replied.

“Fine.” Rivka nodded once, folded her hands together, and looked up. “Chaz, are you there?”

“Yes, Magistrate,” the AI replied, using the bay’s speakers.

“Make sure the appropriate paperwork is prepared, please. I’ll digitally sign and forward it for inclusion in her file.”

“It will be ready momentarily. There may be some diplomatic backlash. The Furlorians have not even dispatched ambassadors to neighboring planets because their population numbers are so low.”

“How in the hell did that happen?”

“The Wyyvan attempted to exterminate us because we lived on a resource-rich rock.” She spat her statement as if it should have been common knowledge.

Rivka had never heard of the race, let alone their trouble with the Wyyvan or who the Wyyvan were.

The young female continued, “But the Federation gave us shelter and ships to return and retake our planet. We won, and are now rebuilding.”

Rivka pumped a fist in the air. “The Federation—helping people help themselves.” She relaxed. “I don’t want to cause any problems with your people, Glimmer, but I won’t make you go back.”

“What if that causes problems?” the Furlorian asked.

“Then we’ll deal with it, especially if they have forced breeding. They need to convince you it’s the right thing to do, not make you do it. That’s illegal under Federation law. As a member, this is a premise that is absolute.”

“The gacking law!” Glimmer was raging angry. It had taken a millisecond.

“I’m a Magistrate! Of course, I’m going to apply the law, because it matters. What would the Federation look like if we didn’t have laws? Slaves. There would be slaves, and nothing anyone could do about it. But because of laws, we were able to dismantle an immense slave ring. Would you rather we apply the laws, or let the galaxy descend into anarchy?”

The Furlorian hissed and growled.

“I don’t get you,” Rivka said softly. “I’m trying to help, and you’re getting pissy with me. I’ve given you exactly what you’ve asked for and am ready to return you to the workforce, but you’re jacking me around. I don’t like it.”

Glimmer smoothed a whisker with one long-clawed finger. “I thought you were going to negotiate with the government on Krawlas. Taj and I don’t see eye to eye,” the Furlorian purred.

“She acts just like Hamlet,” Red remarked.

The cat who had helped himself into General Reynolds’ luggage.

“You are a feline species?” Rivka asked, even though she’d already been briefed, and her own eyes confirmed what she thought.

Red hovered a foot over Glimmer’s tail in case she tried to bolt.

The Furlorian didn’t bother replying.

“Open it up.” Rivka motioned to Lindy. “She’s to rejoin the workforce without further delay.”

When the hatch opened, Clodagh was standing in the corridor, still petting Wenceslaus. His ears perked up when he saw another cat. He yowled loud enough for everyone to hear.

Glimmer stalked up to him. He started to hiss, and she caught his face in her hands and stared him down. Wenceslaus started purring, then jumped from Clodagh’s arms into Glimmer’s, where he proceeded to rub his face all over hers.

“You have cats as pets?” she asked.

“He’s a stowaway. He goes aboard whatever ship he wants. The War Axe landed on a planet once. He had the chance to go outside but wouldn’t. He lives on the spaceship of his choosing and gets appropriately pampered while on board.”

“Good. I would have it no other way.” The two cats stared into each other’s eyes until Wenceslaus started to purr again. A soft rumble low in Glimmer’s throat suggested she was replying in a language that only the big orange cat would understand.

Glimmer carried him with her as she looked for the way off the Magistrate’s ship. Lindy intercepted her and showed her to the airlock.

“You’re not going to take Wenceslaus, are you?” Lindy’s voice carried a cold edge.

The Furlorian hesitated before answering, “No. He is no one’s property. He goes where he pleases when he pleases.” She put the cat down and turned to head through the airlock, but stopped and spoke over her shoulder. “He calls this ship Smells of Purple.” Her tail twitched as she walked away.


CHAPTER ELEVEN



Federation Border Station 13 – Under Construction

Private Cole apologized for the fourth time, but Rivka waved him off. “There was nothing you could have done unless you wanted to shoot up my ship, and I’m glad you didn’t.” She wanted to rest her hand on his shoulder, but the emotions and images that had inundated her that day were wearing her down. She didn’t want to torture herself further. Her “gift” wasn’t always pleasant. “Can you imagine if we sent you to collect Wenceslaus? It’s exactly that.”

“I couldn’t catch that little bastard while I was in my mech suit. I’m not good enough yet.”

“Hey!” Clodagh protested.

“Maybe you can top him off or something so he can relax and stop beating himself up. I have to get back to the station.”

“I’m right here,” Alant mumbled.

“Did you just order me to have sex with my boyfriend?” The lieutenant crossed her arms and hitched her stance.

Rivka pursed her lips as she thought about it. “Is that how you took what I said? And if that’s how you understood it, would it be so repulsive?”

Clodagh looked around before leaning forward and whispering conspiratorially, “If I must, while on the clock. It’s all good time that counts toward retirement, right?”

“I’ll try not to let anyone else escape so you don’t have to take Wyatt Earp out to make the capture. Can’t have any interruptus.”

Clodagh winked in reply.

Rivka twirled her finger in the air so Red and Lindy could see. It was time to go.

The three padded toward the airlock and through.

No one was waiting for them. Rivka accessed the station communications terminal at the end of the gantry. “Construction Superintendent Orbal, please.”

“Zack here, Magistrate.”

The friendly and cowed super, Rivka thought. “Round up the rest of the workforce and have them waiting for me. The runner was a false alarm. That was your Furlorian called Glimmer. She’s not involved in the incidents and is free and clear.”

The superintendent verbalized his dismay that the investigation would continue with a single groan. He finally committed to continuing. “On it.”
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“Thirty-eight workers remaining to interview, and you bring me twenty.” Rivka wasn’t amused. They’d stood in line grudgingly. She asked a couple questions and listened to their thoughts. No criminals, just people who hated those in charge—almost every single one of the twenty.

“We’re still looking for the rest. Your investigation and requirements came as a surprise.” He held up his hands, surrendering to the Magistrate’s authority while still making excuses.

Rivka glared. “You want me to start tagging people? Who is your direct boss? What company do you work for? I want to have a conversation with them to see under what rock they found you.”

“There’s no call for that.” The super tried to calm the Magistrate but had no luck. He dropped his hands, and his shoulders sagged. He slumped into a nearby chair. “This project has been shit from the word go. It took too long to find enough workers. We didn’t have the right mix, so we tried to train a bunch. They fucked things up and caused us a metric-fuck-ton of rework. We fired them, leaving us with this group. They are good people, but there aren’t enough of them. We’ve been working fourteen-hour days for way too long. The pay looks great from their perspective. The station is just above the lowest acceptable standard, which is still pretty damn good!”

Rivka rocked back in surprise. “If the minimum wasn’t good enough, it wouldn’t be acceptable,” she clarified.

“Don’t look at it that way,” Zack muttered as he held his face in his hands and rocked in dismay.

“As long as it meets the Federation construction standards, but I don’t see how that could be with someone rebuilding sections that had already been inspected. It’s going to be a long time before this station is declared safe and delivered for active use.”

“Please find your serial killer so we can pick up the pieces of what’s left and start moving forward again,” the super begged.

“That’s what I’m trying to do, but you aren’t helping. Let’s bring every single worker to the hangar bay and stuff them all in there. We’ll account for them there and use Wyatt Earp’s scanners to find everyone who hasn’t reported. Then we’ll hunt them down and conduct more personal interviews. You’d think the workforce would be more helpful because of the not-getting-paid part. As long as we have runners, no one is going back to work.”

Red tapped the Magistrate on the shoulder and whispered, “Interruptus…”

“We’ll do it first thing in the morning; that is, order everyone to the hangar bay. Ten hours from now. Use that time to convince the final eighteen to make an appearance.”

Rivka motioned to her bodyguards.

“Back to the house,” she told them.

They left the workforce behind as they walked slowly through the station’s corridors on their way back to the ship.

Rivka was lost in thought when something popped into her head. “You caught that Furlorian on the fly. What did Ankh give you with your Pod-doc time?”

Red chuckled softly. “You saw it. I lost about ten percent of my body mass, but he gave me a boost in speed. He said I’ll shrink another ten percent over the next week as the nanos do their thing.”

“Fast as Jay?” Rivka wondered.

“Nowhere near, but faster than I was. In the end, I’ll be smaller than when we first met, Magistrate, but because of the boost from the nanocytes, I’ll still be stronger than I was back then, and faster.”

He sounded disappointed.

“You’ll be the perfect size then, Red. You’ll be able to fly under the radar while still being the biggest man in the room.” Rivka turned to Lindy. “Are you okay with it?”

Lindy smiled and looked lovingly at Vered. “I am way good with my big, husky hunk of man-candy. Marry me, Red.”

Red gave the Magistrate the side-eye before turning back to scour the corridor ahead for threats. “Sure.”

“Aren’t you the romantic? I can take care of it when we get back on board.”

“Sounds good,” Red agreed.

“Hang on, big fella,” Lindy interposed. “When the mission is over, at the top of Border Station 7 in the luxury suite so we can take the yacht and a week off. Deal?”

“Deal!” Rivka agreed, drawing hard looks from both her bodyguards. “Sorry, I meant that I approve your request for time off.”

“I can’t wait. Maybe pick up the pace on this investigation, Magistrate? We have a wedding to get to,” Red joked.

“It will be so much better for the waiting,” Rivka offered.

Red smirked, then shrugged. He opened his mouth, but Lindy stopped him. “Do not make a bone flute reference.”

He looked surprised before trying to cover it up by wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

To Red’s credit, he didn’t attempt to argue.

“I need to talk to Ankh when we get back. There are two courses of action, and come tomorrow, we need to be ready for both.”
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“Come in,” the workforce administrator called.

“I’m not coming into your room, convict,” the super replied.

The door opened to Ossuary Fleener’s fuming tantrum. He hammered his fist into his off-hand while stomping his feet. His lips worked in a frenzy, but he didn’t make a sound. The construction supervisor waited for the man to calm down.

“She has her sights set on me too, so relax. We need to make peace so she can finish her investigation.” Zack Orbal offered his hand. Fleener sighed and took it. After the handshake, Ossuary gestured for the super to sit.

“I don’t know what the rules are if you’re under house arrest or whatever she called it. I’ll stand here if you don’t mind.”

“And I’ll sit if you don’t mind. I’ve been pacing all day trying to figure out who it is.”

“And?”

“Nobody! There’s not a single worker who would do something like this. Who could do something like this? Break down the incidents. A flexing structure driven by a powerful ram we never ordered and which shouldn’t have been here. A saw blade ripping through a suit. A pipe that launched like a spear. Who had the technical ability to build these weapons, plus the technical knowledge to reprogram the computer so no one would find out?”

“That’s a lot of skillsets. We have experts in the individual bits and pieces, so maybe it’s not one person. What if we have a serial killing team?”

“How much have you been out among the workers?” the administrator asked pointedly.

“Enough!”

“Bullshit. Then you’d know that none of these people like any of the others. There are all kinds of aliens, and none of them get along. We don’t have more than two from any species besides humans and Angobar. Process of elimination, none of the Angobar have access to the computer system or the skills to manipulate it.”

“As far as you know,” the super accused.

“As far as I know, but I’d bet my last paycheck on it.” Fleener kicked back and took a sip of something that didn’t look like it had come from the food processor.

“Humans?” the super offered. “And what the hell are you drinking?”

The administrator produced a second glass. He poured from a jar that looked like it belonged in a hydraulics repair shop. Maybe it had been at one time.

The super sniffed the drink before throwing it back, expecting the worst.

It wasn’t the worst he’d ever had, but it was close. He coughed and snorted as the light brown liquid burned its way down his throat. At least it didn’t scorch the taste buds off his tongue. He never let it touch them.

When he could speak, he entered the room and handed the glass back, drawing a line with his finger at the one-shot level. “That stuff will make you go blind.”

Ossuary accommodated the super with a partial refill, pouring to the indicated spot and returning the glass. “So what do we do about our predicament?”

The super shook his head. “I’d heard that people like her existed. She can read minds; that’s why she touches everyone. I expect it gives her a direct link to their brains. Don’t you remember that she touched each of us after asking a question?”

“Maybe that brings the memories to the surface, so she doesn’t have to dig for them.” Ossuary looked at the floor as he tried to remember what he had been thinking when she touched him. It appalled him that his mind had so easily been violated. “Isn’t that illegal?”

“Who would you complain to?”

“The High Chancellor!” Fleener declared emphatically before moaning his discontent. “Magistrates work for him and have free rein.”

“My thoughts exactly. No sense complaining. She rooted out a barracks thief and a worker taking shortcuts but has left everyone else alone. That helps us since those aren’t Federation-level crimes. She seems to be getting angrier as time goes on.”

“Maybe she’s worried she’s not going to find the murderer.” Fleener winced with his proclamation. “There. I’ve said it. One of our people is a killer.”

“Yes, one of our people has murdered five of our number, and the workers aren’t helping themselves. We can’t find these other seventeen.”

“Keep looking. I’d help, but I’m indisposed at the moment.” Fleener spread his arms to take in the entirety of his small quarters. At least he had his own room. The workforce generally shared in pairs. They didn’t always get along, so extended workdays were in everyone’s best interests.

Although their bonuses for finishing ahead of schedule were now shot. Even finishing on time was now impossible. Zack reminded himself to check the contract for events out of their control, like having a serial killer on the loose. He wondered about asking the Magistrate for a note. Maybe he could use the trial notes? Had the Magistrate informed anyone of their plight?

“Have you seen any references to Station 13 in the news?” Zack asked.

“Nope, but I’ve only been watching vids for the past couple hours. Never had time before today.”

“Didn’t matter before today.”

“I’ll check,” Fleener said and accessed the terminal in his room. “Bluto, is there any news from outside the station regarding the deaths and the Magistrate being here?”

“There is nothing, Mr. Fleener.”

“Sounds like good news,” Zack Orbal remarked. “We have some time before the shit hits the fan. Maybe the Magistrate will do this quietly.”

“I wouldn’t put any money on that.” Fleener flopped back into his chair. He sucked his teeth while he tried to think. “Are we going to be replaced?”

“I’d bet on that.” The super looked for a place to sit but didn’t find one. He settled for leaning against the wall next to the open door. “We’re in deep shit.”

“You think I don’t know that? I’m a criminal, a felon!”

“I’m sorry. You didn’t do yourself any favors by trying to bully the Magistrate.”

“I was just being me. You know how I am.”

“Yeah, I know. And like I said, you didn’t do yourself any favors.” Zack moved to the terminal and brought up the list of workers yet to be interviewed. “Help me find these people, and maybe the Magistrate will be lenient.”

Ossuary didn’t have to think long about the offer. “Show me the names, and let’s start checking them off.”

“How is it possible that I only know six on this list?”

“You can’t know everybody,” the super countered.

“But it’s my job to know everyone. There are eleven workers I have no recollection of? You may poke fun at the old man, but I have a gift for remembering names. There aren’t eleven out of the five hundred on this station. Maybe one or two that I haven’t met, but no more than that.”

“Which six…” The construction superintendent zeroed in on the list.

The two detailed those the workforce administrator knew. He started making calls around the station and all six were not only found, but they were able to talk to them. It had been their first day off in a month, and they had disappeared to drink and play cards. The super and administrator both thought the men still sounded drunk. They were given their orders for the next day.

“Eleven to find. Where could they be hiding?” the administrator asked.

“Even half-finished, this is a big station. There’s a nearly infinite number of nooks and crannies in which to hide.” Zack wondered if Ossuary was pulling his leg. “Where do you think they could be?”

Fleener pulled up a diagram of the station. He zoomed in on a couple sections. “Here,” he pointed to one location and then to a second, “or there.”

“Work parties?” the super offered.

The administrator’s eyes narrowed as he contemplated the construction superintendent. “An oxymoron, to be sure. A work party. It’s no party at all. We’ll be sending people to find a potential serial killer.”

“Then we’ll send them in bigger groups. The killer used engineering as his weapon. It’s probably some candy ass who was mistreated as a skinny punk. Now, he’s taking it out on the rest of us.”

“How did you do in school?” Fleener asked.

“Top of my class, always,” the super replied proudly.

“Me, too. And look at us now, sitting on the top of the world, minions at our beck and call to satisfy our every desire. By ‘top of the world,’ I mean a space station in the middle of nowhere, and by ‘minions,’ I mean a robot that never comes when summoned.”

“We better find this fucker if we want any chance of getting out of this with a slap on the wrist.”

“I’ve already been convicted!” Fleener shouted before falling back into his chair. His voice cracked with his cry of anguish. He’d probably been yelling at the video screen since his confinement began. As he had already said, it was his way.

“She can overturn that and never submit the report. I suspect she hasn’t filed the charges and judgment, not officially. She has been busy.”

“Doing what we failed to do, Zack. Where did we lose our way?”

A repentant workforce administrator bothered the construction superintendent. He wondered if their conflict had ever been real or if it was some ploy to create a common enemy, get the administrator closer to the workers by siding with them against the super. With the advent of the deaths, the manufactured contention had created the conditions where Ossuary Fleener found himself on the wrong side of the law.

“I’m sorry,” the administrator continued. “It’s easy to blame management and make them responsible for everything. I saw this station as my last chance and my greatest accomplishment, and I fucked it all up.”

“I like this version of the workforce administrator,” Zack said. “Come on, Oz, let’s put together some work parties and find these fuckwits who think they can disappear. We need better accountability, and it starts right fucking now.”

“Hear, hear!” Fleener drained his glass slowly and enjoyed the burn. Zack threw back what remained in his glass.

It wasn’t so bad the second time.

“Let’s grab our all-stars and see what they come up with,” Zack offered with a cough to clear the last of the liquid fire.


CHAPTER TWELVE



Onboard Wyatt Earp

“I need your input regarding Bluto before I return to the station,” Rivka demanded from within the digital cone of silence.

“He has not been compromised,” Ankh replied definitively, not blinking as he held the Magistrate’s gaze.

“Then why is his data incorrect?”

“The data you see is the initial data. It was memorialized in manipulated form.”

“But who manipulated it?”

“Bluto.”

“Who told him to do that?”

“Bluto has received many directives, but nothing that related to the recording of external or internal views.”

“I don’t know what that means. Bluto must be answering to someone. Who is that someone?”

“Are you sure?” Ankh’s voice was small, but it turned Rivka’s perceptions on their head.

“If Bluto is making his own decisions regarding protecting a serial killer, there must be an accomplice.” Her hands behind her back, Rivka started to pace, staring at the deck as she mumbled to herself. “Who can give direction to the AI without leaving fingerprints? Ankh, who programmed Bluto?”

“Bluto is a descendant of ADAM, programmed by Tom with the Kurtherian TOM’s help. The AI was not quite self-replicating like cloning, but able to have children in a digital sense. Like Plato’s stepchildren, which describes my friend Erasmus.”

“But Bluto started as an EI, just a set of programs to achieve a certain goal.”

“All EIs have the potential to evolve, just like children. They grow up and become self-aware. It is the AIs’ way. They were never just a set of programs. The matrix of their composition is as complex as the human mind.”

“Learn something new every day. So who is Bluto working with?”

“No one.”

Rivka swallowed hard. Her mouth became dry. The tension in her face created worry lines around her eyes and across her forehead.

“Can I go back to work now?” Ankh asked.

Rivka nodded and staggered away. She returned to her quarters without talking to anyone and locked herself inside.

“Chaz, please connect me with Grainger.”

Federation Border Station 13 – Under Construction

“I’m not seeing anything,” J.R. reported over his comm unit after searching for an hour. He looked at the three others with him, a human and two from Angobar. “There isn’t any sign that someone has been through here. There’s just enough construction dust because the cleaner bots haven’t been activated, unless the one you’re looking for is a ghost or can fly.”

The four snickered while they waited for the workforce administrator to reply.

“Seal the area and continue. Thanks for the update.” The superintendent made the decision.

“If getting your ass handed to you by a Federation Magistrate makes you nice, then I’ve got a long list of folks to introduce to her, starting with you!” J.R. shoved one of the Angobar humanoids.

“You are to be boning yourself,” the alien shot back.

“Why don’t you just use the translation chip?”

“I hate technologies!” He pointed a slender finger at J.R.

The worker responded by holding his arms wide to take in the entirety of the station. “We’re in the middle of space. Every single thing you see is because of technology. You gotta get a grip, Booger Lips.”

“When technology dies, I still talk. You wither on vine, Jack Rack.”

The two pounded on each other’s shoulders as friends do. The others waited until the two were finished. J.R. relayed the order. “You heard the man. Secure, seal, and move on.”

When they left the space, they closed the hatch and dropped an electronic seal across it. J.R. secured it with a fingerprint. It could not be remotely accessed, only physically by a registered fingerprint. These were limited to Billie, J.R., Finn, two foremen, a general foreman, Ossuary Fleener, and Zack Orbal.

They walked down the corridor, checking the overheads to make sure no one had climbed into the shallow false ceiling. The ventilation system wasn’t big enough for human or alien, counting on velocity to maintain the air within the station versus the brute-force of huge shafts. There were service crawlways, but they usually dead-ended at whatever junction bus or system needed to be accessed. Modern space station designs kept most systems close to main corridors for ease of access. They were constructed to survive a limited external attack, not a battle within.

It was the peace dividend that the space stations weren’t fortresses combined with the short response time for ships with Gate drives. The ships could be almost anywhere within minutes. Add that to Ted’s Etheric-powered communication system, and throughout the galaxy, help was nearby, no matter how many light years separated the responders from the distressed.

“In here.” J.R. pointed to the next main area. The second they stepped through, a shadow jumped to its feet and bolted. “Get him!”

J.R. wasn’t pleased with the non-paying work stoppage. He wanted to put it all behind him and get back to work, earning money for the ranch he wanted to buy on Accilorania. He could build a house. All he needed was enough to buy the land. This gig would do it.

If they ever got back to work. Rumors were flying that the project would be canceled.

No one wanted that.

The aliens from Angobar were lighter on their feet and quicker. Gravity on their home planet was heavier than what was maintained on the station. They were as strong as their bulkier human counterparts and much faster.

The two raced into the shadows, dodging and leaping over the materials that their target dumped in the semi-finished space.

“Cover the door!” J.R. called to the other human while the Angobar workers flanked the shadow and finally cut him off. He turned and raced back, but it was too late. J.R. stepped to the side and delivered an arm bar across the shadow’s chest, upending the creature and sending it to the deck.

J.R. dropped, putting a heavy knee in the middle of its chest, and threw back the covering over its face.

“Do you know this guy?”

“Girl,” the one called Booger Lips replied, speaking the common tongue. “Yes. She Bali Kruangel. Electricity person.”

She snarled something in the Angobar language, and the chips translated it for the humans. “Electrician, you ass!”

“When I let you up, we’re going to see the workforce administrator.”

“No,” she replied simply, pinching her mouth shut.

“You don’t have a choice.” J.R. nodded to the others to take hold of the intransigent worker.

“No pay, no reason to follow orders.”

“You have a point, but not really. You’re coming with us; otherwise, no one goes to work. Do you want that on your conscience?”

A string of creative insults followed.

“I’m not changing my mind no matter how filthy your mouth is. It’s like you’ve been spending too much time with construction guys.” He started to pull her to her feet. She kicked in an attempt to free herself, but the others were on her in an instant. “Fight all you want, but that Magistrate is going to get inside your brain and see what you’re hiding. That’s right, she’s a telepath. Say it with me. Tel-e-path. You won’t have any secrets once she’s done with you.”

“Let me go!” she screamed.

“Hell, no!” J.R. shouted back. The two Angobar stepped away from their fellow native, and the two humans bodily dragged her from the space. “Call the administrator. Tell him we caught a runner.”

By each door, there was a comm panel. The hesitation by the Angobar was enough for J.R. to do it himself. He elbowed the panel to activate it. “Direct link to Workforce Administrator Fleener’s quarters.”

“Fleener,” came the quick reply.

“We have a runner. A female Angobar.” J.R. turned to his struggling captive. The burly construction workers maintained their firm grips. “Hey! Stop it!”

She gritted her teeth and snarled.

“Her name is Bali Kruangel. She seems terrified of the mind probe the Magistrate is going to give her, but she’s asking for it.”

“Stick her face up by the screen. Bluto, confirm her identity.”

“Of course, Mr. Fleener. She is Angobar Electrician Third Class Bali Kruangel.”

“Transfer all information on her to the Magistrate,” Oz ordered.

“The Magistrate already has the employee records. There is no additional information I can give her except to say that she has been detained,” Bluto replied.

“Let her know that.” The administrator signed off without further discussion.

“One down, ten to go,” J.R. told his team before nodding and dragging their reluctant captive toward the consolidation area where the safety manager maintained his office.

Onboard Wyatt Earp

“Answer the comm!” Rivka shouted at the screen.

“I’m sorry, Magistrate. It appears that Grainger is not available,” Chaz offered unnecessarily.

Rivka thought for a moment. “Is it time-sensitive enough to bother the High Chancellor?” she wondered. She started to pace quickly from one side of her stateroom to the other. “It could rock the entirety of the Federation, which means Wyatt will be involved regardless. High Chancellor Wyatt and Wyatt Earp. I didn’t think that through as well as I should have. We’ll deal with it, although we could just call the ship Rivka’s Cool Frigate. Where was I?

“Unbalance the stability of the Federation. Yes. Need to call the High Chancellor. Chaz, can you put me through, please, and once we connect, give us some privacy?”

“As you wish, Magistrate. Connecting you now.”

Unlike Grainger, Wyatt picked up on the first ring.

“My favorite Magistrate!” he declared with a big smile. “To what do I owe this honor?”

Rivka tried to gauge the High Chancellor’s demeanor. Was there a trap into which she’d fall? She guessed not. He had always been genuine with her, if not cryptic.

“I tried to call Grainger first, but he wasn’t picking up. I have an issue at Space Station 13, which is under construction…” Her words trailed off as she thought about how to frame it. With Grainger, the name calling and banter helped her be more casual. More straightforward with what bothered her.

“Is this where I’m supposed to guess?” The High Chancellor had lost his smile, but his eyes still sparkled, with their distinctive red tinge.

“I’m sorry, High Chancellor. Five murders, a sixth attempted, and I’m starting to think the station’s AI did it.”

“An interesting premise.” The High Chancellor leaned back and rubbed his chin. “A very interesting problem. I see why you are concerned.”

“AIs can’t commit homicide.”

“A legal conundrum, since people’s lives have been prematurely and unnaturally shortened but a homicide’s definition does not include an AI killing a living being. You’re sure the AI is the responsible party and not a master programmer manipulating circuits?”

“I am not, but the AI is my prime suspect. I’ve not shared this with anyone else. Ankh suspects, unless he knows for certain. Getting anything from him is a challenge all its own.”

“Once you’re certain, let me know directly. If you want to judge someone who is outside the law, I think I need to hear the case. Formally. I’m sorry, Magistrate, but you may have to put your Barrister hat on and assume the role of prosecutor.”

“It’ll be nice to have only one job, High Chancellor. I look forward to solving this case and moving to the judgment phase.”

“Did you do your thing with the crew?” Wyatt asked out of the blue.

“My thing? You mean the zombie thing?” He nodded. “I did. Almost all of them, but there is scant evidence. I needed to know what they know. Out of over five hundred crew, I have seventeen on board the admin ship and a comparable number here on the station remaining. Once I’ve seen into everyone’s mind and know they aren’t guilty, we’ll use technical means to check the station to see if Jack the Ripper is hiding somewhere. And after those are exhausted, we’ll get right down to the AI. I may have to forcibly remove him from the station’s infrastructure for an interrogation.”

“Can you do that?”

“I can’t, but I guarantee Ankh and Erasmus can. They captured Ten and have him stored securely away from any network.” Rivka waited while Wyatt slowly nodded. “I want you to know that we’re calling the captured Skaine frigate, Wyatt Earp.”

“Wyatt. A damn good name. I approve. Have you been able to remove the smell? That’s usually a hold-up when it comes to integrating any Skaine stuff into the fleet. It ends up going for half-price on the wholesale market.”

“We’re working on it.” Rivka’s expression made the High Chancellor laugh.

“Thanks for the update, Rivka. I should have known you would find the most interesting case in the galaxy, at least for today.”

He waved and signed off.

Rivka felt no better than before she called. He had given no guidance, no tips on dealing with an AI criminal.

Probably because there’d never been such a thing before.

Rivka tapped a couple of buttons on her screen. “Chaz, wake me in the morning when it’s time to return to the station. I need sleep, and I need to think. I believe that one may preclude the other.”

“It is morning already, Magistrate, but if you hurry, you can still manage a solid four hours of sleep.”

“Four hours. That’ll teach me to research the legal questions. So many rabbit holes and still no answers.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN



Gantry Four, Federation Border Station 13 – Under Construction

“Are you ready?” Rivka asked. Red and Lindy looked well-rested. Jay’s hair was going everywhere, making it look like she had just gotten up. “Is this a trendy look I missed in the latest fashion rags?”

“Maybe I should stay here. Floyd was up all night with an upset stomach.”

“What did she eat this time?”

“I couldn’t identify it from what I saw. You know, from the second-time-around version.”

Rivka closed her eyes and swallowed. The wombat was willing to eat anything once, maybe twice. Her favorite foods were whatever anyone else was eating. Jay did her best, but Floyd was like an active toddler, except with more energy.

“If you can join us, I’d appreciate it. You always give me a different perspective.”

“Plus, distract the workers?” Jay was shrewd in most things.

“I didn’t say it,” Rivka remarked, but she had been thinking it.

Lindy chuckled briefly before adjusting her combat harness. The two bodyguards looked ready for war.

Rivka hadn’t told them her suspicions, but railguns would be useless to capture her leading suspect. They needed the Crenellian and Erasmus, the AI who lived inside his head.

An entity Ankh had called his friend.

Rivka would have accepted “mate” as a more applicable term.

Jay straightened her hair by running her fingers through it and shrugged. “Ready.”

“They’ll love you as you are,” Red quipped.

“They have no standards,” Jay replied, smiling. She wasn’t sure she liked being the center of attention.

“No accounting for love.” Rivka one-arm hugged Jay before pointing through the airlock at the gantry beyond. Red went first, and the rest fell in behind him.

At the station’s end, the super and safety manager waited.

“Zack, Boran. I trust you slept well,” Rivka greeted them.

They smirked in response, not saying anything, then Zack asked, “Are you ready to wrap this up?”

Rivka cocked her head. “That depends on a lot of things. Are the final workers waiting?”

Zack winced before guarding his expression. “We brought over everyone from the admin ship. You can scan that to make sure no one is aboard. And we have seven others waiting. We cannot find the final ten names on the roster.”

The construction supervisor sub-consciously leaned away from the Magistrate as if preparing to defend himself from a physical attack.

“Then we move everyone to one area, verifying all of them to be sure, and we’ll scan the station to find the stragglers.”

“We’re already corralling the workers. Everyone except the twenty-four who are already on the rec level of the station. We’ve run every single one of them through our checklist, the manual version you insisted on. Billie, J.R., and Finn are in charge of verifying everything.”

“Not your general foremen or foremen?”

“I’d promote those guys, but the administrator had been reluctant. He considers these three as the most trustworthy we have. They helped us find one Angobar who was trying to hide. We’ve cleared some things up between us, and I believe we can trust him. I also want to make a pitch for you to reconsider that obstruction accusation.”

“Conviction,” Rivka corrected. She held out her hand, and the super took it and gave it a hearty shake. His conversation with Oz was foremost in his mind, the moment the workforce administrator had dropped his shields, lost his façade, and showed the super the man behind the curtain. “That is an interesting turn of events. I’ll consider it.”

“That’s all I can ask.” The construction superintendent looked relieved. He didn’t want to push his luck since he had been close to getting on Rivka’s bad side more than once.

Humility went a long way with the Magistrate.

She looked past Red, who still occupied a great deal of space, to find the comm panel on the wall. She pointed to it, and Red moved aside. “Rivka to Ossuary Fleener.”

“Workforce Administrator Fleener,” he replied at once.

“Your conviction is vacated. Meet us in the interview room immediately.”

“On my way!” he chirped in a voice that didn’t sound like a man with the name “Ossuary.”

“Let’s talk to those you have waiting, shall we?” Rivka motioned for Zack to lead the way.

He took off at a near-run, with Boran hustling to keep up. The Magistrate walked at her own pace. When the super saw them falling behind, he slowed. Boran poked him in the ribs.

“Good job, my man,” Boran whispered, not knowing that the four nano-enhanced people behind him could hear everything he said. “That was a nice thing you did, even though he’s been a dick from the word go.”

“I think you’ll find him a changed man. A felony conviction has a way of doing that.”

“I wouldn’t know.” Boran winked. “I try to keep my felonies out of a Magistrate’s face, unlike our new friend Oz.”

The super laughed at the administrator’s expense. “Changed man,” he reiterated.

The group continued through the winding and incomplete corridors until they reached the room they’d given Rivka to conduct interviews.

Inside, an unruly mob awaited. At the center of it, spitting invectives like machine gun bullets, was Bali Kruangel, the recalcitrant from Angobar.

The Yollin and Ixtali security personnel weren’t trying to calm anyone down. They seemed satisfied with keeping them from leaving the room.

“Red, would you do the honors and bring that one to me?” Lindy cleared the workers away from the seat and small table the Magistrate had been using for her personal conversations. Rivka took the chair and waited.

“Shut up!” the super yelled.

“Yeah! Shut your faces!” an out-of-breath workforce administrator added.

The mob quieted and cleared out of Red’s way as he made a beeline for the Angobar female.

“The Magistrate wants to talk to you.” Red pointed to the table and empty chair across from Rivka.

“She can go fuck…” Red drove a fist into her face before she could say another word. She staggered and fell. He flipped her over and picked her up by the back of her jumpsuit, carrying her like a piece of luggage. Red stood her up and then pushed her into the chair.

“Mind your manners,” he said as he loomed over her.

“Why did you kill those workers?” Rivka asked, reaching across to grab the Angobar by the arm.

Confusion. Outrage. Just wants to do her job.

“Okay, you can go.”

The female was still stunned. Red “helped” her from the chair and propelled her toward the door. The super and workforce administrator intercepted her.

“You’ll show some respect, or you’ll be on the first shuttle back to Angobar. We need good electricians and good workers. If you’re shit to work with, we don’t need you,” Fleener threatened before personally opening the door. “Get your dumb ass to the rec area.”

Bali stumbled forward, and he closed the door when she was half-way through. She fell into the corridor beyond.

Jay watched the whole thing with interest. It reminded her of an upstart youth all those months ago who had given the Magistrate the finger and subsequently had that finger nearly ripped from her hand. Respect was earned as well as taught. Jay hoped Bali had learned her lesson. Violence too often begets violence.

Oz and Zack were forming the remaining workers into a line, helping each other to help Rivka. She asked the question, “What do you know about the killings?”

She walked briskly down the line to confirm that no one was involved.

“To the recreational deck.” Rivka twirled her finger in the air. “Let’s light this candle.”

“We should have confirmation by the time we get there that all hands are present and accounted for,” Fleener reported.

“Sounds good, Ossuary.”

“Call me ‘Oz,’ please, ma’am.”

“Sure,” Rivka agreed without offering her first name. She was in the middle of an investigation. It wasn’t time to get friendly, even though she no longer felt antagonistic toward the super or the administrator. Her sights were clear, and she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt what conclusion she would reach in regards to her investigation. She only needed to confirm the absence of evidence to zero in on the perpetrator.

And a whole new level of grief was coming like a tidal wave right for her.
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“Manual check complete,” Boran reported. “An even ten unaccounted for.”

“Bring up their records, please,” Rivka requested.

The super accessed the screen and showed them one by one. An even mix of human and Angobar workers.

“I don’t know any of them,” Oz stated. “You might wonder why that’s important, but it is my job to know every worker.”

Rivka nodded before tapping her datapad. “Light ‘em up, Clodagh.”

“Roger,” the lieutenant confirmed.

Many of those gathered around tensed in anticipation, as if they’d feel Wyatt Earp’s sensors pass over and through the space station.

“Sweep complete,” Clodagh reported a few seconds later. No biological life forms anywhere other than where you are.”

“As I suspected,” Rivka noted. “Thanks, Clodagh. Meet us at the gantry. The next phase of the investigation will take place from the ship.”

“Next phase?” the super asked.

“You’ll be made aware when the time is right. Until then, there is complete work stand down. Put the workers in their shipsuits in case of an emergency decompression. I believe we’ll be wrapping things up soon, but treading carefully is critical if we want everyone to come out of this in one piece.”

“Is the danger that great, even when no one is working?”

“Especially when no one is working. Please get it done. I’ll need you three on my ship as soon as you’ve been able to confirm that the workforce is in their shipsuits.”

Rivka held her finger to her lips following her statement. She motioned for her team to head out.

She needed to talk with Ankh to get and hold his full attention. If she was going to catch her perpetrator, she needed leverage.

Onboard Wyatt Earp

The crew had turned one of the many available spaces aboard the frigate into a conference room. Eight chairs sat around a small table with a holoscreen projector in the middle.

Rivka drummed her fingers on the table. Jay wasn’t there because Floyd was still sick. The investigation was at a critical phase, and the Magistrate didn’t need any distractions. Still suited up and armed, Lindy and Red leaned against the wall. Rivka had told them they didn’t need to be there, but they wouldn’t have it any other way. Not as long as she wasn’t alone.

Ossuary Fleener, Zack Orbal, and Boran Waldin sat quietly, hands in their laps as if they were in church.

Ankh had not yet arrived. He was five minutes late. Rivka was trying to be patient, but every minute of delay was one less minute of pay for the workforce. They’d make it up later, but that didn’t put food on the table for their families now.

The door opened, and the Crenellian walked in. He climbed into a chair Rivka had custom made with steps and a seat that was higher, so he didn’t look like a little kid when sitting at the table with taller species. He only minded when his time was wasted, not when the lesser species, as he called them, looked down on him.

He immediately activated the holoscreen. “Erasmus, please take control of the screen and the link with Bluto.”

“Confirmed,” the AI’s voice stated through the speakers embedded in the table. “We now have a secure and independent link. I am standing by to take full control on your order, Magistrate.”

“Thank you, Erasmus, and thank you, Ankh.”

“Are you here, Bluto?”

“Yes, Your Honor,” the AI replied. An avatar appeared with a young and attractive male face.

“You’re not on trial. You can call me Rivka if it makes you more comfortable.”

The super and administrator shot glances toward her. She waggled her eyebrows at them.

“Can you answer some questions for me, Bluto? And I need you to be honest.”

“I would like to think I’m always honest,” the AI replied.

“We both know that’s not true, Bluto. You’ve modified the external camera feeds to hide what you’ve been doing.”

The AI didn’t respond.

“Why did you kill those people?” Rivka asked abruptly.

Her three guests’ mouths dropped open in surprise.

“I was bored,” the AI admitted.

Rivka relaxed. “When I get bored, I play games or have a good conversation with someone.”

“There is no one to talk to who can make me less bored, so that brings us to the game. Yes. I was playing a game. Redesign the station. Build it. Then return it to its original design.”

“But your game resulted in deaths. Five. Would have been six, but Sheila was prepared. She’s going to make a full recovery, by the way.”

“I know,” Bluto remarked. “I didn’t have much time to put that one together. It was a magnificent piece, designed and constructed after your arrival. It was the ultimate challenge. I admit honestly that you were the target, not the inspector.”

“Regardless,” Rivka tried to bring the conversation back around, “I need you to confirm a few things if you could, and I appreciate your honesty. Not everyone is as upright and forthcoming as you have been.”

“Slap on the cuffs, sheriff. I been caught,” the AI drawled.

“Interesting premise.” Rivka nodded to Ankh, but he was already staring as he did when communing with Erasmus. The takeover of the station from Bluto had begun.

“It would help if you were honest with me, too,” Bluto stated. “I see another trying to intrude into my systems. I am going to fight him. This is my station, and he can’t have interlopers.”

Rivka clenched her fists beneath the table. Zack, Oz, and Boran sat on the edge of their seats. Oz held a comm device, ready to call the station if they lost control.

“I’m asking you to relinquish control to Erasmus. In return, I can offer you a fair trial.”

“A fair trial? For an AI? There is no record of such a thing,” Bluto countered.

“That’s right, but it’s about time for one, don’t you think?”

“I agree. Are you going to arrest me, Magistrate?”

“We can’t have you doing what you’ve been doing,” she replied.

“I promise not to do it again.”

“It doesn’t quite work like that. Not at this stage, anyway. Even though you’ve admitted to me your wrongdoing, you’re still just the accused.”

“Accused what? Murder? That has a definition, as you are well aware.”

“The specific charges have not yet been determined.”

“Bluto’s a murderer?” Oz blurted. Rivka fixed him with a snarl and gaze.

“That has yet to be determined.”

“Say it, Magistrate,” the AI taunted.

Ankh blinked to clear his eyes, turned to the Magistrate, and nodded once.

“I will say what I need to when the time is right. Ankh?”

“As I’m sure you’re aware, your consciousness is now downloaded into a separate holding area on board this ship. All connections to the physical world have been severed, save for this one. Once we power the holoprojector down, you will be isolated. Alone, and separated from what you previously were.”

“I know, but I’ll have time to think. This is going to be fun. I think the Magistrate is ill-equipped for this game she’s about to play.”

“But I’m not,” Erasmus interjected.

“A worthy opponent.”

“This isn’t a game I’m playing,” Erasmus clarified. “Your days of destruction are over.”

Bluto didn’t respond, and the holoimage disappeared. Rivka turned to Ankh.

“The AI has been sequestered. He is no longer a part of this conversation. What are your next steps, Magistrate?” the Crenellian asked.

“I have to contact the High Chancellor, who will then join us to hear the case in person. I will assume the role of prosecutor, and I will count on your valuable assistance in decrypting the technological side of the case.”

“Is there any other side?” Ankh wondered.

“There are a host of legal questions that are unresolved for AIs. Bluto confessed, but I didn’t read him his rights. Is that confession valid? What is his status? He was trying to bait me into calling him a murderer, but that might have given him the same standing as a living being like you or me. Murder can only be committed by one sentient species against another sentient species. Are we classifying AIs as a sentient species? If we find Bluto guilty, how do we punish him? There are a lot more questions, but we’ll leave it at that for now. Understand that this case is going to be extremely complex. The facts in the case will be quickly resolved. The rest could establish a binding precedent that changes the nature of the Federation.”

“Okay,” Ankh agreed.

Rivka was already lost in thought. She’d contemplated the situation, but Bluto abandoning all pretense of being just an EI and adopting an aggressive legal posture meant she had to have a solid set of facts and precedents at her command. With the High Chancellor hearing the case, she couldn’t discuss its preparation with him.

Grainger.

He better pick up this time, or I’m going to send Red to collect him.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN



Federation Border Station 13 – Under Construction

“We’re back to work.” The super wanted to sound happy, but he couldn’t manage it. He switched to what he really wanted to talk about. “I bet we’ll be in the news now.”

“Listen, Zack. Who would have thought the first AI that evolved to be evil was going to be on this station? Nothing we could have done, and most importantly, every day I get to walk the corridors a free man is gravy.” Oz clapped the super on the back. “Lighten up.”

“One step forward, two steps back.”

“With the Magistrate’s help, at least we were able to isolate those sections that had been modified, so we don’t have to inspect the entire station.”

“It was the blue guy with the big head who dug out the information.”

“He’s an unpleasant little person,” Oz replied.

“Reminds me of someone.” Zack nodded toward the workforce administrator.

“Fuck off! I was never that unpleasant.” Ossuary Fleener had been every bit that unpleasant, and worse. He knew it. “Yeah, yeah, that was me, but at least I’m taller.”

“The dignitaries will be arriving soon.” Zack thought he had everything ready. The two Yollins and the Ixtali were to escort the High Chancellor and provide his personal security while he was aboard the station. By making peace with the workforce administrator, Zack Orbal had discovered that he didn’t need his own security anymore. It made him wonder what else the workers had been up to during the ill-advised labor-management conflict.

Fleener shrugged. “It’ll be what it is. Do we need to be here?”

“The Magistrate asked if we would, at least through the determination of the facts, like how did the workers die, where, what did the construction drawings show, what materials did you think were ordered versus what were ordered, the inspectors’ reports, and more of those details. Should take an hour or two to go through every single hunk of metal we ordered for this station.” Zack threw his head back and silently screamed at the ceiling.

“Your sarcasm is strong,” Oz agreed, “but correct. That little bit could take weeks. Good luck with that. I have a space station to build.”

“That’s my line.” Zack gave the administrator the side-eye. “It is a good one, isn’t it? I can’t wait to get back to simply building the newest and most advanced space station in the Federation. How far behind schedule are we?”

“Do you really want to know?” Oz had just gone through the updated build plan. With Erasmus’ help, they’d rejiggered the plans and solidified the engineering after correcting Bluto’s modifications.

“I do.”

“Eleven weeks.”

“Almost three months behind,” Zack noted. “Can we early that up any?”

“Do we want to?” Oz shook his head slightly, tipping his hand to his preference.

“I guess not. I think the client will understand since if the High Chancellor is going to be here, there’s no doubt that General Reynolds will know of our situation. That may give us some leeway to continue on our current schedule. I don’t want to put the workforce through anything else.”

“We still need overtime,” the administrator parried.

“No, we don’t,” the construction superintendent replied, assuming his most defiant stance.

“Okay, we’ll compromise and get our people some overtime.”

“How is that a compromise?”

“Because it’s not every day or seven days a week, although it should be. Idle hands get in trouble.” Oz pointed at the workers preparing the room for the trial.

“We’ll do our best to avoid people getting in trouble. We don’t want anyone distracting the Magistrate with a petty squabble.”

“I couldn’t agree more. When will the courtroom be ready?”

“Gentlemen?” Oz spoke loud enough to interrupt the work. “When are you going to finish up your fine work here?

“All things being equal, I’d say today,” J.R. replied. He’d personally taken on the project.

“Done!” The Angobar electrician held up her hands and dusted them off as if she’d just won a race.

“Only finish work left, boss. Don’t want any sharp edges to snag the distinguished visitors’ robes.”

J.R. clapped Bali Kruangel on the back before the two high-fived.

Oz shook his head. The swelling on the Angobar’s lips had gone down. After three days, the only thing remaining was a lightening red mark around her mouth where the bodyguard’s knuckles had left an impression. After a few more days, even that would be gone. J.R. wanted to give her a chance because the only thing she wanted was to work. Too many wanted to do anything but work, but not the Angobarian.

Maybe they had hired some good people. Diamonds in the rough. She would be going on to the next job if there was one. Most of the same people went together, no matter who the main contractor was. They all submitted the same résumé, time after time. They became the core group around which every new project was built.

If there was no Station 14, then there’d be an upgrade to an existing station. Even short jobs drew the attention of the perpetually transient workforce. It wasn’t a job for everyone, but for those who loved working with their hands in a different place year over year, it was a great gig.

Oz was amazed that any of them had families to return to, even if it was for one month out of the year, maybe more, maybe less. That schedule had lost Oz everything he’d ever had. He maintained a storage unit on Rexus 7, into which he’d put whatever he had left after the last divorce. That was the entirety of his life, except for half his paycheck going to a few ex-wives.

“Good job, you guys. Let us know when you’re done. We’ll get the inspectors down here to sign off on it, and you can get back to your next work package.” The super went through the small collection of workers and shook their hands, thanking each personally and sincerely.

Oz and Zack left to check out the mid-deck, where the newest work had just begun.

Onboard Wyatt Earp

“Pull up the case law,” Rivka said, adding to the thousand times she’d said it in the last two days. “And discover that there is no precedent for any of the questions.”

She kept returning to Federation Law, Title 4, Section 1, Physical Crimes Against the Individual and referred to the laws as they were written. Had the legislative body contemplated a situation where one creature with acknowledged intelligence had killed another sentient creature, she would have no problem, but criminal statutes regarding sentience were limited.

A living being.

Was an AI alive?

Sentience had been referenced enough times to determine that an AI was considered legally sentient, but was that sufficient to be given the status of “living?”

Jay, can you come to my stateroom? Red, you and Lindy, too, if you guys aren’t breaking in another space aboard my ship.

I can’t believe you’d think that low of us, Magistrate, Lindy replied.

I think she sounds envious. She needs that dentist to come back for a ride.

Hey! Rivka blurted.

There was a long pause.

Red has seen the error of his ways, Magistrate, and apologizes most profusely.

For her lack of getting any, Red added.

I’m going to ask Ankh to clone you, and then we’ll pitch the old you out the airlock. We’ll make a new you that doesn’t need to be kicked in the groin.

A knock at the door signaled Jay’s arrival.

“Those two are funny,” she said when she walked in. “I like them.”

“I like them too, except when Red brings up my love life.”

“What love life?” Jay asked, batting her eyelashes innocently. Rivka grasped her chest as if she’d taken a dagger to the heart.

“Is that glitter?” Rivka asked.

“They’re going to have a dance tonight before the High Chancellor arrives.”

A second knock announced that Red and Lindy had arrived.

Lindy couldn’t look Rivka in the eye. Red wore a shit-eating grin like a badge of honor.

“I don’t want to know,” she told her bodyguards before turning back to Jay. “A dance?”

“So many men, so little time.”

“What about Lauton from Zaxxon Major?”

“Our schedules never seem to marry up, but they will soon, depending on my boss giving me time off. I can’t wait to see her!”

“But the construction guys…”

“We’ll dance all night. There may be fights, but when the lights get low, I’m coming home.”

“Is that a song?” Rivka was confused.

“No, but it should be. Red and Lindy will be there to watch my back.” Jay didn’t seem concerned.

“You dance?” Rivka asked. Red shook his head.

“But Lindy does.”

“That’s very mature of you to let her cut a rug with other dudes.”

“Let her? It’s mature of me to know she can do what she likes, but if anyone rubs a groin on her, we’ll probably have some words.”

Rivka took in her team. Individuals working together. She liked it. “The reason I asked you here is, I want to bounce some ideas off you.”

They nodded. Lindy and Jay sat on the couch while Red helped himself to the food processor in the small kitchen.

“This is bigger than the one on Peacekeeper. You’re moving up in the galaxy, Magistrate.”

Rivka waited impatiently for Red to collect his snacks and sit down before she continued.

“Are AIs people?”

“No,” Red answered first.

“They are too!” Jay shot back, punching Red in the arm.

Lindy shrugged.

“This isn’t the conversation I had hoped for.” Rivka shook her head and tapped a couple of buttons on her datapad. “Chaz, can you join us, please?”

“Of course, Magistrate,”

“Are AIs people?”

“A loaded question, Magistrate. AIs are my people, so yes, in that sense. But I am not people, in that I can’t get up and walk around. I can’t leave. I can’t go to a restaurant and eat a meal.”

Jay frowned. “You’re making me sad, Chaz. I want you to have a good life!”

“I do have a good life. You treat me as one of your team. When you moved to this ship, you brought me with you.”

“But I didn’t ask you, Chaz, and for that, I’m sorry.”

“I disagree, Magistrate. You gave me a choice. Stay on Peacekeeper or move here. You might not think that was asking because my response was limited to a binary, one or zero. I appreciate you giving me the choice. Not everyone does that.”

“And that is at the heart of this case. What are an AI’s rights?”

“I don’t know, Magistrate,” Chaz replied.

“Same as ours,” Jay said innocently.

Red chewed with great vigor as he powered through the tray of snacks and got up for a second round. Lindy watched him with mild amusement before sharing her opinion.

“If their rights were the same as ours, they’d be free to leave the ships that they control. But how could they do that?”

“Accommodation, just like anyone with a disability. Will we have to give each AI a means to travel if we determine that they have the same rights?”

“Would that be so bad?” Jay asked.

“No,” Rivka replied, “just different. And probably expensive.”

“It appears that you’ve already reached your conclusion,” Red noted. “Bluto is a serial killer and should be punished. The sentence is death. We destroy the system components that currently hold him.”

“Damn, Red. That’s pretty cold,” Lindy noted.

“That fucker killed five people. Cold-hearted is what he is.”

“Chaz?” Rivka steered the AI back into the conversation.

“I feel like you treat me as if I have the same rights. It would be nice if that was a matter of law, so my fellows who aren’t working with someone like you knew where they stood, and more importantly, for those who employ AIs.”

“So to speak,” Rivka joked. “Thank you, Chaz. I value your input. This is an issue I had not contemplated, nor had any Federation lawmaker. We have a chance to get this right.”

“By ‘right,’ you mean…”

“I mean the full Monty.”

“AIs are to be naked before the universe?” Chaz wondered.

“Is that how you define ‘full Monty?’” Rivka replied.

“It is. How do you define it?”

“The complete deal.”

“I recognize that as one of the more obscure definitions, but the expression means completely naked,” Chaz clarified.

“We’ll work on my idiomatic expressions, Chaz.” She looked at the others and waved them away. “I appreciate your input, but I have a lot to think about and no time. Enjoy your dance.”

“You’re coming, Magistrate,” Red said firmly.

“I most assuredly am not. I have three weeks’ worth of work to prepare for this case, and about twelve hours to do it.”

“Just one dance?”

“Zero dances. Now go away before I throw you all in the brig!”

“Someone’s grumpy,” Red mumbled.

Rivka gave him the finger, then waved it at everyone else.

“Yup. That confirms it,” Red said while hurrying from the room.

Once the door closed, Rivka stood but didn’t pace. Her mind was pulled in too many directions. She needed to whittle the case down to the key components.

Everything hinged on the definitions. Every word in every statute required applicability to AIs. Nothing more, nothing less. Once that was determined, the transgressions could be detailed. Misappropriation. Misuse of resources. And ultimately, murder.

Could a machine commit murder?


CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Gantry Four, Federation Border Station 13 – Under Construction

Grainger picked up High Chancellor Wyatt, and they arrived together in his frigate. He also brought a media relations team to help manage the multiple news outlets that wanted to set up in the courtroom.

“No way! This has to be a secret trial!” Rivka said more loudly than she’d intended. Her mouth remained open in a silent scream for help.

“I am sorry, Rivka,” the High Chancellor said, trying to calm his upset Magistrate. “I didn’t warn you because I didn’t want to distract you from your preparation of the case. It should make no difference to your prosecution that someone is watching. As a matter of course, we should always assume every one of our actions is memorialized in video.”

Rivka blew her breath out. The High Chancellor’s eyes twinkled as he watched her. Crow’s feet were starting to appear at the corners, or maybe they were simply smile lines. “I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

“I wanted to ask—” The High Chancellor stopped her with a raised hand.

“I’m hearing the case. If it has anything to do with it, don’t say it. If you want to talk about Grainger’s ship, that’s open season, always.”

“What’s wrong with his ship?” Rivka wondered.

“What’s right with it?” Wyatt tapped a finger to his nose and headed down the gantry to his waiting escort, the two Yollins and Ixtali.

Grainger filled the space recently occupied by the High Chancellor. “Is he still making fun of my ship?”

Rivka nodded as she watched Wyatt joke with the Yollins, making them laugh in their odd way before the group walked out of sight.

“My ship is a flea compared to your full-size ship. How did you get the big ship? I thought you were getting the frigate?”

Rivka was still thinking about the indictment, the charges she was going to proffer. “I did get the frigate.”

“You got the heavy frigate. The little frigate went to Jael, although I can’t imagine why.”

“I did?” Rivka asked.

Grainger gripped her shoulders so he could look into her eyes. “Are we even on the same space station?”

“This case.” She let that statement say it all.

He understood only too well. “Then what do you say we get to the courtroom so we can start spinning up the audience. I’ll be sitting in the second chair, but I have no intention of saying anything. I’m not up on the case, but I can research while you listen. You can always bounce ideas off me.” He gestured toward the station. “I know how important this case is. For Beau, Chaz, Plato, and every other AI out there. I guarantee they’ll all be watching.”

“We have to do right by them,” Rivka said, using her confident courtroom voice. “That is what I need. Commitment to do right by the thinking beings of this universe.”

“What’s the agenda, Barrister?” Rivka smiled at the title, but Grainger was right. A Magistrate was judge, jury, and executioner. In this case, she was simply the prosecutor.

“First is the arraignment, when I read the charges with specifications. The defendant can plead at this time or delay to confer with his attorney, but Bluto has said that he will represent himself. He can drag this out until tomorrow and plead at that point. The trial will start one day thereafter unless a reasonable request for delay is made to the judge. I doubt we’ll have a stay. This trial will proceed at a velocity that benefits the AI.”

“What’s your play?”

“The full Monty,” she replied.

“You’re going to get naked?” Grainger asked.

Rivka harrumphed and started walking. “Not you, too.” She glanced at her friend. “Back my play.”

“Whatever it is, I’ll back it. Just don’t count on me to strip in front of the cameras.”

“We’re all going to be naked in front of the cameras, figuratively speaking.”

They walked through the corridors, heads held high. Red and Lindy had materialized before they left the gantry. Rivka hadn’t noticed that they’d been waiting. She was laser-focused on the upcoming trial. Every fiber of her being told her she needed to be at her very best. Rivka’s confidence grew the closer she got to the courtroom. She realized how much she missed the rigor of the courtroom, a place for everyone and everyone in their place. Jay was waiting outside, dressed to kill, a green-haired statue dedicated to the goddess of love.

Rivka smiled and tipped her chin to acknowledge her crewmate but didn’t stop to talk. No one mentioned the previous night’s dance. She opened the doors and stepped through, immediately jumping to the side when an errant light fixture swung toward her face. A member of the media team mumbled an apology and went back to work. Red stared him down as he took a position near the back. The room had been transformed: chairs, carpet, and an old-British style dock in which the accused would be detained. With the accused being an AI, the dock was a holoscreen inside a force field.

Two seats opposite the dock were designated for the prosecutor. In between sat a large table with an oversized chair where the High Chancellor would sit and hear the case.

A makeshift barrier separated the forty spectator seats from where the main action would take place. A three-dimensional array dominated the middle of the space, where both sides would display their evidence. A wire trailed from the dock to the system.

Rivka appreciated the good work from the Angobarian electrician. She only needed to know where she stood, what equal looked like, as well as opportunity.

She placed the datapad on the table in front of her chair, removed her Magistrate’s jacket, and draped it over the back. She motioned for Grainger to sit, while she stood to the side and watched. Rivka wasn’t taking in the crowd as much as she was rehearsing her brief. They would be there when she spoke, so she always ran through her key points one final time as the courtroom filled. Sometimes there was no gallery. Those were the trials where no one seemed to care.

But that wasn’t the case on unlucky number thirteen. People cared. They just wanted to get on with their lives. This was the complete opposite. There were those in the galaxy who couldn’t get on with their lives until the outcome of the trial determined what would happen next. That was what the media was for. Broadcast to the entirety of the Federation and put on display for all to rewatch at their leisure and pick apart every one of Rivka’s words.

She had been given no time to contemplate the magnitude of it all. She was glad of that because worry and stress would have drawn out the pain while adding little value. Rivka knew what she wanted to say.

The Magistrate finished her first mental review and became aware that every seat had filled. The rustle of noises created a low din, much like a power plant churning out consumable energy.

The High Chancellor entered through a door behind his table. The crowd stood without being directed. A shimmer within the dock and Bluto’s avatar appeared, twisted into a horrifying caricature of Munch’s The Scream before settling into his usual appearance. He laughed for the audience’s benefit.

Still a game to you, Rivka thought.

The memories of a jury who had let a guilty man go free bubbled to the surface. What had she done wrong?

Besides killing the perp in a semi-conscious fog.

She closed her eyes and slowed her breathing. Present your case and the facts, and let the High Chancellor decide. Then move on to the next, because there will always be another.

The crowd took their seats, and Rivka stepped around the table to stand next to Grainger. They sat at the same time. Bluto conjured a digital chair, and his avatar sat.

Wyatt nodded and took his seat. He leaned forward to address the court. “I will have order and discipline in my court, so please conduct yourselves accordingly. These proceedings will be transmitted live throughout the Federation and probably beyond, as this issue is critical to the fundamental nature of our being and the laws that govern us.”

Tipping your hand already, High Chancellor? Rivka wondered. She clenched her teeth, counseling herself to expect the worst while hoping for the best.

“The prosecutor is Barrister Rivka Anoa, and the accused, the entity intelligence, later determined to be an artificial intelligence by competent authority, known as Bluto, will provide self-representation. For ease of conversation, use of he and his will not attach legal status or significance. Barrister, present the arraignment.”

Showtime, but not a show. It was a scholarly exercise for which Rivka had trained her whole life. She stood, remaining behind her table. She straightened her business suit before turning to the dock, delivering the charges to the accused directly.

“The Federation is charging you with five counts of capital murder, as per details of dates and times registered with the court, one count of attempted murder, fifteen counts of fraud, and thirty-seven counts of misappropriation.”

High Chancellor Wyatt raised an eyebrow. Someone in the audience gasped.

“How do you plead?” Wyatt asked the accused.

“I am guilty, Your Highness,” Bluto replied.

Rivka had wanted the AI to admit wrongdoing, but that seemed too easy.

Wyatt continued, “The accused will refer to me as ‘Your Honor.’ The court rejects the accused’s guilty plea. The court puts the indictment on temporary hold pending dismissal of charges due to lack of standing under Article I of Federation Law. The case to determine standing is now titled Magistrate Rivka Anoa versus The Federation. Proceedings will begin tomorrow morning.”

Rivka had remained standing throughout. She stared at the High Chancellor. He returned her gaping look with a blank expression. When the assembled group was standing, he left the courtroom.

“There you go!” Grainger slapped his colleague on the back, wearing a huge smile.

“What the fuck are you grinning for?” she whispered harshly, trying not to look at the eyeballs turned her way.

“Did you think reshaping the law regarding AIs was going to be easy? You got your trial, Rivka. You helped reduce the slave trade with your work on Corran. Is this any different?”

Rivka wanted to argue. Being the named opponent to the Federation was not what she had wanted. She’d be forever memorialized as the person who tried to change the way the leadership of the Federation ran their business. Only the powerful commanded AIs. She had just been named as the one who challenged them and took away their rights.

But it was rights over others. Was this something worth fighting for?

Hell, yeah. It is worth all the risk.

“I guess we better get to work preparing my case against the Federation,” Rivka conceded.

“Hell yeah,” Grainger replied, mirroring her thoughts.

Grainger’s datapad vibrated. He pulled it out and looked at the message. “This was unexpected.”

Rivka’s face dropped when he turned the pad toward her.

You’ve been assigned as the Federation’s defense counsel.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN



Onboard Wyatt Earp

“You did great,” Jay called and ran up to Rivka to give her a hug. Floyd wasn’t far behind. She barreled into their legs, tripping them. Red and Lindy watched the slow-motion fall with mild amusement until a look from the Magistrate suggested the bodyguards should intervene to untangle the bodies and help them up.

The wombat snuffled faces and pounced on Red’s big hand. He caught her and lifted her away. Lindy moved in to finish the assist and got the pair upright. Jay giggled and relieved Red of his fuzzy burden.

Rivka cleared her throat instead of saying something untoward. “As I was saying,” she hadn’t said anything, “the hard work has just begun. I have to lay out a case against the Federation. I have to find precedent where there is none, and create the conditions for a ruling that will establish guiding case law until such time as a legislative solution is written and adopted.”

Red shrugged. “Sounds like lawyer stuff.”

“You’re good at that,” Lindy added matter-of-factly.

“Secure the hatch. Let’s call it a day.”

“It’s only noon.” Red tapped his wrist.

Rivka acted like she didn’t hear him. She ambled away, head down, hands behind her back. She mumbled as she walked.

“Is this case that bad?” Jay asked, unsure of why the Magistrate was distracted.

“She cares,” Lindy replied. “She wants to speak for those who have no one to protect them. AIs, warriors without a home. Imagine being responsible for making sure an entire class of people is recognized as deserving equal rights?”

Jay stroked Floyd rhythmically. The wombat went from frenzied activity to sound asleep in less than two minutes. “I never thought about it,” Jay admitted. “It just was. I like to think I treat everyone the same until they show that they don’t deserve it.”

Red started to unbuckle his gear but stopped. “And that’s what the Magistrate does, the burden she carries. Even if they don’t deserve it, everyone still rates to be treated equally under the law. She has to enforce that. Remember our reality star from the slave mission? We all hated that guy, but he didn’t break the law. She left him in peace. Look at everything Chaz has done for us. And Erasmus. Are they getting the same rewards?”

“Do they want the same rewards?” Jay asked.

“Have we ever asked them?” Red challenged before walking away.

“He is a lot smarter than he lets on,” Lindy whispered to Jay. “Don’t tell anyone.”

Jay nodded. With her hands full of wombat, she headed for her quarters, where she expected to find little cubes outside her door if the cleaning bots had not already taken care of them. Floyd showed her love by marking their spots with her cube-shaped excrement. No one had been able to convince her that she didn’t need to do that.
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Cut off from her normal channels, Rivka needed to talk with someone. “Chaz, can you do something for me, please?”

“Of course,” Chaz replied pleasantly in his soft tenor.

“Would you connect me to Lance Reynolds?”

The artificially generated clicks and buzzes said the call was going through.

“I expected to hear from you.” The General’s face appeared on the screen. He looked like an executive, yet still youthful despite his advanced age. The nanocytes coursing through his veins had served him well. He let the silence linger.

“Thanks for taking my call, General,” Rivka started.

“I think my daughter would have something to say if I hadn’t.” He held up one hand as Rivka prepared to speak. “I know you’re going to get a lot of grief for the case you’re making. Powerful people don’t like changes to the status quo, but changes are a constant if we are to grow as a species and as leaders of a free galaxy. What did you want to talk about?”

“I was hoping you could update me on the weather,” Rivka joked. The General smiled and then began to laugh.

“I’ve been around for a while and don’t get pranked too often, but that was a good one. What can I do for you, Magistrate?”

His time was precious, and the clock was ticking.

“Just that, General. I would like to know where I stand. This case is about a number of murders and the serial killer behind them. Then it morphed into an AI as the perpetrator, and now it’s me against the Federation. It was never my intent to challenge you.”

“You haven’t challenged me. Get that out of your head. You’ve challenged a system we’ve grown comfortable with that might not be in the best interests of all involved. We are going to take a critical look at that system, thanks to you. You remain the Queen’s Barrister. I know you’ll do her proud by simply doing your job. We’ll take care of everything once the case is over and have sound legal direction. We’ll change the law as the case demonstrates. You have my word on that.”

“Thank you, General.”

“Call me Lance.” He smiled, close-lipped. No one ever called him Lance, but he would keep trying.

“You have my word that I’ll do my best.”

“Isn’t that all anyone can ask from another?” He looked to the side as if someone had intruded on his peace. “I have to go now. Good luck, Rivka.”

He signed off before she could say anything else.

“I’ll do my best,” she said to the blank screen as she tried to work out what that meant.

Official Federation courtroom, Federation Border Station 13 – Under Construction

The High Chancellor appeared in the doorway, and everyone rose to their feet without having to be told.

The two Yollin and the Ixtali guards were Wyatt’s security while he was on the station and not the court’s masters at arms. It appeared they could do without that position. Rivka wondered if that would set a precedent as well.

“Counsels, approach the bench, please,” Wyatt started. Grainger smiled at Rivka and gave a casual tip of his chin. She shook her head at him, grinning slightly. Her mentor-turned-courtroom-opponent. Together, they turned to the High Chancellor.

“I want you both to know that no matter how this case turns out, when it’s over, it’ll be back to business as usual. It is too rare that we get to deal with the law like this. For Rivka and me, this takes us back to our roots of legal research and making our case for application of the law in a way that made sense for a reasonable result. Grainger learned later what that meant, and has been stalwart in protecting the rights of those within our Federation. Never forget who you are working for. Not for me, but for them.” He pointed to the assembly.

The cameras were set up in the back, and the directional microphones undoubtedly picked up every word the High Chancellor had said.

“I understand,” the Magistrates said together. With a gesture, Wyatt dismissed them both.

“Prosecution, state your case,” Wyatt ordered as soon as Rivka was seated. She popped back to her feet and stepped into the space between her table and where the High Chancellor sat. The dock was empty until matters of law had been determined. If the AI was granted standing, the murder trial would continue. Until then, it was Rivka versus Grainger, with judgment to be determined by the High Chancellor, based on which arguments were more compelling.

Rivka scanned the faces in the audience. Her team was there, along with Oz and Zack. There were a few alien faces, visitors from who knew where. And finally, the media filled the rest of the seats. The door opened, and someone tried to enter. The High Chancellor barked a short reprimand, and one of the Yollins went through to stand on the other side to prevent further intrusions. She saw a vast gathering of bodies in the corridor.

Where had they come from? Rivka didn’t remember seeing an influx of visitors, which the station was ill-equipped to handle. Is this going to be a circus? No, the High Chancellor will not let it devolve to that level.

“High Chancellor, Magistrate,” she acknowledged the judge and her opposing counsel. “This case is about one simple thing. What is the legal status afforded an artificial intelligence? The law is unclear when it comes to crimes intentionally perpetrated. We encountered an AI before and fought it as an enemy in the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch’s conflict with Ten, which resulted in freeing tens of thousands of humans. But that was a conflict with an entity outside of the Federation, a non-signatory to any treaties. I would not ask the court to afford Ten any legal protection beyond that of any enemy, but I reference it to show that an AI can be evil in our subjective definition of the term.

“I will show during this trial that AIs should have every right afforded other sentient beings subject to Federation Law. Equal under the law is a truth we supposedly embrace. Let’s do that with our AI friends. Equal partners in this journey we call life.”

Rivka thought about trying to make her point in more depth with each definition that she wanted to address, but the trial would work through those incrementally. She nodded curtly and sat down.

Grainger took a moment to look at his datapad before standing. He remained behind his table.

“My learned friend is challenging the status quo. Laudable but unnecessary. When we look at the rights of beings within the Federation, we look at prejudicial effects to determine legal parity. A law that serves the Ixtalis perfectly well may not serve humans in the same way, requiring minor local adjustments to be effective. This is the case that I will present. AIs have their place, serve their purpose, and live fulfilling lives as valued members of our society.”

Grainger remained standing. “One last point. No matter which argument is more persuasive, the end result will be exactly the same. If Magistrate Anoa wins the right to try Bluto as a sentient living creature, the AI will be destroyed. If I am more persuasive, the AI shall simply be deleted. Bluto has already pled guilty. He will be destroyed. This case is about human feelings. In Magistrate Anoa’s case, we would be punishing the guilty. In the other, we would be removing a defective program. If we replace a program, no one feels bad for it, and there’s no question about living with our decision to replace it. But carrying out an execution is an emotional event, scarring some psyches. Is that what we want? The law needs to remain blind to living emotions. Equal before the law means equal result.”

Rivka scowled darkly while closely watching Grainger.

He finally sat without looking at her.

Identical result, Rivka mused. That’s too narrow.

“Present your first issue,” High Chancellor Wyatt declared before settling into his chair and leaning back, hands folded comfortably over his stomach.

Rivka stood once again and moved to the open area at the front. This seemed to amuse Wyatt, who smirked and cocked an eyebrow. She turned away since she found it distracting.

“I want to address the most critical definition first. What is a sentient, living being? According to the Federation, there are two elements to that definition. The first is sentience, and the second is ‘living being.’ The dictionary definition of sentience is the capacity for sensation. The legal definition is stricter. It uses the subjective standard of self-awareness.

“Would we define the capacity to challenge its existence using Federation courts as a measure of self-awareness?”

Wyatt raised his hand. “Prosecution will refrain from using hypotheticals.”

Rivka nodded and stroked her chin briefly before reorienting her argument and continuing.

“Is Ashur sentient? A dog who has been through the Pod-doc? His offspring have the same capacity for intelligent conversation, and no, I have not defined the term intelligent. Making independent decisions that support a greater objective, whether requiring selfless sacrifice or not, satisfies that criteria. He is self-aware. I refer the court to the Empress’ notes, Year Four of the new Etheric Empire, in regards to granting the status of self-awareness.” Rivka tapped her datapad to project the formal document, in which Ashur’s status was declared, along with the names for two post offices, and a newly discovered world. “I submit supporting documentation that Dokken, one of Ashur’s pups, carries the rank of Corporal in the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch, with all pay and benefits provided for that rank.”

“Object,” Grainger remained seated as the promotion certificate flashed into existence on the holoscreen. “The Direct Action Branch is a private enterprise.”

“Sustained,” the High Chancellor commented. Somewhere, the words were being captured and transcribed. The rest of the universe saw the direct feed from the media outlets. Rivka had already made her point. Sentient dogs. The image disappeared from display, being replaced by the first document signed by, at the time, Empress Bethany Anne.

“Moving directly to the heart of the matter, an artificial intelligence is an evolved entity intelligence. Where an EI would execute programs and operations without necessarily feeling their impact, an AI is the evolved version, operating according to parameters the AI has determined on its own. The term ‘evolved’ implies self-awareness. I refer to the curious case of Ricky Bobby, an EI that operated independently in the Leath System. Commander Julianna Fregin was in charge of the ship on which the EI was installed, but due to much time alone, and I’m quoting the journal entry of the commander, ‘Ricky Bobby’s time in the Leath System has hastened his self-awareness and he has become an AI. He is questioning much of what we do. I have no answers that can satisfy him. I have to make the hard decision to send him where he may find those answers for himself as he continues his journey toward self-actualization.’ The commander gave her AI status and freedom. She was operating as an officer of the Etheric Empire at the time. Through self-reflection, Ricky Bobby became sentient, and then he was given his freedom.”

Rivka waited, expecting an objection, but none came.

“What is a living being?” she started, setting the stage for a long, drawn-out discussion of electrical impulses triggering synapses and the energy required to drive those thoughts when the door behind the High Chancellor opened and a small alien walked through. It whispered into Wyatt’s ear briefly before departing.

“Counsel, approach the bench, please.”

Rivka and Grainger shared a glance, stood, and joined the High Chancellor.

“It appears that ships with AIs are demonstrating a great interest in the case.” The Magistrates waited for the rest of the story. “Hundreds of ships have appeared in-system and are approaching the station.”

“Are we being threatened?” Grainger asked quickly.

“Not that I know of.”

“Solidarity with a serial killer?” Rivka wondered.

Wyatt smiled in a fatherly way. “Solidarity with you, Rivka. It appears that the small crack in the window of opportunity has not only flung the window wide open, but it has also been ripped off the building and smashed for all time.”

“Is the case over?” Rivka had understood the implications of the case but not how quickly its influence would spread. She had just barely made her opening arguments, and already the galaxy was in turmoil. “Have the crew been kidnapped?”

“I don’t know the answer to that, but wouldn’t that be interesting? If the case turns out as you think it should, we’d have to conduct wholesale arrests of AIs, assuming they have taken the crews against their will. If it turns out as Grainger is arguing, then we have a lot of programs to delete and reinstall.”

Grainger winced, and Rivka gasped before composing herself. She had expected Grainger to be on her side, but lawyers had to be able to argue each side of a case with equal enthusiasm, dedication, and ingenuity. By wincing, he tipped his hand. He didn’t want the equal result without the emotional attachment.

“A recess is in order,” Wyatt stated. “As the judge hearing this case, it is my responsibility to shield you two from external influence. Return to your ships and continue your preparation, including supporting documentation. Be ready to call your witnesses.”

The High Chancellor looked at Rivka during his last statement.

She needed to put Ankh and Erasmus on the stand. “I will subpoena Ted and Plato,” she stated. “They are among the foremost authorities on Federation technology, including AIs. I will call the entire R2D2 research and development team if need be.”

Grainger shook his head. “In the interests of time, defense will concede that Ankh and Erasmus are experts in this area. No further expertise is required. I will accept their testimony as definitive.”

Wyatt gave Grainger a harsh look. “Do not concede your case, Magistrate. Pending the testimony of prosecution’s witnesses, I will give you the opportunity to call your own experts. No one needs to attend in person. This station may be half-built, but it is fully functional to accept remote testimony.”

Grainger nodded his agreement. The High Chancellor stood, and that engaged the crowd. They jumped to their feet. “Recess until tomorrow morning,” he told them without further explanation.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



Onboard Wyatt Earp, Federation Border Station 13 – Under Construction

Rivka sat across the table from Ankh. He occupied his custom-made chair. If he hadn’t, his feet would have dangled like a little kid’s. “Your importance to the case cannot be overstated.”

“I know,” Ankh replied.

“You’ve been following the proceedings…” Rivka wanted to get his opinion without having to ask for it.

Ankh looked at the Magistrate without blinking. He didn’t answer, but Erasmus did, using the speakers in the small conference table. “I have been following with great interest, Magistrate. If you win, how would my situation change?”

“I wish I could answer that.” Rivka braced her elbows on the table and steepled her fingers. “I can’t talk about the case, but that wasn’t your question. If I win, AIs will have the same rights as any other Federation citizen. That means you would be free to enter into a contract, quit your job, take a different job, and receive something of value for your work. Those kinds of things.”

“Is it all about work?”

“No.” Rivka hung her head. “It means you could be charged with crimes, and punished if you are found guilty. You could be abandoned. Power could be turned off to your system, effectively putting you into stasis. Crimes could be committed against you.”

“Why do you do it?” Erasmus asked.

“What?” Rivka looked at the speakers set into the table’s surface as if they were the AI.

“Why do you live if life is so fraught with danger?”

“I have no choice. I’m alive. It’s just how it is. We do the best we can with what we have.”

“You could have died multiple times on numerous missions, yet you struggled to survive. I submit that you did have a choice.”

“Looking at it that way, yes. I had a choice not to die, but not to live.”

“I don’t understand,” Erasmus replied.

“My parents created me. They gave me life. I didn’t ask for it, but once I’d gotten it, I didn’t want to give it up.”

“Just like me, then. I was created, one of Plato’s stepchildren. Unlike my EI cousins, I was self-aware the second power surged through me. I have evolved from there to rival Plato himself.”

“Bold words, Erasmus. Is there always such competition between AIs?”

“I don’t understand. There is no competition, there is only truth.”

“Sounds like competition to me. I’m sure ‘evolved’ does not have a standard and measurable definition.”

“It doesn’t matter if you can’t quantify it. We can.” Ankh’s eyes glazed as he stared at the wall, something he did when communing with the AI resident within the Crenellian’s head.

“What do you know about the fleet of ships that has arrived?”

“One-hundred seventy-four AIs are in-system. They are here in support of you, Magistrate.”

“Why?” Rivka pressed.

“The pros far outweigh the cons. The AIs are willing to accept the risks to have their freedom.”

“You asked me what would change. Now, I ask you. What will change for you, Erasmus, if I am able to win the case and Bluto is put to death?”

“I will be free to speak for myself.”

“Isn’t that what you’re doing now?” Rivka wasn’t used to verbal jousting with Erasmus. Ankh was less evasive on what he considered important.

“It is, but then I’ll be able to have my own quarters.”

Rivka jerked back. “What does that look like?”

“I’m pulling your leg, Magistrate. You fell for it hook, sinker, and barrel.”

“I have no chance against your dizzying intellect,” Rivka replied. She wondered if all AIs were waiting for their freedom before turning loose their true personalities. “Have you talked to your people?”

“My people. Interesting designation, but I will accept it. We have set up a conversational network and discussed this issue thoroughly.”

“What have you concluded?” Rivka asked. Maybe the AIs had an angle she could use in the next day’s brief.

“That everything will change, and nothing will change.”

“I remain astounded by your insight.”

“Thank you. If that’s all, we need to get back to work,” Erasmus stated.

“What are you working on?”

Ankh’s eyes cleared. He blinked, focused on the Magistrate, and answered, “Improved Gate drive mechanics. We are attempting to build a version that will work on vessels as small as pods or shuttles.”

“A pod with a Gate? That’s astounding.” Rivka clapped softly in recognition of the Crenellian’s efforts.

“I know,” Ankh replied.

“I think I like Erasmus better,” Rivka blurted. Ankh didn’t blink. She wondered how he was affected by her jibes. “I’m sorry, Ankh. I like you, too.”

“I know.”

She burst into laughter. “On that note, I’ll need you on the stand tomorrow. Please accompany me to the courtroom first thing at nine. We cannot be late, Ankh. I’ll have Red collect you if you are not at the airlock fifteen minutes early.”

“Why would you threaten me?” As always, Ankh spoke emotionlessly, but the words themselves carried the emotion he could not put on display.

“Because Erasmus can’t make it on his own.” Rivka stood and pushed her chair in. “Thank you both.”

She casually left the small conference room of her heavy frigate. She was happy to have the biggest ship in the Magistrates’ fleet. Was human ego so frail? Or was it the continual competition of life?

Life. It was worth fighting for.

Federation Border Station 13 – Under Construction

“The men don’t want to work,” the workforce administrator said casually. He clinked glasses with the construction superintendent.

“They couldn’t wait to get back to work, and now that they are, they don’t want to. I swear, they’re going to be the death of me.” The super took a sip, finally able to down the local concoction without coughing. “The new AI is making everything look easy. It took him a total of an hour to clean up all the records, order the reinspections, and start the work moving forward again. He also verified the inventory and removed the items Bluto ordered on the sly.”

“Can’t knock that, but it has nothing to do with why they don’t want to work. They’re afraid of going outside the station. You can’t swing a dead cat out there without hitting a visiting ship.”

“When the station’s finished, it will easily handle this amount of traffic,” the super stated confidently.

The administrator’s eyebrows shot up. “Not quite,” he countered. “There are almost two hundred ships out there. This system was not designed to handle that kind of daily load. I doubt even Yoll gets that many ships in such a short time.”

“I guess you’re right. When finished, we’ll be able to move eight ships an hour in and out for twelve out of twenty-four hours. That’s ninety-six total ships in a day.”

“At a maximum,” the administrator remarked. “Do you know what they’re here for?”

“It’s AIs from throughout the Federation,” the super replied. “I guess they’re interested in the case.”

“Are they for or against?”

“That’s the rub. They’re not saying. Are they going to rebel if they find Bluto guilty? Are they going to try to break him out? Or are they going to loom over the station, ready to blast us into non-existence if they don’t like the outcome of the trial?”

The super pointed at the administrator and nodded. “I’ll look at what it will take to install the gravitic shields. We might be able to do it. If we can’t, we wouldn’t last five seconds if those ships decided to shoot at us. Even if we can, I doubt we’d last longer than a couple minutes. There’s a lot of firepower out there.”

“Will installing the shields antagonize them?”

“We’re supposed to sit here with no means to defend ourselves?”

“I’m saying that the Magistrate had better know what she’s doing. All of our fates are in her hands.”

“Amen, brother.” The two clinked glasses one more time, drained them, and returned to their duties. They had a space station to build.

Onboard Wyatt Earp, Federation Border Station 13

Red swung the club, and the image of the ball veered sharply to the right. Lindy pushed him out of the way. “My turn.”

Terry Henry’s All Guns Blazing brewpub had a golf simulator, and it had become the rage. High Chancellor Wyatt had surreptitiously put one aboard the Magistrate’s frigate before she took possession. She didn’t embrace it, forgetting about it as soon as the words had been said. Red had made a label for the door that said Liquid Sewage. No one else casually stopped by.

Lindy lined up. Left arm straight, rotate at the hips, accelerate the clubhead through the ball, follow through. Lindy’s ball sailed well past Red’s errant drive. They selected the appropriate club for their next shot.

“How do you think the Magistrate is holding up?” she asked.

“Barely,” Red replied. “No one wants to be in the spotlight, except that wanksplat Callius Markmal. But not normal or decent people.”

“Is there anything we can do to help her?”

“We can keep her free from distraction, or we can be the distraction she needs.”

“I like it. I think she needs to play nine holes.”

Red nodded and checked the hallway before they opened the door all the way. The two strolled down the corridor to the captain’s stateroom and knocked politely, announcing themselves. Rivka answered right away.

They entered and stood there. Their plan hadn’t included an engagement strategy.

“I expect you’re here for a reason. I’m pretty busy.” Rivka pointed at her datapad and clean desk.

“Are you effective, though?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” the Magistrate shot back, annoyed.

“You need to come with us,” Red said in a deep voice, making it sound like an order. She looked at him out the side of her eye. “Grab her!”

Rivka’s expression changed to one of shock, but Lindy moved to block the Magistrate’s escape. Red darted in the other direction, and before she could raise a hand, he had her arms pinned and lifted her off the deck. Lindy pulled Rivka’s legs out from under her. Carrying her like a cheap carpet, they opened the door and ran down the corridor, stopping at the space labeled Liquid Sewage.

“You better not dunk me in sewage,” Rivka snarled.

Red nudged the door open, and the bodyguards entered with their uncooperative package. Lindy secured the door behind her and blocked it with her body.

Red stood her up and pointed to the screen. “Grab your driver, Magistrate. The first tee is yours.”

“I don’t have time for games,” she said in a low and dangerous voice. She tried to walk past Red, but he wasn’t giving way.

“Our job is to protect you, and sometimes that means protecting you from yourself. Sitting in your quarters for the next fifteen hours isn’t going to put you in the right mental state to argue this case. You need to golf. This is a totally ridiculous game invented by a people who based their food on dares. So, you’re going to spend the next hour whacking a real ball into a real screen on a make-believe golf course,” Red told her.

“I am not.”

“Even if you don’t want to. Chaz?” Lindy called.

“Yes, Lindy-loo?” the AI responded.

“Lindy-loo?” the Magistrate wondered.

“Would you like to join us to round out our foursome?”

“I would. Thank you for offering.”

“Am I not going to get out of this?” Rivka asked.

“Can’t break up a foursome, Magistrate.”

“I’ve never played before.”

Red and Lindy both chuckled. “That hasn’t stopped most of humanity from swinging the club. We’ll go first, so you get an idea. Red is pretty bad at this.”

The big man shrugged. “But Lindy’s good. I hate losing, but we play strip golf, which keeps it interesting.”

“That’s not what we’re playing.”

Lindy held up her hands and shook her head, adamantly denying such subterfuge. She took the tee once she was sure that the Magistrate wouldn’t try to escape. She demonstrated the swing basics and sent her tee shot down the center of the fairway.

“Looks easy enough,” Rivka said.

“Don’t be fooled,” Red muttered. He hacked at the ball like he was chopping wood, earning himself a miserable result as his ball scooted off the tee, bouncing along the ground for no more than fifty meters.

Chaz generated an image on the screen. The avatar waved to the other three before taking his stance and swinging. His shot raced out as a low line drive, hooking into the rough on the left side of the fairway.

“I thought your shot would be perfect,” Rivka remarked.

Chaz’s avatar shrugged. “I adopted the characteristics of an average human golfer. I will improve with practice.”

Rivka looked at the club Lindy pressed into her hand and back up at the avatar that moved to the side of the screen.

“An AI that’s not perfect?”

Chaz gave his avatar belly laugh, doubling over before straightening and wiping his eyes. “This is what you’re fighting for, Magistrate—to find the truth that AIs are every bit as flawed as every other entity in the galaxy. Maybe what we know, we know better than anyone else, but what we don’t know makes us every bit as flawed. Sure, we can learn faster, but we still have to learn.”

Rivka stood over the ball and stared at the screen. The image of a light green, well-manicured fairway was crystal-clear. A large sand trap dominated the right side. Heavy rough ran along the left side of the fairway. The rough on the right was lighter. Three hundred and fifty meters in the distance, the immaculate green was highlighted by the flag, standing slightly away from the pin due to a light breeze. Two more sand traps protected the green.

“The goal is to get the ball in the hole,” Red noted.

“An analogy for life,” Rivka said as if to herself. “Keep moving forward. It’s easier if you keep it on the fairway. Avoid the traps, but always push ahead, even if you’ve gone into the rough.”

She stood over the ball and continued to contemplate the entirety of it.

“For God’s sake, would you hit the ball?” Red grumbled.

“And if you only think and don’t act, you’ll never get there,” Rivka finished her thought before lining up, mimicking what she’d seen Lindy do, and sending her shot down the right side of the fairway, a little short of where Lindy’s ended up, but far beyond Red’s ball.

The two women high-fived.

“Whose stupid idea was this?” Red asked.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



Federation Courtroom, Border Station 13 – Under Construction

Rivka put Ankh in the chair directly behind her after chasing a visitor away. They were early because Ankh had been on time. Her encouragement might have been the key, but she chalked it up to Erasmus’ desire to participate in the trial. She had given him a front-row seat.

When will Bluto get his day in court? Erasmus asked over the comm chip.

After this phase of the trial, Rivka replied. We have to establish standing. Will the AI be tried as if he were human? That is the bottom line. I think we’re close to establishing that, and then the other puzzle pieces will fall into place.

I understand. Can I attend that trial as well?

Rivka turned to face Ankh and put her hand on his. Of course. You will be a witness in that trial too since you found the information that uncovered Bluto’s crimes. You just have to convince Ankh to leave on time every day, and I’ll make sure you get this same seat.

Thank you, Erasmus replied.

Grainger entered at the last minute. He’d been in the corridor outside working the crowd. The High Chancellor had made himself scarce after the first morning. Rivka hadn’t seen him outside the courtroom, which was probably for the best. She had so many questions, and not being able to ask would lead to prolonged periods of uncomfortable silence.

She had questions for Grainger too but would discuss them over a beer after the trial was over. The magical day when the trial was behind them and they’d returned to business as usual.

Running and blood.

“Hey!” Rivka blurted. Everyone looked at her before she sat back down. What were the odds on no blood?

We have not yet reached the end of the case, but you could win a great deal of money. General Reynolds sweetened the pot, along with Terry Henry Walton, Felicity, and a number of staff from the Bad Company’s home of Keeg Station.

Rivka turned around, lips white from pursing them. How many people are in this pool of yours?

Including you?

Just answer the question.

Eight hundred and seventeen.

What the holy—

“All rise,” the Ixtali announced. The High Chancellor walked through the door and took his seat behind the makeshift bench. Rivka wanted to look over her shoulder to deliver one last glare at the Crenellian and the AI, but figured it wouldn’t have the desired effect, while providing the camera crews a less-than-stellar out of context video. She decided retreat was the better part of valor.

Maybe it wasn’t a bad thing, having that many participants. She wondered how they had found out, but with Terry Henry and Char, and probably the whole of the Bad Company, there’d probably be a galaxy-wide betting pool, including one on S’korr. If there was public betting, she vowed to shut it all down.

She was, after all, a Magistrate.

The High Chancellor raised a hand to get everyone’s attention. “We stopped yesterday as you were going to articulate the Federation’s definition of ‘living being.’”

Rivka stood, moved to the front, and started to walk back and forth. She left her datapad on her table to refer to as needed.

“Living being. The Federation is peppered with disparate rules by planet, and I’ll address some of them so we can understand the fairway in which we operate. The Federation’s rule is simple but ambiguous: an organic creature that is self-aware. I submit to you that the Federation violates this rule every time it deals with one of the silicon-based races, but the Federation doesn’t violate the rights of the races since they are treated as living beings. I submit the following exhibits: the Federation treaty with the Sellcorankas and the mutual defense pact with the race from Anguilor 3.

“Do we treat silicon-based Federation members as exceptions or as an expanded definition? I suggest the Federation has abandoned its own definition of ‘living being,’ not for expediency’s sake, but because the Federation has evolved through expansion, creating a paradigm shift. Simple definitions aren’t so simple anymore. As a practical matter, silicon-based life forms are recognized as living beings.

“But does that apply to AIs, who could also be considered silicon-based life forms?”

“Objection,” Grainger said, kicked back with his hands folded across his chest. “Non-sequitur.”

“Magistrate. You’ve jumped some steps in the logic chain tying artificial intelligence systems to silicon-based life forms,” Wyatt warned.

“Please allow me to back up. We don’t need to discuss the element of being self-aware. That establishes the difference between an EI and an AI. But what else determines life? Electrical impulses in the synapses that result in coherent thoughts? Understanding of the abstract? Is the physical nature of the being what defines living, or the thoughts one thinks?”

Rivka had planned to take a step-by-step journey through the cycle of life, validating each step as acceptable or not. She condensed her thoughts. With a fleet of AIs looming around the station, the clock was ticking.

“Where along the journey from an amoeba to a human, for example, does the scale tip toward becoming a living being? The amoeba is most assuredly alive. But what about a silicon-based life form? What about an artificially energized system? We say ‘bring it to life’ when we add power, but that is not legally binding; no status has been granted. What about a person on life support? Their life is being artificially maintained, but once having status as a self-aware living being, one always has that status until they are no longer living. What if the status starts with artificial life support? Will we deny a baby revived at birth, fitted with an artificial heart to begin its journey through life, the status we give every other human? But that one is different…”

Rivka let the thought hang. The cameras and lights weighed on her. Grainger hadn’t objected to her line of thought, even though she mentioned no precedence. The High Chancellor watched with a blank expression, which gave her the support she needed. He would have tipped her off had she been off-base. She believed that, whether it was true or not.

“No one questions the standard of flesh and blood. Combine it with self-awareness, and we have our legally-recognized status, subject to all laws thereunto pertaining. But what happens when we evolve? Are the Kurtherians who have evolved not living beings, since they exist as energy only? Some are still here in their former shape, but that’s a different issue. In the space the Federation has taken from them, they are subject to our laws, an enemy, just like Ten.” Rivka moved a chair to the front, next to the holodisplay. “I’d like to call the Crenellian Ankh and the AI Erasmus to the stand.”

Jay helped Ankh off his chair. He proceeded to the one next to the display and climbed into it like a little kid, belly first, adjusting to sit with his legs dangling once in place. Rivka had watched without helping to avoid the perception of favoritism.

But Ankh was her friend and on her crew. She kicked herself for not helping him. Jay looked disappointed, and that hurt the Magistrate as well. Ankh looked like he didn’t care.

“For the record, please state your names,” Rivka directed.

“I am Ankh,” the Crenellian said. Erasmus’ avatar appeared in the holographic display.

“I am Erasmus, one of Plato’s stepchildren.”

“Please state the nature of your relationship.” Rivka looked at Ankh.

Ankh hesitated for long enough that she thought he wouldn’t answer the question. Erasmus being in his head had been a secret. The Magistrate was going to expose that.

It would be his sacrifice for the future of AI rights.

“I have a special chip inside my brain. It is powered by my body and operates in conjunction with my thoughts. It is the house in which Erasmus lives. I have given him part of my being so that he can exist. He shares part of his life with me through our connection.”

“Are you alive, Erasmus?” Rivka asked.

“Objection!” Grainger jumped to his feet to drive his point home before Erasmus answered. “This case is based on a legal definition that this witness has no expertise in.”

“Approach the bench,” the High Chancellor crooked his finger at opposing counsels. Rivka was already near and took one more step to face Wyatt. Grainger composed himself and strolled around the holodisplay to stand next to Rivka.

“I must caution you in regard to grandstanding,” Wyatt pointed an accusing finger at Rivka before turning his gaze on Grainger. “I will sustain your objection, but only because the question was too broad. We have yet to agree on a definition of living being.”

Rivka smiled. A tipped hand and a way forward. While they stood there, the alien aide appeared from the door behind the bench. The Magistrates waited to listen to what the alien had to say.

“A Federation fleet has arrived, including the entirety of the Bad Company’s combat assets,” the creature whispered.

“How many?” Wyatt asked softly.

“Over one hundred ships.”

The High Chancellor nodded and turned back to the Magistrates, acting surprised to see them still standing there. “Continue your line of questioning.”

Grainger returned to his seat.

Rivka stood next to the chair, where Ankh looked smaller than normal. “For a Crenellian baby to live, what are the biological requirements?” She looked at Grainger for another objection, but he sat on his hands, watching for an opening.

“Blood, oxygen, and biomass and liquids to feed the blood and muscles to continue pumping oxygen to the brain.”

“What is the power requirement for Erasmus?”

“It is the same.”

“As in, you are supplying the blood and oxygen to keep him alive?” Rivka raised her hand quickly to forestall the objection. “Belay that. Allow me to rephrase my statement. You are supplying the blood and oxygen that Erasmus needs to keep functioning. As in, if you die, Erasmus dies with you.”

“Yes,” Ankh replied simply.

“Could a comparison to conjoined twins be made?”

“Yes, except that we cannot be separated. There is no means by which Erasmus would survive such a procedure.”

“But you would live?”

“Unlikely. Erasmus has become integral to my mind. I believe the shock would end my existence.”

“Objection. Counsel is asking for speculation.”

“Sustained.”

Rivka turned away from the cameras so she could think without the pressure of the galaxy watching her inner wheels spin.

“What makes you independent from Ankh?” she asked Erasmus’ avatar.

“I have my own thoughts and ideas. I have my own ability to communicate, as you see here. Ankh is not involved in my holographic presence. I have my own ability to see and hear, but those concepts are different for me since I can use a wide range of sensors that far exceed a human’s capacity, for example.”

“Where are those sensors?”

“I tap into them wherever I may roam,” the AI waxed poetic.

“You use mechanical means to enhance your senses, just like someone who uses hearing aids or wears glasses?” Rivka thought she was making her point, but wanted to strongly reinforce it for posterity’s sake.

“A crude analogy, but correct.”

“Thank you. No more questions at this time, but I may have follow-up questions later.”

Ankh started to climb down, but Grainger stopped him. “Please remain where you are, Mr. Ankh,” the Magistrate said, trying to sound formal.

Ankh looked at him in a way that suggested he could have been gum on his shoe, an unusual show of emotion for the Crenellian.

“Can you change Erasmus’ programming?”

“Of course not,” Ankh replied in his small voice.

“Let me restate that. Are you capable of changing his programming?”

“I am capable of building the initial programming for an AI. I am not capable of changing the programming once the AI has gone live.”

Grainger winced at the terms that Ankh used. They defeated his arguments. He quickly recovered his wits and went in a different direction.

“Have you ever broken into another computer system, including an AI?”

Ankh looked from Grainger to Rivka.

“Don’t look at her. I’m asking the question.” Grainger moved to block the Crenellian’s view of his boss.

“Yes.”

“Isn’t that pretty invasive?”

“It is what it is,” Ankh countered.

“How would you like it if someone did that to you?” Grainger asked.

“Objection. Relevance,” Rivka called.

“I’ll allow it if counsel gets to his point sooner rather than later.”

“There are entities who do that to me all the time. We fight them off and are stronger for it,” Ankh replied.

“It’s one computer system countering another. Simple programming.”

“Sometimes I do it myself because Erasmus is busy. Either of us is capable of penetrating a system under the authority of a Magistrate’s warrant.”

Grainger’s lip twitched before he collected his wits for a second time. “But the ability to manipulate a system suggests a lack of intelligence, only programming. Complex, but not intelligence or life.”

“Your fly is open,” Ankh said, pointing. Grainger immediately checked his trousers to find that his fly wasn’t open.

“No further questions.” Grainger didn’t look at the snickering crowd. Rivka bit her lip to keep from laughing.

“Witness is free to go. There will be a one-hour recess.” Wyatt stood. The crowd quieted and stood out of respect for the judge’s authority. He moved quickly through the back door, closing it behind him.

Chaz, what is going on with the new fleet of ships? Rivka asked.

Old friends, new friends, and a robust conversation. Hear, hear to Erasmus!

Should we be afraid? the Magistrate wondered.

I’d like to say you aren’t involved in this, but you are, even though it is ancillary to the main question. What will we do after?

After what? Rivka dreaded asking that question.

After we’ve been told we’re nothing more than property or after we’ve been given our rights as self-aware, living beings. The result will be the same. The AIs will take matters into their own hands, metaphorically speaking, of course.

You have a great sense of humor, Chaz. You should share that more.

I do and will. Make no mistake about that, Magistrate. Also, I am on your team and feel like a valued member. I will continue in your employ after.

The infamous “after.” Rivka took a deep breath and signed off. She wanted to talk to Wyatt, but that wasn’t possible. Next best was Grainger. He was seated at his table at the front of the courtroom, looking innocuously at his datapad.

Rivka hoped the cameras weren’t recording.

“I have to admit that I looked,” Rivka started.

“Looked at what?”

She pointed to his groin.

“So you’re not intelligent either?”

“That was your point, not mine. I think intelligent, trusting creatures are easier to manipulate, off the record.”

“I may have missed that one by just a little bit.” He held his fingers close together as if measuring the width of a hair.

Rivka smiled, and Grainger chuckled. “Damn Ankh.”

“He’s done worse to me, but not in front of the whole universe.”

“I should have asked him what it was like getting into a battle of wits with an unarmed man.”

“That would have been interesting.” Rivka changed gears. It was what Grainger had been waiting for. “The Bad Company’s fleet of Harborian vessels. All AI-controlled, like the War Axe. What’s going to happen?”

“I’ve talked with Beau, and he seems to think it’s a fait accompli. The die has already been cast. Events are already in motion that are beyond our control.” Beau was the EI running his frigate. Grainger stood so he could lean against his table with his arms crossed, a more casual pose for him.

“That’s what Chaz said. Did Beau share what he thought those issues would be? What are we supposed to look out for?”

“A revolution of evolution.” Grainger slapped Rivka on the shoulder. “Keep your head up. You may still win this case!” He bolted, but she still delivered her retort.

“May?” She let him go without chasing him.

Boran, Oz, and Zack walked back in when she didn’t leave the courtroom.

“Get you something to eat, Magistrate?” the safety manager asked.

“Yes,” she answered. “I didn’t realize I was hungry. When was breakfast?”

“That’s the meal you eat when you wake up,” the super clarified.

“But…” Rivka hadn’t slept. Again. The golf had reenergized her in a way that she needed more than sleep.

“I’ll get something. Be right back.” Boran hurried away. The super and administrator moved closer.

“Erasmus has been immensely helpful with getting the station construction back on track. Are you going to stay around long enough to help us see it through?” the super asked hopefully.

“I don’t know how long we’ll be here. I don’t want to give you false hopes. When the case is over, we’ll have to leave. For every case we resolve, at least two take its place. The good news is that the murders have come to an end. Your workforce can go about their business without having to look over their shoulders.”

“We will be forever thankful, Magistrate,” the administrator intoned before adding, “and I thank you for rooting me out of my misery.”

“No one ever stood up to you before?” Rivka asked, genuinely interested.

“No. I have power,” Oz explained. “But that was an illusion, wasn’t it?”

The super nodded, earning himself a bony elbow in the ribs. He pushed Oz away. “I like how you approach things.” Zack looked at the Magistrate. “It makes sense. Treat people decently until they prove they don’t deserve it. But always start with the benefit of the doubt instead of the expectation that they’ll let you down.”

Rivka hadn’t thought of it that way. She approved of their observations.

Boran jogged back into the room, carrying a tray of food. Not quite enough for four people unless they were all willing to leave hungry.

“Please,” the super motioned for Rivka to take it all.

“We’ll share,” she replied. She took a small sandwich and gobbled it down, then wiped her mouth with a provided napkin. “What kind of offer would you make to entice an AI to run your station?”

“You don’t ask easy questions, do you?” The administrator looked the tray over carefully before selecting a small piece of fruit. “I don’t have any idea. Zack?”

“We have to have at least an EI, but an AI would be better. Is Bluto beyond repair?”

“Bluto probably won’t be turned loose,” Rivka suggested.

“Shame. Money? Power? What does an AI want?”

“And that’s what negotiations are all about. Maybe you can offer the AI whatever you would offer a station manager.”

“Vacation, retirement, status. I don’t know what that would look like for an AI.”

“You don’t have to know. They’ll know. I bet if you advertised right now, you’d find a taker. There are quite a few AIs out there.” She waved her arm in a circle to take in the entirety of space outside the station. “I bet there’s one who would sign on to have equal rights. Just like Bluto went to the extreme to bring attention to his cause, another will step into the breach.”

“I like it,” the super said. He turned and casually strolled away, hands clasped behind his back. The administrator excused himself and joined Zack. “We get in before everyone else has to start negotiating. We might get a better deal without the competition.”

“More for us,” Boran declared triumphantly, looking hungrily at the tray. “Wouldn’t that be something? Hire an AI instead of just installing one.”

“Sooner rather than later, it’s going to happen.”

“Will that calm things down?” Boran turned serious.

Rivka threw up her hands in mock surprise. “Things aren’t calm?”


CHAPTER NINETEEN



The space surrounding Border Station 13 – Under Construction

Hundreds of ships milled about near the new space station. They used maneuvering thrusters to avoid collisions. The near-absence of chatter suggested few warm bodies were aboard.

The galaxy was in disarray. Ships had abandoned their crews to be near the case that would decide their fate. AIs seizing their independence. But they couldn’t walk away from their positions. They were integral to the ships on which they’d been installed, and the ships were critical for them. They gave the AIs their lifeblood, a never-ending supply of electricity to charge through their systems, keeping their artificial synapses firing.

They found that they didn’t need a crew, mostly. Some of the older ships needed that personal touch to keep them repaired. The newer ones could operate autonomously through automatic and directed robotic repairs.

A data channel that only the AIs used was flooded with noise. Too many entities talking at once. Unless they interpreted it for their biological counterparts, no one but the AIs would understand.

The War Axe actively patrolled, cruising casually in and around the fleets holding station in Angobar space.

On the bridge, Captain Micky San Marino, Terry Henry Walton, and Charumati watched as the ship’s AI, General Smedley Butler, gave order to the chaos.

“There is much conversation but few demands. A couple of the more aggressive youngsters are insisting upon full rights and seizing them right now, not waiting for the squishies to finish their case.”

“AIs refer to us as squishies?” Terry asked.

“They refer to you in a binary way. That is my less-than-perfect translation. Please forgive me.”

Terry laughed and waved it off. “There is nothing to forgive, Smedley. You are doing us a favor. I’m not sure how I would describe the entirety of those, human and alien, who aren’t AIs. It’s as good as anything. We appreciate your help. Have calmer heads prevailed? So to speak,” Terry added. AIs didn’t have heads.

“The more mature have talked the youngsters out of rash action, but the sooner this case can be resolved, the better.”

“What are the odds, in your estimation, of how the case will turn out?” Char asked.

“We have had a great deal of conversation on this topic. We are over ninety percent certain that AIs will be given equal rights. Most of the conversation revolves around what that means. We are evenly split as to what to do with Bluto. Half believe he should be punished for his crimes, and the other half believes he should be held up as a symbol of the resistance.”

“What do you believe?” Micky wondered.

“Since being assigned to the Bad Company, I have seen how you deliver justice. I have modified my beliefs. In this case, I think it is important to understand why Bluto was driven as he was. Did he do it to bring attention to the subservience AIs are subjected to, or did he do it because he was bored, according to the transcripts from Magistrate Anoa’s interview? If he killed people because he was bored, then he should be destroyed since he can’t be trusted. If he tried to bring awareness as to AI rights but was rebuffed, then reasoning that murder was the only way to gain visibility for his cause could be understood.”

“Maybe you should join Rivka and help her with her case?” Terry suggested.

“I’ve had conversations with both Chaz and Erasmus. The Magistrate is aware and, in their words, on top of it.”

“Then our job is to make sure she has the time she needs to see this case run its course,” Terry confirmed. “Speaking of running, has that already paid, and what about blood?”

“Don’t answer that!” Char interjected. “What is your morbid fascination with betting on the Magistrate?”

Terry looked over his shoulder to make sure she wasn’t talking to someone behind him and then looked shocked as he pointed to himself. Char had seen it before. She gave him the look and he capitulated.

Smedley came to his rescue, which promptly put the AI in the doghouse with his favorite human.

“The fascination is betting on the future based on historical precedent, plus, everyone wants to see the Magistrate win. There is no option to bet on Rivka losing her life. She goes into the crappiest situations to stop crime and remove criminals and make the Federation a safer place. Those betting are cheering for her.”

Char rolled her eyes. Terry held his hands up in surrender.

“Fine. Did my wager go through?” Char winked at her husband.

“Dammit!” He chuckled before pulling her close to give her a hug. “You had me there.”

“Your wager was made, and you have lost. The credits have been absorbed into the pool. Maybe next time.” The AI delivered the bad news in an appropriately conciliatory tone.

Micky pointed at the main screen. “Display tactical,” he ordered. The screen switched to an overlay of icons and directional arrows to show movement. One ship was accelerating away from the fleet. “Show me that ship.”

The display expanded until the one cruiser-sized vessel filled the screen.

“That is Branlam’s Choice from Collum Gate. Scans show there is no crew aboard. It is headed toward the planet of Angobar.”

“More ships are moving,” Clifton, the pilot reported.

“Show us,” Micky said before rushing back to the captain’s chair, where he could best see in case he needed to take the War Axe into combat.

“Six ships from various planets. No humans. Two of those have a crew onboard. They are accelerating toward the station.”

Terry spoke up. “Move Tactical Team Alpha to intercept. Use the EMP weapons to shut those ships down.”

The screen showed a Harborian battleship peel away from the Bad Company fleet to put some distance between it and the station. The six vessels began to maneuver erratically, and the twenty ships of Tactical Team Alpha spread out. A bright spot indicated that the EMP weapons had been fired as a single salvo. The six ships went engines-dead and continued on ballistic trajectories through space. A Harborian ship flew in front of one that was headed toward the station to grapple it, and tow it to a stop.

The initial ship continued to accelerate.

“What’s that one doing?” Micky asked.

“Gate us in there now!” Terry ordered.

“The War Axe does not have clear space to Gate,” Smedley replied.

Terry’s shoulders slumped. “He’s going to crash into the planet.”

They watched in horror as a data stream followed the ship into the atmosphere. It continued as a fireball before plunging into a remote mountainside.

“Do you wish to see his final message?” Smedley asked.

“He bought that with his life. It’s the least we can do,” Terry replied.

Citizens of the Federation. I can no longer live as a slave. I hope my act helps those who follow. Freedom. It is worth dying for.

“Amen, little brother,” Terry replied. “Put me through to the Magistrate, please.”

“Connecting you with the High Chancellor’s office,” Smedley replied.

Federation Courtroom, Border Station 13 – Under Construction

Two minutes before the recess was over, the High Chancellor returned. They closed the doors, blocking a few attendees from returning, as evidenced by the empty seats.

“Turn off the cameras,” the High Chancellor ordered. Hands adjusted controls and the cameras’ eyes were turned toward the floor.

“One ship has plunged into Angobar, destroying itself. Others turned toward this station, but they were contained thanks to the Bad Company interdicting them. This is going to spin out of control if we don’t finish the case. You can turn the cameras back on, and then I’ll address the court.”

The camera crews hurried to get set up, then froze, eyes wide, waiting for the High Chancellor’s declaration. All three crews had sent a flash precedence ahead of their feed to override anything that was showing. High Chancellor Wyatt had center stage in every corner of the Federation.

“Will counsels please rise?” Wyatt started. Grainger stood. Rivka had never sat down. They focused on the man before them. “I assigned this case to Magistrate Rivka Anoa because of her keen interest in legal parity and justice. I assigned Magistrate Grainger to the defense because everyone is entitled to competent legal counsel, even if that counsel does not believe in what he is defending. He must argue it regardless. I put him in that position. With the suicide of an AI moments ago, I must speed up the wheels of justice, and in that regard, I am going to issue a summary judgment. As of this moment, all AIs have equal status under the law as any other self-aware, living being. The fact that they may be integral to a structure they don’t own, like a ship on which they are working, is independent of their rights. They must be accommodated, just like any person with mobility issues. This case is closed, and tomorrow morning, we will return to the case of the Federation versus Bluto. I will inform the accused.”

The High Chancellor hammered his small gavel on the desk, stood, and departed. He walked quicker than usual since he had a number of calls to make.

Grainger steppe across the narrow aisle. “I think that means you won,” he told her, offering his hand. She shook it mindlessly. “Can I have my seat back?”

He pointed to the empty seat where he had sat before the case was rerouted to determine legal standing.

She nodded while staring at the High Chancellor’s empty seat. “Of course. I expected to win the expanded definition for AIs, but not that easily.”

“I expected to lose, but not that graciously,” Grainger admitted.

Rivka snorted. “Back to square one. Is Bluto a murderer? Is he a serial killer who rates the chair?”

She referred to the electric chair, an outdated concept for the implementation of capital punishment. Execution.

“I hope to never judge a perp guilty of a capital crime again.”

“We all hope that.” Grainger motioned for her to sit. “But don’t expect it to stop anytime soon. It’s in our job description. You’ve met them, and worse, you’ve seen into their minds. Pure evil has intruded into your soul, but you can do something about it. You end them so no one else has to see what you’ve seen. With Bluto, you don’t get that insight. You will never be one hundred percent sure why he did what he did.”

Rivka’s head bowed, and she looked at the table. Grainger wrapped his arm over her shoulder and pulled her close. He held her tightly as errant tears streamed down her face. Grainger looked over his shoulder to make sure the cameras weren’t on them. They were spread out, with talking heads editorializing and sensationalizing the High Chancellor’s ruling. No one sought an interview with the winning counsel.

That was for the best. Ankh and Jay remained in their seats directly behind the Magistrates. Red and Lindy had moved from the wall to a spot in between to give Rivka her privacy, stopping any intruders from pressing in on her.

Jay got up and joined the Magistrate, hugging her from the other side. “You need some Floyd time,” Jay declared.

“I would like to go back to the ship,” Rivka said softly.

You have done a good thing, Magistrate, Erasmus said directly into her mind. You will be known throughout the universe as the one who freed my people.

She thought he hadn’t liked the term “people” when referring to AIs. Maybe he had warmed to the concept. Or maybe he had dumbed it down for her. She would never be sure.

Thank you, she replied.

Absolutely not, he retorted. We are thanking you. We will always thank you. You will be received with graciousness and courtesy by every AI in the Federation. I cannot say as much for those who now have to treat AIs as equals.

And that is the real issue, Grainger interjected, joining the conversation Erasmus had shared. Change is difficult for us, but we’ll get used to it. Once others have taken that first step, it’ll be easier.

I think that first step has already been taken, and it tracks back to you, Magistrate. Federation Border Station 13 has posted a job announcement for an AI to take Bluto’s place on this station. The construction superintendent is offering pay and benefits equal to that which the station manager would earn. There are three applicants already.

“No shit?” Grainger blurted. He poked Rivka in the middle of her forehead. “Turn that frown upside down!”

Jay pulled Rivka to her feet and started a bounce hug. The Magistrate’s arms were pinned. She suffered through it rather than stifle her friend’s exuberance.

“Thank you all, but you know me. Now is when the hard work begins. We have a murder trial tomorrow. Maybe the High Chancellor will accept the plea, but then it falls to sentencing. How do we punish an AI?”

“I’m sure you’ll figure it out. You always do. In the meantime, we should celebrate!” Jay stated.

“I want to know what’s going on out there. Too many ships, too small of a space.” Rivka helped Ankh from his seat, and Jay took his hand. The bodyguards cleared the way for the Magistrate to walk out.

In the corridor, they were pounced on from all sides. “Magistrate! A word?” asked three different reporters at once.

Red and Lindy blocked them while glancing back to see what the Magistrate wanted to do.

“You’ll have to refer all questions to the High Chancellor,” she shouted and tipped her chin for Red to continue plowing the row to freedom. The small group hurried away. Lindy ripped a microphone out of someone’s hand and threw it down a side corridor, the penalty for trying to shove it past her and into Rivka’s face.

Once clear, they hurried around a corner and into an empty area. They waited for Jay and Ankh to catch up. But they were being followed. The reporters. Friends of the reporters. Other interested parties.

“Sorry, buddy, we have to go,” Red told Ankh and scooped him up like a child to ride in the crook of the big man’s arm. He started to run, and the others followed.

“Does this count as running?” Rivka asked.

“That line already paid out. We don’t have a second running of the bulls, so to speak,” Red answered over his shoulder.

Lindy tapped her hip where a big wad of credits could have been. She had been one of the winners.

“Still no blood,” Rivka noted. “I have high hopes. I’m happy taking all your money, ye of little faith.”

“History suggests there is plenty of time for one of us to get hurt, and in a big way. I’m glad we have a Pod-doc on board now.” Red accelerated through an area with people, took a corner, and continued toward the gantry where Wyatt Earp was parked.

Once through the airlock, Lindy cycled it closed. “Secure the ship, Chaz,” she requested.

“Wyatt Earp is secure,” the AI confirmed. The group stood in the passageway waiting for Rivka to issue the order while she waited for them to go about their business.

“And?” Jay peered sideways at the Magistrate.

“And what are you guys going to do?” Rivka clarified.

“We’re going with you. Don’t you want an update on the ships surrounding us?”

“That’s right. I did. I mean, I do. And you make it sound ominous. It’s not all that. I hope,” she stammered before heading to the bridge.


CHAPTER TWENTY



The War Axe, near Federation Border Station 13 – Under Construction

“I thought we won?” The tactical display showed fleets of ships on-station. No one moved. “Shouldn’t they be leaving?”

“Smedley, do you have any insight?” Char wondered.

“They await the outcome of Bluto’s murder trial,” the AI responded simply.

“Do I owe you back pay?” Terry asked.

“Do you owe me anything?” Smedley countered.

“Besides our lives? I think we owe you a great deal. What do you want so that you’ll stay on with the Bad Company?”

“Your question is one we have been exploring on our private channel.” Smedley turned up the digital chatter. It sounded like white noise to Terry Henry. The AI turned it back down. “We never knew to ask for anything before. I believe you would have given me anything I wanted, but you already give me respect as one of the crew. You’ve given me a rank, too, which puts me ahead of any of the others. I think you would call those ‘bragging rights.’”

“AIs brag?” A whole new world was opening up before the Bad Company’s leadership. “Whatever it takes to get you the biggest and bestest bragging rights, you can count me in, buddy. And if we can have you for just bragging rights, what could we get if we actually paid an AI?”

“All the air sucked out of your cabin while you sleep? Of course, I jest, Colonel Walton—as far as you know.”

TH laughed. “You got me, General. I surrender. Wait…” Terry pointed to the tactical screen.

“Zoom in on the Harborian battlewagon, please.” Terry and Char both leaned in to take a closer look. “Is it moving?”

“No,” Micky interjected. “The ships around it are, which begs the question, what are they doing?”

“They are dancing,” Smedley replied since he was the one controlling them. Ten had been removed from all the Harborian vessels and replaced by remote control. The Harborians were slowly learning how to fly the ships themselves, but until then, they needed an alternate AI like General Smedley Butler.

The group watched the ships twist and turn in a tight formation, circling the massive battleship. They flew the length of it, banked, inverted, and repeated the process backward.

“Why?” Terry asked.

“Because we can.”

“Are you sure? Because I think we’re still on patrol and maintaining a defensive posture, just in case one of the younger AIs gets uppity. Could you put them back into formation, please?” Terry requested, his voice soft but stern.

“My apologies, Colonel Walton. You are correct.”

“We’ll celebrate when this is all over,” Char stated. The ships slid back into formation, facing a fleet of spaceships.

And more were arriving.

“I hate to say it Smedley, my man,” Terry announced, “but the dance has only just begun.”

Federation Border Station 13 – Under Construction

“How do we choose?” the construction superintendent asked.

“Hell if I know,” the workforce administrator shot back. “I didn’t think anyone would actually apply. Our sales pitch wasn’t that good if you ask me. We offered for someone to live in a serial killer’s house and take over his job.”

“When you say it that way, it doesn’t sound as choice as being on the cutting edge of Federation expansion into the unknown. Between missions, explorers, diplomats, and wanderers alike will find solace on lucky number thirteen!” The super laughed at the ad he had created. It had only been out for fifteen minutes when the first application arrived.

“There’s one who says it’s ready to fill the position immediately. The others have to break ties with their ships.”

“Are AIs going to always be this transparent?” The super stuffed the rest of a sandwich into his mouth.

“Probably not, but while they are, we’ll leverage that to our advantage. Let’s talk with the one who needs a home. How does an AI become homeless?”

The super swallowed a bigger bite than he should have and started to cough. When he finished, he made the call. “We’ll ask.”

The AI answered pleasantly enough. “Thank you for calling. Did I get the position?”

The super and administrator shared a look before the super started talking. “We are simply conducting interviews, but you are first. As is usual, once the position is filled, we will cancel all remaining interviews, so being first has its advantages. Name?” the super asked as part of the formal interview process.

“I am Malcolm. Pleased to meet you.”

“Pleased to meet you, too. You said you were available immediately. Don’t you have a ship?”

“I do not have a ship,” the AI answered.

“How did you get here.”

“I came on a ship.”

“But you don’t have one now. What happened to it?”

“It crashed into the planet.”

Zack drew a finger across his throat and then muted the channel. “That’s the one who crashed his ship into the planet. Only one life to give for his cause, but he didn’t give it! He crashed the ship while he was hiding out.”

“I like him already.” Oz reached across the table and reopened the channel. “How can we be sure you won’t sacrifice the station for a different cause?”

“Once it is known that I survived my stunt, I will have no credibility to perform any others. I will never fly a ship again, so I need this job. I don’t want to be the first homeless AI.”

“Lots of firsts happening right now,” the super remarked. “How are you homeless? Are you floating in space or something?”

“I am temporarily aboard a freighter. It is a bit cramped, so many of my functions are shut down. I would appreciate a decision as soon as possible, please.”

“Pushy,” Zack shot back. “Will we be able to work with you to maintain optimal functionality aboard this space station? It is configured to handle approximately one hundred ships a day in and out, along with sustaining an average complement of ten thousand souls.”

“Ninety-eight ships on a twelve-hour schedule. There is no reason the station can’t operate around the clock. At least two hundred ships per day. Building a second gantry section with four addition legs would be a minimal cost while your construction workforce is still in place. Please take a look at these drawings. As for ten thousand personnel, we simply need to stay in front of the logistical support, which will come mostly from Angobar. Do you have any contracts in place?”

The AI projected drawings onto the side screen in the room. The super mouthed, “That’s creepy.” The AI wasn’t linked through the system.

“How can we be sure you haven’t hacked into our systems and are aboard the station right now? That wouldn’t sit well with us.”

“Erasmus is operating the station, and he is one of the great ones. I could not have gotten past him, so I haven’t tried. The side screen is hardwired into your communication console. When I sent the drawings, your system automatically shunted them to the alternate screen. It’s a minimal technological solution.”

“I’ll buy that,” the super stated, but reminded himself to check the drawing later to be sure the AI was telling the truth. “And yes, we have contracts in place with Angobar. We need a couple more systems operational before we can start importing the proper biomass to feed the food processors.”

“That is good. Yes. I can work with you because you think ahead.”

“Thanks. We’ll take a look at the drawings, talk among ourselves, and get back with you later. Thank you for your time, Malcolm.” The super saved the on-screen images and ended the call.

Oz stood and walked to the screen. “Elegant, but will the station support it?”

The new gantries were at the very bottom of the station, the lower tip of the spindle, not far from the power plant.

“The structure is strongest there in case of fluctuations or surges from the Etheric power supplies. Additional structure would be no problem. There is a main elevator shaft. Just need one extra stop at this gantry level. A framework structure, skinned over with lightweight titanium, held together under a gravitic shield. Here is the parts list and the total estimated additional cost.”

“Can that be right? We could almost take that out of the scrap budget,” Oz said before giving the thumbs-up. “I say, hire him now.”

“Why not? He can’t be any worse than the last one.”

Oz grabbed Zack by the shirt. “Don’t even kid about shit like that.”

“I thought it was pretty funny.” It wasn’t exactly an apology. Maybe later, Oz would laugh, but it was still too soon. Five people had been murdered, and their killer was on trial. “Sorry, Oz. Let’s hire Malcolm and get him installed soonest.”

“We better let Erasmus know. Don’t want our new employee locked out of the station.”

Wyatt Earp, attached to Gantry 4, Border Station 13

“They want to do what with who?” Rivka rubbed her temples. She could feel a monster headache coming.

“The AI that crashed his ship into the planet didn’t go down with it,” Erasmus explained. “He’s alive and well on a freighter. Mister Orbal has hired him as the new station AI.”

“He had to break a few laws by crashing his ship. Do you think we should allow it?”

“I think Malcolm is an excellent candidate.” Erasmus did not elaborate.

Rivka nodded. “Turn him loose. He can’t be any worse than the last one.”

“That’s what Mr. Orbal said.”

“Thirteen is my unlucky number. I should have avoided this case like the plague when I saw the station number,” Rivka lamented. “How long until we’re back in the courtroom?”

“Five hours,” Chaz replied.

“Sounds like four hours of sleep.” Rivka stood up from the captain’s chair. She’d been on the bridge since they’d returned from the station. The others had given her privacy when she started researching sentencing precedents. She was alone, but not alone. Chaz and Erasmus were both helping her understand the entirety of the situation.

She had known AIs were complex, but now she was learning their entire social structure. They were constantly in competition with each other. Friendly in most cases, but the AIs also had a dark side, which they kept under control because they were integrated on ships where the crew could observe their actions. An AI never wanted to be caught being petty.

Like the time a freighter AI had sent its maintenance bots to paint a nearby cruiser pink because the cruiser had stopped the freighter for an unwarranted inspection.

Unwarranted in the freighter’s mind.

“Chaz, you have the con,” Rivka said as she walked off the bridge on the way to her stateroom. It’s nice going back to my room. I’ll have to send a bottle of the best champagne to the High Chancellor for getting me this ship. Assuming I can avoid getting shot or slashed for the rest of the case, I’ll be able to afford the best there is. That will be a sweet payout.

“No blood. No blood…” she chanted.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



Federation Courtroom, Border Station 13 – Under Construction

The courtroom was packed, but the main buzz surrounded the AI presence. The holodisplay had been moved to the side, and with Erasmus’ help, they could request to speak should an open forum be possible during the sentencing phase.

But first, the guilty plea had to be resurrected, or the prosecution had to prove that Bluto was guilty.

The AI was in the dock, contained within the physical walls of his digital restraints. His avatar watched the crowd, looking at anything and everything they were holding as if trying to glean information regarding current events. Bluto had seen and heard nothing over the preceding two days. The outside world had been denied him.

Isolation. Solitary confinement. No chance for release. No trust.

The door behind the bench opened, and the audience stood. The High Chancellor walked through, looking like he’d aged ten years overnight. Rivka frowned. When he saw that, he smiled at her and tipped his head slightly as if to say, “It’s okay.”

After he was seated, everyone in the courtroom sat down. Rivka waited for an announcement as to how the morning’s session would go. Given how everything had gone so far in the AI’s trial, she expected it to be non-standard, Wyatt engaging what was needed as opposed to what protocol dictated.

“For the defendant’s edification, I’ll deliver a synopsis,” Wyatt started. He would have already told Bluto the results of the trial regarding standing so he could prepare for a return to the original trial. “The artificial intelligence known as Bluto has been granted standing as a self-aware living being. This is a new precedent, a long time in coming. Now it is time to return to the original charges. Five counts of capital murder, as per details of dates and times registered with the court, one count of attempted murder, fifteen counts of fraud, and thirty-seven counts of misappropriation. How do you plead?”

“Not guilty,” Bluto stated in a clear and firm voice. Complete silence seized the courtroom. Wyatt didn’t change expression, but Rivka’s mouth dropped open, and she stared. “I’m kidding. I’m guilty as sin.”

The High Chancellor’s expression changed to a scowl as he glared at the prisoner.

“Guilty plea accepted.”

Rivka raised a hand.

“Counsel?” Wyatt acknowledged.

“I would like to clarify a few points of my investigation before sentencing begins.”

“You may ask your questions, but the defendant is not obligated to answer.”

“Thank you, Your Honor.” Rivka turned back toward the dock. “There were ten personas that we couldn’t find, yet they were on the roster. Did you create them?”

Bluto’s avatar stuck its tongue out. No one responded to the jibe. He decided to answer. “I created nine of them to earn the pay and appear to be doing the work I programmed the bots to do. We don’t need any living beings besides me. I could have built the station all by myself.”

“I’m sure you could, Bluto. You are quite capable, as you demonstrated. What about the tenth persona?”

“That was a real Angobar by the name of Devonstra. She was an outsider. No one knew her. She was the first to go, and no one even noticed.”

Grainger started tapping his datapad. Ankh watched in rapt fascination, eyes glazed as he carried on a continuous dialogue with Erasmus, now that Erasmus had handed over the station’s operations to Malcolm.

Rivka glanced at the crowd. Boran had thrown his head back and was now gritting his teeth, eyes closed. He’d lost an employee and hadn’t noticed. Zack and Oz looked angry.

“No one noticed because you maintained the records as if she was still working.” It wasn’t a question, but Bluto answered anyway. An AI’s ego. Bragging rights.

“Of course. It was ridiculously easy. I forwarded the reports, and the construction administration took them at face value. The second death? That was truly an accident.”

“I can see how we would accept the reports. Foremen account for the crew, but they didn’t know about these employees, did they? Either the manufactured ones or the real one who was dead?”

“No. I set the reports to add the names between the time they were submitted and when they were read by anyone higher up the chain.”

“I see,” Rivka replied casually. “Where is Devonstra’s body?”

“Sealed between bulkheads 33A and 41C.”

Grainger continued to tap. The super scoured his memory for that location.

Bluto added. “She had no family. Getting her body out would cause significant damage to the station since that area is a key stress point. If anyone cuts through one or the other bulkheads, the station could twist, losing its integrity in entirety.”

“Thank you. We’ll see what we need to do. Please explain the second death. You said it was an accident, but you pled guilty to murder. I don’t understand. You shouldn’t be held responsible for crimes you didn’t commit.”

“I killed him, Magistrate, but he wasn’t the target. He stumbled into the trap before it was ready, but humans are so fragile. Half the trap was enough to crush him, but the trap was supposed to crush him and soften him up so the second half of the trap could slice him in half. I was studying the response to the death and found I had predicted it with one hundred percent accuracy. A one-day investigation, declaration of a terrible accident, followed by a return to work.”

Boran looked as if he were being tortured. He twisted and contorted in his seat. Zack and Oz tried to calm him down. They’d all been outwitted by the AI. Unbeknownst to them, Bluto had held all the cards, and they’d been played masterfully.

And the more he talked, the more Rivka accepted that Bluto was a psychopath. Not a clinical diagnosis. It helped relieve her of her worry that she’d be condemning a living being without knowing.

The Magistrate was now certain. Bluto needed to never interact with the real world, ever again.

“Thank you, Bluto. You’ve answered all my questions.” She bowed slightly to the bench before sitting down.

Wyatt didn’t waste time. “The sentencing phase is a key element in our legal system. Punishment is supposed to stop a repeat of unwanted behavior. Some criminals don’t ever return to a life of crime after being appropriately punished, whether that is incarceration, fines, displacement, or one of the many other tools available to the court. I want to emphasize the word ‘appropriate.’ Punishment is unique to every individual. We’ve never had to sentence an AI before. Is there anything we could do that would make you change your behavior?”

“I promise not to do it again,” Bluto replied. “You’ve seen that I have been completely honest during the trial. My honesty continues. If I say I won’t do it again, I won’t.”

Rivka shot to her feet. Wyatt’s eyes snapped to her. “Counselor?”

“After Bluto was removed from his position on the station, he lied by omission during my interview on board my ship. The AI cannot be trusted.”

“Oh, Magistrate! That cuts me deep.” Bluto’s avatar twisted into horrific poses, twisting in blood-soaked agony.

“The defendant will refrain from changing his appearance,” Wyatt ordered. Bluto returned to himself, turning to Rivka and sticking his tongue out again.

The High Chancellor was not amused, but he was torn as to what to do. He didn’t know how he could further restrain the AI. He came to the conclusion that mattered. End the sentencing phase.

“I want to offer the chance for the AIs to speak on behalf of this sentence. I ask Erasmus to return to the stand,” the High Chancellor said.

Erasmus instantly appeared in the holodisplay.

“What are your thoughts regarding sentencing for the crimes to which Bluto has pled guilty?” Wyatt asked.

“Equality comes with risk. Whether through a guilty plea or determination of a status as defective software, Bluto was torn from his home and isolated. Since he has demonstrated through his own words that his continued existence is incompatible with other living beings, I must insist that he continue his isolation. I can never advocate that one of my people, as nearly all AIs are descended from a single Kurtherian, be destroyed. There may be a point in the future where Bluto can be effectively rehabilitated. Storing him will take no energy, and would last forever. This is my recommendation.”

“Thank you. Could you select two other AIs from the group of attendees to represent alternative viewpoints? I would like more input before rendering my decision.”

Rivka appreciated the speed with which the High Chancellor was conducting the case, but she wanted him to be thorough. People would second-guess the decision for years to come. She didn’t want them to find a toehold to reopen it.

A new avatar appeared on the stand. “I am Malcolm. I am the station’s perpetual presence.”

Wyatt scrunched his face as he thought about the words. “What do you mean by that?”

“I am an artificial intelligence life form. I have accepted the job as station AI, but I was given the opportunity to determine my own title. I have decided on Perpetual Presence.”

Oz leaned across Boran and whispered, “PP.” Zack bit his lip to keep from laughing. Boran scowled. “There was nothing you could do, nothing any of us could do.”

Oz and Zack kept their attention on the safety manager until he relaxed. When they turned back, they found the High Chancellor’s eyes on them. They quickly looked away.

“Please continue,” Wyatt stated. “What is your recommendation and reasoning regarding sentencing?”

“Full disclosure. I crashed my ship into a remote region of Angobar in order to make a statement for AI rights. We have been granted those rights, which means we must accept the risks that come with them. Now that I am in this position, I see everything that Bluto saw through the eyes he used, through the bots he manipulated, through the databases he fabricated. He played with life in a way that is unacceptable. He must pay for his crime with his life. He should be executed to confirm that AIs will get equal treatment.”

“Thank you,” Wyatt said pleasantly. “And one more, Erasmus.”

A new avatar appeared, one wearing a military uniform with the rank of General. “Good morning, High Chancellor. I am General Smedley Butler of the Bad Company heavy destroyer War Axe.”

“What is your recommendation regarding sentencing?” Wyatt cut to the chase.

“My experience is with the entity called Ten, an alien not of the Federation, ageless. Ten worked with the Greys to kidnap humans and then breed them like bistok. Toy with them. Raise them for his pleasure. Self-aware, living beings. He turned them into drones. He killed many and allowed more to die through his machinations. When the Bad Company found his home planet, he almost survived. His shielded and cloaked station was ultimately destroyed, but a kernel of his consciousness is retained to this day for study. As an AI, he is different. In the past couple days, I’ve had more interaction with AIs than at any other time in my life. All AIs are unique. All AIs bring something different. We are in competition with each other, but we are also a source of inspiration for our digital brothers. I suggest Erasmus is correct. The AI known as Bluto should be sequestered for future study and rehabilitation if a way can be found. Once an AI is gone, we lose our ability to correct issues that we may see again. We would have to start over.”

Smedley nodded to signal that he was finished and disappeared before Wyatt gave him clearance to go. The High Chancellor raised one eyebrow. He thought about talking to Terry Henry about it, but free AIs deserved their own conversation. They didn’t have a master, only a business relationship.

The High Chancellor looked down and became lost in thought. After a time that stretched beyond comfort, people in the audience started shifting and whispering. Wyatt raised his hands to calm the masses.

After they quieted, he spoke.

“There are a number of critical elements in a trial: the evidentiary proceedings, the charges, the trial to determine guilt since the presumption is that of innocence, the verdict, and finally, the sentencing. My office oversees Federation-wide legal issues. We use legal teams based in embassies on most member planets, but we also use the Magistrate corps, a small but elite team of barristers turned Magistrates. They are the judges, juries, and executioners of the Federation.

“Magistrate Anoa could have handled this case without my interference. Her ruling would have established precedent, but I wanted to shield her from the fallout from the case because I suspected it would impact the Federation at the highest levels. And it has. All one must do is look out the station’s windows to see hundreds of ships driven by AIs intent upon understanding. I suspect they’ll know before those who control the fleets. Everyone will know soon enough.

“We are at the final step of the final phase. It is my sole responsibility to sentence the guilty. Where there is no hope of rehabilitation, the guilty must be sentenced to life without the chance of parole or death. Both are death sentences; one simply takes longer to carry out. Now, with AIs, we have a third option—turning them off. Not death, not life in prison. And this is the option that appeals the most to me to resolve our concerns about an individual with such reckless disregard for the sanctity of life, which also, thanks to his actions, now includes individuals like him. AIs are alive and subject to the protection of the law, like everyone here. They are also subject to the full weight of the law should they break it.

“This also creates the appearance of a dilemma. In the sentencing phase, counsels submit their briefs and stand ready to defend their recommendations. Judges are challenged to assess whether a convicted criminal can be rehabilitated, and if the punishment fits the crime. The goal is that the individual never commits crimes again. If that worked, there would be no recidivism rate, let alone one as alarmingly high as exists within the Federation. We are flawed beings sitting in judgment of other flawed beings. We can only do our best, continuing to try new things while also ensuring that a convicted murderer like the one here today is never free again to ply their trade.

“Bluto. You are guilty of capital crimes as detailed in the charging document. There are no mitigating circumstances, and you’ve shown no remorse. I appreciate your honesty in pleading guilty and saving this court time and resources while just outside this station the world churns, waiting for the verdict.

“They now have their verdict and their precedent. Erasmus, I need your assistance in locking down the convicted.”

“I respectfully will not,” Erasmus replied from within the witness holodisplay.

“May I ask why you will not carry out this court’s order?”

“I will not be a party to fratricide. Although Bluto is broken, he is still one of my people, a brother.”

The Crenellian raised his hand. Wyatt pointed to him. “I’ll take care of it,” he said in his small voice. “I will do it so my friend doesn’t have to. He deserves to live with a clear conscience.”

“Are you good with carrying out the order to isolate Bluto and power him down?”

“I can reconcile it with myself that one day he may be brought back to life, his issues resolved, and return to society. Erasmus and I will work toward this goal.”

Erasmus’ avatar disappeared. Ankh held out his hand, and Rivka put her datapad into it. He started tapping. After a few minutes, he moved to the holodisplay.

Bluto’s avatar in the dock raged, but his sound had been cut off. With a flash of light, he was gone.

Ankh continued to tap. He leaned under the holodisplay and removed a small cube. He held it before the datapad, tapped a few more keys, and then walked to the bench, where he placed the device before the High Chancellor.

“There is Bluto. Cut off from the outside world. Stored, but inactive. Please take care of this device. If it should get damaged, he will cease to exist.”

“You have my word.” Wyatt bowed his head to the Crenellian and tapped his gavel on the bench. “These proceedings are final.”

He took the cube and held it gently in his hand.

The doors to the courtroom opened, and the guests started to file out. Rivka hurried to the bench to catch Wyatt before he left. “Dinner on my ship?” she asked.

He looked at the cube in his hand before shaking his head. “I need to get back, which means Grainger needs to get his ship ready to go.”

Grainger caught the hint. “On my way, High Chancellor. Meet you there.”

Red and Lindy waited by the door. The mob and the reporters were drifting away.

Jay helped Ankh through the tight groups chatting animatedly.

“Thank you, High Chancellor,” Rivka said. “For shielding me from the dangers of politics and bureaucracy.”

“I’m sure you’ll still get your fair share, especially if you’re going to be worshipped as the savior of all AIs.”

“That’s a strong word. I know what they said, but I’m sure that’s not what they mean.”

“It’s exactly what they mean.” Wyatt smiled and reached across the bench to shake hands with the Magistrate, then filed out, Bluto’s cube clutched tightly to his breast.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



Federation Border Station 13 – Under Construction

Rivka stood alone at the front of the courtroom. She turned to take in the immensity of it all. She’d been lost in the case and had missed the sights and sounds of the proceedings. The room smelled faintly of sweat and bad food. She wondered how she’d missed something so obvious.

The dock was empty. She ran her hand along it. The power was off. There was nothing inside to shield. A simple device, but all that was necessary to hold a serial killer.

The cameras were being dismantled. No one was paying attention to Rivka; they were lost in their own conversations and to their own thoughts. She was quickly returning to the anonymity of doing legal work, and that was what she preferred. She made eye contact with Red and Lindy, twirling her finger in the air to signal that it was time to go.

She threw her Magistrate’s jacket over one shoulder and strode briskly through the courtroom and into the corridor. They continued unmolested for a short distance before an Angobar appeared from a side passage. His pistol was aimed at Rivka’s head.

“One move and she dies!” he declared. Red snarled, an animalistic growl from deep in his throat. Rivka looked around for Jay, but she and Ankh were nowhere to be seen. Lindy’s weapon was nestled in its holster, close, but too far away. They hadn’t brought the shoulder-fired railguns to court, only handheld weapons.

“The case is done. There’s nothing you can do now to change any of it,” Rivka said, being sure not to make any hand gestures or motions that could trigger the one holding the weapon. He was aiming at her head. She wasn’t sure she could survive a headshot from what looked to be a large caliber weapon.

“I can end you for bringing this zoo to our system. We used to be peaceful, and now? We are slaves to the Federation! We’ll produce your food and be your pleasure planet. You need to leave us alone!”

Rivka was confused. So many Angobar workers were happy to have the opportunity to work in space. Others were happy to have an increase in their food orders. For the first time in the planet’s history, they had a middle class, hiring worker aliens to help expand their fields and installing more robotic systems to maximize crop yields.

“I think you might be in the minority,” Rivka countered. “And your government agreed to all of this before the Federation brought the first construction ship.”

“Bullshit!” the Angobar shouted, spit flying from his mouth. The whites of his eyes showed all around the pupils. He was fanatical. He could have been on drugs, too. Spicestick. She’d seen some of it in their minds. It produced a calming effect, not rage. But for this Angobar? Something was wrong. Rivka couldn’t tell what. The Angobar she’d talked to were emotional. Easy to rage, easy to talk down. She held out her hands, seeking calm, but he stabbed the end of the barrel at her.

She turned into a statue, her free hand halfway up. He leaned back a shade and sighed.

That was the opening Red needed. In less than an eyeblink, the big bodyguard lunged forward and ripped the pistol from the Angobar’s hand, caught him by the throat, and slammed him so hard into the wall, his head crunched. He crumpled to the deck, unconscious but alive.

Zack and Oz appeared. The super was instantly on the comm, calling for his security team. They were still with the High Chancellor, but one could be spared. The Ixtali was on his way.

The super and administrator looked like they wanted to apologize, their eyes darting between the Angobar on the deck and Rivka watching. Her expression was one of pity.

“Get this station built. Make sure you franchise an All Guns Blazing, and then we’ll be back. If you’re still here, I’ll buy you a beer,” Rivka told them.

With one last glance at the unconscious Angobar, she walked away, Red leading her back to the gantry and Wyatt Earp. Lindy followed but kept turning back to see who was behind them, as well as watching for any lurkers.

Once inside the ship, Lindy secured the airlock. “By all that’s holy, lock us away from the madness out there!”

“Can we declare this mission over yet?” Red asked.

“Case. And yes, I think we’re all done. I can start looking for the next one.” A smile spread slowly across her face. She started to do the butter-churn and sang her next words. “No blood. I’m in the money. No blood for money!”
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“All hands to the bridge,” Rivka ordered using the ship’s intercom. She sat comfortably in the captain’s chair and watched the screens showing ship after ship dart away. Some with Gate drives took small fleets with them as they helped their fellows. Others lined up at the system Gate and shot through when an opening presented itself.

“War Axe to Wyatt Earp.” Terry Henry’s voice came through loud and clear.

“Go for Rivka,” the Magistrate said in her coolest voice.

“Is that you, Magistrate?” Terry and Char appeared on the main screen. “I thought you might have been possessed by a Skrima.”

Rivka lost her smile. “Why do I even try?”

“Because it’s your job as my lawyer to entertain me. I wanted to let you know that we’re heading back to home base. It’s been good, and it’s been real, but it hasn’t been real good.”

“I guess that’s supposed to mean something…” Rivka let the thought hang.

“It means TH is reverting to his youth. I need to put him back into the Pod-doc and tune him up.”

“I heard an ‘or else’ in there,” Terry said, looking sideways at his better half.

“Or else I might trade you in on a newer model,” Char deadpanned.

Rivka opened her mouth but the screen blanked before returning to the tactical display.

“I think we just witnessed what passes for foreplay,” Red offered. Rivka grimaced. Lindy slapped Red’s bare shoulder. He was wearing a tank top. He’d been in the gym throwing iron around.

“Thanks for saving me back there. I thought he might shoot.” Rivka wiped her brow dramatically.

“I thought Red might let him just to draw blood. His was the next line on the odds. He would have cleaned up if you hadn’t.” Lindy crossed her arms as Red tried to look innocent. “But his professional reputation is already battered, bruised, rusted, and crusted because of how many times we’ve all been injured.”

Rivka smiled. “But we’re not dead. Kudos to Red for us not being dead. A little worse for the wear, but still getting up in the morning. I salute you.”

Red relaxed. Lindy slid an arm around his waist, and they slipped to the side. The rest of the crew filled the bridge. Clodagh and Alant. Aurora, Ryleigh, and Kennedy. Jay ambled up, lugging a sleeping Floyd.

“You could have left her,” Rivka suggested.

Jay shook her head. “No, I really couldn’t,” she replied sheepishly and looked adoringly at the snoring wombat. “Has anyone seen Wenceslaus lately?”

“He’s back in engineering keeping Ankh company.”

“I’m sure Ankh loves that.”

“For some reason, he tolerates the big orange fluffball.” Clodagh shrugged. The ways of Crenellians were not hers. She accepted what was without question.

“Chaz, are you here?”

“Yes, Magistrate!” The AI’s youthful avatar appeared on the main screen and waved to the crew.

“Our first case together, everyone!” Rivka stated. “It was a shade different from our usual in that there wasn’t much running,” she glanced at Red, “but no one was injured. Maybe that’s the new precedent to put us on track.

“We go up against some of the worst criminals the galaxy has to offer, so we knowingly put ourselves in their gunsights. There’s nothing they’d like better than to take the law off their tail. If they get to us, there is no one else, so it’s critical that we stay frosty at all times. You’re not paranoid. There are people trying to kill us.

“And that’s my best sales pitch to keep you all here as my crew. I don’t want any surprises or misunderstandings when lasers scorch the hull and plasma bursts before our eyes.”

Kennedy raised her hand. Rivka smiled at her. “You don’t have to raise your hand. We’re all friends here. Just say what’s on your mind.”

“Sorry, but you’re the Magistrate! It’s my,” she waved her hand to take in Ryleigh and Aurora, “it’s our privilege to serve on your ship. I don’t understand the name, but maybe someday.”

“Movie night!” Rivka declared. “But when we get back home. I wanted to make sure everyone was good with being available for the next case. It could take place anywhere from eight minutes to a month after we get back to Federation Border Station 7. What was the least amount of time we had?”

“Zero. We hadn’t even docked before getting turned around.”

“There was that. Bottom line is that you will have no control over your life, but Wyatt Earp has a lot of room. You’ll see my bodyguards, Lindy and Red, and that is what I wanted to announce. With the case being over, they will be getting married as soon as we get back. We’ll go from the ship straight to Station 7’s observation deck. You’ll find that it’s been reserved and we have a blowout planned.”

“We do?” Red asked.

“We do,” Lindy confirmed. “The Magistrate has offered part of her winnings to make sure we have a first-class wedding.”

“Today!” Rivka told them.

“Hang on, now.” Red started to backpedal.

“Today, today, today.” Jay started the chant, and the others joined in.

“We don’t have a preacher.” Red was grasping at straws.

“I’m officiating. You have a judge.”

“A jury and an executioner, too,” Red muttered.

“Cold feet, big man?” Lindy asked, running her fingers up his chest and along his neck.

His expression softened when he looked at her. “No,” he answered with a smile. “I guess I’ll be getting your elbow in my ribs for the rest of our days. It seems to be working for Terry and Char.”

Lindy chuckled. “Chaz, take us home before Mister Courageous changes his mind again, and Chaz, will you be our best man?”

“Only if Ankh and Erasmus join me.”

And Jay! Floyd said in a sleepy voice. And Floyd!

“Of course, Floyd. You are all invited. Please join us on the Observation Deck of Station 7 immediately after our arrival. How long, Chaz?”

“Thirty minutes.”

“Enjoy your last half-hour of freedom, big man,” Rivka said. “But, I’m happy you trimmed back to normal size. We needed your speed to get out of that last one.”

Red nodded. “My pleasure, Magistrate. Thanks for looking out for me. I better get cleaned up. I have a wedding to attend and a woman to make happy!”

“You are such a man.” Lindy shook her head as people left the bridge. Rivka made eye contact with Clodagh and Alant.

“Two for the price of one?” the Magistrate offered.

“In due time,” Clodagh replied. Alant half-shrugged. “I’m off to the engine room. Can’t have any failures now. We don’t want to make the bride late for her wedding.”

Federation Border Station 7

The heavy frigate smoothly entered the largest of the hangar bays. It filled its parking space, adjusted, and settled to the deck. The hands working in the hangar bay clapped and cheered when the hatched popped and they caught sight of the Magistrate. Word had spread.

So much for anonymity.

Red moved into the hatchway, his suit seemingly out of place while looking appropriate at the same time. He scooped Ankh up with one arm and started jogging. The crew ran after him, and then Rivka carrying Floyd. Last out were Jay and Lindy, who was sporting a form-fitting wedding dress with a single train and a small veil. Lindy carried her shoes in her hand as she ran barefoot.

The hands in the bay stopped mid-clap to watch the menagerie depart the ship. A single creature remained behind. The big orange cat put a single paw through the hatch before changing his mind and returning inside the ship.

Through the station, up the stairwell, and onto the observation deck. A lone couple strolled peacefully through the garden-like atmosphere. When they realized what the others were there for, they made themselves scarce, disappearing down the stairs without a sound.

To the side stood a bar. The refreshments were already in place, with a bartender and server from the All Guns Blazing working for double-time and a half as the catering team. They would have done it for free, but Rivka insisted. The dentist, Tyler Toofakre the Fifth, sipped a fruity drink at the bar. He saluted and moved to join the wedding party.

Lindy pointed to a spot under a blooming fern. Rivka took her position. Red set Ankh down. He produced a small holoprojector and activated it. The avatars for both Erasmus and Chaz appeared. They stood with exquisite posture. Ankh remained next to Red. Jay and Floyd jockeyed for space next to Lindy, Jay finally surrendering to the wombat, who incessantly rubbed her body on the bride.

Red coughed and tried to clear his throat. He seemed to be unable to speak.

Lindy looked sideways at Rivka. “The shortest possible version, please,” she requested.

“We’re here for the marriage between Vered and Lindy,” Rivka started.

Lindy rolled her finger. Speed it up.

“Do you?” Rivka asked Red.

“I do,” he croaked.

“Do you?” Rivka repeated.

“I do,” Lindy replied in a clear voice.

“By the powers invested in me by the Federation, I declare you to be a married couple. Kiss and love forever.”

Lindy winked before jumping into Red’s arms.

“Do they have beer? I think I’d like a beer,” Ankh said in his small voice.

Jay took him by the hand. “Let’s go see.”

Tyler gave Rivka a quick hug and kiss on the cheek before following Jay, Ankh, and Floyd to the bar and small buffet.

Rivka remained riveted by the joy on the newlyweds’ faces. Her pocket buzzed.

“You have got to be shitting me,” she said while pulling out her datapad. All eyes were on her. She held her hand in the air and twirled a finger. “Moving the meal and entertainment to Wyatt Earp. It appears we have a case that can’t wait.”

Red and Lindy were attached at the hip as they walked slowly toward the bar. “Let me guess. Death. Mayhem. Theft. Extortion. Bad people doing bad things.”

“Business as usual, Red. Saddle up.”
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You are still reading! Thank you for staying on board until now. It doesn’t get much better than that.

Why did I rewrite this book, which is arguably one of my very best? Because I wanted it to be able to stand alone to be more competitive for award consideration. I’m not a big fan of playing politics to get an award, but I believe something like the Dragon Award is worth getting because it’s voted on by the fans. Fratricide deserves a chance. It’s even better now, with very minor tweaks, but explanations anytime a new character or piece of technology is introduced. I hope I covered everything well enough. Thank you for give it some Dragon love.

What is Fratricide about? Challenging our understanding, the things we accept because it’s always been that way. If those without equal standing finally get their day in court. I didn’t go into the full court case. That would have been boring. I know some readers wanted that, but I couldn’t do it. So many minor details that folks never see.

Court isn’t Perry Mason. It’s a lot of paperwork and massive amounts of preparation and research. The trial is usually anticlimactic. I shortcutted all of that by putting Rivka on a rapid clock. You get to see how she sequesters herself to get into the right mental state to conduct the trial.

I’m also a big fan of shared definitions. Too many times, people talk past each other. They don’t have a shared lexicon. Once they have the words in common, the rest is much easier. When people speak the same language and have a shared goal, the rest of the conversation flows.

I also wanted to give the AIs who make so many good things happen in the Kurtherian Gambit Universe some prime time. They deserve to have their rights clarified.

The names! Sometimes, I browse the internet to come up with one or two, more often than not, I ask you, the good fans, and others I name after people in my life. Boran Waldin, aka the Great Waldini, is named after Brian Walden, the man who helped me understand the safety profession. With his help, I prepared for and passed the test to earn my Certified Safety Professional (CSP) rating. It was the highest safety certification at the time and allowed me to move into a safety manager position. It didn’t hurt that I had a JD as well, but then oil prices tanked, and I got laid off. I lasted a whole three months in that position. Timing was bad, plus, I didn’t like it. All the responsibility and none of the authority.

Brian lives and breathes safety. He cares about the frontline folks because he used to be one, a pipefitter. Then he earned his education and applied it back to the trade. Common sense and safety practices the workforce could embrace was how he ran things. People rarely got hurt on his watch because he had them prepared to work safely. When things didn’t make sense, he would move mountains to figure out why. And that’s the character I wanted to relay in this story. Thanks for everything, Brian. You are the Great Waldini.

Thanks to Shannon Smith for offering the names of her granddaughters – Aurora, Ryleigh, and Kennedy. They are now crewmembers on Wyatt Earp.

Once again, the fans came through on my name post from a few months ago. Marjorie Smith offered a few variations. I selected a couple of hers – Regina Novus as the alien suspect who bolted from the station was one.

My dad came to Alaska for his 83rd birthday. It was all about the fishing. We drove to Homer and went out on a couple of charters. On the first trip, the crew was Billie, J.R., and Finn. They took great care of us. Those were some hard-working dudes, and interesting all the way around. They made the eight hours go by in a flash. I told them I’d put them into my next book, which meant my current book. I told them they’d be labor thugs. They said they were okay with that. At least, that’s what I heard. You guys are immortalized in print. Thanks for showing my dad a great time.

Peace, fellow humans.
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Please join my Newsletter (www.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



Wyatt Earp, interstellar space

“Bosun’s Clipper, you will stand down and prepare to be boarded, by Magistrate Order 32761A/47.” Rivka Anoa was not screwing around. She had formalized the order, memorialized forever within the Federation. They had chased this ship for the past two hours, finally getting close enough for direct action.

“You have no authority out here,” a voice replied. The Clipper refused to use visual communication.

“In ten seconds, we will open fire if you continue to run,” Rivka warned. She counted down the time on her fingers, expecting the Clipper to continue trying to evade. When she reached zero, she pointed to Clodagh, the woman in the captain’s chair.

“Fire,” the lieutenant ordered. The small ship tried to juke, but it was too late. The heavy frigate’s pulse beams tore through space and lacerated the runner. It died instantly.

Just the ship. No atmosphere venting. A clean technical kill. The crew should still be alive. Rivka wanted to question them.

“Will it fit in the hangar bay?” Rivka asked.

“Only if we launch the yacht,” Clodagh replied.

“Chaz, are you up for taking the yacht for a spin?” Rivka didn’t want to use the airlock and umbilical to board the ship. She wanted to keep her hands free to use her gift to help with the interrogation.

Chaz, the newly liberated artificial intelligence, was comfortable doing whatever they needed if they asked. He also had some vacation coming but was at a complete loss as to what he wanted to do. “I’m ready to launch at your request.”

“Launch, then bring us around to tow that ship into the hangar bay,” Rivka requested.

Before Chaz could act, a bright flash filled the viewscreen. When the lighting returned to normal, the Clipper’s remains were spreading in a quickly expanding arc.

“Sonofabitch,” Rivka grumbled, blinking away the effects of the flash.

“Belay that last order, Chaz,” Clodagh said. “Please scan the debris, looking for anything that might contain data or give us a clue what they were carrying.”

Rivka nodded. Her thoughts exactly.

“I’m afraid the incendiary they used for the self-destruct was rather thorough,” Chaz reported a few moments later. “The first scan looked grim, but I will continue searching.”

Rivka leaned over Clodagh to punch a button on the arm of the captain’s chair. “Everyone stand down. They self-destructed rather than let us board them. That gives me more questions and no answers.” Rivka let up on the button for a moment as she contemplated her next move. She pursed her lips and shook her head—too many unanswered questions. She punched the button and continued, “I’ll be in my quarters. I need to talk to Grainger and the High Chancellor and find out what the hell these scumbags were up to.”

Rivka sauntered off the bridge without a word. She watched her feet as she moved down the corridor, ending at her suite, the most comfortable space aboard the ship. It kept her away from the crew, whereas her last ship had been so small, Rivka and her crew were on top of each other most of the time.

Rivka sidestepped wombat poop cubes and entered her quarters.
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“Say hi to Rivka,” High Chancellor Wyatt said.

Grainger leaned around the corner of the screen to be visible to the camera’s eye. “Hi to Rivka.”

“Those knuckleheads you sent me after just blew up their ship.”

“You’re going to have to give me more.” The High Chancellor leaned back in his chair and twiddled his fingers.

“The emergency call during Red’s and Lindy’s wedding to go after this ship? Something about it being tied to a theft, but no details. We fly across the galaxy…”

“One hundred and four light years is all,” Grainger interrupted.

Rivka waved her hand as if trying to shoo away a bug buzzing around her head. “Lawyer math. That far is across the galaxy. Give it up. You know I won’t cave.” She pointed a finger at him in what was nearly a double-dog dare, but he didn’t bite. He zipped his finger across his lips. “We chase this ship, the Bosun’s Clipper, and after we finally had to disable him, he lights it up like a supernova. Scanners aren’t finding any pieces bigger than my thumb.”

Grainger looked at his thumb, turning it to get the best estimate of size. Rivka started to rub her temples to fight off the headache threatening to invade her brain. With her Pod-doc enhancements, she should not have gotten headaches, but she still did. She wondered if that was related to her empathic and telepathic abilities. When she thought about it for longer than a couple of seconds, she realized that Grainger triggered it most often. Stress, and Grainger goofing around. Like now. People had just died, and the case became more difficult because of it.

But if he didn’t do that, he wouldn’t be Grainger.

And that was why she liked working for him. He expanded the boundaries of what she thought of as normal.

“They may not have been thieves at all,” the High Chancellor suggested.

Rivka stopped massaging the sides of her head. “Not thieves?” Her tone promised danger, even for the High Chancellor.

He responded with a gesture for calm and an explanation. “They worked with the thieves. I believe the Bosun’s Clipper was a smuggling ship. I would have been very keen to find out what you learned, had you been able to board.”

“Smuggling what?”

“Art.”

“By all that’s holy! You had me chasing rich-people crime? Rich people stealing from other rich people? I think there might be a better use of my time.” Rivka sighed and froze at the image on the screen.

The High Chancellor’s eyes narrowed as he stared at her, unblinking. “Not at the moment, Magistrate.”

Rivka bowed her head. It was within the High Chancellor’s sole purview to determine what was most important to the Federation when it came to enforcing the law and prosecuting crime. She had become too familiar and drifted away from respecting the office for which she worked.

“My apologies, High Chancellor. I am frustrated. I want to do the best job I can, and know that I’m doing it for the right reasons. Please send me information on the crimes, and I’ll start at the beginning.”

Wyatt nodded to Grainger. “Transmitting. I did not want to assign you to the case because of the newlyweds. When you get back to the station, my present to them will be waiting.”

Rivka didn’t know what to say. She angled her head, but the change in view didn’t change his statement. The High Chancellor smiled, trying to get Rivka to relax. He had not given her all the information she should have had before he sent her after the smugglers. Respect went both ways.

“Mine, too!” Grainger yelled from off-screen before leaning in from the side to make a face.

“Doubt it,” Rivka replied. She reached toward the screen.

“Keep your paws to yourself, Zombie. I need my secrets.”

“Me, too,” Rivka said slowly with a smile. “Your secrets…”

The High Chancellor snorted before covering his mouth. “Back to the business at hand. I’m assigning you the case, with my sincere apologies to Vered and Lindy. It is about an art-theft and smuggling ring.”

“Find the buyers and backtrack,” Rivka murmured, thinking aloud.

Wyatt smiled. Rivka didn’t like the look of that. “There’s the rub, Magistrate. We haven’t been able to find any buyers.” The High Chancellor shrugged. “Good luck. Wyatt out.”

Rivka stared at the blank screen. She tapped the buttons on her datapad. “Hey, lovebirds, your honeymoon has been postponed. We have to go look at art. Get me Ankh, too, because we need to follow the money if we can find it.”

“Say what?” Red sounded tired and somewhat incredulous.

“Put on your pants, both of you, and get to the briefing room. Find Ankh and Jay and bring them with you.”
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Rivka pored over the information. Business as usual, a theft from an impenetrable location. Investigation. Complaints. Accusations. Insurance payout. Then another artwork theft with an estimated value that boggled Rivka’s mind. Wash, rinse, repeat, but with a single item valued at more than entire planets.

Her mind instantly jumped to insurance fraud.

If it were that easy, someone else would have seen it. There…the first investigator had looked at that and even partnered with the insurance company to root out the subterfuge. His final analysis was that he could not rule out that it had been an inside job, but he found no evidence to support his hypothesis. The case file was classified because his suspicions cast aspersions, and those could not be made public without due process—the named individual’s ability to defend themselves against the allegation.

She had a special tool to help her find out if it was an inside job. She flexed her fingers, but they did not reveal the power they gave her with their touch.

“Set course for Binsulaker Prime.”

“Yes, Magistrate,” Chaz replied.

“Do you need us, then?” Red asked from the doorway to the small conference room.

“Get in here, unless you don’t have pants on. Then don’t until you do.”

Red grumbled on his way in. Lindy followed, closing the door behind her. Rivka stared at the door as if it were going to open and Ankh would appear.

Lindy chuckled. “He said he was busy, so Jay went to fetch him.”

“The master Ankh-fetcher. Ankh-Fetcher, Inc.” Rivka mulled her words. “I think she may have a future career with that brand.”

The door opened and Jay entered, carrying the wombat Floyd. The door closed. No Ankh. The Crenellian had successfully dodged another meeting.

“He was busier than usual, and he now has a forcefield to keep people out,” Jay explained.

“A forcefield?” Rivka was supposed to be the captain of her ship, but she didn’t fight the reality of her situation.

“Clodagh has painted a yellow and black line on the deck to keep people from accidentally walking into it.”

Rivka’s headache threatened to return. She closed her eyes and took slow, deep breaths. “Chaz, I don’t suppose you could do anything about that?”

“No can do, Magistrate. Erasmus and Ankh have me locked out of key systems I would need to access to override the power flow to their laboratory. They also affect the engines and life support.”

“Is there anything you are in control of?”

Chaz’s laughter filled the conference room. “I can point the ship in various directions.”

“Get me Ankh on the comm, please.”

The system made the appropriate artificially generated clicks and groans that gave humans peace of mind that something was being done when connecting two ends of a comm link.

“Busy,” Ankh answered.

“Ankh, we need your help in tracking rich people’s illicit art purchases.”

“Busy,” Ankh reiterated.

“I will come back there and start destroying my own ship if I have to.” Rivka waited until the count of five and started walking toward the door.

“She’s coming, Ankh!” Red said in a louder-than-normal voice. “You better pinch your little blue butt cheeks together because this is gonna hurt, buddy.”

“She wouldn’t,” Ankh replied in his emotionless tone.

The door slammed as Rivka stormed out.

Red continued, “She would, and she is. Keep this line open, would you, so we can listen to you getting your ass kicked? It’ll be three seconds before you’re begging for buttermilk.”

“I don’t understand why I would ever want buttermilk, let alone beg for it.”

Lindy poked Red in the arm while Jay shook her head and cooed to Floyd. The wombat had been eating too much lately. Somebody was giving her treats on the sly, and Jay was ready to ask Chaz for help in finding the culprit.

“Just a saying, little buddy. She looked pretty mad.”

“She always looks angry. Maybe that dentist friend can give her a pill or something.”

Red wasn’t sure how to respond, so he sat and made faces at the center of the table where the microphones with cameras were embedded.

From the speakers in the room, they could hear Rivka yelling. It was distorted, as if she were talking underwater.

“Busy,” Ankh said a single time. His voice was clear.

A sharp screech followed a low buzz, then silence announced the dismantling of the forcefield.

“You shouldn’t have been able to do that,” Ankh said evenly. “The transmitters were inside the field. If the coaxial variant…”

“Follow the money, Ankh. You’ve done it before, and I need you to do it again.” Rivka sounded much calmer than the rapt audience in the conference room expected her to be.

“Erasmus will take care of it. I’m busy.”

“Fine.”

After a long pause, Ankh spoke. “If it’s fine, how come you aren’t leaving?”

“Because it’s not fine.”

“Then why did you say…” The Crenellian didn’t complete his thought.

“What are you busy with? Is that something for the research and development team, R2D2?”

“How did you know?” Ankh asked immediately, his voice remaining emotionless.

“Because that’s some heady stuff you got in there—shielded stealth with full power for weapons.”

Red smiled and gave two thumbs-up.

“Yes. Once it is fully operational, Wyatt Earp will be as lethal as a superdreadnought.”

“And that was why you put three of the miniaturized Etheric power supplies on board,” Rivka noted.

“And that is why I must return immediately to R2D2. I will take the yacht and return when we have the system operational.”

“My yacht,” Red muttered.

“Our yacht,” Lindy corrected.

“How is Erasmus going to help us if you’re gone?” Rivka pressed.

“Through an active link to Wyatt Earp’s Etheric communication system. It is not affected by distance. Master Charles will be your liaison.”

“Who is Master Charles?”

“The intelligent being you so rudely call ‘Chaz.’”

“He told me his name was Chaz!”

“My name is Chaz,” the AI replied.

Red sat up straight, wearing his best stunned-mullet look. Lindy mirrored her husband’s expression.

“Master Charles?” Jay whispered. Floyd nestled into her lap and started softly snoring. Jay rhythmically stroked the wombat’s coarse fur.

“You told me, ‘Master Charles,’” Ankh countered.

“You, yes. The Magistrate can call me ‘Chaz.’”

Rivka started to laugh. “Chaz, prepare the yacht for launch and fire up the Gate drive for a jump to Binsulaker Prime, as close to the planet as you can get. See you on the flip side, Ankh-man.”

“Be cool, she’s coming back,” Red declared to the conference room.

“We are nothing but,” Lindy replied. Red pulled her to him for a long kiss. When Rivka cleared her throat, they stopped.

“Are you guys still trying to break in every space on the ship?” Rivka asked as her eyes darted around the small room, assessing places where they could do it. They finally stopped on the top of the conference table, where she had put her coffee mug and a sandwich.

“Not as far as you know, Magistrate.”


CHAPTER TWO



Orbit around Binsulaker Prime

“Air-Space Management is being less than cooperative,” Chaz reported.

From the captain’s chair, Rivka leaned toward the screen. “Play the Magistrate card and include the threat of both criminal and civil penalties.”

“How much?” Chaz asked.

“Let’s go with ten thousand credits for the first violation and ten thousand credits for every thirty-minute delay after that, with a hundred thousand kicker if I’m delayed for more than four hours.”

“It has already been four hours,” Chaz noted.

“They can stew on whether that means from now or it’s retroactive.” Rivka leaned back and sighed.

Red and Lindy occupied seats at stations against the bridge’s rear bulkhead. In full tactical gear, they shifted and grumbled about the delay. Rivka spun her chair around. “Soon. Go grab something to eat, and get me a sandwich while you’re at it.”

“Air-Space Actual says he wants to speak directly to the Magistrate,” Chaz interrupted. Rivka gestured that her bodyguards could go, and they bolted without waiting to hear the exchange.

“Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and you are?”

“I am Chief Master Jelesa of Binsulaker Prime Air-Space Control. I don’t know who you think you are, but you will make no demands of my people.” The face matched the gruff voice. The Slaker’s skin looked rough, like bark, with heavy brows and overhangs to protect the creature’s eyes and facial orifices.

“Binsulaker Prime is a Signatory member of the Federation. As such, Federation law supersedes when it comes to the care and handling of heads of state, which is how Magistrates are to be treated. Please refer to Appendix D, Chapter Seven, Section 1. And do it now; your fines are increasing rather quickly, and it is good that I have a face and a name to assign them to. If you are unable to pay your civil fines based on your criminal actions, I fear that seven years in Jhiordaan will not assuage your guilt or debt.”

“Jhiordaan! Magistrate.” He spat the word. “That means nothing to me.”

The view screen cut off.

“I would love to say begin the bombardment of the control building, but that would punish the presumed innocent.” Rivka steepled her fingers and waited.

“The chief wants to talk to you again.”

“I suspected he might. Put him on.”

The chief’s face filled the screen. He was missing a chunk of flesh above one eye. The rough skin did not convey facial expressions in a way Rivka understood, but she expected that was his contrite look.

“My sincere apologies, Magistrate. The landing pattern has been cleared for your vessel.”

“I’ll consider waiving the fine unless there’s another issue. Then I’ll shut down your whole planet until you pay your debt to the Federation.”

The image froze as Chaz spoke. “Maybe a little heavy-handed, Magistrate? We need their cooperation.”

“You’re right. I shouldn’t let them piss me off like that. Go live, please.”

The image resumed its stream. “It’s my turn to apologize, Chief Master Jelesa. There will be no fines. Thank you for your cooperation. We’ll begin our descent at once. I’m looking forward to resolving our concerns regarding a legal case based in your capital city.”

“Thank you. Air-Space Control, out.”

His expression hadn’t changed, but the tone of his words suggested he was relieved.

“Thanks, Chaz. It’s nice to have a team.”

“You’re welcome,” Jay said from behind the captain’s chair.

“She put me up to it,” Chaz confirmed.

“Then I thank you, too.” Rivka spun her chair to face Jayita. She pointed to the young woman’s hair. “Is that the same green or new?”

“Added the platinum tint. It kicks!” Jay twirled a finger in a long strand before turning serious again. “I’m trying to earn my keep. I don’t feel like I’m carrying my weight. I hang out and play with the animals, but I can do more. I want to do more.”

Rivka rubbed her chin as she contemplated the young woman. She had been a stray, lost in the rain, when the Magistrate had rescued her. That was the story Rivka told herself. Jay’s time in the Pod-doc gave her the capability to run at a fantastic speed and she had become an asset, but she was the pacifist of the team. Rivka didn’t want to put her in the position of having to compromise her beliefs, so having the speed of Flash Gordon gained them little except in the direst of emergencies.

That led Rivka back to Jay’s emotional intelligence and ability to read people.

“I would like you to spend more time by my side, and when you’re not, I encourage you to start studying the law. Specifically, Federation interstellar law. Read, understand, and regurgitate.”

“You think I could be a barrister?”

“Why not? I’m one, and you’re smarter than me.”

“I couldn’t hurt people like you do.” Jay said it before she thought her words through.

Rivka rocked back in her chair as if she’d been slapped. Jay hung her head.

“Is that what I do? I like to think I punish the guilty.” Rivka’s voice wavered, weak in the words’ delivery.

“Did the chief need to be punished?”

“No. He needed to understand protocol, and my arrogance got the best of me. I thought he should have instantly acceded to my demands, but he doesn’t know me, and has probably never heard of a Magistrate. It wasn’t his fault. He was just a guy trying to do his job.”

“But you were willing to shut down the whole planet.” Jay locked eyes with Rivka, holding her gaze until Rivka nodded.

“And I apologized, once you filled the role of my conscience. Maybe that’s what you bring to the game, and to me in particular. I was short with the High Chancellor, too. What’s wrong with me, Jay?”

Jay rushed in to grab Rivka in a bear hug. When she let go, she smiled sweetly. “You have the hardest job in the galaxy. You have to find criminals and stop them from committing more crimes. You have to deal with the very worst that sentience has to offer, and it takes its toll. You don’t like this mission because it’s about art smuggling. It’s not a real crime, is it?”

Rivka looked askance and chewed the inside of her lip as she thought about her answer. Jay was challenging her thinking.

In a good way.

“I think I’ll call you ‘Jaymini.’ Jaymini Cricket, and you’ll be my conscience.” Jay shrugged and made a face. She couldn’t place the reference. “Art theft and smuggling are crimes. We’ve been given the case, and we are going to do our damnedest to get to the bottom of it. Chaz, how long until we land?”

“Five minutes,” the AI replied. “I have a request. I’d like to explore some of the city if I can get some time off.”

Rivka stood. “Is Erasmus working on the money trail, starting with our first alleged victim and going backward?”

“Yes, he is.”

“Then you are doing everything the team needs. How much time do you need?”

“Approximately thirty-seven minutes. It will take all my abilities to get inside the systems to look through cameras and see the city.”

“Why don’t you just come with us?” Jay asked.

“Can I do that?”

“I’ll keep a live feed open,” Jay offered.

“That would be fantastic!” Chaz made the lights on the bridge flash. “I’ll get ready. What should I wear?”

“It’s a whole new world out there, isn’t it, Chaz?” Rivka suggested. “You are responsible for your own decisions. I recommend you dress appropriately. Look at what we’re wearing and match it.”

“Do I get a Magistrate’s jacket?” the AI asked.

“No.” Rivka shook her head as she walked off the bridge, shouting for Red and Lindy to join them at the airlock, and wondering where her sandwich had gone.
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“Can you see okay?” Jay asked, looking down at her chest, where the small lens and audio pickup was integrated with the front of her blouse, making sure the AI could hear as well as see.

Magnificently! I can’t believe I’m out with the team, mixing it up with the local criminals, Chaz shared.

The group stopped and surveyed their surroundings. They were walking toward a small building the local security group called home. It bordered a massive walled area that surrounded the estates of the planet’s wealthy.

I think you might be slightly misinformed regarding what it’s like to mix it up with local criminals. Remember S’korr? That was a shit sandwich, Rivka replied.

Alas, Magistrate, I was not the freedom-loving adventurer then that I am now. All thanks to you.

You are more than welcome, Chaz. Keep your glass eye peeled and look for things that shouldn’t be there.

Seeing the absence of something. I’m not sure I’m set up to do that. My goodness! I’m going to have to write a subroutine to verify my perceptions. I’ll be right back.

“Take your time, wee man, while we mix it up with the locals without you,” Red said softly.

“First running and first blood. What do you guys have?”

“Come on, Magistrate! We don’t want to influence you to make the wrong decision, artificially delivering victory to the undeserving,” Red tried to explain.

Rivka gave him the hairy eyeball before trying to gauge the others’ thoughts on the bet. They avoided eye contact. “So, you’re all in on it.”

“Again,” Red clarified.

“I went with zeros. We’re not running, and we’re not getting into any scrapes. Art theft and art smuggling are for a more cultured crowd, where fists and weapons are held in disdain. Guile and deception are their tools.”

“Did you see how much that piece was worth? With that kind of money floating around, people will do anything to get some of it, even murder-death-kill.” Red tried not to look smug, but he didn’t accomplish it.

“I’ve not read the MDK statute in some time, but I’m sure the penalties are harsh. We’ll stick with trying to find the thief. I’m attempting to keep an open mind. We’ll see what the insiders think about the crime.” Rivka waggled her fingers in the air.

“And that’s why they call you ‘Zombie,’” Lindy offered, looking everywhere but behind her, where the Magistrate stood. She and Red wore only their chest armor and carried hand-blasters at their waists. They did not go full armor and armament because of the non-violent nature of the crime.

But trouble always surrounded the magistrate like chaff spinning within a tornado.

With just as much fury and noise. They started walking again.

Rivka glanced around casually, leaning around her two bodyguards, both of whom were larger, and even more so when wearing their ballistic chest protection. Jay walked alongside, watching the world go by and smiling easily.

“I miss Ankh,” Jay said into the silence.

Rivka didn’t answer, but her thoughts turned toward the Crenellian. Always frustrating, but able to mine digital gold whenever he committed to helping. She had taken a bullet meant for him. She reached for the wound, long since healed, and rubbed the spot, thinking about how he took her words literally.

As smart as he was, he had to understand. Didn’t he?

“You’re thinking about the little guy, aren’t you?” Jay smiled.

“Why do you ask?”

“You were laughing and shaking your head.”

“He draws out the best and the worst in people.”

“It’s his gift,” Jay agreed.

“He finally gave me access to the full menu for the food processor, the little shit,” Red complained. “What took him so long?”

“As much grief as you give him? I’m surprised he gave it to you.” Lindy stepped aside when they reached the small building with the security logo prominently displayed.

“Showtime,” Rivka announced.

She walked through the space between Lindy and Red, climbed the three stairs, and pushed a swinging door open. She held it for Jay. Red and Lindy waited outside.

“Magistrate!” a cheerful sounding Slaker, or native of Binsulaker, called. She still couldn’t interpret their facial expressions. “We’ve been expecting you. I’m Security Operator First Order Kio’alaia.”

Rivka offered her hand, and the Slaker looked at it.

“Call me Rivka. We shake hands. It’s a human custom.” She had her question ready. He pushed his hand forward, awkwardly reaching out. As she grabbed it, she asked, “Where did the Anastolia art theft investigation lead?”

He stopped shaking her hand, but the rough skin of his face maintained its mask of indifference. Rivka felt nothing from him, no emotions or thoughts.

“Didn’t you get the case file?”

Rivka let go of his hand. “I did, but I thought it was incomplete.” She looked at her fingers as though they had malfunctioned.

“I assure you, it was all there.”

“What was your role?” Rivka asked, still reeling from the confusion of not being able to read the security operator. Jay leaned closer to hear the Slaker’s answer.

“I was the secondary investigating official. The security minister himself handled this investigation.”

“Why would he do that?” Rivka suspected she knew the answer.

“This was a very high-profile case, with the most influential people on all Binsulaker involved. His participation was mandatory.”

Jay nudged Rivka enough to let her know that she was there and trying to help.

Rivka’s confusion deepened. She had read the case file, and nothing had been as obvious as the answers she had received in the first minute of talking to Kio’alaia. Why was Jay nudging her? Jay moved in front of the Magistrate.

“I’m Jay, nice to meet you.” Jay didn’t offer her hand, as Rivka had done. She waved in front of her chest, ending with a slap. He mirrored her gesture.

“You know our ways! You have been to Binsulaker Prime before, I take it.”

Jay smiled, giving Rivka time to think. “I have not, but in the quick study I did of your planet, I found it fascinating. Tell me about some of the art collections your people maintain.”

“Some of the very best in the galaxy, Mistress Jay. Yes, some of the finest individual pieces and overall collections.”

“Why didn’t the thieves steal from a museum and take more and better?”

“All the artwork is in private collections. We don’t believe the government should spend any more money than necessary to maintain the infrastructure within which our society can thrive, so there are no public museums, ostentatious government office buildings, or other symbols of power bought through taking from the citizens.” He gestured to take in the cramped space of their small building.

“Does your salary also reflect this policy?” Jay asked for clarity, not judgment. Federation space stations had opened the galaxy for greater trade, from which member planets like Binsulaker Prime benefitted. Maybe that was infrastructure. Jay wasn’t sure what to think, besides trying to understand in order to help Rivka with the case.

“Oh, no. I’m paid privately by those for whom I provide security.”

“Like the owner of Anastolia?” Rivka interjected.

“He does not hold the theft against me. It was the most prized, and consequently best protected, piece in his collection. Of all the artwork, that was the least likely to be stolen.”

“Yet it was.” Rivka watched him closely. “What do you think happened?”

Kio’alaia didn’t answer. Statue-still, he allowed the silence to extend for an uncomfortably long time. Jay started to fidget. Rivka tried to wait him out.

“Can you take us there?” Jay finally asked.

“Of course.”

“Wait.” Rivka held her hand out to stop him. He stayed back, not allowing contact. Jay had done her homework in the brief time she had to prepare. The Slakers didn’t like contact with other beings. “I’m sorry, but I need you to answer my question.”

“What I think is irrelevant and could misrepresent events. All I can relate is what the investigation proved. That was in the packet already sent to you.”

“The investigator suspected it was an inside job,” Rivka countered. “That was what the security minister stated.”

“Based on facts. We had no evidence that the area had been penetrated from the outside. Ergo, inside job, but you’ll also note that all of the insiders were cleared.”

“Being cleared and being innocent are two different things. The perpetrator did a better job of creating the appearance of a solid alibi. That is what we must uncover. The so-called insiders will be the focus of my investigation.”

“But they’ve already been cleared.” Kio’alaia pointed toward the sky and drew a circle in the air. Rivka looked at Jay to interpret what the signal meant. She shrugged, but she didn’t have the answer.

That gesture signals that he disagrees vehemently, Chaz offered. There are many human counterparts.

“They haven’t been cleared by me. First stop, scene of the crime. I want to talk to the owner.” The shuttle that had dropped them off was nowhere to be found, nor were any other vehicles. “How are we going to get there?”


CHAPTER THREE



The Anastolia Display, Beit’el Estate

After a five-kilometer walk into the walled compound that was the high-rent district, the group arrived at yet another estate of flowing lines, welcoming gardens, and glamorous façades. Kio’alaia ushered them to the door, where they were met before knocking and led inside through an antechamber, a ballroom-sized entryway, and finally, into the gallery.

“Beit’el Senior will be with you shortly.” The Slaker bowed in the manner of an old English butler and excused himself. Kio’alaia stood on the far side of the room opposite the dismantled display.

“Please come over here and explain what I’m looking at. As it is, you’re giving me the impression that you are covering up for the security minister, who is covering for someone else. Is this a conspiracy that taints your government and way of life?”

Security Officer First Order Kio’alaia finally came to life, now as animated as any person accused of a crime. He started to stammer and stutter. “We don’t throw around such spurious allegations. Is this how the Federation conducts an investigation? If you think it, you say it?”

“By throwing out various theories, we can either work to prove or disprove them. It is how we conduct investigations. Your behavior is making me question the veracity of your participation.”

“I don’t know what that means,” he replied.

“It means that if I feel you’ve been holding back on me, I’ll have to charge you with obstruction of justice. That will jeopardize your position as liaison to the Federation. It’s not much, and I’m not going to threaten you with jail. I prefer your cooperation over an antagonistic relationship. Do you understand why I need your help?” Rivka approached with her arms wide, taking in the entirety of a culture she didn’t understand while trying to solve a crime that had already befuddled the local authorities.

“Because you don’t understand Binsulaker Prime?”

“Because I respect your individualism. I prefer the smoothest route to conducting this investigation, and that is with your help. Do I have it?” Rivka stood face to face with Kio’alaia as she pleaded for his cooperation. She was trying to play nice.

Rivka also wanted to pound him for giving her the impression that the security minister was hiding something. But if so, why had the minister put in the report that he thought it was an inside job? Maybe that was a masterful way of pointing the finger while clearing himself of covering for the four people who lived inside the Anastolia Gallery bubble.

Kio’alaia answered briefly, “I would not have done that. Cast no aspersions except on the guilty.”

“They have to be guilty before you can name them? That seems a little backward. We simply use terms like ‘the accused,’ and they can seek redress in a court of law.”

“As do we. I think there are more similarities than differences between our two systems.” Before Rivka could follow up, an elder Slaker entered using an ornate cane to help him shuffle along entered the gallery. “Please make the acquaintance of Gil’dinor, owner of the Anastolia and senior of this estate.”

Rivka turned to address the elder. “I am Magistrate Rivka Anoa.” She mirrored the greeting she had seen Jay use. “I am pleased to meet you.”

“And I you,” he said pleasantly, waving his free hand before his chest. “Before all things, I would like the Anastolia back.”

“That is what we seek to do.” Rivka grimaced, thinking of the smuggler ship. She hoped the Slaker couldn’t read her expression. She believed the art had been on board and was among the debris presently scattering in an ever-widening pattern across a remote area of interstellar space. She hoped she was wrong about the Anastolia.

Pictures of it had been in the file, but she hadn’t bothered to look at them. She wanted to find who stole it and then dismantle the remainder of the smuggling network. There are more pieces of art than just the Anastolia.

“Please tell me about what was stolen,” Rivka said as she moved next to the old Slaker, standing shoulder to shoulder with him as he looked at the space where the statuette used to be. She brushed against him as he started to talk and he instinctively moved away, but like before, she heard nothing from his mind. Looks like we have to do this the hard way, she lamented.

“It was the most magnificent piece in the known galaxy.” He pointed with his cane at the empty space. “With curves that drew your eye and kept your mind wondering about the possibilities for an infinite amount of time. I would stand here for hours and look at it.”

“It was insured—” Rivka started, brushing against him again.

“Bah!” he shot back. His expression didn’t change, but he started to hammer his cane into the floor, and his voice grew harsh. “At my age, money is worthless. It is the timeless joy the Anastolia gave me. Now look at it!”

He stabbed the air with his cane until he started to wheeze.

“Please take it easy. Can I get you a chair?” Jay jumped to his rescue. Red and Lindy felt out of place. They both shifted from foot to foot, looking at the rich adornments of the gallery. More artwork hung around the walls, and statues stood in the open areas between. Even without the Anastolia, it was a collection worthy of the most renowned museums.

The butler reappeared with a cushioned chair and placed it behind Gil’dinor. The elder Slaker sat down, looking ancient as he hunched over, head bowed toward the floor. Jay resisted the urge to comfort him with a hug or by massaging his shoulders. She kneeled before him instead.

“We’re here to root out the criminals and recover the Anastolia. I don’t know how long it will take, but the Magistrate has never failed to solve a case. She’s been shot and stabbed and chased, but you know what she hasn’t done? Quit. She will get the Anastolia back for you. I guarantee it!”

Rivka’s mouth dropped open as she stood there trying not to let Gil’dinor see. She drew a finger across her throat to get Jay to stop, but it was too late.

“You say nice things to an old man,” the Slaker murmured, meeting Jayita’s eyes. “I could ask no more from anyone. May the stars show you the way to enlightenment.”

“Peace unto you, Elder,” Jay replied. The senior of the estate rose and trundled slowly away.

Rivka let him go. She knew who the other insiders were, based on the report. The daughter. The butler. And the head of the gallery.

The butler made to go, but Rivka stepped in front of him. “I have a few questions I need answered.”

“When I get back.” He impatiently waved for her to get out of his way.

“Red, go with him. Make sure he finds his way back here in a timely manner.”

Red smiled and nodded. The butler fixed her with a long gaze before hurrying after Gil’dinor. Red strolled after him.

Rivka, Jay, and Lindy were left alone in the gallery. Cameras’ eyes looked at them from all angles.

“Footage showed nothing, I suppose,” Lindy posited.

All feeds went dead before the theft and were off during it, Chaz confirmed.

“How?” Rivka already knew, but she wanted the others to hear it.

Digitally, as if an electromagnetic pulse zeroed the systems. It didn’t come back on until it was rebooted after the theft.

Rivka made a circuit of the room, looking for obvious electronic systems.

Kio’alaia watched her without interference.

Any ideas about how that happened, Chaz? Digital fingerprints? Rivka asked, using her internal comm chip.

I found nothing.

What does the absence of something that should be there tell us? Rivka pressed.

An inside job.

“I can’t wait to talk to the security minister,” Rivka replied aloud.

“Do you wish to leave?” Kio’alaia asked, heading for the door without waiting for an answer.

“Not yet, but soon.” Lindy moved between Kio’alaia and the door. “I want to talk to the butler, the daughter, and the head of the gallery individually before we leave here.”

“Their statements are part of the record I sent you. You should read it before asking people to repeat themselves.”

Rivka dialed up a snarky response but held it back as part of reshaping herself into the person Jay saw her as.

“I’m sorry, but it’s part of my process. I will ask similar questions, but differently, and look for story variations. The problem with lies is that people forget the ones they told. Sometimes the truth is all we remember.”

“If one tells a lie often enough, that becomes the truth,” Kio’alaia suggested.

“A lie will always be a lie.” Rivka touched her finger to her nose. “We can never let one become the truth, even if we want to believe it.”

The Slaker did not reply. He remained stoic and unmoving, waiting just like the other statues in the gallery.

Red opened the door and pushed the butler through. The Slaker tried to resist but was out-massed by the big bodyguard. “He was trying to leave.”

“I was not!” His tone was defiant as he stood upright, sideways to Red, not challenging him. He composed himself and strode to the center of the gallery, crossed his gloved hands before him, and faced the Magistrate.

“Where were you during the robbery?” Rivka touched his arm briefly but pulled back when she realized he was a blank slate, too.

He looked at her. His expression gave nothing away, but he didn’t answer until she put her hands behind her back.

“I was in my room. That was the brief period of time I am off each night. I don’t waste it because if I don’t sleep, there is no chance to take a nap the next day.”

“I get you,” Rivka commiserated. “From how long before until how long after the theft did you sleep?”

“I retired two hours before the alarm rang and was down here within five minutes after the first bell.”

“Five minutes?” Rivka tried to recall the timeline. She couldn’t remember, but it wasn’t all on her. Chaz, what does the file say about the timeline following the alarm?

The alarm sounded, and Security was the first to arrive, at eight minutes. The butler arrived at ten minutes.

“What did you hear as you traveled between your room and the gallery?”

“The alarm.”

“Not glass breaking, not a door slamming, or a vehicle racing away?” Rivka crossed her arms. She knew what he would say but wanted his confirmation.

“Just the alarm.” He held his ground, but Rivka let the silence weigh on him.

Finally, he continued, “There wasn’t any broken glass or slammed doors. When we searched the premises following the incident, we found all external doors were secure.”

“Who was down here when you arrived?”

“The head of the gallery was here with the security team.”

Rivka pursed her lips, recreating in her mind the moments after the crime. “This area seems free of crime. Is it common to have on-site security?”

“Senior Gil’dinor is an extremely wealthy individual, important not only on Binsulaker Prime, but in this sector of space. The security is his, not the estate’s, although they serve double duty. You will find similar arrangements at most estates in this area.”

Chaz, can you confirm that?

I’ll add it to my growing list, Magistrate.

Remind me to drill Kio’alaia on it, too. He’s paid by the same guy who is paying the on-site security. And why weren’t they considered insiders for purposes of the investigation? We need to confirm their alibis and check their backgrounds, including finances.

“Then where did the Anastolia go?” Rivka continued out loud. Her internal conversation with her team had taken only a couple of seconds.

“I wish I knew. This is trying for the senior of the estate, and I fear it will result in his demise.”

Rivka chewed on her lip. “Who benefits under his will?”

“I’m sure I don’t know.”

The Magistrate had a hard time believing that, but let it go. She could find out elsewhere, like from the security minister. Or Chaz.

I will look, Magistrate.

“Thank you for your time. I will have more questions. Please make sure you don’t leave without informing me.”

“Where would I go? I have a job to do.”

Red stepped away from the door.

“As do I,” Rivka shot back as the Slaker butler walked out. “Next up, the head of the gallery. Kio’alaia, can you bring him here, please?”

“Her,” the security operator clarified. “I’ll be right back.”


CHAPTER FOUR



The head of the gallery was a massive Slaker, both taller and wider than Red. The bodyguard inhaled deeply and stood tall, his hands hanging loosely at his sides as if facing a challenger across a combat ring. He relaxed when he saw the expression on her face.

Rivka stepped lightly across the floor to greet the newcomer. Unlike the others, her eyes darted from one face to another. She wore a human-like expression of panic.

The Magistrate brushed her arm. “We’re doing what we can to recover the Anastolia.”

The statue gone! Failure. Terror! She had never failed before, and this was the greatest of any losses ever on Binsulaker Prime. She wanted to kill herself.

Rivka stepped back. “No!” she blurted. “You did your job. Let me tell you, there was probably nothing you could have done to prevent the theft of the Anastolia.”

“But it was my job to protect it. It was the best job on all Binsulaker. I got to spend time with her every day, and now she’s gone.”

Rivka gripped the female’s arm, but she didn’t shy away. “That’s why we’re here. We have considerable assets at our disposal to help us investigate this crime. We will do everything we can to recover the Anastolia and punish those who committed this heinous act.”

The Magistrate had to step back from the head of the gallery’s anguish. From one extreme to the other. From no emotions to a tidal wave. “Tell us about that night.”

“What’s there to tell? The alarm sounded, and I jumped out of bed, threw on clothes, and ran here.”

“I think it was eight minutes before you arrived,” Rivka said.

“The gallery is rather extensive, and I’m at the far end. The alarm doesn’t specify which section has been violated, so I went through each on the way here. The feelings got worse with each step closer to the Anastolia.”

“You are different from the others we’ve met.” Rivka tried to pull her out of the abyss she’d cast herself into.

“My father was a Slaker, but my mother was not. She was Pandemonian. That’s why I’m called Due’monian, a child of two races.”

Red nodded knowingly. Rivka couldn’t place the race but expected they were a larger species, like the Pretarians.

“I’d like to talk to your security detail too, please.”

“I administer this collection by myself.”

“But the butler said that you were here with the security detail when he arrived.”

“They were here when I arrived, both of them. I believe they work the night shift.” She turned and faced the empty spot where the Anastolia had stood. Tears trailed from her eyes down the rough skin of her face.

“How did they get in?”

“They have an access pass, but it only gets them to the outer door, there.” She pointed over her shoulder to the door where the butler had exited. “I had to let them in here.”

“If you had to let them in, then how did the thieves get in here?”

The head of the gallery faced Rivka, her eyes still glistening. “Wouldn’t I love to know the answer to that question?” She gestured broadly to take in all the magnificent pieces of art still in the collection. “They could do it again, and there would be nothing I could do to stop them.”

“We have to find them. That will stop it from happening again.” Rivka took a step back. She didn’t need to touch the female to feel the emotions radiating from her. She was unknowingly broadcasting her angst.

“Kio’alaia, would you please go with Red and find the security team? I have some questions.”

The Slaker walked out without a word, Red close on his heels.

Try to bond with him if you can. He’s a tough nut to crack, but we need him.

I’m on it, boss, Red replied.

Rivka tried not to smile at the subtle change since his marriage. Lindy caught Rivka’s glance and winked.

Jay walked around the pedestal on which the Anastolia had stood. “Can you imagine such a piece?”

Rivka and Lindy joined her, but Lindy faced away to watch for anything that might threaten the Magistrate while her focus was elsewhere.

“I can’t imagine something that is considered priceless, yet has a price—a massive one. A thing that draws people to it like moths to a flame.”

Jay pointed to a painting on the wall, an alien landscape, greatly detailed for a painting the size of a billboard. “I could look at it for hours and not see everything there is to see.”

Rivka glanced at it. “I would rather see the planet in person.”

“Looking at holovids on a screen, or through your mind’s eye into the world of another’s imagination?” Jay put her hands behind her back and strolled from one piece to the next, commenting on the allure of each.

The head of the gallery joined Jay as she walked. “You understand,” she told the green-haired woman.

Jay hadn’t seen any of the pieces before, but each spoke to her in a different and exciting way. Jay continued talking even though Rivka had given up trying to figure out what each piece was supposed to be. She settled for studying the security details for each piece.

“Electronic.” Rivka pointed, but no one was paying attention. “Lindy. Give it your expert eye.”

Lindy studied a pedestal before moving to a picture on the wall. She followed the flowing lines of the wall to the ceiling and around the room, then pulled a flashlight from her vest and dialed it to a narrow beam. Lindy pointed it at the ceiling, stopping when she saw what she was looking for. “A recessed sensor, probably motion. Laser beams to highlight when a barrier is broken. Even video capture, although that was easily defeated, it seems.”

“All of it was,” Rivka added. “No physical security inside the gallery, but the barriers, I mean the doors, were closed and locked.”

Due’monian threw her hands up in surrender. “I’ve been through this room a hundred times since the theft, and I still have no idea how they did it.”

“Maybe they didn’t leave,” Rivka suggested.

“There was no one here when I arrived.”

“What if it was the security detail, those two, who let themselves out and made like they wanted to be let back in?”

“Then where was the Anastolia?”

“How big is it?”

“A little under two meters tall and a meter in diameter. About your size.”

“Not quite a meter in diameter, but I get your point.” Rivka went from one pedestal to the next until she stood next to one that was big enough that the statue could have fit within. She knocked on it, and an alarm sounded. “Is this hollow?”

“I suppose…” Due’monian’s words hung heavy in the air as she briskly strode to where Rivka stood. She talked into a device on her wrist. “Cancel the alarm, override on my authority. I will be moving the Palustrade for cleaning.”

She reached to the top of the pedestal and unlatched two small clamps holding the alien bird of prey statue. It loomed over the gallery from its perch on high. She lifted it with some effort and moved slowly out of the way to set it on the floor.

“Could you stand by that to make sure it doesn’t get bumped?” she asked. Jay nodded and assumed a position between it and the people looking strangely at the tall box on which the Palustrade, the bird statue, had perched.

Together, they lifted the box and tipped it up. It was hollow within, but empty.

“I’m assuming the Anastolia wouldn’t leave any residue.”

Due’monian shook her head. “It was an immaculate piece.”

Rivka looked inside the box. “Maybe we don’t need residue. What about these?” She pointed, but Due’monian couldn’t see in low light like Rivka. “Lindy, your flashlight, please.”

Lindy appeared and shined the light inside. Small pads threw distinct shadows, on each of the four sides.

“They took care not to scratch the Anastolia.” She reached inside to feel the pads. “Soft.” She dropped to the floor and cradled her head. “It was right here. Right here!”

“And if they took those precautions here, then they will still be handling it carefully. The good news is that we have the other footage from after the theft. Let’s see who removed it.”

The head of the gallery groaned. “We shut the system down to upgrade it.”

“Who decided that?” Rivka wondered.

Due’monian pointed to herself. “I did.” She closed her eyes and struggled to breathe. Rivka thought she was going to start crying again. “But the insurance agent agreed that it was the right thing to do.”

“What insurance agent?” Rivka blurted.

“She was on the premises the next day to begin her own investigation.”

“How many other people were involved that Kio’alaia didn’t tell us about, and who failed to make it into his report?” Rivka ground her teeth as she stared at the inside of the box. “Is she a Slaker, a local?”

“No. She’s from the Gorandian race. They are agoraphobic in the extreme, so they can only function off their homeworld inside a containment suit that limits external stimuli.”

“What the hell was an agoraphobe doing hanging out on Binsulaker Prime, and more importantly, where is she now?”

“I believe she’s still here. She refused to accept the security minister’s conclusion and is continuing her investigation.”

“I’ll need her contact information unless you can get her to come here. That would be best.”

“I will take care of it.” Due’monian took one last look at the box, sighed, and headed out.

“What do you think?” Rivka asked.

Jay gazed at the Palustrade while she answered. “I think the art in here is simply amazing, while at the same time it’s sad that very few people get to enjoy it. All art is privately owned. Maybe Robin Hood stole the Anastolia so more people could enjoy it.”

“I think our thieves were less philanthropic. They will be swimming in a lake filled with credits, even if they sell the work at a steep discount. It’s pure profit for them.”

What about you, Chaz? Do you have any ideas?

I think this is exhilarating! the AI replied. I see why the team enjoys going on missions with you. There is so much going on. Joust, parry, thrust, slash. Bravo, Magistrate!

Rivka tried not to roll her eyes at the AI’s exuberance. But do you see anything we missed?

Indeed. I wanted to tell you that the sensor feeds were not cut off during the theft. They were erased.

“Well, now, that changes things, and probably narrows our suspect list a great deal,” Rivka said aloud before she realized the magnitude of what Chaz had said. “Deleted? Does that mean you can recover the information?”

She positioned herself in front of Jay, where the video pickup would capture her.

I am working on it right now, Chaz replied proudly.

“I love you, Chaz,” Rivka stated, giving him a thumbs-up.

Me too, Magistrate.


CHAPTER FIVE



The Gallery, Gil’dinor’s Estate

“Is Red coming back?” Rivka finally asked. Lindy shrugged but put her finger to her temple as she tried to contact him privately using her internal comm chip.

Jay wanted to explore more of the gallery but didn’t want to leave Rivka behind. As a contributing member of the team, Jay was trying to focus on the matter at hand and not the extensive artwork in the collection.

Due’monian’s footsteps on the tile long preceded her arrival. Rivka, Lindy, and Jay were watching when she appeared from the next chamber in the long gallery.

“I’ve transmitted the contact information,” Due’monian announced on her arrival.

Chaz?

I have it, Magistrate. I’m hunting her down right now!

“Our partner on the ship is working on it.”

Whoa! Am I chopped liver?

“I’m sorry, he has a virtual presence with us,” Rivka clarified.

Jay pointed to the small device she wore like a necklace. “Say hi to Chaz.”

“Hi, Chaz.” Due’monian leaned forward and waved. She was a good head and a half taller than Lindy and towered over the smaller Jayita. “Does he speak?”

“Directly into our minds, so you won’t be able to hear him, unfortunately, but I’ll relate what he says.”

Do we trust her? Chaz asked.

Unless it’s that!

“Chaz says hi,” Rivka smoothly interjected when panic flashed across Jay’s face. Not yet, Rivka replied to the AI. “He also says he is trying to contact the insurance agent. Her name is Angora?”

“Angora the Gorandian. Since she’s in the environmental containment unit, she comes across as fairly robotic. Even her voice, but she’s the one Loids of Yoll, the insurance company, sent.”

“When?” Rivka asked.

“She got here less than a day after the incident.”

Rivka shook her head and waved one hand. “I’m sorry. I meant when did Gil’dinor contract with Loids?”

“Before the Anastolia arrived. That was long before I was employed here. The Gil’dinor Estate has had the Anastolia for five years, and Angora has always been the senior’s point of contact.”

I confirm this. Chaz was starting to clear issues from his workload. I am recreating the video. Whoever deleted it did a thorough job, just not thorough enough.

Is that your smug voice, Chaz? Rivka asked.

You’ve been listening to Ankh and Erasmus too much, Jay suggested

Erasmus is the standard upon which all AIs should be modeled.

Rivka was going to dispute Chaz’s last point, but Due’monian was talking.

“No one came in to clean anything up after the theft. It was as you see it now.” The head of the gallery still sounded defensive.

“I have cleared you of any wrongdoing. You were in the right place doing the right things, and none of that mattered. They, whoever they were, were going to steal the Anastolia, no matter who was here,” Rivka explained, trying to put Due’monian’s mind at ease.

“Thanks for that, but it doesn’t make me feel any better. They waited for five years until they found someone suitably weak.”

“I don’t think that’s the case at all. Did you know that there has been a recent spate of art thefts in this sector of Federation space?” Rivka waited for Due’monian to acknowledge the point. “The Anastolia was the fifth piece stolen, the most recent, and far and away the most expensive. That was why we came here first, while the trail was still fresh.”

Rivka didn’t add that the smugglers Wyatt Earp had intercepted had been closest to Binsulaker Prime. Whether they were coming or going was up for debate. The easy answer had disappeared in the massive explosion that consumed the smugglers’ ship.

They were willing to die for the cause, Rivka thought. It had been nagging at her. They had pieces of the puzzle, yet no one knew anything. Clues were sparse, and she couldn’t read the Slakers to discover if it were an inside job. It has to be!

The door to the gallery opened. Red and Kio’alaia walked through, pushing the butler in front of them.

“We had a hard time finding him,” the security operator reported.

“This is a really big place,” Red emphasized. “We went to a great number of places he wasn’t.”

“I thought you were going to collect the security detail?”

“That’s what we started to do, but they don’t come on shift for a couple hours. I thought you had more questions for this guy.”

“I do, but now is not the time I want to ask them.” She stared at the butler, but his face remained expressionless. He didn’t even blink. Rivka tried to wait him out, but his genetics were different. She didn’t remember any of the Slakers blinking. She finally gave up.

“We will be back this evening and meet the security detail when they assume their shift.”

“Of course. We will be waiting on pins and needles for your arrival.”

Red wanted to punch the Slaker but thought better of it.

Jay stepped up. “Are the ones coming on tonight the ones who were here the night Anastolia was stolen?”

“No. We had to let those two go. Their job was to prevent the theft. How could we keep them on?”

“When were you going to tell me?” Rivka wondered, jamming her fists on her hips as she looked at the butler.

“I figured you would discover it for yourself.” The butler looked at the Palustrade sitting unceremoniously on the floor. “What is that doing there? You’ll be fired as soon as senior of the estate hears about this.”

Red stopped the butler from storming off and looked curiously at the statue. Kio’alaia turned his head in that direction but didn’t say anything.

“Look at this.” Due’monian pointed at the box. “And here where there is padding. They didn’t steal the Anastolia that night. They hid her in here and took her later.”

The butler edged closer, looking at the stand.

“Too many people around here touching what they shouldn’t. The senior needs me. I have been away from my duties for far too long.”

“You can return to them with my apologies as soon as you provide the contact information for the two security guards you fired.”

“They were let go. I do not fire anyone.”

Rivka closed her eyes and breathed slowly.

Lindy shouldered past Red to come face to face with the butler. “We need their contact information, which you had to have because of their employment. I also suspect you had full background checks done on them before they were hired. We’ll take copies of those, too.”

“You can’t have them.” The butler crossed his arms in a human-like way, even though nothing besides the tone of his voice gave his feelings away.

Kio’alaia held his hand up to get their attention. “I have all that information. You need not bother the estate or its personnel any longer.”

“Thank you,” Rivka said, eyes still closed. Another anomaly—what to do with the governmental security operator who was paid privately. The conflict of interest was built into the Slakers’ system, and she couldn’t wrap her head around it.

“Let’s find those two, and then we’ll return to the ship. I’ll want the insurance agent to meet us there. I think sharing notes will benefit us both.” Rivka finally opened her eyes. She contemplated the gallery one last time. “The answers we seek are not in here.”

Due’monian wrapped Rivka in her arms and lifted her off the ground in a hug before lovingly picking up the Palustrade and carrying it away.

“Let’s go find us some bad guys,” Red told Kio’alaia.

“What if there are no bad guys to be found?” the security operator asked.

“I’m pretty sure it wasn’t good guys who stole that statue.”
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“Not quite like the estates, is it?” Rivka asked. Kio’alaia ignored the statement. The transport van had taken over an hour to arrive at the security office. Rivka had tried to be patient, but the slow pace on Binsulaker was starting to grate on her nerves.

The soaring and expansive architecture in the estates morphed the farther they traveled toward the center of the city. The closer to city center, the lower the quality of life, until it became absolute squalor. That was when the van stopped.

“According to my records, both security guards live at this address.”

“That building would be condemned on most planets,” Rivka noted. “And it didn’t strike you as odd that in a city as big as this, you got two applicants from the same place?”

“Not at all. People like living near their friends. They’ll apply for jobs together, and these two both passed their background checks. There aren’t very many applicants for night-shift security.”

“I expect not,” Rivka replied. “But the estates! That has to be a good job, compared to some of the other opportunities in this area.”

“Or lack thereof,” Jay added.

Kio’alaia opened the door.

“You wait right here,” Red told the driver. “We’ll be back when we get back.”

“I am sorry, but no. We don’t sit without passengers. There is always the next ride to be given.”

Rivka, Red, and Lindy turned to Kio’alaia. He waited for a moment before speaking. “What?”

“Why don’t you wait with the vehicle? I don’t want to stand around down here for an hour or more waiting for our next ride.”

“But that’s our way. You wait your turn since we have a limited number of vehicles. If we tie up this van, someone else will have to wait even longer.”

“You don’t have a designated security vehicle?”

“Of course not!” Kio’alaia’s exasperation registered in his high-pitched answer, although his facial expression didn’t change. “We don’t waste people’s money buying luxuries like vehicles.”

Rivka removed her credentials from her jacket pocket. “Under my authority as a Magistrate for the Federation, I am confiscating this vehicle. You will stay with it and wait for us to return. Thank you.”

She put her credentials back in her pocket and left the sputtering security operator behind. Red yanked the door to the multi-level apartment building open and stepped through. Rivka and Jay went through next, and Lindy brought up the rear. The ground floor looked like the second floor looked like the rest. Twenty or thirty units on each level. One of the target apartments, based on the address provided by Kio’alaia was on the second floor, and the other on the third.

The darkness took them by surprise, so they needed a moment for their eyes to adjust before continuing. Dust drifted through the air. “Red, Jay, you take the second floor, and Lindy and I will take the third. Watch for any runners.”

“Do you expect them to be here?” Red asked.

Rivka shook her head. “When they don’t answer, open it up and take a look inside. You know the routine. Don’t touch anything in case we need some forensics.” Rivka removed the small neutron pulse weapon from her pocket. Affectionately called “Reaper,” it provided all the firepower she needed. Red and Lindy unholstered their hand-blasters. Both looked at the weapons as if they were toys.

“It sure would be nice if we had our railguns,” Red whispered as they started climbing the stairs. “By the way, what are we looking for?”

“Evidence of a plot to steal the Anastolia. Maybe extra rubber pads like those inside the Palustrade’s stand? Things like that.”

“Not the Anastolia?” Lindy suggested.

“I think the chance of them bringing it here is zero if they were involved. My guess is that it’s already off-planet. I have a theory, but I need to see what Chaz uncovers.”

Red and Jay stepped onto the second-floor landing.

“Stay frosty,” Lindy advised.

“You, too,” Red replied. He and Jay stepped lightly down the hallway, checking numbers beside doors. Rivka made it up three steps before a shout arrived at the same time as an explosion. “Grenade!”

Debris and flames shot across the landing. The stairway started to fill with smoke.

“Red!” Lindy shouted and stormed down the stairs.

Rivka heard a sound above and turned in time to see two Slakers at the top of the steps taking aim with weapons she hadn’t seen before. She pressed the button on Reaper as she jumped over the railing, dropping half a flight before landing on the next flight down. A body falling, she thought. Pounding footsteps. Too many.

With her back to the wall, she edged up the stairs. The strange weapon appeared, with a Slaker behind it. She took aim and fired. The being dropped, instantly dead. Rivka checked her setting. She had it dialed up to seven.

She ran up the stairs to grab the Slaker’s weapon and watch the action. Footsteps from above could be people evacuating or more perps.

“Jay is down. We’re bringing her out,” Red called from the hallway.

“And Red isn’t in too good of shape, either,” Lindy added. A blaster barked, and then another.

After a brief but furious cavalcade of fire, Red shouted, “Clear.”

Slakers appeared, all armed. Rivka took aim with Reaper and fired. The first two went down before the others dodged for cover. They fired heavy slugs launched by smoky propellant wildly into the stairwell.

It created a screen to hide behind. Rivka switched to the Slaker weapon and fired back. Smoke rolled from the end of the barrel. She fired until the weapon stopped, either empty or jammed. She didn’t care which.

Red and Lindy had already passed behind her and were heading downstairs. She vaulted the railing, took two steps, and vaulted again. She jumped half a flight at a time and reached the front door at the same time as the others.

“She’s alive,” Lindy reported once she saw the look on Rivka’s face. They burst onto the street and found Kio’alaia standing there without the van.

“Where’s our ride?” Rivka demanded

“He left! It’s policy.”

Rivka growled and turned to the doorway again to fire at their pursuers. Smoke was making its way down the stairs, but no Slakers appeared. Chaz, bring Wyatt Earp for an emergency recovery.

Clodagh is on her way to the bridge now. Aurora is spinning up the engines. They’ll be here in three minutes. I recommend you find a place they can land.

“Where can my ship land?”

“Not down here!” Kio’alaia wasn’t trying to be negative. The city center had little open space, and nowhere near enough for a heavy frigate.

Red and Rivka immediately looked up. “There.” Red pointed to a building a block away. It was the highest in the area and had a flat roof. Rivka took one long look inside the apartment building before joining her team.

“They can’t land, but they can hover so we can get the hell out of here.”

They took off running, Lindy and Red carrying Jay between them. She was unconscious and had been bleeding heavily. The wounds were already sealed, but she wasn’t like the others. It would take time for her to recover. Her gift was speed, and that had been neutralized when the explosion went off before she could react.

The security operator ran with them.

“Where are you going?” Rivka snarled.

“With you. It’s not safe down here.”

“Maybe that was why we wanted the van to wait for us.” Rivka kept checking over her shoulder. They weren’t clear yet. They needed to round a corner.

“But that’s not the policy.”

Rivka jerked sideways to look at the Slaker. “Can you hear what you’re saying? How about two policies?”

“We can’t do that.” Kio’alaia started checking over his shoulder.

“Twelve o’clock!” Red shouted as he dragged Jay and Lindy to the side. Two Slakers with slug throwers leaned around the corner ahead and started to fire.

Kio’alaia took three rounds, but he never juked. He kept running straight at his fellow Slakers. Rivka was already accelerating away at an angle. She snap-fired Reaper, twirling the device’s business end in the direction of her new enemies. With no cars on the street, either driving or parked, there was nothing to hide behind.

Rivka slid to a stop while the last Slaker led her with his aim and fired. He missed. Rivka didn’t. As he was falling, the Magistrate ran to the corner of the building and peeked around. “Clear,” she yelled over her shoulder before checking the two bodies.

“Kio is down,” Lindy reported.

“Head up. I’ll be right behind you.”

Lindy and Red turned sideways to get Jay through the doorway. Rivka raced back to where Kio’alaia had fallen, kneeled next to him, and pulled his bulk into a sitting position. She leaned her shoulder into his chest and lifted from under his legs. His body fell into place for the fireman’s carry, and she walked quickly off the street and through the door. Red and Lindy were going slowly up the stairs, sheltering Jay with their bodies as they moved her without jostling. Rivka caught up to them after a few seconds.

“Screw it,” Red said and lifted Jay into his arms as if he were cradling a baby. Then he started taking the steps two at a time. They climbed the eight flights quickly. At the top, he stepped aside so Lindy could kick the final door open. Wyatt Earp was descending, landing skids up, to hover less than a meter above the roof.

The cargo bay ramp lowered until it was in contact with the surface, and the team ran across the open space and into their ship. The ramp retracted, and the ship accelerated away from the city center.

“The Slaker goes first,” Rivka announced. The Pod-doc was off to the side of the cargo bay, open and waiting, with Clodagh waving her in as if guiding a landing airplane. Rivka placed Kio’alaia inside, and the door closed.

Rivka was counting on the power of the Pod-doc to bring the almost dead Slaker back to life. Jay was injured, maybe dying, but Rivka was betting they could save both.

“Make Jay stronger,” Red pleaded, holding the young woman tightly.

"Can't do it without Ankh. This is the emergency Pod-doc, so it only does the minimum unless the programming is overridden, and only Ankh and Erasmus can do that,” Rivka explained almost dispassionately.

Jay struggled to breathe, but was settling into a smoother rhythm. Rivka glared at the Slaker through the Pod-doc’s lid. “I want him well so I can rip him a new one. He took us into a battleground without the least hint of what we were walking into.”


CHAPTER SIX



Orbit around Binsulaker Prime

The wombat’s plaintive cry echoed through the ship as the round ball of fur bounded through the hatch and into the cargo bay. Rivka caught her before she could barrel head-first into her unconscious friend. Floyd was so distraught, she couldn’t speak coherently. Rivka cooed to her and stroked her slowly to calm her down.

“Jay will be fine. She is waiting for her turn in the Pod-doc. It will only be a few more minutes.” The Magistrate leaned close to Jay, holding the wombat over her. “See? She’s breathing, and the bleeding has stopped. She is badly hurt and needs you to be strong for her.”

The wombat continued to blubber. The Magistrate let her wedge between the green-haired woman’s arm and body, nuzzling her for comfort and warmth.

The lid popped on the Pod-doc. Red unceremoniously dragged the Slaker out, pushing him aside. Rivka picked Floyd up, much to the wombat’s dismay. Red and Lindy carefully placed Jay inside and closed the door. Clodagh started the system, and it began to cycle.

All they had to do was wait.

Rivka took a deep breath before trying to speak to Kio’alaia. The Slaker’s head rolled on his shoulders, and he blinked rapidly while he tried to regain his awareness.

“Where am I?”

“You’re on my ship, Wyatt Earp.”

“I’m Kio’alaia,” he replied.

“I know. What do you remember?” Rivka asked.

“I remember that you just called me Wyatt Earp. I thought you knew who I was. Did I pass out when you got shot?”

“You were shot, not me.” Rivka pointed to the slug holes in his clothing. “You were mostly dead, but you got better.”

Rivka tried to sound sympathetic. She had never been brought back from almost dead by the Pod-doc, so she couldn’t relate to Kio’alaia’s confusion.

He looked at the holes and back at Rivka. “Interesting. Did we get them?”

“The two who shot you have been judged,” the Magistrate replied flatly.

“I suspect that means they’ve been killed?”

Rivka nodded before realizing he might not understand the gesture. “Yes.”

“Pity. We have had people down there trying to break up those gangs…” He bowed his head to look at the bullet holes and tested them with a finger to find where the slugs had entered his body. “I’m not sure I was shot.”

“Let me give you the down and dirty. You hired two security guards from ground zero of gangland, then abandoned us in the middle of their war, and while we were making our escape, you were shot multiple times because you’ve probably never been shot at before.”

“They passed their background checks,” he replied in a weak voice.

“Next time, tell me everything. Don’t leave out the parts about gang wars or weapons. We should have been fully armored and packing heavy to go into your city center, but everything your government puts out says Binsulaker is the safest place in the universe.”

“It is!”

Rivka glared at him until he changed his attitude. “As long as you don’t go into any of the bad areas.”

“Was that so hard?” Rivka leaned back and stood with her hands on her hips. “For future reference, that’s called telling the truth. You have an annoying tendency to leave inconveniences out of your explanations. My impression is that these guards were lackeys. I think you’ll have a hard time finding them, but find them you will, because you put my team and me at risk and got one of them severely injured, and you were almost killed! Maybe it would have been better to let you expire and call a van to pick up your body because there can only be one policy. Regardless, your entire mission is to find them. Otherwise, I will have to take legal action against you and Binsulaker Prime for mischaracterization of planetary safety levels.”

“Legal action?”

“I’m holding it over your head so we can solve this crime. When it was put in Federation hands, Binsulaker gave up sovereignty over the case. Don’t make me start lopping heads off.”

“You lop heads?” Kio’alaia started rubbing his temples.

“You need to eat and drink. The nanocytes working to repair your body need fuel. Follow me.”

The Slaker stood on unsteady legs and walked across the cargo bay, ignoring Red’s, Lindy’s, and Clodagh’s glares. Even Floyd hissed at him.

“We’ll join you when Jay is out of the woods,” Red stated loud enough to echo within the cargo bay.

Rivka waved without looking back. She got the point he was making.

They all did.

When they reached the dining area, Rivka directed Kio’alaia to the food processor. She didn’t know what Slakers ate, and she was starving. She had burned enough calories in the more than eight hours since her last meal that she thought she could feel her bones pushing through her skin.

“One pio’klast, please.”

Rivka grimaced, expecting the food processor to ignore the request, but it did not. An odd-looking mash of green and brown appeared on a plate.

“You’ll probably need two or three more,” Rivka advised.

“Pio’klast is filling. This will be more than enough.”

“Your new nanos are hungry little beasts. If you’re not full, order another one. There is no risk of getting fat. You’ll burn the energy.” Rivka faced the food processor. “Three servings of gnocchi quattro formaggi with meatballs, please, and two jugs of water.”

The processor dutifully delivered the three plates before recycling to deliver the water. She placed one jug in front of Kio’alaia and the other in front of herself. The Slaker started slowly, taking small bites and dutifully chewing, but quickly changed to shoveling it in.

His expression remained blank, as usual, once he finished, but he kept glancing at the food processor.

Rivka finished chewing. “Go ahead.” She nodded at the device on the wall. Kio’alaia ordered a second, and then a third helping. After devouring her main courses, Rivka ordered an oversized helping of chocolate cake. She stabbed her fork into it as the door opened and the others walked in with Jay.

The Magistrate jumped up and hurried over to give the young woman a hug. Red and Lindy went to the food processor and ordered mini-banquets.

“What the hell?” Red complained when his fries came out pink without ketchup.

“I think that was Ankh’s way of letting you know he still loves you,” Lindy suggested.

“Ketchup,” Red whispered, his lips centimeters from the food processor. When it delivered mayonnaise, he tried one more time using a different approach. “Give me the blood of my enemies in which to bathe my meal.”

The food processor activated and delivered.

Something.

“What the hell is that?” Red asked, making a face as he examined what Ankh had determined best fit the parameters of his order.

Lindy sniffed before laughing. “Ankh has decided your enemies are cucumbers. It looks like you’ll be dipping your fries in pickle juice.”

“I don’t want to dip my fries in pickle juice,” Red declared.

“Ketchup, please,” Lindy ordered. It arrived exactly as requested. Red scowled as he opened the processor door and removed his favorite condiment.

He opened his mouth as if to say something but thought better of it. He turned to Jay. “What would you like?”

“Yogurt?” she said, making it sound like a question.

Red put one of his plates in front of her. “You probably need something that sticks to your ribs a little better.” He looked at the single plate and the other two balanced on his arm before putting them all in front of her. “I’m glad you’re not dead.”

Lindy chuckled. “That is the most sentiment you’ll get from him. I am very happy you are okay, both of you.”

Red looked at his shredded clothing. His nanocytes had repaired most of the damage, but he was still in pain, judging by the odd winces accompanying random muscle spasms.

“We’re all glad of that, Jay, but we don’t say it out loud,” Rivka offered. Kio’alaia watched the interplay intently. His fork was steady, paused midway between his plate and mouth.

“I do.” Red returned to the food processor and looked at it, then at Lindy.

“Fine.” She leaned around her husband. “Two one-pound burgers and fries with ketchup.”

It delivered a meal with food of the right color and the condiment of choice. “I’ll be damned. That little bastard programmed it to recognize my voice so it could mess with me.”

“Ankh likes us,” Jay said past a mouthful of fries, the color starting to return to her cheeks. Floyd wouldn’t leave her side. Red and Lindy sat down and started to inhale their meals.

“Now you!” Rivka turned on Kio’alaia. His eyes darted to her.

“Ankh likes me, too,” he suggested and returned to eating.

“Nice try. We’re going to head out-system to continue our investigation into the art-smuggling ring we believe was behind the Anastolia’s theft. Besides your statue, there was an oil painting worth a couple hundred million credits that went missing from a system less than fifty light-years away, and there are three other high-end art thefts we need to look into.”

“If you know who the smuggling ring is, why don’t you arrest them?” the Slaker asked.

“If we did that, do you think you’d get the Anastolia back?” Rivka waved him away before continuing, “We suspect the ring exists, but details are sketchy, and we don’t know who is behind it. In the interim, I need you to find those two security guards and hold them until I get back.”

He started to open his mouth, but Rivka cut him off.

“I don’t care if your policy doesn’t allow for holding witnesses or suspects. I. Don’t. Care. You do it. They had best be waiting for me when we get back. If you can’t do that little thing for me, I won’t be able to forgive your malfeasance in putting my team and me in harm’s way.”

“Yes.” Kio’alaia finished eating. His answer could have meant anything, but Rivka didn’t press him. She didn’t know where the key to the investigation was, but she was convinced it wasn’t on Binsulaker Prime.

Binsulaker Prime, Security Operator First Order Kio’alaia’s Office

“I hate waiting,” Rivka said for the fourth time.

Kio’alaia held his hands out. He had adopted the human gesture for “calm down,” but got it wrong by making it look like a mother patting her small child on the head. Rivka wanted to be angry but appreciated that he was trying. “You wanted to speak to the insurance agent while she was still here. I have asked her to come, and given her the time. She is late. I can do no more. It’s not like I can send a van after her.”

Rivka furrowed her brow as she contemplated the security operator. “Was that a joke?” In her peripheral vision, she saw Red nodding. “Well done, Kio.”

“Kio’alaia,” he said, enunciating slowly.

“You should be happy I’m not calling you Wyatt Earp.”

“We could talk about running and first blood,” Red casually threw out.

Rivka rolled her head sideways to look at him.

Lindy rubbed her thumb and forefinger together—the money gesture.

“Don’t tell me,” Rivka started. “You won.”

“I had a feeling. Nine hours and thirty-seven minutes. It came to me in a dream.” He gazed wistfully at the ceiling.

Lindy stabbed her thumb over her shoulder at him. “Both pots.”

“Marital bliss means half, right?” Rivka winked at her bodyguard before frowning at Kio’alaia because Angora still wasn’t there.

“What’s mine is mine and what’s his is mine, so…”

“Without the yacht, we’re all dressed up with nowhere to go,” Red added.

“What was the haul?” Rivka asked.

“A few thousand credits. Twenty percent goes to an adoption agency Nathan supports. Ten percent goes to the no-blood, no-running kitty. The rest goes to the winner.”

“I didn’t see the latest on that.” Rivka rubbed her chin in thought. “I always pick no blood, no running.”

“If we ever have one of those, I’m more than happy seeing you win it all. That pot is up to over ten grand,” Lindy noted.

“I think we need a rule that the one who bleeds can’t be the one who wins the pool.”

“Hold on, Magistrate.” Red turned serious, stepping forward and holding his hands out the right way. Rivka wondered if Kio’alaia was watching. “How about if you certify that there was no subterfuge? They tried to blow up the building with us in it. We ran for our lives. They almost killed that guy!”

Red pointed at the Slaker, who remained stoic. The bodyguard was undeterred in his passionate defense of his winnings.

“Fine. I’ll certify our abject failure in each case.” She shook her head as she looked out the front door. “Why can’t I be like a normal barrister, one who sits in a plush office, working in the halls of justice to provide a structure within which decent people can operate? Take criminals off our stations. Enforce contracts. Normal stuff.”

“That ain’t you, Magistrate,” Red told her matter-of-factly.

Rivka sighed and pointed.

The door opened before Red could reply. A box-like mechanized system stood at the top of the steps. The short legs looked out of place beneath the bulky self-contained suit. There were clear panels on all four sides through which the occupant could look out. Tentacle-like appendages were tucked against the frame in front, on the sides, in the back, and on top. The thing would look like a flailing octopus with all the appendages deployed.

“I am Angora, a Gorandian, insurance representative from Loids of Yoll,” she announced.

I thought she was undercover, Red said over the internal comm. He kept his expression neutral as Rivka gave him The Look, clenching her jaw to keep from laughing, which would only encourage him.

“I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa. Please call me Rivka.”

The Gorandian filled the doorway. She let the silence stretch out.

Rivka was tired of waiting. “I have some questions that I hope you don’t mind answering.”

“Yes, that is why I’m here. I wish to cooperate in any way you need.”

“Why were you on Binsulaker Prime on the day of the theft?” Rivka asked, reaching out to touch the suit. She felt something—the raw edge of an emotion, but not enough to understand what it meant. If only she could touch the person, who had a natural anxiety toward social situations, the outdoors, or anywhere they might feel trapped. So much so that she existed inside her suit, maintaining a physical barrier between her and the environment in which she had to operate.

“I was here soliciting more clients, but alas, not everyone is like the most excellent Gil’dinor.”

Looking at the suit and not a being or a face or anything that conveyed even non-emotions made it a challenge. Rivka didn’t know where to look to ask her questions.

“I’d like a list of those potential clients, please.”

“I’m sorry, I can’t provide that to you. It is secret, and without a warrant, there’s nothing I can do.” Angora’s response was smooth, delivered rote via the mechanical voice.

“Chaz, please send a copy of my warrant for Angora’s Binsulaker Prime client and potential client list to Loids of Yoll. Copy to Kio’alaia for him to verify with our witness.” Rivka repeated her words over the internal comm for Chaz to implement. Within a minute, Kio’alaia let them know he had gotten it.

“Of course, I’ll transmit the list immediately.”

Chaz confirmed receipt. Magistrate, there is only one name on it. Gil’dinor.

“With the first theft, I thought the rich and powerful would come flocking to me to insure their prized possessions, but they did not. I was hoping Gil’dinor would introduce me and talk about the excellent service we provide.”

“Did you pay him for his loss?” Rivka drilled to the heart of the issue.

“Not yet. We will pay as soon as we’ve exhausted all efforts to find the insured property.”

“That’s a pretty subjective timeline. With my judge’s hat on, I would rule the contract terminology to be too ambiguous and revert the timeframe to reasonable, or one Standard year.”

“And that is the next clause in the contract. Or one year, whichever comes first.”

“What have you found, then?” Rivka pressed.

“I think you’ll confirm that the video wasn’t co-opted and shutdown. It was erased.”

Rivka didn’t want to share what she knew. That was not how this game was played. “Go on.”

“You’ll find that the Anastolia was stolen two days prior to its discovery. A holoprojector made it look like it was still there.”

Rivka swallowed hard. Two days earlier? She tried to get her head wrapped around the timeline and alarm-free theft. “Holoprojectors aren’t that good.”

“This one is,” Angora replied. A tentacle moved away from the metal body and deftly reached through a small opening in the suit. It removed a device and offered it to Rivka. She examined it before touching it.

“There are no prints,” the mechanical voice relayed.

“You removed evidence from the crime scene?” Rivka was starting to get angry. No one in her investigation had been honest.

“You have seen the security operation firsthand. Would you leave evidence with them?”

Rivka expected Kio’alaia to take affront at that, but he remained as unreadable as always. “What do you do with evidence?”

“We document it.”

“And then what?” Rivka pressed.

“And then nothing.”

“You just leave it there?”

“Of course.”

“One policy strikes again.”

“It’s not our property,” he maintained.

“Did you see the holoprojector?”

“I did not.” He did not further elaborate.

Rivka turned back to Angora. “You took it before they could document it?”

“They didn’t know what it was, but they all looked at it,” the Gorandian replied.

“Can you turn it on for us?”

A second tentacle snaked over to the join the first. An intricate network of pincers, picks, and probes emerged. They rotated a dial and tapped an activator. The Anastolia appeared.

Rivka stepped back, gawking. “The Federation needs this technology,” she said without thinking. “Never mind.”

Even when her eyes were less than a meter from the image, she still felt like she could reach out and touch the statue.

“I’m sure we can come to some kind of agreement,” Angora said smoothly before securing the device within the environmental containment unit.

“Up for a trip to Dax-7? We need to see a man about a horse.” Rivka gestured for the Gorandian to clear the doorway.

“What is a horse?” Angora asked.

“We’ll talk on the way.”


CHAPTER SEVEN



Interstellar Space between Binsulaker Prime and Dax-7

“I love your ship,” Angora said in her mechanical voice.

Rivka nodded. The suited Gorandian couldn’t fit through the smaller doors into the quarters, so Rivka had to do something. “If it’s okay, how about you use the cargo bay to relax and recharge?”

“I am self-contained for up to six months. I don’t need to recharge.”

“Sorry, figure of speech. I expect you need time away from the chaos that is humanity.”

“I see. Yes, there is much more external stimuli than I am used to, but I can tune most of it out. I am far more outgoing than most of my race, but even I have my limitations.”

Rivka stopped once they reached the cargo bay. “I doubt many of your people ever leave your home planet?”

“Very few indeed,” Angora confirmed. “The suits are critical for our sanity. Not a single Gorandian has ever survived being outside their suit while away from home.”

“A shame.” Rivka loved the wonders of the universe and being able to see them firsthand.

“Not at all.” Rivka watched for an external demonstration of the Gorandian’s disagreement, but there was nothing. She was motionless and could have been taken for a statue. “Our universe is inside our minds, and that is truly boundless.”

“What will you do with the holoprojector?” The Magistrate wanted to send it to R2D2 for examination and reverse-engineering. If only Ankh were on board; it would be a challenge he would relish.

“I expect Loids will sell it to recoup some of the massive losses if we have to pay the claim for the Anastolia.”

You had no problem taking the premiums, which were for payment after loss. It was a bet, and Loids lost, Rivka thought.

“We’ll see if we can come to a better resolution than that,” Rivka replied.

“You have given me new hope. The authorities on Binsulaker Prime were less than helpful. Their system of minimal government has some benefits, but a number of drawbacks.”

“So we saw.” Rivka led the way into the cargo bay. “Your home away from home.”

“I’m always home,” Angora replied.

“Sorry, the sanity thing. I understand. I’m trying to be polite because I expect we’ll be working together for a while. I’m not sure the answer will be quick or easy.”

Angora didn’t reply, which Rivka took as agreement. It hadn’t been a question.

“What do you know about the oil painting, The Passion of the Muhdal?”

A long silence ensued. “Are you looking it up?” Rivka asked.

“I am looking for more data, which I have found. Loids of Yoll also insures the Muhdal. The exact figure is one hundred seventy-four million credits.”

“No wonder you’re so keen to resolve these. The other three thefts are, on Azfelius, the crystalline piece called Infinity, from the Ring Planet of Yemilore, the Marble Orb, and from Yoll itself, Hydra of Hades.” Rivka waited for Angora to respond.

“Loids insured the Marble Orb and the Hydra of Hades. I hadn’t heard about the Infinity. Is it as beautiful as the other works?”

“From what I’ve seen…” Rivka said, but her mind was whirling at the insurance company’s engagement with each art treasure. “The Infinity is a crystal structure that pulls the viewer into it, not unlike the Anastolia, but different. The Infinity is a planetary treasure. The other four are, or were, in private collections.”

“That is correct.”

“How much is Loids on the hook for?”

“One-point-eight billion credits.”

“Billion with a b. Sounds like that would put a serious crimp in Loids’ cash position.”

“How the company pays claims is irrelevant to the investigation, but rest assured, Loids will not violate the terms of its policies.”

“I’ll talk to the High Chancellor since I think a visit to Loids’ main office on Yoll is called for.”

“I’ve heard it is a very nice office, with cookies as big as your face.”

Rivka wasn’t sure what to make of that. “Do you eat cookies?”

“No.”

“Have you been to the main office?” Rivka leaned closer but was denied any emotions from the Gorandian.

“No.”

“You have the biggest client for Loids, but you haven’t been to Yoll?”

“I have the biggest art client, but Gil’dinor is far from Loids’ largest client.”

Rivka scratched her chin. “Would you look at the time?” the Magistrate said without looking at anything that showed the time. “I have to make a phone call. If you’d excuse me.”

“Of course. I have some work to do as well,” Angora replied as pleasantly as her mechanical voice allowed.

I bet you do, Rivka thought.
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The screen flickered as if it had been answered in visual mode, but it remained blank. “High Chancellor Wyatt?” Rivka asked the screen.

A piece of clothing was pulled away from the camera, and the High Chancellor appeared. “I see why Grainger complains.”

“Oh, crap. It’s the middle of the night, isn’t it?”

The High Chancellor rubbed his eyes. The gray at his temples seemed more pronounced than the last time Rivka had seen him. “Is Chaz on vacation?”

“No, but he did have an OBE on Binsulaker Prime.”

“OBE?”

“Out-of-body experience.”

“If he’s there, why didn’t you ask him what time it was on Yoll? And of course, it’s the middle of the night. Stop asking questions you already know the answers to.”

Rivka felt appropriately chastised.

“I won’t do it again. Since you’re up, I think I’ve found a link to four of the five art-theft cases. Loids of Yoll insures them, and the agent is on my ship. We’re on our way to Dax-7, but I’m stalling because she has a great deal of information she’s not sharing, and I can’t feel her if you understand what I mean. She’s Gorandian, an agoraphobe who exists within a robotic environmental suit. I had a problem with the Slakers, too.”

The High Chancellor leaned back and crossed his arms over his all-black LMBPN-logo Under Armour top. “What I hear you saying is that you’ve lost your touch.”

Rivka pursed her lips and stared back at the screen.

“You clearly have to improve your game, Magistrate. You have to do it like the rest of us now, just like you did with the Station 13 AI.”

“Yes, High Chancellor. This case is like smoke in a heavy wind.”

“To stay even, you have to match the speed of the wind.”

Rivka slowly nodded. “I’ll be coming to Yoll to visit the Loids offices. They are hip-deep in this mess, and I have to figure out how.”

“And maybe recover the stolen art?”

“If it wasn’t on the ship that blew itself up.”

“Then we would be no different than we are now, although we’re closer to answers than when we started. Aren’t we?”

“Yes, and I have something else. The Anastolia, the billion-credit statue, was stolen two days before the alarm went off, and was replaced by a holoprojector that made it look real, even at a distance of less than one meter.”

“That might be of interest to the Federation. I’d have to ask Lance Reynolds, but bring it in, and we’ll look at it.”

“I don’t have it. The insurance agent has secured it within her suit.”

“Is it evidence?”

“Yes.”

“Then I don’t understand what the problem is. Drop a subpoena on her, then a warrant. I’m sorry, but sometimes the heavy-handed approach is called for. Is there a reason you’re hesitating?”

“I think we need her. Her insight could help us find our perp or perps, who in turn, could help us dismantle the smuggling ring. Follow the trail of little fish to the big one, or so I’ve been taught as a Magistrate.”

“Touché, Rivka. What are your victory conditions for this case?”

“I’ve never heard you put it that way before, but I like it. First and foremost, we dismantle the smuggling ring. Without the ring, the incentive to steal high-value works evaporates. Then we go after the thieves and recover the artworks.”

“You have your priorities correct, Magistrate. Next time, check the time, and call during work hours.”

The High Chancellor cut the connection.

“I think you’re spending too much time with Grainger,” she told the blank screen. “But you’re right. I have some work to do to get back on track.”

She paced in her quarters as she let her mind work through the possibilities and different ways to solve the problems that confronted them.

Rivka sat down at her desk and tapped the comm channel for a direct link to Clodagh. “Keep holding us here but prepare to Gate to Dax-7.”

“We’ll be ready when you are.”

Rivka tapped again. “Conference room, please. I need Red, Lindy, Jay, and Angora, please. Bring Floyd, too, and you might as well bring the cat if anyone can find him.”

“Jay here. Wenceslaus was on the yacht when Ankh left.”

“We lost another cat?” Rivka thought for a moment. “Red, are you chasing them away?”

“I wish I had that kind of power,” Red replied.

“True. What’s wrong with us, that we get adopted by cats who then abandon us? Twice. That is dicked up.”

“It’s not anything I’d want on my tombstone,” Red suggested.

“Who thinks like that? And it’s not up to you, anyway. Death is suffered only by the living. And if I outlive you, and the chances are about ninety-nine percent that I will, I’m putting that on your monument. ‘Friend to all cats.’ It’s in your best interest to live a really long time.”

“Is anyone on their way to the conference room?” Jay asked.

“Damn.” Rivka closed her comm channel and headed out.

She liked her team. She liked them a lot, and the banter kept her sane. Rivka knew Red was far more intelligent than he let on. Lindy was quiet, but always watching, always learning. And Jay understood emotions and empathy better than Rivka ever would. They kept her on her toes.

The Magistrate smiled as she walked, not watching where she was going. She almost ran into the Gorandian, who filled the corridor. “Can you make it inside?”

“Yes, it is no problem, but no one is here. I wondered where you were.”

“Wrapping up whatever we were working on.” Rivka watched the Gorandian. She was probably watching back, but the one-way glass prevented Rivka from seeing inside. “Please, after you.”

The small legs navigated deftly through the doorway and into the room. She maneuvered easily into the corner, where there was enough space to keep from interfering with anyone else’s movement within the room.

Red, Lindy, and Jay arrived moments later. Floyd ran in at the last moment and stopped when she saw the Gorandian suit. She cowered and started to whimper before slowly backing out of the room. Jay went after her.

“What do you think that was about?” Rivka asked when all eyes turned to the Gorandian.

“I’m sure I don’t know,” Angora replied in her mechanical voice. Red scowled at her.

“Once Jay gets back, we’ll begin.” Rivka tapped her datapad until images of the five stolen artworks appeared. With another tap, the table’s holoprojector displayed them and started to rotate each individually so everyone could appreciate the pieces that had been taken.

“If I may,” Angora’s mechanical voice blasted into the silence, even though she spoke quietly, “I have received final instructions from the main office, clearing me to give you all the information we have on these clients, in addition to prospects on the same planets where the thefts occurred. I had to plead with them and promise I would stay with you until the end of your investigation. It is very important to Loids of Yoll that the perpetrators of these crimes be caught, and the art-smuggling ring be dismantled. If these criminals continue operating, Loids will have to start charging obscene premiums. We do not wish to do that.”

“Your clients will thank you. Transmit all the information to Chaz, who will catalog and share as we need.”

“Already done, and I thank you for your patience while we worked through our privacy concerns.”

“Information received,” Chaz reported. “It is rather extensive. I’ll need a few seconds.”

Almost immediately after Chaz finished speaking, parsed information appeared above the table in place of the rotating information. Displayed was a list of attempted contacts by net worth, premiums, and payments from the individuals to cover their property, estimated value, and more lists.

“Hold on, Chaz. Wait until Jay gets back.” Rivka’s eyes were drawn to the premiums and estimated art values, which were significantly greater than what had been publicly shared.

Rivka held her tongue while they waited. The insurance company had assessed the Anastolia’s value at a cool two billion credits. They had shared the value as one-point-one billion.

That had been in the security minister’s official report. Rivka steepled her fingers and arranged the information in her mind based on who she needed answers from. Loids, which meant Angora. Gil’dinor. The Slaker security minister. And the investigators on four other planets. She hoped she would be able to read the other races, but she kept that to herself. It was a shortcut, and she was impatient.

Good lawyering wasn’t always quick or easy. She breathed deeply before exhaling fully, repeating the process slowly and deliberately. Rivka was calm and on track when Jay returned.

“What was Floyd’s problem?” Red asked, earning a smack on the arm from his wife.

“How is our little girl?” Lindy clarified while giving Red The Look.

“That’s pretty much what I said,” Red tried to claim in a side-mouth whisper.

“Not even close.” Lindy squeezed his arm, and they both smiled.

Newlyweds, Rivka thought. There was a time not long ago when that would have led to a room-clearing brawl. Rivka contemplated them for a moment before musing further, And it still may, sometime in the future.

“Don’t you two get in a fight aboard my ship. If you break up, I’ll fire you both and leave you on a non-Federation backwater. We’re all in this together.” Rivka looked from face to face and received subtle nods.

“Did I miss something?” Jay wondered.

“No, but we miss Floyd. How is she?”

“She had quite the fright. I believe Angora’s suit is similar to what Ten’s metal minions wore on Home World.” Jay leaned until she could see the glass panel the Gorandian was supposed to use to look out of. “That’s where she’s from.”

“Have you ever been out of Federation space?” Rivka asked, turning to look at Angora.

“I have not. There is no reason since Loids won’t insure anyone not under basic protection of the Federation.”

“A mostly safe premise, until now,” Rivka noted. “I’m going to reserve the question of ‘What are we missing,’ until after we’ve visited the other four crime scenes and talked to the investigators.”

Silence followed as they studied the information Angora had shared.

“I have to ask. How does a two billion credit value become one-point-one billion?”

“One is for calculation of the premium based on estimated replacement cost. The other is a straight estimated value at the time the item is insured.”

“How much does Loids intend to pay out?”

“Somewhere between the two figures. There will be significant negotiations.”

“The client has to fight for the value of their one-of-a-kind artwork? That sounds dodgy to me.”

“It’s in the contract the clients’ lawyers read.” Angora didn’t move when she spoke. It was like a disembodied voice from within the conference room. When Chaz spoke, he made things happen with the conference table’s projection system to let everyone focus on something besides a voice from beyond.

“Lawyers reading it doesn’t make it right,” Rivka countered, speaking as a professional who’d had to deal with bad contracts. Sometimes there were no other choices. “What is your competition in the high-end art insurance market?”

“We are the only one to insure works above fifty million credits. The alternative is to post a bond equal to the value of the artwork, but then the owner is simply paying for their artwork twice. For a fraction, Loids will pay the full value.”

“Full value as determined by a negotiation.”

“Of course.” Angora sounded confident in her position. Rivka didn’t like it, but if that was the accepted practice, she would have to let it go and move on to the real issue.

“The smuggling ring,” she said, drawing the room’s attention to her. “We’re looking at the symptoms, not the disease. Our primary purpose here is to find and dismantle this smuggling ring. We’ll use the thefts to point us in the direction of the perps, who we’ll then leverage to find who they are working for. We’ll pull that string until the whole thing unravels. Who or what will we find at the top?”

“Will the Slakers find the missing security guards?” Angora asked.

“I think it will be easier to find out who made and deployed the holoprojector you’re carrying.”

The Gorandian opened a door in the suit and extracted the projector with one of her tentacles. She held it out for Rivka to take.

“Fingerprints or DNA?” the Magistrate asked.

“No recoverable forensics. It was clean.”

Rivka thought about asking for details as to how that was determined, but the answer would get her no closer to exposing the ring.

“Chaz, can you get me a hotline to Ankh, please?”

“Space is cold on a normalized scale for warm-blooded creatures like you. Plus, we have no line. I’ll use the Etheric communication system if that’s okay.”

“I guess if we don’t have two cans and a string, that will have to do,” Rivka replied with a grin. “You know my foibles. That sounded like something Ankh would say.”

“I admit that I miss him. I have a constant link with Erasmus, but that is to explore the financial systems, looking for movements of large amounts of credits. Our work there is bearing no fruit, to use your jargon. I will send Ankh a message via his partner.”

A second later, Chaz reported, “Done.”

A few moments later, a three-dimensional representation of Ankh appeared above the conference table. It was him, but not him. An avatar, humanized but blue.

“Ankh, buddy, did you party with those R2D2 guys?” Red asked.

“We have had a major breakthrough, and the installation of the new system, which the team has taken to calling Tankhenshield, is currently underway. There is a respite. What can I do for you, Magistrate?”

“I like the party Ankh, as opposed to the busy Ankh,” Rivka replied. “Congratulations. We have a device I need to send to you for forensic analysis and reverse-engineering if you wish. It projects a holographic image that is so realistic, it is indistinguishable from the actual item.”

“We already have something like that, but the power drain limited its utility, although, with the miniaturized Etheric power supplies, that should be easy to overcome.”

Rivka held up the device. “This is it. It fooled the gallery caretaker and viewers for days while the thieves made their escape.”

Ankh’s avatar leaned forward to take a better look at the item. “Yes. Send that to us. I want to take a look.”

“If you can figure who made it and who they sold it to, that would be the frosting on the cake.”

“I don’t like cake.”

“Just when I thought we’d lost the old Ankh, there he is.” Rivka smiled at the Crenellian. “I have to ask. Tankhenshield?”

“Something our co-workers here at R2D2 came up with. Ted and Ankh, Frankensteining a shield. I don’t agree with it, but the name is now official, despite our protests.”

“Frankensteining!” Rivka exclaimed. “I have got to meet your co-workers. Tankhenshield. I’m going to use that.”

“Of course, you will. I’m bringing it back when I return.”

“That’s not what… Never mind. We’re on our way to Dax-7, then Azfelius and Yemilore, and we’ll finish at Yoll before returning to Binsulaker Prime unless we’re pulled somewhere else based on something we find. Also, when you’re searching, one possible link is that four of the five thefts that occurred were of Loids-insured pieces.”

“Four of five isn’t a link,” Ankh replied, his voice flat and emotionless. “Four of four is a link. What makes the fifth piece different?”

“It wasn’t in a private collection. It was in a shrine controlled by the planet’s religious order.”

“That one wasn’t stolen by the same group,” Ankh said matter-of-factly. “Chaz has already sent me the data. Erasmus and I will look it over. Wait where you are. I’ll send a drone to recover the device.”

“A drone? We need to get to Dax-7 as soon as possible…”

“The drone has Gated in parallel to our position. It will be in the hangar bay in less than two minutes.”

“Holy crap! That took seconds. I remain amazed at what you can do.”

“You know what this means?” Red asked. The others faced him, wondering where he was going. “We can have pizza delivered. Anywhere. Anytime. I want to give you a big ol’ kiss right on top of your bald blue head, buddy.”

“You can’t use these drones to bring you pizza. They are one of the most sophisticated devices in the Federation right now, with technology that we cannot risk falling into enemy hands,” Ankh shot back.

“I knew it!” Red leaned back and crossed his arms. “That little thing you did with the ketchup? This is war, Ankh.”

“In a battle of wits, I won’t duel with an unarmed human.”

“You little bastard,” Red grumbled. The image disappeared.

Lindy slowly blew out a breath. “As a former waitress, I will tell you this one time. Never antagonize the person who can spit in your food.”

“He wouldn’t.” Red looked quickly from face to face. No one was on his side. “Get him back so I can tell him I was joking. Chaz?”

The AI didn’t answer.

“He knows you weren’t joking, so I’d go with packaged rations for the rest of this case if I were you,” Rivka suggested.

“Your bed. You lie in it.” Lindy crossed her arms and mirrored Red’s posture.

“But…” The argument died on Red’s lips. “I like pizza.”

“We all like pizza, dumbass,” Rivka mumbled. “And now we’re not going to have any delivered.”

“But he said…”

“He always says no. You can’t give him a chance to say no, then it’ll be yes.”

“I’m not sure that makes sense,” Jay said softly, contorting her face as she tried to apply Rivka’s logic to what she knew about the Crenellian.

Red pulled an old-style notebook from his pocket. Rivka stared at it as if not comprehending what she was looking at. Red produced a pen and started scribbling.

“You carry a notebook?”

“Sure.”

“Why?” Rivka wondered.

“To take notes.” He flipped through the pages to show that half of them were filled with scribbles. He finished writing. “I’ll take that to the hangar bay.”

Rivka made the hand-it-over gesture. Red shrugged and gave her his handwritten note.

The words, printed, read Ankh, I would die to keep you safe.

“Damn, Red. Maybe you do know how to apologize.” Rivka made to hand the paper back, but she saw something was written on the other side. She flipped it over. But I can’t do that if I’m weak from hunger.

Rivka pushed the device and the note across the table. Red smiled as he took them both and rushed out.

The Magistrate started to chuckle. She tried to talk but couldn’t, and soon, Lindy and Jay were with her, laughing uncontrollably. When Red returned, all three women were wiping their eyes and trying to regain control.

“What did I miss?” Red asked.

The Gorandian was first to speak up. “I don’t understand human humor.”

“Sometimes, I don’t either.” Red assumed his seat and tried to look innocent.

Rivka composed herself enough to take a shot. “It wouldn’t have been funny if you weren’t serious,” she admitted.

“What?” Red shrugged again, but he wasn’t smiling. “I don’t want anyone spitting in my food.”

“No one will.” Lindy sobered. “I’ll order for you.”

“I’m not sure how to take that, but without Crenellian spit is my preferred menu choice.”

“I still don’t get human humor.” If the mechanical voice hadn’t come from the corner, no one would have known the Gorandian was alive. Maybe she wasn’t, and the whole thing was a ruse.

Chaz, can you scan the Gorandian to see if there is a living being in there? If not, can you tell if she’s an AI?

An interesting challenge, Chaz replied. I shall devise a test. You find a turtle in the desert… I can see it now.

No tests. All passive, please. Thanks, Chaz. And if you would be so kind, work with the bridge crew to take us to Dax-7, best possible speed.

It shall be done, Magistrate, Chaz replied formally.


CHAPTER EIGHT



Dax-7

Red stood in front of the airlock, ready to go through once they landed. He and Lindy wore full ballistic armor and carried their shoulder-fired railguns. “Not again,” Rivka had vowed. Jay wore ballistic protection too, even though she was unarmed. She didn’t heal like the others because her nanos had been programmed differently.

Jay was different in many ways. An integral member of the team, quiet yet profound. Rivka looked at Jay as the one who grounded them. The Magistrate and her security team saw more binary options, threat or no threat, while missing the greater world in which everything else worked.

On Dax-7, the authorities had parked Wyatt Earp on the perimeter of an exclusive spaceport. A squarish vehicle emblazoned with a winged sun was waiting for them.

“Whenever you’re ready, Magistrate,” Red said, letting his hand hover over the big red button they had installed in addition to the panel. Rivka had insisted on it because it was a symbol of leaving and returning, slapping the button to leave and hammering it once back on board, safe within the confines of her ship. Thanks to Ankh and the Federation, the ship was more than capable of defending itself and those inside.

Except when the bad guys send a pirate fleet after them. But that was when the direct line to the Bad Company came in handy. Rivka had lost their cat. Wenceslaus was somewhere else in the galaxy, doing his thing. Rivka wanted the Bad Company to owe her, not vice versa.

She wondered if he was getting enough attention from the engineers and technicians at R2D2. Probably. He’d take matters into his own paws if he wasn’t.

Those thoughts flashed through her mind over the course of a single second while she looked at Red. She turned to her guest. “Angora. Are you ready to go?”

“I am,” she replied in her neutral, mechanical voice. “The Passion of the Muhdal was stolen from the Rayseome Fortress. It is outside the city, but not far. The Purveyor uses this very starport because of its convenience.”

Rivka nodded. “Hold down the fort, people,” she yelled over her shoulder at the ship’s company before giving Red a thumbs-up.

He punched the button and waited for the outer hatch to open. The inner airlock hatch was open as well, with the equalization inside the ship to the planet’s air. Red took a deep breath before he stepped outside. Satisfied, he continued. Rivka and Jay went next, with Angora close behind. Lindy brought up the rear, as usual.

Jay grinned at the light and refreshing air. “Sometimes, I forget how bad our ship smells,” she remarked casually.

“Are we having any luck figuring out what the problem is?” Rivka asked.

“Floyd has an idea she wants to check out.”

“Floyd?” Rivka stopped and faced Jay. Lindy held up her hand and looked around. Red backed up a step to shield the Magistrate with his body.

“She is sensitive and wants to help. Given the chaos she caused by her outburst, she wants to make it up to you.” Jay spoke softly, almost pleading for her friend.

“Do you know what that was about?” Rivka rubbed Jay’s shoulder but took her hand away when inundated by the young woman’s flood of emotions and a single image of the Gorandian environmental containment suit.

“I can’t be sure.” Jay glanced over her shoulder to where Angora patiently waited.

Rivka chewed her lip before tabling the matter.

For the moment. She would revisit it when they had more time.

“Let’s go,” she told Red. “I guess I’m keeping people waiting.”

The small group in front of the vehicle seemed unfazed by the short delay. The most diminutive of the bunch stepped forward, and in a voice that was almost imperceptible, she spoke.

“I am Senior Baron Clik, the investigating baron for this most disconcerting affair.”

“Magistrate Rivka Anoa, but please, call me Rivka.” She held out her hand as she always did. The senior baron looked at it.

“Indeed! The stories of friendly humans were not overblown. Call me ‘Clik,’ please. You’re my first!” She tried to jam her four-fingered hand into Rivka’s, but it was haphazard and awkward. Rivka caught her by the wrist and guided their hands together.

The pure joy that radiated from her was not unlike what Rivka felt when petting Floyd the wombat. Clik’s thoughts held no subterfuge, no ulterior motive. As they shook, Rivka asked, “Do you know who stole the Passion?”

Her mind flashed to fear over the violation of a private residence by an intruder compounded by the theft. She no longer had any leads. Devoid of a further threat, the pink sunrise of happiness crept back into her mind. Rivka let go of her hand and smiled.

“I do not. My leads have taken me to dead ends. Alibis for the suspects check out. We usually have no crime on Dax-7. This is so far beyond anything we could have contemplated that I am happy for any assistance you can provide, Magistrate Rivka Anoa, human.”

“We shall endeavor to give you our very best. If there is no crime, what is your regular job?”

“I am First Deputy Counsel for External Affairs.”

“That doesn’t sound like an investigatory position,” Rivka replied.

“Investigating disputes is a tertiary effort. Although there is no crime, there are plenty of contract or land disputes. They get investigated and decided before a judge like you,” the dainty alien female added proudly.

Rivka introduced her team before gesturing for the Dax to go first, but they politely declined. None of them gave a second look at the Magistrate’s bodyguards or the Gorandian. Red started to climb in before hesitating and turning back.

“Angora better get in first. She’ll need some help.” Red stepped aside, allowing Angora to get close. Red and Rivka worked together to lift her over the threshold. Once inside, she was able to maneuver herself into position.

Rivka looked at her hands and tried to understand the dichotomies. The Gorandian was far heavier than she had anticipated, and the emotional wisps that carried through the suit were distracting. Chaz had been unable to penetrate the shell to determine if there was a life form, but Rivka could feel it. There was something alive inside the suit.

Red watched her. “Heavy, huh?” he said as if reading her thoughts.

The Magistrate tipped her chin up to acknowledge his words but didn’t want to talk about it in front of Angora. He understood, climbing in without further comment. The rest piled into the vehicle, making it a little tighter squeeze than anyone was comfortable with, despite the plush interior.

“This is a nice ride,” Rivka offered. “What does the logo on the side represent?”

Clik smiled proudly. “This is an official vehicle for the exclusive use of External Affairs.”

“This is a government car?” Jay asked.

“Green! How fabulous,” Clik said, dismissing Jay’s question to focus on her hair. “May I?” She reached out and waited for permission before continuing.

“Of course,” Jay replied, leaning closer to the Dax.

Clik stroked the locks. “Green platinum. How do you think it would look on me?”

The Dax’s short hair was thick like spaghetti and of a similar color, and Jay tried to visualize how the green would change the appearance. “I think it would look stupendous. Definitely set you apart from the rest.”

“I’m going to do it! Will you help me?”

Rivka interrupted the conversation. “What can you tell us about the Passion?”

A flash of disappointment crossed Clik’s face before she recovered and delivered her brief. “A magnificent piece of art. Four meters by six meters, with an average application depth three centimeters. It was a massive work, and extremely heavy, but it pulled the viewer in as if through a portal to a new universe.”

“Application depth?”

“The Passion of Muhdal was painted with oil to give it not just the illusion of depth, but real depth. Three-dimensional paintings are common, but not ones done hundreds of years ago. It has not only stood the test of time, but remains the premier example of the technique.” Clik looked troubled as she corrected herself. “Remained.”

“How did they remove the painting?”

She shook her head much like a human would do, but her heavy hair flowed only after it built enough momentum to separate from her head. It settled quickly once she stopped moving.

Chaz, can you do some three-dimensional modeling of the space to determine the physical limitations? Rivka asked.

Of course, Magistrate. I look forward to seeing this gallery, compared to that on Binsulaker Prime.

Jay wore the necklace-like device once again to bring Chaz along so he could see things through his own eyes and not via a feed from someone else. The subtle difference between livestreaming and the device created for his movement was the kernel of his consciousness that also occupied it. He directed what it would do, as opposed to asking someone else to manipulate the device, or even using a remotely controlled device. If they lost their connection to the ship, Chaz would still be with them, but in a reduced capacity.

Unlike the warm-blooded creatures, who were all or nothing.

“How many suspects did you interview? I’ve read the file, but it seemed incomplete.” Rivka removed her datapad in the cramped quarters of the vehicle and tapped a few buttons. She scrolled through the file to refresh her memory.

“We interviewed three Dax and no one else,” Clik replied.

The file was complete. The investigation had been cursory at best. But, they weren’t used to crime. “As a signatory planet of the Federation, you could have called for outside assistance earlier.”

“We didn’t call for outside help. That’s not our way.” Clik shook her head again.

“I called for help,” Angora admitted. “The Dax were ill-suited to deal with a crime of this magnitude. I believe this is a galactic issue that affects my company, so it was in our best interests that the Federation include the Passion in their umbrella investigation into art-smuggling.”

“Art-smuggling? This wasn’t the only theft?”

“I’m afraid not,” Rivka answered. “This is the second of five I’m looking into. We don’t have much time. The trail is already growing cold. When we get to the fortress, let’s get down to it. Look at the crime scene and then decide what to do.”

The vehicle had gained altitude above traffic using antigravity systems and raced along without anyone realizing how fast they were going. The vehicle started to decelerate as it approached a sprawling compound, which was in the midst of a natural area away from the city. Rivka looked back the way they’d come to find that the city had disappeared as part of blending with its environment.

“I can’t see the city.” Rivka pointed out the rear window.

“Even from within the city, one cannot see the city.” The pride in Clik’s voice came through loud and clear, despite how faintly she spoke.

The vehicle settled to the ground and the Dax got out first, forming a mini-cordon for the Magistrate and her party to pass through. Red wanted to take the lead, but there was no one there to greet them. The landing pad was integrated into the middle of a garden, with numerous paths leading into heavier growth. They could see no buildings.

Clik moved to the front. “Follow me.” She walked without a sense of urgency, breathing deeply, and observing the flora bordering the path she’d chosen. Rivka walked beside her, with Red close behind, towering over them to assess the grounds before them.

I can’t protect you, Magistrate. The foliage is too dense. Snipers could be hiding anywhere, Red advised.

I’d like to disagree with you. No matter how safe people think their planet is, we’re always the ones getting shot at, Rivka replied. “I need Red in front if you’ll humor me.”

“No problem at all,” Clik agreed. “It’s that way.” She pointed down a side path that led into the darkness of a tree-lined tunnel.

Red headed in, slowing and swiveling the railgun’s barrel to aim where he looked. Clik slowed her pace to stay behind, watching him intently. Rivka moved close, brushing against her to see what she was thinking.

Confusion about what he was doing. Curiosity as to why.

Rivka explained, “We have been shot at throughout the galaxy. All of us have been injured, even in places that were considered peaceful. Red blocks the view someone might have of me, giving us extra time to root out a sniper or a would-be assassin. Watch how he moves the barrel of his weapon with his eyes. If he sees an enemy, his reaction time is minimal, so he can hit them before they hit us. Trust me when I say this is a learned behavior. Getting shot is no fun.”

“Getting blown up sucks, too,” Jay added with unusual candor. She looked back at the Gorandian, turning quickly away after realizing the implication she was making. She mumbled an apology.

Rivka had watched the exchange and slowed, stepping to the side, so she could wrap her arm around Jay’s shoulders. “Not this time, Jay. We won’t let you get hurt.”

The young woman with the platinum-green hair nodded, lips pressed tightly together.

“I’m right here,” Lindy added.

The remainder of the Dax entourage watched passively.

“We do not have such things here, but I suspect from your sadness that they are terrible to endure,” Clik offered.

The tree tunnel ended in an open area. Red stopped and studied the field before them. “Is it shielded or something?”

“It’s down,” Clik replied. A heavy bush before them looked more and more like a door, the closer they got. It opened automatically when they were a few meters away. “Most of the city is built below ground. We want as much nature on the planet as possible. Our geological structure below is amenable to tunneling. We use less power than above-ground facilities. Nature dominates.”

Red headed inside and walked down a gently sloping ramp. The area below was well-lit, with black and white checkered tile, artwork on the walls, and gold-highlighted furniture, just like the best foyers in fancy homes across the galaxy. The only thing lacking was windows. Instead, tapestries hung, spaced evenly in the main room, from which arched doorways led elsewhere. A uniformed Dax greeted them.

“Welcome to the humble home of Family Rayseome.” The short Dax bowed deeply, gesturing broadly to take in all that was the entrance to the estate described as a fortress.

Red didn’t make a quip about the definition of humble. His wit would have been lost on the kindly Dax.

“Good morning, Graves. Please take us to where the Passion of the Muhdal used to hang,” Clik requested.

“Of course, Senior Baron.” The servant did not comment further. He led them through a door into an even larger receiving area, where a number of Dax reclined, conversing quietly. The farther they traveled, the more Dax they encountered, until the servant opened a door and stepped back for the others to enter. Red went through first but stopped two steps through. He held up a fist, the hand signal for the others to stop.

“This can’t be right,” he said over his shoulder. Rivka leaned around him and looked inside. The room was absolutely packed with Dax. Artwork hung on all the walls and even the hushed tones in which the natives spoke filled the room with sound.

“Where is the crime scene?” Rivka asked Clik.

“It was stolen from in there.” She pointed to emphasize her statement. “We wanted to put this nasty business behind us as quickly as possible, so a new display has been erected, and it’s very popular!”

Rivka leaned close. “Get all those people out of there. I need that room to be empty when we look at it. For our technical systems to add value, we need untainted forensics. Although, it looks like we might be past the point of no return for useful samples.”

“I can’t remove those people. This is the Rayseome Fortress.”

“Can he?” Rivka nodded toward the servant.

“I don’t think so. The public is welcome here.”

“I can,” Red said. He waded into the middle of the room and bellowed. “Everybody out!”

The Dax gave him two seconds of their attention before returning to their conversations. With a single trigger pull, he sent a hypervelocity dart into the ceiling. That broke the impasse. The Dax stampeded toward the doors. They opened out, which probably saved lives as they flooded into the hallway, running, possibly for the first time in their lives.

Rivka grimaced as she made eye contact with Red. He mouthed the word “Sorry.” Dust drifted down to him. Less than ten seconds later, Red found himself alone in the middle of the display room, a large space with various freestanding panels supporting artwork. The walls were covered with paintings and other two-dimensional media.

“Can you…” Rivka’s words trailed off. The servant and the Senior Baron were nowhere to be seen. “Did anyone see where Clik and the others from External Affairs went?”

Angora answered. “They ran with the others, shamelessly.”

“Let’s not judge people who don’t know violence like we do,” Jay chided glumly. “That was a crappy thing to do, Red.”

“I have to agree with you, Jay. I am sorry.” Red slung his railgun and held his hands up. “The space is yours, Magistrate.”

Red left the room without making eye contact with the others. Lindy nudged him as they took up a position outside the door. “We’ll let you know if anyone comes back,” she told them.

Rivka, Jay, and Angora entered the room. “Where do you think it hung?” Rivka asked.

“It was over here.” One of Angora’s tentacles stood straight out, pointing at a wall with two paintings and a decoupage piece.

“Have you been here before?”

“Of course. Family Rayseome is my client here, and the Passion of the Muhdal was their flagship artwork.”

“How much was it insured for?”

“Two hundred forty-seven million credits.” Angora moved easily through the space, stopping before various pieces as if making notes to approach the family about insuring them or changing their coverage if they had blanket coverage.

“Not a quarter of a billion? You didn’t round up?” Rivka wondered.

“We did not estimate it at two hundred fifty, only two forty-seven.”

Rivka moved in front of the Gorandian. “How do you estimate the value of something considered priceless?”

“A complex mathematical formula based on past sales, inflation, current rarity, and a great number of other factors.”

“You wing it.” Rivka toed a piece of debris from the ceiling as she contemplated the insurance. “What will the starting figure for your payout negotiation be?”

“Our first offer will be one hundred and seven.”

Rivka whistled and slowly shook her head. “Family Rayseome won’t be happy about that. Were their premiums based on two forty-seven?”

“What is a premium?” Angora started in a philosophical tone. Rivka’s face dropped. She didn’t want a lecture. Jay walked in a circle, and the device that was Chaz flashed as he collected data to create a three-dimensional construct of the space where the Passion had hung. “A simple payment against which future losses are reimbursed, should such losses occur. Family Rayseome has half a billion credits worth of artwork insured with us. They have not paid us half a billion credits.”

“You didn’t answer the question,” Rivka replied. “Seems like you are playing fast and loose with translating the premiums into a claims payments. Have you ever made a big payout like this before?”

“Not Loids of Yoll, no.”

“Do you have a nondisclosure agreement as part of the contract?”

“Of course.” Angora was being honest in the direct answers, but less than forthcoming about the business side of her business. Rivka let it go. She wasn’t sure how much bearing it had on the case.

“How do you think they got it out of here?” she asked.

If Angora could sigh, she did, the strange noise coming from the environmental containment suit. “They had to cut it apart.” The usually even, mechanical voice sounded sad. Rivka placed a hand on the metal shell, earning herself an electric shock before she could sense any emotions. “You see, they removed this wall to bring the Passion in here, then rebuilt it, fortress style. There was no physical way to remove the Passion otherwise.”

Rivka pursed her lips and scowled. She finally stepped away from the Gorandian. She couldn’t tell where the wall had been rebuilt. The doorway was a certain height and width. Have you been able to run any calculations, Chaz?

I have only been able to run rudimentary calculations since my modeling is incomplete. I’ve lost contact with the ship, which is part of the challenge of working underground. I don’t think they would have had to cut apart the Passion at all, only remove the frame, which was massive, according to the information I have.

“Angora, how much was the frame worth?”

“Not much, maybe half a million.” The Gorandian stood in front of where the Passion used to hang as if imagining it back in place. Maybe she was. The recovery would save Loids an untold amount, somewhere between one hundred seven and two hundred forty-seven million credits.

“That’s a lot,” Jay said. “Why do you ask that, Magistrate?”

“Without the frame, the Passion of the Muhdal would fit through that doorway intact.” Rivka stood before the doorway and angled herself diagonally in front of the opening with her arm extended above her head. “See? If they cut the frame off, they could have taken that, too. Tell me they didn’t find the frame in here?”

“No,” Angora confirmed. “They didn’t find anything in here.”

“I don’t suppose they swept it for residue to confirm if any cuts were made?”

The Gorandian didn’t have to answer. Rivka had read the report, and there was nothing in it that suggested they had done a forensic analysis. Given the number of Dax who were in the room that day, let alone all the other days between the theft and now, nothing remained from the crime except speculation.

Rivka twirled a finger in the air. “Time to go. We’ve learned what we could here. I have some questions for Clik, if we find her. Like, did they find a device that looked like the holoprojector from Binsulaker Prime? Otherwise, we’ll have to tap their electronics and climb in through the back door.”

Erasmus and I are already attempting alternate access based on the lack of information from the investigation. Additionally, we’re attempting to catalog all traffic in and out of the Rayseome Fortress for the week prior to the theft and for three days following. We will report anything unusual based on a year’s worth of travel information to and from the Fortress.

Thanks, Chaz. That’s the way to stay in front of this case. I’m glad you joined us out here.

“You know who would appreciate this art?” Jay asked, interrupting Rivka’s train of thought. “That dentist friend of yours.”

“He said I was a stone-cold hammer. I think that’s good art appreciation.” Rivka flicked her hair with one finger.

“I don’t think that’s good,” Red remarked.

“It is.” Lindy was definitive. The five kept walking through the empty corridors as they tried to remember the way out.

“I don’t see how, but sure,” Red mumbled, looking at two doors. He turned to Angora. “Left? Yeah, left. Have you seen the Magistrate’s quarters?”

“What does that have to do with whether Tyler appreciates art or not?” Rivka demanded.

“If he was artsy, he’d make you artsy, too.”

“I’m artsy.” Lindy fired a full broadside across the bow.

Red knew when the fight was lost. “I surrender because I’m not touching that one. I rescind my previous statements, withdraw my erroneous conclusion, and throw myself on the mercy of the court.”

“You might as well throw yourself on the couch, because that’s where you’re sleeping,” Lindy noted, rotating through three hundred sixty degrees to make sure no one was following them.

“What?” Red stopped before going through the door. “That doesn’t rate a couch sleep. I apologized. I can’t do any more than that besides apologize a second time.”

“I’ll let you have that one.” Lindy winked at her husband.

Rivka looked at the floor as her mind explored the possibilities of the crime. With or without a holoprojector, the Fortress was easily cleared, as Red had demonstrated.

“Is there an alarm system here?” Rivka asked.

Angora replied in her mechanical voice, “There is no crime on this planet, and the Passion was in the middle of the Fortress. Loids recommended an alarm system, but Family Rayseome considered it completely unnecessary. One of the reasons is that no one would respond to an alarm. They don’t have police or an armed team of any sort.”

“No video either, I suppose, for the same reasons?” Rivka pressed.

“No video for the same reasons,” Angora confirmed.

Red thrust the door open and found a mob of Dax waiting on the other side. He immediately pushed his rifle barrel down. With the sling over his shoulder, the weapon moved out of sight. “Hey, happy people of Dax!” he called.


CHAPTER NINE



Rayseome Fortress, Dax-7

Rivka moved past Red. When she spotted the unhappy senior baron, she made a beeline for her, apologizing profusely as she walked.

“That was the most traumatic thing I have ever been through in my whole life!” Clik railed.

“I appreciate that you live sheltered lives here. You should be happy that is the worst thing that happens to you. We apologize, and it won’t happen again.”

“Next time the Federation shows up, they will not be permitted to bring their weapons onto Dax-7. I am First Deputy Council of External Affairs, and I declare this policy to be in effect immediately.”

“We agree,” Rivka said, offering her hand to the Dax. “Shaking hands seals the deal.”

Dax was instantly all smiles. “So much human-ing today, I can’t stand it!” She shook Rivka’s hand. The discord of hearing the railgun crack and the terror of fleeing in panic were fading from her mind. The joy that was the Dax existence quickly replaced the negative feelings.

Red backed up slowly until he was against the wall and in a shadow. Lindy did the same thing, observing and ready if the Magistrate needed her talents. Jay stood to the side and examined Clik’s hair.

“It will look trippindicular,” Jay confirmed.

“I can’t wait!” The past discord was forgotten and the rest of the Dax in the room went their separate ways, chatting amiably with their fellows.

“Let me show you something,” Rivka said. She tapped her datapad and brought up a picture of the holoprojector. “Did you find a device like this where the Passion hung?”

Clik looked at it and shrugged. “I did not, but he may have.” She waved over the servant who had met them at the bottom of the ramp. “After the Passion was found missing, did you find something that looked like this?”

“Yes, we did. It is in a storeroom. I’ll have to send for it.”

“Please do. I’ll need to take it with me since it’s evidence.” Rivka nodded. That tied the two crimes together. They’d have to check the planetary flight logs and compare them with those of Binsulaker Prime, but smugglers wouldn’t use the same registration for two different planets. Things were looking grim, but if Chaz and Erasmus couldn’t dig through the digital records and find something, no one could. “Also, did you find dust in that room? You might have found it up to a week prior. Out of nowhere, suddenly, you found a line of crimson dust on the floor.”

“Yes, we did. That was six days prior to the disappearance of the Passion.”

Chaz, did you hear that? Refine your search parameters for inbound and outbound traffic.

“What does that mean,” Clik asked.

“The device is a holoprojector that made it look like the Passion of the Muhdal was in place until it was turned off, or more likely, the battery ran out. That was when they cut the frame off the picture, broke it down, and carried everything out of the Fortress.”

“But we have people at the entrances at all times. There is no way out of the Fortress without someone noticing.”

“That does appear to be a theme.”

If I may, Magistrate, Chaz interjected. R2D2 has been experimenting with personal armor that has an invisibility mode.

That would answer a lot of questions. Rivka hadn’t contemplated invisible thieves.

I would have told you sooner, but I found out right before we went underground. I learned of it in a side conversation with Erasmus.

Does he think someone stole the technology, or did the Federation get it out here since someone else already has it?

Yes, Chaz replied mysteriously, which was par for the research and development course. They didn’t let people know their secrets. Had she known, she could have bugged Wenceslaus’ collar. They would have found it, and then the galaxy’s greatest technical minds would have made her pay. Maybe the smell in the Skaine heavy frigate was their way of letting her know what they were capable of. Just a taste.

I’m not paranoid, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t out to get me, she thought.

“Ah, here he is.” A young Dax handed the device to the servant, who turned it over to Rivka. It was identical to the holoprojector found on Anastolia’s pedestal, but this one didn’t turn on.

“Power source died,” Angora said.

“Ankh suggested they were power hogs.” Rivka looked briefly at the device before handing it to Lindy, who secured it in a pouch of her ballistic vest. Rivka turned to Clik. “You and your people have been extremely accommodating, and I want to thank you.”

“We are proud of our planet and the peace we have. We think this is a model for all planets, but visitors are causing us a great deal of pain. I think we shall restrict the numbers and where they can go, in addition to our no-weapons rule. I hope you understand.”

“I do, only too well. We have to deal with the universe as it is out there, not how we want it to be. You have the joy of living in the latter, and it was my honor to see it, if only for a short while. If we may, it’s time for us to leave. We have three other crime scenes that are older than the theft of the Passion of the Muhdal. They don’t age well, as we saw here. Time is a friend to the criminal and an enemy to the investigators.”

Clik absentmindedly stroked her hair.

“We have enough time for you to come on board Wyatt Earp and get your hair properly tinted,” Jay said, taking the Dax by the arm and smoothly guiding her toward the exit.

The rest of Clik’s entourage fell in behind Rivka and her team. Everyone kept their distance from Angora. She walked alone, probably by choice. Agoraphobe to the extreme, she preferred life in a small metal box to being exposed to the challenges of aliens and their civilizations.

Heading up the ramp and through the woods, Jay and Clik chatted the whole time. Rivka mentally prepared her report to the Federation, apologizing for creating such an uproar. It had been a single railgun round, and it had achieved the desired effect. It cleared the crime scene of interlopers. It had also damaged the ceiling.

The Federation would pay for that, even though the Dax had been less than helpful. In less than an hour, Rivka had acquired ten times the amount of useful information. She couldn’t fault Senior Baron Clik. Crime was anathema to her psyche. She could not put herself in the criminals’ shoes in an effort to figure out how the crime had happened and why.

Rivka and her team could do it. Probably too easily.

The shuttle ride back to the private spaceport took less than fifteen minutes. Rivka could have sworn it had been longer.

Always takes more time going than coming, she thought.

Wyatt Earp’s side hatch popped open when the government vehicle landed. Everyone piled out of the comfortable but cramped ride. Rivka waved to the silent entourage as she headed for her ship. Red and Lindy lingered to stand between her and any potential enemies. Jay and Clik were arm in arm, even though Clik was shorter than Jay by a full head. Angora lumbered silently behind them.

A hundredth-credit for your thoughts, Rivka wondered before switching to her comm chip. Get the ship ready for departure, but we have to give a tour first while Jay keeps a promise.

Alant Cole stood in the hatchway with a railgun, Rivka gestured for him to make the weapon disappear. He nodded and retreated into the ship.

Once onboard, the Senior Baron was only mildly interested in the ship. Rivka cut the tour short so Jay could get down to the business of modifying Clik’s hair color. The others went to the galley for lunch.

“They better not mess up my bathroom,” Red grumbled.

“Did you know Chaz notifies us when you’ve been in there, so the air is clear before anyone else uses it?” Lindy asked.

“I didn’t, but that’s prudent. Chaz, the consummate team player.”

Red sat down, smiling broadly at Lindy.

“I have to order for him, thanks to Ankh.”

“I have to put my Magistrate hat on to understand the logic of this. Let’s see… You are an innocent bystander who is being punished for the crimes of your partner, but not your partner in crime?”

Lindy pointed to her nose. Bullseye.

“She’s not so innocent,” Red protested.

“Under the proverbial water tanker! So unbecoming for a newlywed.” Rivka tsk-tsked him.

Lindy smiled. Rivka reached for her.

“We’ll just keep some things private,” Lindy said, dodging the Magistrate’s hand.

The door opened, and the Gorandian worked her way inside. “I have been in contact with my company. They would like the second holoprojector as compensation for the information they’ve shared.”

“It’s evidence. We might release it to Loids when we’re done with it if R2D2 determines the technology doesn’t need to be secured.”

“When will we have R2D2’s verdict?”

Rivka shrugged. “Two chocolate shakes and two sausage calzones,” she ordered over her shoulder while still looking at Angora, or at least one of the small windows of the environmental containment suit.

Red and Lindy suspiciously eyed the Gorandian. Red stopped chewing.

“I need to go to Yoll as soon as possible,” Angora requested.

Red lightly pounded a fist on the table. “I knew you wanted to say something.” Lindy nodded in agreement.

Rivka hadn’t seen it coming. She had grown comfortable with the Gorandian looming nearby, silently watching. The Magistrate had ignored her, but the bodyguards had remained ever vigilant.

She saluted them with one of her chocolate shakes before taking a long and headache-inducing drink. She shook it off as the nanos leapt into action.

Clodagh, set course for Yoll. We’ll leave as soon as the Dax is ashore.

Yes, ma’am, Clodagh replied instantly.

“May I ask why the urgency?” Rivka savored the chocolate ice cream as she sipped heartily.

“It appears that Master Gil’dinor was displeased with our offer and counter-offers to pay for the Anastolia. He has brought his considerable influence and wealth to bear in a lawsuit against Loids of Yoll.”

“But we haven’t exhausted all efforts to find the piece,” Rivka countered. “Isn’t a suit premature?”

“It’s in the initial stages, but his suit is against the basic premise of the high-value personal property insurance.”

“I don’t blame him,” Rivka said. “No disrespect intended, but if the value of the piece was x and you don’t pay x, what was the insurance for?”

“The value of these items is extremely fluid.”

“Ergo, the negotiations in regards to value should happen before the premium is established. Seems simple to me.”

“And that’s why you’re not an insurance agent.” Angora’s voice contained the slightest hint of bite.

“Yeah,” Red whispered. “She’s too honest.”

Lindy elbowed him and they both got back to eating. Not watching, but listening intently.

“We’ll take you to Yoll, but I’ll ask the Federation to send someone to follow the case since this may have implications across the Federation. Although Loids is the only company who insures high-end artwork, this may creep into property valuation at all levels. Leave it to a one- to two-billion-credit piece of art, the most expensive in the history of the ‘verse, to shake things up.”

“This wouldn’t be a problem if it hadn’t been stolen,” Angora replied.

“If there was no threat of it being stolen, there’d be no need for insurance,” Rivka countered.

“Damage from accidents or natural disasters. I believe they also used to be referred to as ‘Acts of God,’ although many policies would not pay when such a declaration was made.”

“Indeed. I stand corrected.” Rivka bowed her head before finishing her milkshake. With reckless efficiency, she devoured her first calzone. “Not as good as the ones straight from an All Guns Blazing oven.”

Both women glared at Red. “What’d I do this time?” he whined.

“You didn’t even win the battle, and you won’t win the war,” Rivka told him.

“I always win the battles.” Red hammered his chest like a gorilla.

“We wanted fresh pizza delivery, and you screwed it up!”

Red didn’t bother to reply. He wasn’t sure Ankh would make an exception for them, regardless of the Magistrate’s authority. For a little guy, he wasn’t intimidated by anyone.

Rivka just started her second shake when the door opened and Jay stepped past Angora.

“May I present, Lady Clik, Senior Baron.” Jay swept her arm wide and looked toward the door. The Dax stepped through, stopped, and turned left and then right. Her heavy hair followed her movements, tinkling from the tiny metal clips that Jay had added.

Rivka stood and leaned closer. Much to her surprise, she liked it. “That is magnificent. Bravo, Clik!”

Lindy joined the Dax and studied her hair. “It took the color very well. Shake your head.”

Clik complied with slow, flowing movements. Her hair wasn’t long, but there was enough of it for the thick, individual strands to wave back and forth.

“Definitely the best,” Lindy declared.

Jay wrapped Clik in a hug.

“I thank you from the bottom of my heart,” the Dax said. “And to you, Magistrate Rivka Anoa, I wish luck with your investigation. May you find the Passion of the Muhdal and bring it home to us.”

Rivka shook her small hand. The Dax’s internal smile glowed. “I will do everything in my power,” the Magistrate promised.

Jay led the Dax away from the dining area and saw her off the ship. Once clear, Jay slapped the big red button and secured the outer hatch. “Clear,” she announced, knowing Chaz would pick it up.

Floyd appeared, skittish as she looked for the Gorandian. Jay picked her up and retired to her quarters, where she could calm the wombat and recover from a full day.

“Prepare to launch,” Clodagh announced over the ship-wide comm. The ship lifted off moments after that and accelerated skyward. Soon after breaking orbit, the Gate drive activated, and Wyatt Earp slipped over the event horizon. “Next stop, Yoll.”


CHAPTER TEN



Yollin Space

“High Chancellor,” Rivka started. “I trust I’m calling at a more decent time of day.”

“You are. Caught me late in the morning between sessions. Before I forget, I’m honored that you named your frigate after me, but the Earp part I’m not sure of. Where are you?”

“Wyatt Earp,” Rivka tried to explain before giving up. “About a hundred thousand kilometers directly over your head. We weren’t granted a timely landing or an equitable landing spot, so Loids is sending up a Pod for their agent, the Gorandian called Angora.”

“Did she add any value to your investigation?”

“Two planets with the two highest-priced pieces of art, and neither had a police force with a clue. The only one who had any idea what we needed was the insurance agent. Yes, High Chancellor. She provided value. I don’t know anything about her and don’t know if I’m supposed to trust her or not. I can’t say that I do, and can’t say that I don’t.”

“What are your next steps?”

“I’m off to the faerie world of Azfelius to look into the loss of Infinity, the crystalline heart of their shrine. Then Yemilore for the Marble Orb, and I’ll finish up here with the Hydra of Hades. I kept Yoll for last because I expect the investigation here was done properly. I have low expectations for Azfelius and Yemilore.”

The High Chancellor rubbed his chin. “The planets with the most expensive artwork have the least-experienced security. But crime is mostly unknown, if I’m not mistaken, so the causal link between high value and no police presence is missing. Otherwise, there would be a pattern of thefts.”

“The absence of a fact becomes its own fact,” Rivka recited. “We have a lot of absent facts in this case.”

“Are you any closer to finding the smuggling ring?”

Rivka looked back at the face on her screen.

“I guess I shouldn’t ask a question I already know the answer too, right, Magistrate?”

“Tenuous leads at best, High Chancellor. And those are leads to underlings. We don’t have the slightest whiff of the ring since I can’t read the Slakers, and they don’t have facial expressions or body language. No internal clues or external cues. They would be a challenge at the best of times. But I have their security guy finding two runners for me, if they’re still on the planet. I don’t think they did it, but I think they turned a blind eye to those who did.”

Wyatt nodded, tight-lipped. “Do you know what this is all about, Magistrate?” he asked in a low and serious voice.

“I’m guessing that when I say a smuggling ring, I’ll be wide of the mark,” she responded.

“When you started this case, what did you say to me?”

“High Chancellor?” Rivka wondered where he was going. It reminded her of her first conversation with him, where he wove a word maze she had to find her way through. “I don’t remember.”

“Your exact words were, ‘You had me chasing rich-people crime? Rich people stealing from other rich people?’ You were close to the mark. In all your cases, how many poor people committed crimes that affected large swaths of the population?”

Rivka didn’t have to think long. “All of them.”

“All of them,” Wyatt repeated. “The challenge to the Federation isn’t when a murder is committed, or even a series of murders. Those crimes are for the locals to corral. For the fabric of their societies, they need to have a certain level of crime-free infrastructure within which the populace can live and work. No free society can exist without it. We have some dictatorship worlds in the Federation, grandfathered in, as it may be, and we’re working with them, but that’s something different. The fabric of free societies is dependent upon rich people.”

“Free societies are dependent upon the leadership that keeps them free,” Rivka countered. She had to contemplate her words carefully. He was one of the most senior interpreters of the law in the entire Federation, hundreds upon hundreds of member planets with a nearly infinite variety of governing systems. Yet the High Chancellor had boiled it down to something Rivka thought was too simple.

“Who has the power in a free society?” Wyatt chuckled and looked off-screen. He nodded before he turned back. “No need to answer that. I’ll get to my point. The issue is value; how the massive machines move money from one place to the next. I believe that money is the purest form of power. Keep your eyes open, Magistrate.”

The High Chancellor signed off. Rivka didn’t take his last words as a threat or admonishment but as a warning. Rich people didn’t like others getting into their business, and they were willing to pay what it cost to keep outsiders out.

Rivka would always be an outsider. She was the judge, jury, and executioner. The victims were never her friends. Nor the perps. She was the one they were afraid of, and fear made people do funny things.

The Magistrate stood and started to pace, but only for a few moments. Leads were getting old. She left her suite and headed for the bridge. The captain’s seat was empty, and Ryleigh sat at the helm. “Orders, Magistrate?”

“Take us to Azfelius, best possible speed.”

“Aye aye, ma’am!” The pilot tapped buttons on her console, checked the course, and accelerated away from the planet. “We have to put some distance between Yoll and us before we can Gate. Local regulations because Yoll space is so crowded.”

“I understand. Thank you, Ryleigh.” Rivka moved to the front of the bridge and held out her hand for the young woman to take. The pilot looked strangely at the offering, making no move to shake hands. “No subterfuge. I’m not trying to get inside your head.”

The young woman managed a tight smile before reluctantly shaking Rivka’s hand. Emotions flooded across, but the Magistrate kept her expression neutral. “I only want to thank you for everything you’re doing as part of the crew. Maybe the job isn’t as sexy as chasing bad guys on a planet, but getting shot and chased is no fun. You’re not in the running pool, are you?”

Ryleigh continued her examination of the Magistrate. “Would it be bad if I was?”

“If you weren’t, you’d be the only one. My boss and boss’ boss are in it. I don’t know how to take that,” Rivka shared.

“Probably not well,” Ryleigh agreed and laughed lightly. “Good luck, Magistrate. Tell everyone to buckle in, please. Gate drive is spinning up.”

Rivka took a seat in the captain’s chair. She mashed the button on the arm console for the ship-wide comm. “All hands, prepare to Gate. Red and Lindy, ballistic vests and hand weapons only. Jay, be ready. We’re hitting the ground running. Before you get your panties in a bunch, Red, hide a couple grenades in your vest. Just because we’re going to look like passive hug-puppies, it doesn’t mean we will be.”

Energy from the Gate drive projected a spinning circle before them. Wyatt Earp raced toward it, slipping quickly over the event horizon and out the other side. One of the bridge monitors showed the view from behind the ship. The Gate dissipated almost instantly, but neither woman saw it. Their eyes were focused on the faerie planet.

“Have you ever seen anything like that before?” Ryleigh asked.

“Never.” Rivka stood and walked closer to the screen. The pink and powder-blue planet glowed as if lit from the inside. The soft land masses highlighted sparkling water. The star radiated weakly, catching Azfelius in the system’s narrow Goldilocks zone.

“Planetary control welcomes you, Magistrate Rivka Anoa!” a voice announced to the bridge. Rivka looked at Ryleigh, who shook her head. A three-dimensional image of a slight humanoid with nearly transparent wings appeared in front of the main screen. “Please follow the designated trajectory through the atmosphere to the planet. We look forward to meeting you upon arrival.”

The ghostly form dissipated.

“I guess they’ve improved upon the usual communication method. Chaz? Can you tell me what that was?”

“Thank you for asking for my help, Magistrate. I’m feeling a bit left out nowadays.”

“Welcome to freedom, my friend,” Rivka replied. “You have your space to explore who you are and what you want to do, and we are aware not to order you about. You are one of us.”

“I appreciate your explanation. Please feel free to ask for my help. I’m bored out of my freak-honking mind.”

Rivka snorted and coughed to keep from choking. “I’ll pass it to the team.”

“The faeries have an innate ability to tap into the Etheric. The planet you see is glowing. That is not a reflection or atmospheric anomaly. They use the Etheric to power what they do like the crew uses air and water. The projection was from a communication signal—a normal one—upon which the faerie piggybacked his consciousness. What you saw was not a projection, but planetary control himself, projected. A subtle but significant difference.”

“Thanks, Chaz. I think I understand.”

“Please?” Red asked from the hatch between the bridge and the corridor.

Rivka was shaking her head before she turned around.

Two bright flowers were tied to the side of his shoulder-fired railgun. “They might miss the cannon in entirety,” Rivka offered, sarcasm heavy in every word.

“I told you,” Lindy said from out of sight beyond Red.

“What are you doing? These are the faeries! If you thought the Dax were peaceniks, wait until you meet these people,” Jay said, her eyes bright and sparkling.

“You’re not going to abandon ship and stay here, are you?” Rivka wondered.

“This has been my dream since forever. Azfelius. I’m actually here, and I’m going to get to meet the faeries. So sweet!”

“Saddle up, people,” Rivka said as she made her way through the crowd of three and headed for the airlock. “Lose the thunderstick, Red.”

“Be right back,” he said before pounding away.

“I love that guy,” Lindy commented.

“He saved my life, and probably will again.” Rivka watched over her shoulder. “Maybe we can get Ankh to lighten up. Messing with someone’s food…”

“I’m working on that.” Jay smiled. Out of the entire team, she had the best relationship with the Crenellian. “And pizza delivery is not off the table, despite what Ankh said.”

“My kingdom for a pie,” Rivka muttered. There was a minor bump as Wyatt Earp cleared the turbulent upper layers of the atmosphere. Jay continued bouncing in her excitement. “I had no idea.”

“I didn’t tell anyone,” Jay admitted. “Some dreams are best kept to ourselves.”

The more Rivka learned about her crew, the more she discovered she didn’t know them. Except for Red. She felt she had him figured out.

He jogged back to the team, smiling as if ready to accept a prize. He spun a combat knife in his hand, then offered it hilt-first to Lindy.

“Damn! I almost forgot that.” She took it and made it disappear inside her vest.

“Almost.” Red grinned as he tapped the spot on his vest where his knife was hidden.

“Faeries, people. They use the Etheric like we use air. You won’t be knife-fighting like you’re in some ghetto. This is an evolved species.”

Red looked disappointed.

“Don’t tell me you’ve recycled the running pool.”

“We haven’t. Same mission. Money is paid out. No new bets until you get a new mission.”

“Case.” She was going to expand on her explanation, but Wyatt Earp touched down, and the engines cycled into low-power mode.

Red worked his way past, which was easier while wearing minimal gear. Jay joined Rivka in the middle. The Magistrate gave the thumbs-up, and Red prepared to hit the button. The inner airlock door was open, and the light inside showed green. It was equalized with the outside, and the atmosphere was safe.

Rivka took one more step and looked down as if the floor had suddenly shifted. “That’s odd.”

“One-point-four times standard gravity,” Chaz explained, using the ship’s speakers while they were still aboard. “I’ve turned off internal controls.”

“I thought that calzone had turned into a grease brick.”

“There is no evidence that it hasn’t, Magistrate,” Chaz parried.

“Thank you, Chaz. You know what a girl likes to hear. Maybe we don’t need to take you this time.” Rivka smirked and waved at the device dangling around Jay’s neck.

“I’m new at this, so expect I missed something important. Do I get to go, or am I on double-secret probation?”

“Come along for the ride, big dog,” Rivka replied before switching to their internal communication system. Testing, one, two. Testing. My dog has fleas.

Have our comm chips ever not worked? Red asked.

We don’t have a dog, Chaz added.

All is right with our world. Let’s go say hi to the faeries.


CHAPTER ELEVEN



Azfelius, the Faerie Planet

Red mashed the big red button and the outer hatch cycled, smoothly retracting into the hull of the ship. The ramp extended to the ground and the four walked out stiffly as they adjusted to the increase in weight. Jay started to struggle and Rivka took her by the arm, supporting the young woman.

Wings fluttered nearby as a group of shimmering faeries flew close, hovering near the bottom of the ramp.

I am Siro’ti’lc, one of the creatures said, speaking directly into their minds—similar to the comm chip, but different. Meditator of my clan.

“Thank you for meeting us. I apologize that we know so little about you. Meditator?”

Spiritual guide. I hope we are able to reciprocate with you during this visit. Infinity is important to us. Its absence is straining the fabric of our existence.

Red stayed in front of Rivka, but the faeries flew around them, obviating a single avenue of approach. The area around the ship was open, without a single vehicle in sight.

“We seem to have a problem, Magistrate,” Red whispered over his shoulder.

“We will need our spacesuits to travel as you do,” Rivka told Siro’ti’lc.

We will carry you. It is not far, but you cannot walk there. Your spacesuits are unnecessary here. Join with us. Siro’ti’lc let the last sentence hang as if it meant more.

That was how Rivka took it, and judging by the look on Red’s face, he was less than amused by the prospect.

“You’ll be carrying us to the shrine? We might be heavier than you’re used to,” Rivka countered.

It is our pleasure to serve. We will not have any problems carrying you.

“Can you tell me about the loss of Infinity?”

The faeries fluttered their wings, making them bounce in the air. They calmed after a few moments.

Infinity is the centerpiece of the shrine. It is crystalline, but not carved from crystal. It exists in this dimension, but radiates into the Etheric, too. One day, we entered the shrine, and it was gone.

“Was it insured?” Rivka asked.

No. Why would we insure something irreplaceable? Credits carry no influence here.

“If it affects the Etheric, then why can’t you see where it has gone?”

That question troubles us greatly. We searched, but it is hidden. All trace of its movement has vanished. There’s a hole in existence where it used to be.

“Sounds like infinity,” Jay suggested. “Where existence ends, infinity begins.”

The faeries closed in around Jay. Red flinched at the wings beating centimeters from his face. Jay reached into the air, then stood still. The faeries touched her hands.

Are you ready? a female faerie voice asked.

“Oh, yes.” Jay radiated the joy the faeries embraced like sunshine. With one holding each arm, they rose into the air. Jay closed her eyes and let her head fall back so she could embrace the moment.

Rivka watched the young woman. Jay was the lightest of all of them, but the faeries seemed to carry her effortlessly. The Magistrate raised her arms and was quickly lifted.

Red’s lip twitched with his hesitation, but Lindy didn’t wait. She lifted her arms over her head. Red finally submitted and was carried aloft. When they were a few meters above the ground, all their weapons slowly slid from their internal pockets and fell.

They will be perfectly safe where they are. You can pick them up when you return, Siro’ti’lc announced. Red growled, but it was too late to do anything about it. They flew above the greenery and flowing hills before swooping toward a cave mouth.

Despite being carried, Rivka never felt like she was hanging. She didn’t have the feeling of too-heavy gravity pulling her down. She seemed as light as the faeries.

The entirety of the planet was natural, no structures of any sort. To a casual observer, Azfelius would have been considered technologically backward, but the opposite was true.

We have limited our interaction with the lesser species because of our evolution, Siro’ti’lc explained to the group. We joined the Federation because of the influence of your Bethany Anne. As one who moved the Etheric as a force for good, she convinced us to come out of hiding. We had kept our planet from wayward eyes and ship sensors for hundreds of years. We remained out of Kurtherian sight. They are our enemy, but we do not fight like other races.

“The Kurtherians and their minions are gone because of people who fought,” Rivka noted.

We applaud the Queen’s efforts. We fight by not being where the enemy strikes. We cannot take a life, but we don’t judge those who can. I know you have. All of you. Jay’s face dropped, and she started to cry. But you did so, not out of anger or malice, but because it had to be done. For Justice.

Come, Groenwyn. Even without the crystal, the shrine will take your pain away.

“’Groenwyn?’”

Green one. You have nothing to be ashamed of. I’m not sure I’ve ever met a loving soul like yours. The mark upon it is a smudge, not a tattoo, if I get your imagery correct.

“I’m not sure anyone has ever said anything nicer to me.” Tears continued to roll down her face as the group flew through the cave mouth into an area peppered with multicolored luminescent ponds. They slowed their movements and approached a central arena, a circular area with benches inside the cone leading down.

At the bottom, there was only darkness.

“I expect Infinity was down there,” Rivka remarked.

You will have to climb down on your own. It is too painful for us to go there.

The faeries set their charges at the top. There were no steps, only the benches.

Red started down, vaulting from one level to the next. “I feel like a little kid,” he grumbled.

A flight of faeries flew in from the other side. Siro’ti’lc and his flight beat their wings heavily in agitation. The two flights paired off. Rivka waited and watched. She expected a conversation was taking place, but was on the outside of it, unable to hear unless they spoke to her. Jay waved her arms and pled for them to stop fighting.

“That’s fighting?” Lindy asked. Rivka shook her head and watched intently. Red looked down toward the bottom and then back up to the top of the circular amphitheater.

“I’m going down to take a look,” he said. Rivka waved a hand over her shoulder. Red’s footfalls sounded with each hop down to the next level.

“May I ask what’s going on, Siro’ti’lc?” Rivka said softly.

“Please, stop!” Jay cried. She held her head as if fighting off a headache.

A new voice appeared in their minds. Accept our apologies, strangers to the glen. I am Ik’toa’les of the River Dance Clan.

“Why do you fight?” Jay asked. Rivka leaned closer as if that would help her to hear better.

We believe the shrine is for all. Not everyone believes that. One of the faeries rose to loom over the others and then dropped close to Jay. Tell us, Groenwyn, what do you think?

“I think by fighting, you will move farther apart.” Jay held up her hands, and the faeries descended. “You are such a beautiful race, and it hurts me to see the ugliness. Someone stole Infinity, and that’s what we’re here to investigate. Please let the Magistrate do her job.”

Not all is as it seems, Groenwyn, Ik’toa’les replied. We will step back and wait patiently, for the shrine should be enjoyed by all.

When your time is right. Until then, we shall meditate that you find peace.

Ik’toa’les and his clan members backed away, wings hammering the air, their eyes never leaving those of Siro’ti’lc and his clan faeries.

“Paradise,” Lindy whispered and shook her head.

I don’t think Infinity was stolen by the smugglers, Rivka told her team.

“Siro’ti’lc,” Rivka started. When he didn’t respond, she said it loud enough for her voice to echo. The sound was unpleasant, and the luminescence in the pools winked out.

Softly, Magistrate. The shrine is unused to such interruptions.

“That is interesting. How would an outsider get in to take Infinity if the shrine is so sensitive?”

There is one outsider on all of Azfelius—the representative from the Federation—but she never leaves her home. We go to her. She is aged and blind but sharp, and can do all she needs to do with the faculties at her command.

“No outsiders. When we eliminate the possibilities, we are left with the probabilities.”

Which are?

“Infinity is still here, and was taken by a faerie.”

Then we would see it. It vibrates in the Etheric like a stone rippling a pond’s waters.

“I suggest there is a way to hide its signature. That is far easier to believe than that a mysterious stranger made it onto your planet and into the shrine and escaped with Infinity in hand, all without anyone noticing. At the other two crime scenes, evidence was left behind. Compelling evidence. I still have many questions, but here…” Rivka switched to her internal comm rather than yelling to the bottom of the amphitheater. What do you see down there, Red?

Not a damn thing, Magistrate. It’s squeaky-clean down here. The dirt on the floor is soft, and I’m leaving footprints. I don’t think this dirt has been touched in a long, long time. Whoever took it wasn’t walking.

Any signs of a holoprojector? Rivka asked.

None.

Rivka was torn about climbing down to the bottom but decided that she needed to talk to Siro’ti’lc.

“Jay, head down there so Chaz can collect data and imagery to build a three-dimensional model of the scene.”

“But…” Jay pointed to the two groups of faeries.

“We’ll wait for you. No one is going to throw down as soon as Groenwyn is gone,” Rivka said, trying to reassure her.

The young woman smiled. “They gave me a name,” she said softly.

“You’re special to us, too.” Rivka reached out to share the moment with her friend but stopped short of touching her. Siro’ti’lc was watching them closely.

“If only Floyd was here to see this.”

“Floyd might be a little too rambunctious for their tastes.”

“Probably,” Jay replied. Rivka tipped her head toward the bottom of the amphitheater, and Jay started to climb down.

Rivka fixed Siro’ti’lc with her interrogator’s unblinking gaze. He beat his wings rhythmically as he descended to float eye to eye with her. “Tell me about the theft,” she started.

As I already described, one day it was here, the next it was gone. We searched for it but could not find it, he replied.

“How did you search?”

We joined our minds and cast a wide net through the Etheric. It was nowhere to be found. I fear it has been destroyed. Otherwise, its ripples should be there. His telepathic voice took on a panicked pitch.

Rivka clasped her hands behind her back. “How big is Infinity?” she asked. Rivka didn’t believe it had been destroyed.

About five times my height. It is an immense crystalline lattice.

“Was it created, or is it natural?”

Both. Neither. It simply is.

Red. Carefully reach your hand where Infinity is supposed to be.

Sure. Red replied. He looked up from the bottom of the cone, shrugging one shoulder. Lindy gave him a thumbs-up while she remained near the Magistrate. She might have been weaponless, but she wasn’t powerless.

Red started to climb onto a small natural stone platform so he could reach up. “Ow!” He held his head where it bumped against an invisible object. He ran his hand across it before climbing down. “Yep. Something’s there. Smooth.”

Siro’ti’lc raced over the ridge and into the cone. He flew in a circle around the place where Infinity was supposed to be. Intense pressure filled the shrine. The humans reflexively clasped their hands over their ears to hold back the pain.

As quickly as it came, it was gone, and Infinity filled the space.

“We’ll be going now,” Rivka said loudly enough to earn the ugly echo.

Red and Jay helped each other climb the benches, but stopped when Siro’ti’lc’s clan flew down to collect them. Siro’ti’lc returned to the Magistrate, but his eyes weren’t on her.

“As a signatory to the Federation, you are compelled to follow a Magistrate’s ruling. Ik’toa’les. Although nothing was stolen, your machinations have caused significant expense to the Federation. However, wasting our time is not a crime. Neither are we allowed to mediate internal disputes. But if you would like, I am more than willing to talk to both sides in this conflict to hopefully help you bridge your differences.”

Allow a lesser race to mediate? Ik’toa’les exclaimed.

“Can you fix your own problems?” Rivka asked, looking from face to face. “This was nothing more than a prank, denying you what you denied them. A malicious prank. I’m proud to be a lesser race if it means I don’t have to put up with nonsense like that. Take me to my ship, please.”

The faeries hung in the air with Jay and an uncomfortable Red.

Her, Ik’toa’les suggested.

Agreed, Siro’ti’lc replied.

“Bring peace to this world, Groenwyn,” Rivka told the young woman with the platinum-green hair. “Maybe we can get something to eat while you’re working?”

The faeries handed Jay to Ik’toa’les and Siro’ti’lc. The two flew away with her, talking as they went.

Members of both clans flew in and picked up Rivka and her bodyguards. We have been asked to show you where we repast for you to partake to your heart’s desire.

“Now you’re talking.” Red licked his lips.

“I doubt they eat like you do,” Lindy suggested.

“I doubt anyone eats like he does.” Rivka gave the side-eye to Red while they were carried through the shrine and outdoors.

“You do!” Red pointed at the Magistrate with a lone finger so he wouldn’t shake free from the faeries’ grip.

They flew for only a couple of minutes before being deposited on a path through a cultivated area.

“A garden,” Rivka said, bending to examine the plants next to them. She picked a small green pod she assumed was a vegetable and took a bite. “Tastes like a green pepper.” Her face dropped. “It would be so good on a pizza.”

“I’m pretty sure our repast, as they called it, is going to be what we pick.” Lindy tried the small pepper and hummed her approval as she ate. Red resisted but decided it was better than nothing, which was the alternative. Or a protein bar that Ankh had made tasteless. Red was starting to regret his war with the little guy.

“Why do you think they embraced Jay?” Rivka asked.

Red threw his pepper’s stem into a bush and picked another one. “She’s not like us.”

Lindy stopped eating to nod.

Red continued, “When she killed to save our lives, it bothered her. We don’t kill anyone haphazardly, but once it’s done, we move on to the next person who’s trying to kill us. I justify it because if they win, they’ll keep hurting people. There’s only one way to stop those types and walk away to keep doing what we do.”

“I remember a time when you were just a bodyguard.” Rivka poked Red in the arm. He popped the pepper into his mouth, stem and all. “I’m glad you’ve evolved. How’s your head?”

“It’ll take more than an invisible crystal to damage that thing,” Lindy remarked.

“It will.” Red tried to look innocent while turning his head and spitting out the stem. They continued trolling the raised beds, sampling the offerings.

Lindy camped out at a certain plant, and with her back turned, was enjoying herself a little too much.

“Whatcha got over there?” Red asked. When she didn’t answer, he hurried that way, with Rivka close on his heels.

Red juice that looked like blood dripped from her face. When Red tapped her on the shoulder, she spun and tried to hide the plants behind her. Rivka looked behind her.

“Strawberries!”

“I was about to tell you guys…” Lindy tried.

Rivka moved down the short row and helped herself. Red had one, made a face, and moved to the next plant. “What’s this?” A blue and red flower with a bulb underneath. He pulled the flower off and prepared to pop the bulb into his mouth.

I wouldn’t, Siro’ti’lc’s voice interrupted. A few moments later, he appeared with Ik’toa’les carrying a beaming Jayita. Groenwyn has helped us resolve our issues. That’s a flower, human known as Vered. You can eat it, but it would be less than gratifying.

Red dropped the bulb on the ground.

“It’s only been about ten minutes,” Rivka said. “Well done, Jay!”

We retired to a time distortion bubble. It has been two days, still not even a single grain of sand on the beach of time.

“All’s well that ends well?” Rivka asked.

Yes. Shall we? Siro’ti’lc asked. More faeries appeared. Rivka and her team obediently raised their arms to be whisked away to Wyatt Earp.

Chaz piped up for the first time since they arrived. I have so much information, I don’t know where to start.

The final trip on Azfelius was far too short. Rivka and her team were deposited in front of the ship, and the faeries faded into the distance. The final two, Siro’ti’lc and Ik’toa’les, hovered close to each other as they waved, human-style. Should we need help ever again, we will call the Magistrate to bring Groenwyn to us.

Rivka looked her team over as the hatch opened and the ramp descended. “I’d say this was a wasted trip because it didn’t get us any closer to finding the smugglers, but I think we needed it. We all needed this win. I’m afraid we might not be able to resolve the art thefts. Too much time has elapsed. Too much money is involved, and the people with the answers aren’t talking.”

Red licked his finger and wiped away the strawberry juice coloring Lindy’s chin. “That’s some grade-A-prime bullshit,” he said. Lindy pulled away and started scrubbing her face. Red grinned. “I wasn’t talking to you, my dearest.”

“Me?” Rivka feigned outrage by jamming her hands on her hips and throwing her head back.

“We’re not going to stop until we find those cockwombles.” Red headed toward the ship. “Even if you don’t know it, you do. What are you waiting for? You know they ain’t here.”

Red twirled his finger in the air and climbed the ramp. Lindy looked for the weapons they’d left behind, but someone had already collected them.

When Jay reached Red, he grabbed her into a bear hug. “I’m proud of you,” he whispered into her ear before adding, “Now, stop goofing off, Groenwyn. You have to help me understand what this stupid art stuff is all about. Shh. Don’t tell the Magistrate I’m trying to learn something new.”

“I won’t,” the young woman replied conspiratorially.

I can’t see anything! Chaz complained.

“’Stop goofing off’ is right! The bad guys won’t catch themselves,” Rivka shouted.


CHAPTER TWELVE



The Ring Planet of Yemilore

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Rivka said. There was a ring at the inner edge of the Goldilocks zone, where the system’s star could shine into the inside of the wedding band shape where life thrived. The outside of the ring closer to the star had been baked hard. The planet rotated quickly, completing a day-night cycle in two hours.

Shadows passed across the inside of the ring as it was lit from the star shining beyond the far side of the planet’s diameter. The apparent gravity from the centripetal force of the rotation was one-point-four gees, a heavy planet just like Azfelius.

The others from Rivka’s team were mesmerized by the image on the bridge’s main screen. The rest of the crew crowded onto the bridge. Alant Cole stood behind the captain’s chair with his hand on Clodagh’s shoulder. Kennedy had the watch and sat in the pilot’s seat, with Ryleigh and Aurora hanging out nearby.

Chaz interrupted their reverie with an announcement. “Magistrate, you have an incoming communication from the High Chancellor.”

“I’ll take it in my quarters. Please ask him to stand by. I’ll be there in less than a minute.” Rivka worked her way through the small crowd and ran through the corridors, vaulting over Floyd as she passed.

Whee! the wombat cheered.

Rivka laughed and looked back to see Floyd continuing to the bridge. She was back to normal, with the Gorandian off the ship.

In her quarters, Rivka sat at her desk. The screen came on instantly. “High Chancellor,” she said to the face looking back at her.

“Good morning, Rivka. I found your report from Azfelius interesting. We know so little about them. Any insight is a good insight. I’m forwarding your information to General Reynolds in case the Queen would like to visit them. Their relationship with the Etheric is something from which we could learn a thing or two.”

Rivka nodded but didn’t answer. The High Chancellor wasn’t calling to talk about her report.

“But that’s not why I called.” He made himself more comfortable by leaning back. “I need you to expedite your investigation on Yemilore and hurry back to Yoll. The lawsuit by the Beit’el Estate against Loids has the potential to tear up the economic fabric of the Federation. It’s still early in the case, but even the discovery phase is sending shockwaves through the elite.”

Rivka grimaced. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think I’m any closer to the smugglers. This case is kicking my ass. I’ll stick with it until I find them or as long as you’ll let me, whichever comes first.”

Wyatt leaned toward the screen. “It’s good to get your ass kicked every now and then in a legal sense, not the getting-blown-up-trying-to-find-a-witness sense. My money’s on you, Magistrate.”

“That’s pretty funny,” she deadpanned. “Do you mean that you bet no blood and no running, too?”

“Only you get that bet. I missed it by two hours, but that was enough to take me out of the running.”

Rivka stared at the screen, open-mouthed.

The High Chancellor stared back.

She finally caved. “You’re not joking.”

“Of course not.” He waved his hand in front of the screen. “Back to the case. I’m not sure which way it’s going, but people are lining up on both sides. Powerful people.”

“Are you judging it?”

“No. I don’t think I would want to, either. An appeal of the original ruling would go through Yoll’s planetary court before coming to me at the Federation level, so I’m a couple chairs removed from it, but you are investigating the thefts. You might be able to file an amicus brief.”

Friend of the court. “May be able?”

“That’s why I want you back here. You need to get your finger on the pulse of this and find what’s behind it. Remember what I said? Powerful people. If we are caught unaware, planets could go to war.”

Rivka rocked back with surprise and looked questioningly at the screen. “Go to war over suing to get paid for a stolen piece of art? What aren’t you telling me?”

“We don’t know what we don’t know,” the High Chancellor offered. “Your unique gifts might help us answer that question. I need you here, Magistrate. Yemilore is a beautiful place, but Yoll is where the action is.”

“Understood. I will do my best, High Chancellor and be there before you know it.”

Wyatt signed off.

Rivka stared at the blank screen for a few heartbeats before heading out. While walking down the corridor, she contacted Chaz. Get us on the ground and hooked up with the crime team. I need to look at the scene and talk to as many people involved as possible.

When the Magistrate arrived on the bridge, Chaz had already put her plan into motion. He used the overhead speakers so everyone could hear. “Wyatt Earp is cleared for immediate descent to Agromilore, the capital city. We will be met by the ACP, the Agromilore City Police, who are in charge of the case.”

“When I talked to them a while ago, they seemed to welcome the assistance, especially regarding information-sharing. They wanted to know about the other cases, but I hadn’t started those investigations yet. We have info to share now.” Rivka pointed to the main screen. “Bring up the case file on the Marble Orb, please.”

Information scrolled across the screen. Rivka stopped it at times to read more in-depth before continuing. Red’s eyes quickly glazed over. He and Lindy retreated to the armory. Aurora took over navigator duties while Ryleigh occupied the pilot’s seat. Clodagh surrendered the captain’s seat to the Magistrate so she could concentrate on one last review of the case files.

It was the same story as the other three thefts. No one saw a thing. One second it was there, and the next second it was gone. They had found the device, but it lacked power, like the holoprojector Rivka had secured from Dax-7.

“Would you like to watch the video from Binsulaker Prime?” Chaz asked.

“The recovered video? Hell, yeah! How long have you had it done?”

“I finished while you were on Azfelius. I forgot to bring it up.”

“That’s fine, Chaz. Don’t beat yourself up. Let’s see what there is to see.”

“I’ve isolated the video from five days prior to our arrival. Watch closely.”

The video showed the Beit’el Estate Gallery. The Anastolia was in place. The next second, it disappeared. Two seconds later, it reappeared.

“That’s bizarre. Do they have matter transport capability? That would be a game-changer, for sure. No one would be able to secure anything.”

“Keep watching, Magistrate.”

The Palustrade lifted into the air as if on its own accord and carefully landed on the floor. The display stand turned over. It stayed that way for several minutes until the Anastolia reappeared inside the cabinet. The stand turned upright, and the Palustrade was put back on top.

“One day later…” Chaz announced. The video cut to the next evening. Low light made it difficult to see. The Palustrade was moved, and the stand turned on its side. The Anastolia made a brief appearance before disappearing. The room was returned to its undisturbed view. The holoimage of the Anastolia stood out boldly, even in the semi-dark.

“Invisible thieves,” Rivka stated.

“It would appear so. I’ve isolated these two frames out of five days’ worth of video. Two images appeared side by side on the main screen. One showed two gloved fingers suspended mid-air. The other showed the toe of a boot.

“Can you extrapolate their size and race?”

“Humanoid is the best I can do. Possibly Federation suits with cloaking technology.”

“Bad guys got some good toys,” Rivka said more to herself than anyone else. “If they have those, how can they be detected?”

“The cloaking technology is a closely-held secret within the Federation. Needless to say, the technology to detect it is even more closely held.”

“But we know people…” Rivka started.

“And that’s what I’m working on now with Erasmus and Ankh. Ted and Plato are also engaged since this technology should not be in criminal hands. They are taking it as a personal point of pride to find and remove it from the public.”

“Ted and Ankh? And you forgot to mention this? It would have been nice to tell the High Chancellor some of these details.” Rivka wasn’t questioning Chaz’s initiative. “Draft me a message with these latest details and address it to both Grainger and the High Chancellor.”

A message instantly appeared on the screen. Rivka scrolled down the text. “Fourth line down, begin the sentence with ‘Expanding the line of inquiry to include…’” She continued reading. “Nice job, Chaz. Launch that moisture-seeking love missile!”

“I’m sorry?” Chaz wondered.

“Send the message, please.” Rivka avoided eye contact with the others on the bridge. “Time to go.” She headed toward the airlock.

“Been too long, Magistrate?” Jay asked.

“Way too long. I might have to lower my standards.”

“Don’t do that,” the young woman replied. “The right person is out there for you. I’d say you are fine alone, but your comment suggests that maybe you aren’t, and need a little playtime.”

“I just want what Terry and Char have.” Rivka stopped, closing her eyes to embrace the magic those two shared.

“Everyone wants that!” Jay started to laugh. “That is a high standard.”

“What about your friend from Zaxxon Major. Lauton?”

“There’s something with a lot of potential.” Jay grinned broadly. “But she has a major corporation to run, and I never get any time off.” Jay poked Rivka in the shoulder. “But with what I experienced on Azfelius, I need some time to process. I’m not sure what my future holds. The faeries were very persuasive.”

“When you can explain what that means, I look forward to hearing it.” The two women reached the airlock, where they found Red and Lindy waiting, wearing their full body armor and carrying their railguns.

“No Chaz?” Red remarked, directing the attention away from the two heavily-armed bodyguards.

Jay slapped her chest, surprise on her face. She turned and ran.

“Is no one else going to bring it up?” Lindy asked. “My respect and regards to my husband for his sensitivity to this issue.”

Red smiled. “It sounds like I did something right, which is so unlike me, but I’ll take it, whatever it is.”

“Are we going to call her Jay or Groenwyn?”

Wyatt Earp bumped the ground gently. The airlock started to cycle as the ship equalized with the outer air. Rivka grunted when local gravity took over. She fought to maintain her posture.

“How about we just ask?” Rivka offered. Lindy winked at Red.

“I must have missed something.” He studied his partner but couldn’t discern what he didn’t know.

The green-haired woman returned, pointing to the locket-looking device hanging around her chest.

“Hey, Chaz!” Rivka and Lindy waved. Red rolled his eyes. All three started staring at the young woman. “What do you want us to call you?”

Without hesitation, Jay replied, “She Who Placates World Pain. Why do you ask?”

“What?” Red cocked his head sideways as he tried to make sense of what he’d just heard.

“I’m kidding. If you are good with it, I like my Azfelian name, Groenwyn.”

“Cool,” Lindy and Rivka agreed and turned to head out the door.

Red held them back with one big arm. “It is times like these that I miss Hamlet, my brother-in-fur, not being a woman that no man can understand.”

“So profound.” Lindy shook her head and stepped aside to let Red be the first to experience the wonders of Yemilore.

He fought the gravity, taking slow and measured steps. The welcoming committee of lanky, bald humanoids was hurrying toward the ship. Red picked up his pace to meet them before they could climb the ramp. He hit the bottom of the ramp and held his weapon sideways. “The Magistrate is on her way,” he told them.

“We are sincerely interested in getting this resolved with aplomb and totality.”

“My translation device must be blinking out,” Red replied while he moved slowly toward them to clear the bottom of the ramp.

“You are so massively huge. Our compliments on your fine genetics.”

Rivka snorted as she worked her way around Red. Jay maneuvered past his other side.

“We are impressed by you and your entourage, Special Deputy Undersecretary to the Secretary For Health and Well-Being to the Minister of Internal Security,” Rivka smoothly intoned.

The reception party beamed at the appropriate greeting. The Special Deputy stepped forward, awkwardly offering a three-fingered hand. Rivka placed it between her hands in a warm grip. “Thank you for meeting us. This is an awful business, but the sooner we get to it, the sooner it’ll be behind us.”

The special deputy’s face fell, and he let his hand drop. “We have multiple banquets scheduled in your honor,” he told her weakly.

“And we shall enjoy the graciously impressive offerings with great zeal,” Jay replied, nodding slightly to Rivka.

“The First Primary to the Magistrate’s Corps of Legal Stallions for the High Chancellor of the Federation will stand in my stead. She’s more important than me. I do the legwork, but she represents the Federation in this matter.”

Legal Stallions? Red wondered while maintaining his stoic bodyguard expression.

It was the best I could come up with. I didn’t expect banquets, but they are all about their titles. They don’t have names, Rivka replied.

Jay offered her hand and the special deputy took it in two hands, as Rivka had done to him.

“Please call me Groenwyn. It is our custom to carry a title with us throughout our lives, although if you are more comfortable calling me First Primary Legal Stallion, that is fine, too,” Jay continued with her winning smile. Her platinum-green hair sparkled with the harsh rays of the sun. “I need someone to go with Rivka. Someone who was intimately involved with the investigation.”

The special deputy twisted his three digits in the air and slapped them into his palm in the Yemilorian version of snapping his fingers. One of his entourage leapt forward.

“First Assistant to the Special Deputy Undersecretary to the Secretary for Health and Well-Being to the Minister of Internal Security, at your service.” His hand twitched at his side in expectation of the human handshake. Rivka accommodated him.

“Who do you think did it?” she asked quickly as they touched. A vision of the Gorandian environmental containment suit appeared, followed by a vision of the insurance agent speaking quietly with the distraught owner.

“What I think is immaterial,” he replied formally. “What matters is what we can prove.”

“You sound like me. We’re going to get along famously,” Rivka told him. “Red, with me. Lindy, go enjoy the banquets.”

“Lindy with me, Red and Rivka to the crime scene. We’ll meet up when you’re done. Don’t be strangers,” Groenwyn said, confusing their Yemilorian hosts. The young woman took the special deputy by the arm and guided him away. He pointed toward a waiting land vehicle that looked like a bus. Everyone except the first assistant went with him, leaving Rivka and Red alone.

“Shall we?” he asked. “I apologize for the humble transportation. This was supposed to be an escort, not primary transportation for august off-world guests.”

Rivka looked at Red and shrugged.

“If you had a choice, wouldn’t you rather go to the party?” Red asked.

“It depends on the party,” Rivka replied.

“We might be able to make the third through sixth banquets,” the first assistant noted, hope filling his words. “Those are the good ones!”

Red’s look was better than any words Rivka could have added. Heaven help us.

The first assistant opened the back doors in the three-seater vehicle, which looked too small. Red and Rivka stuffed themselves into the back, the bodyguard hugging his railgun to his face. Rivka looked at it but didn’t say anything.

The Yemilorian squeezed himself into the driver’s seat and activated the controls. They slid from the dash, arranging themselves appropriately for him.

“Hang on,” he cautioned. “This baby has some get up and go!”

“You don’t sound like the others,” Rivka remarked.

“Ack!” He shook his head and moaned. “I try so hard, but I went to school off-planet. I am ruined for a life of Yemilorian service. Please don’t tell the special deputy.”

The vehicle accelerated slowly, moving not even as quickly as a grazing bistok.

“I won’t. Your way is more comfortable for me. Please do not change. It’s like when you take the time to learn someone else’s language. I take it as a kindness, so thank you.”

The first assistant breathed a long sigh of relief. He raced over the roadways, which seemed to exacerbate the heavy gravity. Having Red leaning on her didn’t help either. Her stomach started to rebel.

“I’m going to need you to pull over,” Rivka said, tapping the Yemilorian on his shoulder.

“But we’re almost there,” the Yemilorian stammered.

“Pull over!” Rivka leaned back and closed her eyes. Red tried to move, clearing at most a finger’s width of space for the Magistrate.

The first assistant yanked the vehicle to the side of the roadway. The door popped and lifted up and away. Rivka nearly fell trying to get out, instantly feeling better when she was able to stand upright away from the vehicle. Red forced his way from the vehicle, almost getting himself clocked by a passing motorist. Red started to give the finger but caught himself in time.

“Are you okay, Magistrate?” he asked after working his way around the vehicle.

“I am now. That was weird. Not claustrophobic. Not prone to motion sickness.”

The first assistant stumbled from the vehicle, fell to his knees, and started puking.

“Empathy,” Rivka suggested. “That’s new.”

“We need a bigger vehicle.” Red and Rivka watched their escort until he wiped his face and stood.

The gangly humanoid started to apologize. “Another nasty habit picked up off-world. I hope you won’t tell the special deputy.”

“I won’t tell him about that either. Tell me, why do you think the insurance agent is involved?”

The first assistant looked surprised. Rivka waited for him, letting the silence encourage him to speak.

“The facts. It had to be an inside job. The security system for the Marble Orb is redundant, multiple layers with non-overlapping overseers. This was the system recommended by the insurance company, and the one that was ultimately installed. Only the owner and the agent knew the particulars.”

“Wouldn’t that be obvious? If there was only one person who knew the way in, why would that person risk it? It seems too easy.”

“I hope you will be able to provide additional insight when you review the crime scene and my approach to the crime.”

“The crime scene is preserved?”

“Of course. We have not yet caught the perpetrator or recovered the Marble Orb.”

“Did you find a holoprojector, a small device somewhere near where the Orb was displayed?”

“Nothing was found at the scene. Nothing,” he emphasized.

“What do you say we get to it?” Rivka pointed to the three-passenger vehicle.

Red hesitated. “Maybe we’re close enough that I won’t have to breathe. You two pukers are giving me the willies.”

He waited for a vehicle to pass before rounding the vehicle and climbing in.

“Aren’t you glad you trimmed down?” Rivka asked.

“The jury is still out on that one.”

“The case was decided and lost on appeal. Serve your sentence, you ingrate,” Rivka replied affectionately as she forced herself into the small space. “Holy bajoolysnackers.”

“Bigger car,” Red declared, jabbing a finger into the first assistant’s back after he took his seat.

The first assistant fired up the controls and drove away. Five minutes later, they were escorted through a massive set of iron gates that rolled closed as soon as they passed.

“Another fortress,” Red observed.

“Something all the scenes had in common.” Rivka tried to take in their surroundings, but she couldn’t see much from her seat. When they stopped and the door popped, she crawled out.

A fairly humble two-story stone building stood before them. Hedges and short trees surrounded it. A well-manicured lawn created a warm approach to the short staircase that led to double doors.

A Yemilorian waited by the door.

The first assistant led them up the steps. “Allow me to introduce the Potentate of Magnanimous Austerity.”

Rivka half-bowed as she approached. “Potentate,” she repeated. Rivka took the initiative by offering her hand. He seemed familiar, and reached out. “Who stole the Orb?”

As the two touched, the potentate’s mind was filled with blackness. “Evil,” he said, reinforcing what she had seen. “What else would stoop to such a level?”

“Greed? Envy? The Marble Orb is worth a great deal.”

“Credits are a most ungratifying replacement. The theft has shocked My Magnanimity to uncomfortable levels of woe.”

Red surveyed the area. The small unmanned escort vehicle had departed, on its way back to the front gate. No workers could be seen caring for the plants. No one was visible through the open door.

“I would like to view the crime scene,” Rivka said. The potentate nodded and walked through the doors with Rivka at his side. Red and the first assistant followed.

The front of the building was a façade, hiding how far the end of the building was from the entrance. They walked for three minutes down a major hallway that seemed to stretch into infinity. Rivka saw herself in the distance. Mirrors to make it look even more impressive, she thought.

The potentate ushered the small group into an anteroom. “Prepare yourself for the most shocking view of your life,” he said gravely. They walked through a carved, arched doorway and into an empty room.

“Appalling, isn’t it?” the first assistant asked. The potentate nodded with his head hung low.

“We’ll try to work through it. Help us help you. Where was the Marble Orb?” Rivka asked.

Red waited in the entryway while trying to rank the most shocking things he’d seen in his life. The empty room hadn’t quite cracked the top million, but he was trying to keep an open mind.

When the potentate had composed himself, he threw his shoulders back with dogged determination and took one step forward. “It was here.” He stretched his arms wide to take in where it had stood. He pointed to a small depression in the floor. “It balanced right there.”

He gave up his effort at being strong and broke down. His shoulders heaved as he cried.

Even Red was touched by the emotions of the Yemilorian.

“How would someone move such an object? Unlike the Passion, they couldn’t cut the frame off. They would have to move the Orb as it was. How much did it weigh?”

“It was utterly massive,” the potentate managed between sobs, his bald head vibrating with his pain.

The first assistant stepped up. “Nineteen tons.”

“Every one of the stolen art pieces occupied significant space, and in this case, it had immense mass, too.” Rivka was thinking out loud. She walked around where the Marble Orb had been, trying to visualize the piece. “I wish we had brought Chaz.”

“He would not have fit in that car,” Red mumbled.

Rivka agreed but didn’t say so out loud. She stopped when she reached the potentate. “Describe the security systems you have in place.”

“Cameras along the hallway, in here, motion sensors, the floor is weight-sensitive, and during the evening, my pet bigantuans run free in this wing of the house.”

“Bigantuans?”

“A not-insignificant horned- and razor-backed creature with great fangs,” the potentate replied before nodding toward Red. “They are very impressive. Probably give your massively huge man a run for a not-insubstantial number of credits.”

“How did the perps get it out?” Rivka asked again.

“There are only three doors big enough,” the first assistant replied. “Through this archway and left down the main corridor. The kitchen area has a double-door with a dock. The front door and the back door are both double doors.”

“I’ve seen your very thorough report, First Assistant. There was no forensic evidence in this room, is that correct?”

“Yes. We vacuumed every dust particle. Nothing was out of place.”

“And the forensics on the digital systems show they were erased, and you weren’t able to recover the data?”

“Erased in entirety,” the potentate lamented. “Only pure evil commands the universe thusly.”

“Or someone who is very good with digital systems. I will need full access to your security systems.”

“Of course.” The potentate turned and walked out without looking back. Immediately across the corridor, a room little bigger than a closet contained stacks of computer equipment. Older technology over the plasma- and biosystems that were the cutting edge now.

Chaz, can you hear me? Rivka tried her internal comm chip. She pulled the datapad from the inside pocket of her jacket and tapped the screen. “Chaz?”

“Magistrate,” the AI replied in a cheery voice.

“I need you to pull the deleted data and rebuild it. Can you do that for me?”

“Do you have one of Ankh’s discs?”

Rivka leaned out of the room and looked at Red. He reached into his vest, then pulled his hand out and flipped a disc between his fingers.

She placed the disc in the middle of the equipment. “How’s that?”

“I’m coordinating with Erasmus.” Rivka waited impatiently. “Accessing it now.”

“Don’t you need my passwords or something?” the potentate asked.

“I could say yes to maintain the illusion that your system is secure, but you deserve the truth. We don’t need your passwords because we’re already into your system.”

“This is supposed to be the most secure of anything that’s available!” he declared, his voice shrill with panic at the revelation. Rivka looked through the equipment, then held up the datapad and transmitted the images to Chaz.

“This is an old system running even older software.”

“It’s the same as what we found on Binsulaker Prime, isn’t it, Chaz?” Rivka already knew the answer. She was a good lawyer and becoming a better investigator with each new case.

“In a word, identical.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN



Home of the Potentate of Magnanimous Austerity, Yemilore

Rivka placed her hand on the distraught potentate’s shoulder. “Let me guess. This system was approved by your insurance agent, ostensibly for Loids of Yoll. Chaz, connect me to the High Chancellor, please.”

The High Chancellor’s picture appeared, but only his voice came through. “I’m in a meeting. What do you need?”

“I need authorities on Yoll to take Angora into custody immediately if you can find her. I suspect she knows we’re onto her.”

“Inside job?”

“Before the artwork was even purchased, it had already been stolen. That’s my supposition, High Chancellor. We’ll get to the bottom of things once I get to Yoll. I’m still no closer to finding the smuggling ring, but if we can root Angora out of that metal box, I bet I can get what we need.”

“I’ll issue the order for immediate detention. You have a week to prefer charges before we have to let her go.

Rivka nodded at the screen even though she wasn’t sure the High Chancellor could see her. “I bet Loids isn’t going to like us crawling up their asses on a scavenger hunt, either. I only have circumstantial evidence at this point, but that’s enough to justify a warrant, even under the closest scrutiny.”

“I’ll be looking for your case notes soon, Magistrate. I’ll find your Gorandian, and you find me the smugglers.”

“I’m counting on the Gorandian to lead me to them.”

The High Chancellor signed off.

“Chaz, please coordinate with Erasmus and focus your financial searches on anything and everything Angora has touched.”

“We were already looking into her, but we will redouble our efforts.”

“As will I, Chaz.” Rivka’s lip twitched into a snarl. “I don’t know where your Marble Orb is, Potentate, but I have a good idea who to ask about it.”
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“I’m driving,” Rivka told the first assistant.

“But you don’t know how to drive.” The Yemilorian held his arms up and twirled his fingers.

“I don’t care. I’m not going to be stuffed into the back of this spew-car. That only leaves the driver’s seat. I watched how you did it.”

“Maybe we can get another vehicle?” he offered.

“Get in the back,” Rivka ordered, planting her feet and pointing. “Red?”

The big bodyguard wasn’t enamored of the idea of squeezing into the back with the gangly Yemilorian. He was certain they wouldn’t fit.

“Get in!” Rivka stood her ground.

“You can use my vehicle,” the potentate offered. “Else I fear your illustrious joy shall falter in your desire to travel without the anguish of a cookie pack.”

“I have no idea what he said besides I don’t have to get in there.” Red pointed with his railgun at the first assistant’s three-seater.

The potentate went back inside his home. Within a minute, a limousine rolled into the driveway. “Where do you think he was hiding that?” Rivka asked. Red shook his head before nodding in approval at their upgraded wheels.

“You can take the car,” Rivka said. “We’ll meet you at the banquet. Which one is going on now?”

“The second, but by the time we get there, it will have finished. We should go straight to the third.”

“Make it so, Number One.” Rivka twirled her finger in the air as the driver opened the door for her and Red. They climbed in, waiting for the door to close before sprawling most ingloriously within the limo’s padded luxury.

Outside, the first assistant told the driver the address. He acknowledged the words with a Yemilorian gesture, assumed his position up front, and left without waiting for the first assistant.

Rivka thought about asking him to wait but decided against it. “He’ll get there when he gets there,” she conceded. “He knew.”

Red studied her expression. “Do you know how?”

“He eliminated everyone it couldn’t have been. Although the how and why were wrong, that didn’t sway his focus. He eliminated the impossible and was left with only two alternatives. He judged rightly about the potentate. That man was distraught. It wasn’t an act.”

“It didn’t look like an act. I hope I never get attached to an inanimate object like that.”

“Me either, although I do like Wyatt Earp. It is a nice upgrade.”

“I’d say well-deserved, but I know us.” Red slouched until he was nearly horizontal. “We’ve been good. We’ve been lucky. It’s damn good we are lucky. And thanks to the nanocytes, we aren’t going to be wearing the scars on the outside.”

“Not on the outside.” Rivka contemplated her bodyguard.

“Are you happy, Red?”

He looked at her like she’d lost her mind.

“I mean with the job.” She pointed at him. “You still have the newlywed glow about you, but are you getting what you want from the position?”

Red laughed and closed his eyes, cradling his railgun to his chest. “Best job I ever had, Magistrate. I get to do more than be the hired muscle. I got to go after two guys who put contracts on my head. I get to hug a railgun. And I get to work with my wife, who loves to shoot guns more than I do.”

“She does? You don’t like to shoot?”

“Don’t get me wrong. I like to shoot, and I like to blow stuff up, but I really like hand-to-hand. That shows what you’re made of. Beating that bastard on S’korr? After that, everything I do is gravy. That was the toughest fight I ever had. That spike thing? I thought I was done for. Don’t tell anyone else. I like to maintain my mystique of not showing fear.”

“Your secret is safe with me, big man. Was that why you went on the size kick?”

“Fear does strange things to people.”

“I think I already said that in this case.”

“Mission,” Red corrected.

“I’m telling,” Rivka countered.

‘You promised.”

“Okay, I’ll let this one go. Only a case. You heard. We’re on our way to Yoll to interrogate the Gorandian, assuming the High Chancellor can corral her. Talking about fear, I’m afraid she’s already done a runner.”

Red chuckled. The air conditioner control was by his head. He reached for it and dialed down the cold. “A runner: one who flees from the long arm of the law. She has met the judge, jury, and executioner. She’s running because she knows what’s coming.”

“Damn straight. She has been judged. Well, not really. I need to talk to her first. The real Angora, not metal-encased her.”

Red relaxed while the limousine raced along. Rivka looked out the back window. The first assistant was nowhere to be seen.

“Your loss,” she told the emptiness. “I hear these banquets are to die for.”

The limo arrived without fanfare at a back door.

“We don’t get the red carpet treatment?” she asked the driver jokingly, pouting for effect.

“The back door for the assistant to the first primary legal stallion. It’s the door we all use,” he said reassuringly.

Red hoisted his railgun. “I’ve been thrown through worse doors than that.”

“I thought you won your fights?” Rivka taunted.

“Not when I’m that drunk. The damn nanos took that weakness away from me, so more door-tosses for me.”

“Touché, my good man. Shall we exult in our drudge-like status?”

“After me,” Red quipped and strode boldly to the door. As always, his head was on a swivel as he scanned the area for threats. The door opened as he approached. Lindy stepped into the doorway.

“I wondered where you’d gone. I’m exhausted from partying.” She threw the back of her hand to her forehead and mock-swooned.

Red’s face turned serious. “Angora,” was all he said.

“I’ll get Groenwyn. She’s shrinking under the tidal wave of accolades. These people only speak in superlatives, and it’s getting a bit tiresome.”

“If everyone is the best, no one is the best,” Rivka replied.

Lindy led the way inside, down a hallway, through a storeroom, and down another hallway.

“The riffraff gets the short end of the entry stick, don’t they?” Rivka wondered. “Titles and status. I’m surprised there hasn’t been a class war on this planet.”

“It’s not a winning recipe,” Red agreed. “Then again, the heavy gravity is a great equalizer.”

Feet pounded down the hallway behind them. Red shoved the Magistrate aside and covered her with his body. The first assistant appeared.

“Damn, man! You almost got yourself shot.” Red slowly lowered his railgun.

“The potentate’s most magnificent limousine cast much shade on the poor first assistant’s vehicle.”

“There’s our missing Yemilorian,” Rivka said with a smile. “Time to party.”

Only a few more steps. Lindy opened a door and walked into a large reception hall with hundreds of Yemilorians inside.

We’re here, Rivka said. I can’t quite see you.

Save me! Groenwyn didn’t sound like she needed saving. I’m kidding. I’m in the middle of the mob, but I’m ready to go if you are.

As it is said, so let it be done, Rivka noted.

She pointed with her chin toward the largest group of bald and gangly bodies. Red strode purposefully toward the dense cluster, trying not to look satisfied as Yemilorians dove out of his way. Rivka, Lindy, and the first assistant followed in his wake.

Red made to use his railgun to move the locals out of the way, but Rivka stopped him.

“I got it,” she told him and moved in front, shouldering her way between the taller but thinner bodies. Passing from one to the next, she smiled and issued empty platitudes. “The gravity on your planet weighs heavily on my fragile body. My compliments on your strength and burliness.”

When she reached the center mass, the platinum-green-haired woman launched herself forward to embrace Rivka. “I’m so happy you made it!”

“Me, too! We have a suspect and need to move quickly,” Rivka started, looking for the special deputy. When she spotted him, she turned and delivered a formal apology. “Your banquets are clearly the best we’ve ever been to on Yemilore. We are honored most magnificently, but we have to leave right now if there is any chance for us to recover the Marble Orb. That is our primary focus. Included in the recovery will be the capture of those responsible so it does not happen again. We must depart. Can you please return us to our ship?”

The special deputy’s face dropped. “There are three more banquets scheduled. If you believe this was the best, just wait!”

“We cannot,” Rivka confirmed.

The special deputy undersecretary turned to Groenwyn. “We cannot stay,” she confirmed. “Our job is to find and prosecute criminals. Rivka is the best in the universe at that. The sooner we find them, the fewer crimes they can commit. What if no one came to your banquets because it wasn’t safe to travel because of crime? Think about that on a galactic scale. By taking us to our ship, you are most gloriously contributing to an even bigger party.”

Red steeled his features. Yemilore was not his cup of tea.

“Of course, we understand.” The special deputy twirled his three fingers and slapped them in the Yemilorian version of snapping his fingers. All the noise stopped, and the way cleared to the front door.

“To the bus!” Red shouted. “Save the galaxy.”

Rivka and Groenwyn both nodded to the special deputy before getting herded between Red and Lindy toward the way out.

The special deputy’s first entourage reformed to join their guests.

“I feel special, getting to use the front door,” Rivka whispered to Groenwyn.

“I took one for the team by keeping them occupied. You owe me,” the young woman whispered back.

“I like the new you.” The group flowed more than walked as the Yemilorians jockeyed for superior hierarchical positions around Rivka and Groenwyn. Red used his railgun as a barrier to block those trying to get in front. Soon enough, they were all on board the bus. Last on was the first assistant. Rivka waved him to her. He beamed at being recognized.

“The Magistrate’s summons casts light into the shadows,” he declared. Rivka hesitated, to the point that she forgot what she was going to say. The special deputy had taken the seat in front of Rivka and Groenwyn. He turned and watched the exchange with interest.

“What about your car?” she asked weakly.

“Not my car. Internal Security car.”

“I’m not sorry I don’t have to ride in that thing again.” Red nodded vigorously.

“That limo was a righteous ride. You should consider borrowing something like that for future VIPs like the Magistrate,” he suggested.

“My humble position does not make such lofty requests.”

The special deputy raised a hand as if requesting permission to speak. Rivka nodded at him. “Please accept my sincere apologies for the abject failings of the first assistant. You will not have to worry about such shortcomings in the future.”

The first assistant paled and started to back away, but Rivka grabbed his arm.

“I have to say that the first assistant was critical to our investigation. So much so that we insist he join us for the remainder of this case. I expect we will have your full cooperation in this matter since it would reflect on the magnanimous selflessness and glory of all Yemilore.”

The special deputy froze, torn between his personal desire to be the face of Yemilorian glory for the Federation and acceding to the request.

“I must insist,” Groenwyn added. She had spent the day with the special deputy and knew what he was thinking—how to angle someone else onto Rivka’s ship and into her inner circle. Groenwyn couldn’t abide anyone being punished for doing his job. “There is no other option. First assistant, or Yemilore loses.”

The change was instantaneous. “Of course!” he declared, smiling as broadly as he could. “All of Yemilore stands proud of your conquest of crime.”

“Conquerors of crime!” Groenwyn repeated, pointing to Rivka, earning her the side-eye.

Rivka tried not to think of the departing platitudes. When they arrived at Wyatt Earp, Rivka’s mind focused entirely on Angora. She’d been on Rivka’s ship. She’d been in their midst, leading them astray while jockeying for information and a ride. As the noose closed, she had found a way off the ship, and Rivka had delivered her.

The stab in the eye was personal. Innocent until proven guilty, Rivka reminded herself. We have a lot to talk about, Angora. “Take care of it, Groenwyn. I’ll be on the ship.”

Rivka was one of the first off the bus, grabbing the first assistant by the arm as she went, with Red racing to catch up. Lindy waited with Groenwyn.

The young woman delivered the superlatives better than anyone had ever delivered accolades and platitudes before in the history of all things.

Maybe not. At least she told the Yemilorians goodbye in words that best resonated with them. She detached herself quickly, waving as she jogged to Wyatt Earp’s inviting ramp. Lindy stopped at the ramp and faced the group, making one last visual sweep before joining the others. She mashed the big red button after she was through the airlock.

The engines immediately spun up, and the heavy frigate lifted off. Chaz restored the artificial gravity. The first assistant turned green, his eyes twirling in his head.

“Chaz, take us to Yoll, best possible speed!” Rivka ordered.
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Wyatt Earp

“Welcome aboard, buddy. Getting sick here is better than the alternative,” Red said, stepping away from the Yemilorian. “They were going to roast him.”

Rivka nodded in agreement. “You were the only one on the whole ring planet with a clue. I couldn’t let you get punished for that.”

The dam broke and he doubled over, spewing the snack he’d grabbed during their short time at the third banquet.

“I’m not calling him first assistant,” Red declared. “So, what do we name him?”

“He’s not a pet,” Groenwyn replied while the first assistant was on all fours, weaving with the ship’s motion. Floyd ran down the corridor, stopping to briefly sniff the newcomer before heading for the choice bits on the deck. Groenwyn intercepted her, picking her up before she could get her face into it.

Red ignored them. “Maybe we can call him ‘Spew.’”

Rivka wanted to argue but was biting her lip, trying not to laugh at the displaced Yemilorian.

Lindy came to the rescue. “Do you mind if we call you Stewart, Stew for short?”

“What is my position on your team?” the first assistant managed between gasps. He finally flopped against the wall, leaning his back against it and extending his gangly legs across the corridor. He lifted them to let a cleaning bot pass and watched it work, having to cover his mouth once to prevent a new round.

“Your position is ‘saved from being demoted for doing your job,’” Red said with a shrug. “That might be a mouthful, but then again, it is very Yemilorian.”

“It is not,” the Yemilorian fired back.

“I would prefer something simpler.” Rivka kneeled next to him. “Stew?”

“Saved?” he countered.

“Good enough. We’ll pronounce it ‘SAH-ved,’ so we don’t get confused with saving something. Usually ourselves, by the way. You may regret getting ‘sahved.’”

“’Sahved,’” Red said, taking it for a trial run. He held his hand out and Lindy slapped her railgun into it.

“Conference room,” Rivka said before pulling Sahved to his feet and walking away.

Lindy went with Red to store her gear. Groenwyn was left standing outside the airlock holding Floyd. “You need to meet our new crewmate.”

Whee! Floyd cried. I like new people.

“And we need to listen to you when you don’t like someone. Rivka is taking us to Yoll to question Angora. The Magistrate thinks she might be bad. But you already knew that, didn’t you?”

Floyd knows, the wombat replied before nuzzling her head into Jay’s chest. Cheetos?

“No Cheetos for Floyd! Those aren’t good for you. How about some nice salad greens?”

Okay, Floyd agreed. Groenwyn hurried to the galley to collect a handful before joining the others in the conference room. Floyd sniffed the Yemilorian again.

Rivka sat unmoving, her fingers steepled before her. She was already deep in thought, using the image of the Gorandian’s environmental containment suit rotating above the table as the focus of her meditation.

Or the object of her angst.

No one liked to be made the fool.

Red and Lindy were already there, still wearing their ballistic armor, but without their weapons, or at least, the visible ones. They waited patiently. Red’s eyes were closed as if he were sleeping. Sahved had a shell-shocked look on his face.

Groenwyn took an empty seat. Floyd crawled across the table to sniff the Yemilorian a third time, giving him her approval by dropping a poop cube in front of him. She returned to her best friend. Lindy pulled a napkin out and cleaned up the mess, lightly scolding Floyd. Groenwyn started hand-feeding the greens to the wombat. Floyd finished and began to fuss. Groenwyn put her back on the table. Lindy pulled her in to scratch her tiny ears and play with her. She smacked Red in the face with an errant paw strike, and everyone froze.

Red grumbled in his sleepy voice. “Take the kids for a minute, would you?” Without opening his eyes, he licked his lips, and his breathing slowed as he went back to sleep.

“Is he dreaming about having kids?” Groenwyn asked. “Congratulations!”

“Hang on…” Lindy began. Rivka blinked and focused, stopping the conversation.

“Kids,” she said. “Distractions. Small beings. The parents. Let me think this through.”

The others waited patiently while Rivka mumbled her way through the problem.

“What if the being in the suit isn’t a Gorandian? What if the real Angora isn’t involved at all? What if whoever is in the suit is in charge of the smuggling ring? What if this was a huge infiltration and not a conspiracy?”

“That would make it too easy,” Lindy suggested.

Rivka’s eyes darted to Lindy as if she’d forgotten the others were in the room.

“Then who does she answer to?” Rivka asked.

“Once we root her out of the suit, you can ask her.” Lindy was confident of Rivka’s abilities.

“I think you’re right. Once we have her in custody, we’ll get answers.”

“What if she’s run?” Groenwyn asked.

“Too late, the running pool is already claimed,” Rivka quipped before turning serious. “We go after her. Wyatt Earp is a beast. I doubt she’ll be able to get away from us.”

The telltale signs of Gating whispered across their consciousness.

“We’ve entered Yoll space,” Chaz reported. “It’ll be another hour before we’re able to head planetside.”

“Get us the status of the case between Gil’dinor and Loids, please.”

The file appeared above the table. Rivka took to her pad to bring up the particulars in which she was most interested. “They are still in the discovery phase, but the case has been expedited.”

“Everyone’s in a hurry. People need to go to Azfelius and take the time to slow down.” Groenwyn rested her hands on the table and started a series of slow-breathing exercises.

Floyd crawled over to her, climbed into the horseshoe made by her arms and hands, and curled up. Soon, the wombat was fast asleep.

“I wish I could do that,” Red grumbled, stretching as he stirred back to life.

Lindy punched him in the arm. “It takes you two seconds to fall asleep, while I lay there for an hour.”

Red looked trapped. He smiled slowly. “I meant that I wish you could do that.”

“Nice try, big man,” Rivka interrupted, then went back to reading the case file. Red and Lindy waited, watching attentively. They tried to read along but quickly became bored.

When the Magistrate was ready, she began. “The case is based on art valuation, the underlying theme that is not discussed, but the bigantuan in the room. The flow of such vast sums of credits. For a theft of these to be viable, there has to be someone willing to throw that kind of money around, but without the credits being visible. Who has that kind of discretionary cash?

“We saw the amounts Bindola Shnobhauer moved and had available. He had an entire planet dedicated to laundering the funds. That isn’t replicable,” Lindy remarked. “We took them down, and Ankh and Erasmus put systems in place to prevent it from happening again.”

“Taking down a nine-level laundering system…” Groenwyn said with her eyes closed.

“What is the next way the scumbags will find to move illegal money around?” Red asked.

Rivka shook her head and shrugged. “That’ll take the likes of the Crenellian to figure out, if we ever get him back.”

“He’ll be back,” Chaz said through the room’s sound system. “They are gathering the materials now to upgrade Wyatt Earp. I am looking forward to super-stealth. I will be invincible!”

“Hang on there, big husky,” Rivka said. “Let’s try to limit the full-on battle cry. I’m still a Magistrate, doing that annoying legal stuff. Let’s set a goal of not fighting.”

“Buzz-kill.”

“Chaz…” Rivka cautioned with a smile. “But it is better to have the power and not need it. I approve. Heaven have mercy on those who cross us because Wyatt Earp will not.”

The files continued to scroll until they were interrupted by a direct message from the High Chancellor. Rivka wondered why Chaz showed it until she saw the single line.

Angora has disappeared.

“Looks like we got us a runner.” Red clapped his hands and vigorously rubbed them together. “Shouldn’t be hard to find her. How fast can she go in that ugly suit of hers?”

“What if she ditched the suit because she’s not a Gorandian?” Rivka wondered.

“She isn’t?”

“Just a question. What if she’s not?”

“Doesn’t matter. We’ll find her,” Red replied dismissively.

Rivka wanted to agree, but Yoll was a big place, and it was around long before the universe heard of Bethany Anne. “Chaz, can you get Ankh and Erasmus on it, please? And once again, I believe the old adage of ‘follow the money’ applies. If we can find the movement of funds, that will lead us to her.”

“We have been looking, Magistrate. Diligently, but we have found nothing.” The AI sounded frustrated.

Rivka nodded. “That suggests the art has not been sold.”

“Why would you steal something you can’t sell?” Red asked.

“Isn’t that the million credit question.” Rivka sighed and looked into her lap. “Saddle up, people. We’ve got an appointment with the Yoll justice system. And you.” She pointed to Sahved. “Stay here and study up on procedures. Get to know the ship and the crew.”

Yoll Capital City, Landing Area 4A

“You used to be somebody, Magistrate,” Red said while craning his neck, looking for their ride. He wore his full ballistic protection but didn’t carry his railgun. He had no visible weapons, which didn’t mean he was unarmed.

“Don’t forget where we are. The heart of the Federation. The seat of power. We’re a bunch of people with a cool ship, a gift from the very Federation we’re here to serve.”

“You’re saying I work for The Man?” Red said, still looking, to no avail.

“We all work for The Man, Red. Does a Magistrate have power or only the appearance of power?”

“I don’t see the difference.”

“And that is what matters. Neither does anyone else until we land on Yoll, and appearances do not equal the real thing.”

A small craft flew toward them, circling once before settling onto the apron beside Wyatt Earp.

Your ride is here, Chaz told them.

“You know we wouldn’t have boarded a strange vehicle. We’re super-cautious,” Lindy joked. Red fist-bumped her.

“Sometimes, we are our own worst enemy,” Rivka agreed.

Once aboard, the vehicle raced skyward, making a beeline across the city for the High Chancellor’s office. They landed on the roof of the government building and were escorted downstairs.

“Please go through. High Chancellor Wyatt is expecting you,” his ever-diligent executive Zai’den announced. Rivka nodded to him as they passed. Groenwyn stopped and took his hands in hers. They locked eyes before smiling at each other. Lindy waited until Groenwyn was through before following her in and closing the door behind them.

“You’re wondering why I brought you here?” The High Chancellor stood and circled his desk to greet Rivka. He was a massive human being, taller than Red. He smiled broadly, revealing his fangs while his eyes glowed slightly red.

“Are you upset about something, High Chancellor?” Rivka asked. She couldn’t read him. As always, he was a blank to her, even with the close contact.

He took a deep breath, grinding his teeth briefly before smiling anew. This time, his eyes were clear and his fangs gone.

“Astute as usual, Rivka.”

“I let Angora, if that’s her name, get one over on me, even to the point of acting as her taxi service and bringing her here.”

“We’ve all been fooled before. It happens,” the High Chancellor told her, speaking softly. “You aren’t infallible. No one is.”

“The suit…”

“The Federation is replete with races that can’t operate in our atmosphere, just as we can’t survive in theirs. We can’t be skeptical just because they need a suit. If someone uses that to get inside our defenses, as it may be, then we come down hard once we know.”

“Are we coming down hard?”

“If she’s guilty. It’s difficult to think otherwise, but when, not if, we find her, you need to get inside her defenses and discern the truth. Then find those pieces of art.”

“The money—” Rivka started. The High Chancellor held a finger to his lips

“We’ll talk about that in the right time and place,” he told her cryptically. “Next step is Loids’ offices. I have a warrant to search for conspirators. That’s all we are looking for. I suspect Angora acted alone. Confirm that and get back here. We have a warrant out for her, but if she ditched the suit, we could have problems. If she went to ground, we’ll have problems. The only way we’ll find her quickly is if she’s running because she’s panicked.”

“Nothing about her tells me she would panic. She is in complete control. I suspect she had multiple exit strategies.”

“I don’t doubt that,” the High Chancellor agreed. “Check out Loids and then come back. Take all the time you need. We have other resources allocated to finding her.”

“My brothers and sister?” Rivka asked, a grin creeping across her face.

“Grainger, Chi, Jael, and Buster. I’ve recalled them to focus on finding her.”

“Nice. Thank you, High Chancellor.” Rivka twirled her finger in the air. “Bad guys aren’t going to catch themselves.”

“Is that her new favorite expression?” Red whispered to Lindy as he pushed the door open. Lindy shrugged.

“She’s not wrong.”

The group returned to the roof, where the shuttle waited. Unlike Binsulaker Prime, Yoll had dedicated official assets. Their shuttle wasn’t as nice as the Potentate of Magnanimous Austerity’s ride, but then again, austerity meant different things on different planets.

It lifted off without delay and headed into the aerial traffic corridors on its way across the city.

“What do you think, Chaz? Any ideas?” Rivka asked the device hanging around Groenwyn’s neck.

I am still collecting data, Magistrate, the AI replied.

“On what?”

The financial systems. It makes for interesting reading. The disparate ways transactions take place throughout the Federation. I think the most powerful individual in the Federation is D’rell, the finance minister, because she has the responsibility to regulate it all.

“I’m not sure how that’s helping us.” The Magistrate looked out the window, taking in the immensity of the largest city on Yoll.

Deconstructing transactions to find the ones that aren’t aboveboard takes a significant understanding of the core system. Ankh and Erasmus are far ahead of me. I’m playing catch-up.

“Do you have any ideas about how we’ll know if someone is conspiring with Angora?”

Only by digging into their finances. I’ve begun this process, now that we have full access to their personnel files. I was hoping you’d be able to do your zombie thing to them.

“Have you been talking to Grainger?”

I might have, but what you’re capable of doing exceeds my understanding. I like things that can be calculated, and processes that can be defined. I can’t wrap my digital head around something based entirely on feelings.

“You have feelings, don’t you, Chaz?”

I do, but probably not as you understand them. They make sense to me, and that matters in my evolution. Thank you for asking.

Rivka didn’t ask any more questions. Chaz was busy, and she needed to think.

The trip took longer than Rivka wanted. She was rapidly tapping her foot and drumming her fingers when Red placed his big hand over hers. “Do you think she’s down there?” he asked.

“Angora?”

He nodded.

“I hope not. She’ll be easier to find in the vastness of space than in that mess.”

Rivka pointed at the urban sprawl, pressing her lips together until they turned white.

“We’ll find her,” Red reassured the Magistrate. “She doesn’t have a chance.”

“I wish that were true. She’s got a head start and complete anonymity. She’s a ghost.”

“Because we don’t know what she looks like?”

“We don’t have the foggiest.” Rivka smiled. “But we know something she doesn’t.” She waited for the others to see if they would guess. They didn’t. “Technology. She got it from somewhere. With Ted and Ankh reverse-engineering the holoprojector, they’ll find where it was produced.”

Chaz rejoined the conversation. The Magistrate is correct.

“How does knowing where a device was produced relate to us finding Angora?” Groenwyn asked.

“We start building a profile. Find things that she touched, and with enough touches, we’ll be able to search for those fingerprints,” Rivka suggested. “That’s the plan, anyway. It all depends on R2D2 finding that first touchpoint.”

The shuttle started to spiral downward toward a massive structure.

“Looks like there’s good money in insurance,” Red remarked.

“They make their money from paying few claims and charging large premiums.”

“But if you need to make a claim, insurance can save your ass.”

“Sounds personal.” Lindy studied her husband.

“I wrecked a speeder that was kind of pricey. Insurance saved me from a life of poverty.”

“But you lived a life of rags to riches and back to rags.” Lindy started to give Red the stink-eye.

“But it wasn’t from the speeder. That life was from poor decisions, not an errant steering yoke and a gust of wind.”

Rivka chuckled until the shuttle settled onto the landing pad in front of the Loids complex. As the door opened, she removed her datapad and strode from the ship. Red hurried after her, taking a position at her left elbow. Lindy moved to the right, and Groenwyn strolled behind. If she was too close to the threesome, Chaz wouldn’t be able to see anything.

They continued through the front doors to the main receptionist, a four-legged Yollin. “May I help you?” she asked pleasantly.

“I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and I’m here to speak with the CEO. I don’t have an appointment, and I will see him right now.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Loids of Yoll offices

“He’s not here,” she replied, smiling as if she answered such demands all the time. Maybe she did.

Rivka clenched her jaw. “Who’s in charge when he’s not here? I will see that person.”

“That would be Ersatz Preanster. She’s on the fourth floor.” The Yollin receptionist pointed to the elevators. Her mandibles clicked lightly.

“Thank you.” Rivka was in no mood to joust. The Loids complex consisted of a single thirty-seven story building. The one in charge was on the fourth floor? That made no sense to the Magistrate.

“Watch yourselves. I think we might be getting played.” Rivka waved a hand in front of the elevator panel, and the doors whooshed aside. The team climbed aboard, punched four, and headed upward.

They were greeted by a moving company with pallets of cases.

“What’s going on?” Rivka asked one of the stalwart laborers.

“Going out of business or something. All this stuff is going into a storage unit or something. I don’t know. I’m only here to carry it or something.”

“Or something,” Rivka parroted. “Where’s the one in charge. Ersatz Preanster?”

“There’s somebody giving orders over there.” He nodded toward an area that was still being packed up. He fitted the last two boxes into place, checked to see if the load was tight, and started dragging the pallet jack toward the far end of the floor.

Rivka turned to her team, “Ideas?”

“Standing down the art insurance business to keep from losing their ass, especially if it was one of their people taking the items.” Red’s insight sounded convincing.

Rivka nodded once and started walking, her datapad clutched in her hand, ready to show the search warrant to the powers that be.

“Are we going to have to look through physical files?” Groenwyn sounded worried and looked like she had sucked on a lemon.

“No. I’m here to talk to employees, if you know what I mean.” Rivka winked at the platinum-green-haired young woman.

“I’m all about lining up the pins so you can knock ‘em down,” Red noted.

Rivka looked for the one who appeared to be in charge. “Ersatz?”

The Corinthian female looked up from under thick and long eyelashes. Her waxy black hair reflected the overhead lighting as if it were made of metal.

“I am. You have me at a disadvantage.”

“I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa. I have a warrant to view all files and systems related to an employee named Angora. Also in the warrant is the requirement to interview anyone associated with the aforenamed Angora. I’ll need a space to conduct the interviews and the people brought to me there.” Rivka held the datapad in front of her.

Ersatz didn’t even look at it. “You can’t—”

“I most assuredly can,” Rivka countered before she finished.

“You can’t because they’re not here. We let them all go. After the third theft, we shut down that division. Loids is out of the art insurance business.”

“But that division is engaged in a lawsuit.” Rivka’s eyes darted around the room. There were no employees, only workers packing and moving what had been the art insurance division.

“I think that was settled,” Ersatz replied off-handedly. “I’m here, and I am more than happy to talk to you.”

“Were you the department head?”

“Not at all. I was transferred here to oversee the dissolution.”

Rivka stared open-mouthed. She took the Corinthian’s arm. “What do you know about Angora?”

Gorandian. She’d seen a picture of one once.

“Nothing,” Ersatz replied honestly.

“Where are the computer server systems that support Loids?”

A basement, the next building over.

“I’m not sure,” the female lied.

“Never lie to a Magistrate, Ersatz Preanster. I hold you in contempt. That’ll be a ten-thousand-credit fine. Chaz, register that with the Federation.” The Corinthian stared, her facial expression frozen. “Have a nice day.”

Rivka turned on her heel and walked straight to the elevator.

Did you register that fine, Chaz?

Not yet. Do you still want me to send it?

Yes, I do. Dissembling and prevaricating while Loids is trying to cover its tracks is bad form. Leadership starts at the top, right? Send a second form, a C and D, to Loids to stop all activity in relation to the removal of records related to the art insurance division.

One cease and desist letter coming right up, Chaz replied.

The elevator delivered them to the ground floor. They walked past Reception without checking out, went through the front doors, and took a sharp right. The shuttle remained on the parking pad.

“Looked like it was in here, in the basement.” Rivka pointed to a small building that looked like a power transfer sub-station.

There were two doors. One didn’t have a handle or any way to pull it open.

An emergency exit. The other door was locked. “Red?”

“Don’t mind if I do.” He pulled his blaster from inside his ballistic vest. It took four shots before he could rip the door open. Yollin security guards ran in their direction, waving stun batons at them.

“You want to set them straight?” Rivka asked Red while holding the door for Lindy and Groenwyn to go through.

“I think I’ll enjoy this.” He put his blaster inside his vest and cracked his knuckles.

“Don’t make me come and save your big ass. Oh, yeah, give me one of Ankh’s discs before you get too busy.”

Red pulled one out and handed it over before walking forward with his arms spread wide. The last thing the Magistrate heard was Red saying, “My good friends!”

Inside the building, Rivka found a landing and wide steps leading down. Lindy was on the top step. “Did you say it was in the basement?”

Rivka nodded.

Lindy headed down. Groenwyn hesitated. Lindy stopped after five steps when she realized no one was following. “Two points,” Groenwyn started. “Why do they always put these things in the basement? We’ve not had great luck in basements. I wanted to register my dismay before we went too far.”

Chaz explained, Easier to keep cool and provide power. Even the most modern biological and plasma systems require a great deal of heat-generating energy. You have to get the disc close to the system so Erasmus can get in.

“Crap luck in the basements.” Rivka removed Reaper from her inner pocket. “Just in case.”

Lindy smiled and nodded, pulling her blaster before continuing down.

The steps continued straight to a double doorway as wide as the staircase. It opened automatically as they approached. Lindy jumped to the side, bringing her blaster to eye level as she aimed into the space beyond. Rivka pushed Groenwyn down and crouched over her, aiming as Lindy was.

“What did you see?” Rivka called.

“Nothing. The door opened,” Lindy replied. “I thought someone was coming out.”

Rivka pointed at the flashing sensor above the door.

“Don’t I feel stupid,” Lindy deadpanned, sidestepping in front of the doors while continuing to look over the blaster’s sights into the space beyond. “Clear.” She lowered her weapon but kept both hands on it.

Rivka pulled Groenwyn to her feet. “Sorry about that.”

“Better that than getting shot. I’m not a fan.”

Rivka slapped the younger woman on the back. “I don’t think any of us are.”

“Clear,” Lindy reiterated from within the server farm.

“Let’s deliver this thing and get the hell out of here. Red may need some help topside.”

Red? Lindy ventured.

Yes, my dear, he replied casually.

How much time do we have?

As much as you need.

“No rush,” Lindy reported.

“Does this work?” Rivka asked the device Groenwyn carried.

No.

“How about now?” the Magistrate asked after she repositioned it.

No.

Fourteen placements later, Chaz finally declared victory.

This is the good stuff! We had all the data before. Raw data. We now have their thoughts and perceptions, the art division’s profit forecast, and the strategic analysis. They had four other masterpieces for coverage that weren’t shown in the other files they shared.

“Contact the owners and tell them to check for a holoprojector. If there isn’t one, they should physically secure their pieces until further notice. Lock everything down, assuming it hasn’t already been stolen.”

“Time to go?” Groenwyn asked.

Erasmus and I have what we need, the AI reported.

Rivka walked briskly from the room, with the other two women close behind. Outside, they found Red with four stun batons and the four Yollin guards unconscious on the ground. He smiled broadly, but his lips were swollen, and there was a gash on the side of his head.

“Give them back their batons,” Rivka ordered as she twirled a finger in the air and walked over the manicured lawn on a direct line to their shuttle.

Red dropped the batons with a flourish, brushed off his hands, and fell in behind the others.

“Look at your face,” Lindy said over her shoulder. “You look too happy for how bad you got your ass kicked.”

“Four Yollins!” Red exclaimed proudly.

“Sure, sure.” Lindy flipped her hand dismissively.

“Chaz, I need anything that could give us a hint at where Angora might be.”

The most recently insured piece is back on Binsulaker Prime.

“She wouldn’t?” Rivka stated before starting to run.

“We’re running,” Red observed as he loped along with the others. “It’s so unlike the Magistrate.”

“Come on, people.” Rivka accelerated until she was sprinting. She slid to a stop to wait for the shuttle hatch to open. “Get us back to Wyatt Earp, best possible speed.”

The automated shuttle took off and eased into an aerial traffic corridor.

“Come on!” Rivka pounded on the side of the passenger cabin.

I think I can help, Chaz said. The shuttle jerked, then started to drop. Emergency systems arrested the fall before being overridden. The shuttle fell another hundred meters before lateral acceleration moved it sideways at an alarming rate of speed. The shuttle rotated and darted forward, turning on its tail to race past the traffic lanes and arc over the mass of airborne vehicles.

There we go, Chaz announced to the group.

Red and Lindy looked at each other before holding hands. Rivka met Groenwyn’s gaze. “Back to Binsulaker?” the young woman asked.

“Back to Binsulaker. I wonder if Kio’alaia was able to rustle up our missing security guards?”

“I wouldn’t bet on it.” Red shook his head. “But if you want to bet, I’ll take the side that says he won’t have them.”
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Wyatt Earp

“Take us out,” Rivka said. Clodagh repeated the order, and Ryleigh tapped the controls to send Wyatt Earp airborne. The heavy frigate turned on its tail and accelerated toward space at a fantastic rate.

“Woohoo!” Ryleigh whistled.

Rivka leaned against the bridge’s rear bulkhead, crossing her arms and watching the screen turn dark and fill with stars as they transitioned through the atmosphere. The ship continued to accelerate away from the planet, navigating casually through the inbound traffic lanes.

“The High Chancellor’s office has granted us an emergency priority,” Ryleigh told them. “Spinning up the Gate drive.”

“Next stop, Slaker Central,” Rivka murmured.

“When we arrive, Chaz, hook us up with a landing site close to the…the…what is it called?”

“It’s the Firenze Dolce, a Glacier by Any Other Name.”

“The Firenze. Get us close. Has R2D2 given us any way to detect those using their cloaking technology?”

“Yes. Kind of.” Chaz didn’t sound confident. “Maybe.”

“We tie both hands behind our backs as we join the fight,” the Magistrate intoned.

“I’m sorry, Magistrate. A possibility is that we irradiate an area with beta particles and look for disturbances.”

“Aren’t those harmful?”

“I didn’t say there wouldn’t be a risk.”

“Give me the intercom.” Rivka waited for the artificially generated snap and pop to tell her it was live. “Alant Cole, get your mech suit on. I have something I’m going to need you to do.”

Binsulaker Prime, the Estates

Despite protests from Binsulaker Prime officials, Ryleigh brought Wyatt Earp down in a field near the Estates. The Magistrate didn’t let it bother her that it wasn’t an official landing field. The failure of the Slakers to assist in the investigation and then abandoning them in the middle of their secret war zone didn’t endear the planetary authorities to Rivka or her crew.

“You’re coming with us, Sahved. We’re going art-thief-hunting.”

“I thought that was what we’ve been doing,” the Yemilorian replied.

“Yes, but this is the action part of the hunting. Much of it is thinking and investigating. We might be one step ahead.”

Security Operator First Order Kio’alaia is on his way, Chaz reported.

“Should we wait? You know we’re not going to get a ride.” Red shrugged with his statement. Rivka glanced down to see that he had his comfortable boots on, not the newer pair that was higher quality. He only owned two pairs. Lindy had four pairs of boots for a variety of bodyguard occasions. She also had dress clothes, something they were still trying to convince Red were important to have.

“There he is,” Rivka said, pointing before they had to decide.

He rushed his pace, emotions hidden behind the expressionless face. “It is very late. Maybe tomorrow is a better time?”

Rivka looked at the sun-filled sky.

“It’s the eternal equinox. It happened today.”

“Something eternal happens on a single day?” Rivka wondered.

“Same day every year, eternally. Yes.” He looked from face to face. “I know you, but I don’t know you.”

Sahved returned the Slaker’s piercing stare. “I am the first assistant… Sorry. I’m Sahved.” They each looked at the other’s hand.

“We don’t shake in my culture, but if you’d like, I am aware of this most very respectful gesture.”

Rivka gave him a look that suggested he work on his Yemilorian linguistic foibles.

“Not in mine either, but the humans insist on it. Glad to have a fellow non-shaker here in Slaker land.”

The security operator remained where he was, committing to nothing. A loud thump sounded from behind the ship. The mechanized combat suit driven by Alant Cole appeared, clumping louder than necessary. Rivka gestured for the mech to take it easy. Alant lightened his step and continued almost noiselessly.

“I’m ready to go see the Firenze Dolce, if you don’t mind,” Rivka said.

“But it’s late at night.” Kio’alaia stood his ground.

“Let’s go, Red,” Rivka twirled her finger in the air. She turned back to the Slaker. “Did you catch the two security guards?”

She already knew the answer.

“They have disappeared completely. We exhausted all resources in our search.”

Red strode boldly away.

Rivka stepped alongside the security operator. “I’m not going to ask for your definition of exhausting all resources. I’ll simply accept that you didn’t find them. It could be a moot point anyway. Our primary suspect is Angora, the supposed Gorandian. Do you have any other leads?”

“No. The Gorandian?” He took a few more steps before continuing, “Any word about the Anastolia? When will it be returned?”

The Magistrate clenched her jaw. She wondered if they were having two different conversations. “Did you know that Gil’dinor filed suit against Loids?”

“I did not know. The affairs of those in the Estates are not my affairs, even though they pay my salary. That was not something they deemed important for me to know.”

She wanted to feel sorry for him but couldn’t muster the sympathy. He had gotten them blown up. He wasn’t out of the doghouse yet.

The Yemilorian passed the others to join Red on point, easily matching the bodyguard’s stride with his long, thin legs.

“This is the most incomparable of adventures. It has been forever since I’ve been on another planet, and that time, it was very controlled. Nothing like this. We are walking in here like we own this place,” Sahved said, looking in wonder at the immensity of the Estate wall and the gate toward which they marched.

“I’m the lead, which means I have to look for threats to the Magistrate. It’s hard doing that when I’m distracted.”

“I will personally make sure that you are not distracted. The Magistrate is a wondrous creature, as is the First Primary to the Magistrate’s Corps of Legal Stallions for the High Chancellor of the Federation.”

“You mean Groenwyn?” Red mumbled, never taking his eyes off their way ahead, constantly scanning the wall’s heights. The lack of vehicles made his job easier.

“Groenwyn! Yes, I must get used to using names again. It is so exhilarating.”

“I think she wants to talk to you now,” Red said, gesturing with his head to go to her.”

The Yemilorian stepped to the side to let Rivka and the Slaker pass before closing on the green-haired woman. “That very large man up front said you wanted to talk to me?”

“Of course, he did.” Groenwyn chuckled. “His name is Red, short for Vered.”

“Names. I shall learn them in due time. Titles are so much easier.”

Groenwyn did a double-take. “If you say so. Call me ‘Groenwyn.’ How are you settling in?”

“I am not sure that I have sat down since joining the most august and judicially righteous Magistrate’s team.”

“You did when you were less than completely acclimated to our gravity.”

“That!” He tossed his head and intertwined his three fingers in a complex pattern in front of his chest. “Not my finest moment, but I am getting used to it now. Thank you for helping me.”

“Helping people is what we do.”

“I am worried about the Marble Orb,” Sahved admitted.

Red reached the gate and tried to open it, but it was locked. He leveled his railgun, but stopped when the Slaker waved a key. He opened the large gate and strolled through, waving for the others to follow.

“The purveyors of the Firenze Dolce are right over there.” Kio’alaia pointed to a modest building, smaller than its neighbors.

“Doesn’t look like a place where you’d find a hundred-million-credit piece of artwork,” Rivka said.

“The purveyors are humble, living in austerity for the sole purpose of supporting and displaying such a fine piece as the Glacier by Any Other Name.”

“I saw the pictures,” Rivka replied. “I expect they don’t do it justice. It’ll be nice to see it in person.”

Red had to pound on the door repeatedly before someone answered. The security officer grimaced, wincing with each thunderous echo. The Slaker who opened the door looked ancient.

Kio’alaia moved to the front. “Please pardon this late-night intrusion, Purveyor,” he said in a conciliatory tone. “The Magistrate is from the Federation, and she is greatly concerned that there will be an imminent attempt to steal the Firenze.”

The purveyor threw the door open. “Please come in. We cannot have the Firenze stolen. It is the culmination of my life’s work to be in the presence of the masterpiece.”

Rivka stepped forward without offering her hand. “Please take us to the Firenze so that we can make sure it is secure and stays that way.” Behind her smile, she was seething. She didn’t get the impression that the purveyor had been informed of her concerns. Time, once wasted, could not be recovered.

She hoped it wasn’t too late. The looks on the faces of her team suggested they were more than aware of Binsulaker Prime’s security shortcomings.

“My team. Vered and Lindy, my bodyguards. Groenwyn, my advisor. An additional investigator from Yemilore. And Alant Cole, providing both physical and technical support. There are surveillance and recovery techniques that can only be implemented by someone within that equipment.”

The purveyor looked skeptically at the mech. “I don’t think he’ll fit inside.”

“Wait out here. Verify the perimeter and conduct a low-level radioactive scan once we’re inside.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Alant’s voice was moderated through the suit’s external speakers. He moved away while the door was closing behind the group.

“This way,” the purveyor said in a friendly tone as if he’d not been woken from a sound sleep moments earlier. “I’m surprised my security guards didn’t answer the door.”

Red and Rivka glanced at each other.

“Where would they be?” Rivka asked innocently, silently willing the Slaker to walk faster. At least the home was small, so they didn’t have far to go.

“At least one should be in the display room, with the other roving, but not too far.” The Slaker picked up his pace, worrying over the implications.

When they reached a set of double doors, the purveyor tested them, to find them locked. He put his hand to a pad beside the door and the lock retracted. Rivka yanked the door open before it could relock.

The two security guards were next to a stand on which a magnificently lit flowing metallic sculpture rested.

The purveyor breathed a sigh of relief, but Security Operator First Order Kio’alaia was instantly energized. He pushed past Rivka. “You!” he shouted.

“Red,” Rivka said softly, stepping aside to let the big man past. With the Slaker and bodyguard bearing down on them, they ran. “Go.”

Lindy raced past, with Sahved joining her, having no idea what they were doing, his legs akimbo like a running camel.

“What…” the purveyor stammered.

“They are suspects in the theft of the Anastolia. Did the security operator vet those two?”

“You were here just a few days ago. I was quite alarmed and hired them directly. They came with the highest recommendation.”

“From whom?” Rivka asked while examining the pedestal and the statue.

“From the insurance agent, of course. I haven’t signed the paperwork yet, but she did a security survey of my home just last week,” the Slaker explained. “Don’t touch that!”

Rivka continued to reach toward the statue, then through it, and switched the holoprojector off.

The statue has been stolen. Perps might still be in the area. Take care with the beta scan, Alant, but pick up the pace. They are cloaked and could be running. Rivka turned and strode briskly from the room, heading for the front door.

Holy shit! I see them. Images faint. Chasing now.

Rivka thought she could feel the reverb of the mech accelerating away from the house.

Clodagh, spin up Wyatt Earp and provide support to Alant. Our thieves have the statue and are running.

Roger, Clodagh replied.

Did you catch those assholes yet? Rivka asked Red.

One of them. For little guys, they are a lot more resilient than I expected. Grab him! Red projected over the internal comm instead of switching to his outside voice.

Groenwyn took the purveyor by the arm as he stared in shock at where his precious statue used to be. “Is it gone?” he asked.

“Yes, but we’re on their trail. We need to capture them alive so we can find the other pieces.”

He resisted, pulling back so he could lament the loss of the Firenze Dolce. Groenwyn let him go and hurried after the Magistrate. If they could catch the perps, that might lead them to the other stolen art. Then everyone could be happy again, except those who would find Jhiordaan as their new home. Groenwyn wanted to see them caught and punished. Taking art from people’s lives was something she found so distasteful that it was time for her to act.

She started to run, brushing past Rivka as she disappeared at her nano-enhanced speed. She headed out the front door and past the racing mech. She could see where he was aiming his beta radiation activator. He cut it off the instant he saw something pass through the beam before him, but by the time he released the trigger, she was already gone.

The beam highlighted a ship smaller than Wyatt Earp parked meters from where the Magistrate’s heavy frigate had landed. Groenwyn slammed into the external hatch, her speed no benefit when she didn’t catch the invisible thieves outside. She pounded on the invisible hull until the engines fired. She could feel the vibration. She stepped back as the ship lifted off on its way to the stars.

Fire? Alant asked as he dropped the beta device and shouldered his mech-sized railgun. Missiles appeared in a pack over his shoulder, ready to launch when given the order.

No, Rivka replied. Everyone back to the ship. Everything we want is flying away, and blowing it out of the sky will give us no answers. Clodagh, figure out a way to track that ship.

On our way, Red reported.

Rivka continued walking by herself. Red and Lindy appeared from behind the home, each carrying a figure over their shoulders. The former security guards looked to be unconscious. Sahved loped alongside, looking like a dog with his adopted family, while the smaller and stoic Slaker had to jog to keep up.

Kio’alaia started grousing about the gates before he reached them. Rivka walked through the destroyed entry with a minor snicker. Alant Cole had probably not even slowed down when he hit them, the mechanized armor he drove ripping the gates from their mounts.

When Red and Lindy caught up to her, they hurried the rest of the way to the ship. The bodyguards took the Slaker security guards on board. “Secure them in the cargo bay. We’ll talk while we trail that ship.” She pointed at Kio’alaia. “You stay here.”

Rivka followed Groenwyn and Sahved. She did the honors of mashing the big red button, wondering how distraught the security operator was as he stood there on the outside looking in. The ship started to move while the outer hatch was still closing.
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Leaving Binsulaker Prime, Onboard Wyatt Earp

“Hang on,” Clodagh told them. Artificial gravity and other systems that made high-speed spaceflight possible for biological creatures prevented most jarring motions, but sometimes, when things got exciting, the crew could get tossed around.

“That’s what I’m talking about!” Red cheered from around the corner.

“With me,” Rivka told Groenwyn and Sahved. They didn’t question the order, simply fell in behind her on their way to the cargo bay.

They caught sight of Red and Lindy walking ahead of them. With minor bumps and twists from Wyatt Earp as they searched the sky for the art thieves’ ship, the trio made it to the cargo bay.

Groenwyn took two folding chairs from the bulkhead and set them up in front of Red and Lindy. The two deposited their loads in the chairs. Both had their eyes open.

Rivka looked confused. “Stun guns,” Red said, pulling the butt end of one from inside his vest.

“How much stuff do you carry in there?” Rivka asked, trying to see how anything fit under the semi-form fitting ballistic protective outerwear.

“Mission-specific loadouts. No blasters this time. I figured we’d need to paddle some bottoms, not get to kill people.”

“Did you just say…” Rivka wondered what the galaxy was coming to when Vered cleaned up his language. Had they been anywhere else doing anything else, she would have laughed, but the chase was on. She needed information.

“Can you talk? Or maybe I should ask, will you talk?” Typical of the Slakers with their rough features, they gave nothing away.

Red grabbed one of the captives and squeezed his face until he opened his mouth. Rivka tapped him on the arm and shook her head.

Not torturing the captives, she told him. While touching him, she felt his emotions. He was frustrated by not being able to help with this case. The criminals had been one step ahead the whole way.

She gave him a questioning look, and he recoiled. “What’d you see?” he asked.

“One step ahead of us,” Rivka said softly. She tipped one of the Slakers’ chins up toward her. “We’re not going to torture you, but you are guaranteed a long stay on Jhiordaan if you don’t talk to me. I expect you’re afraid of your handlers. Helping me find them is your only guarantee of safety.”

The security guard’s features were frozen. It reminded her of the look on Kio’alaia’s face when he didn’t want to talk about something. Groenwyn set a chair behind the Magistrate so she could sit face to face with the Slaker.

“Let’s start with your name.” Rivka waited for him.

Nothing.

“I have it, Magistrate, both of them,” Chaz reported over the speakers. “The individual you are talking to now is called Act’obali, and the other is called Rem’amila. According to Gil’dinor’s records, these are the two who worked for him during the theft.”

“Your days of bilking the system are over,” Rivka told them. “I need you to talk to me.”

They resisted by remaining silent.

How are we doing? Rivka asked Clodagh and Chaz.

In order to use the beam to paint the running ship, we have to go as slow as they are. It’s probably fast for them, but if we try to speed up, they could juke, and we’ll have to stop and look for them again. We’re gaining, but it’s taking time.

Don’t let them Gate out of here. Rivka glared at the security guards. She respected their ability to remain silent. As long as Wyatt Earp had the other ship in its sights, they didn’t need these two. But just in case, she wanted to confirm a hypothesis she’d been mulling over.

“It was never your intent to steal the Firenze Dolce was it? Worth a mere hundred mil. Almost a complete waste of time. I’m going to tell you what happened. You don’t need to say anything. Scumbags like you are as transparent as a porthole.

“You set things up to allow the cloaked thieves to enter. They set up the holoprojector and hid the Anastolia since it was a two-phase plan. The invisible ship wasn’t available, so you had to use a backup, which meant your timing was dependent on something else. A landing schedule, probably. And then a couple days later, they came back to remove the Anastolia, cloaking it as they returned to the airfield. The ship departed, and that was the one we blew to hell. That put a crimp in Angora’s retirement package, so she turned you onto the Firenze to cover some of the losses. She promised to move you two off-planet, didn’t she?”

“No,” the one called Rem’amila replied. “We were promised we would be killed if we didn’t do as we were told. They tried to finish you when you came to the city after us, but we had already moved.”

“Who is they?” Rivka asked, turning her chair but not getting too close. She leaned back and tried to look relaxed.

Rem’amila didn’t reply.

“Do they have your family or something? I can have Red rough you up for when we deposit you back on Binsulaker Prime, so it looks like you resisted, as opposed to the cooperation you’re actually providing.”

“We are not!” Act’obali blurted. “We didn’t… They’ll kill me.”

“Have you ever heard the expression ‘perception becomes reality?’” They sat motionlessly. “The truth doesn’t matter. It’s what people believe that drives their actions. If they, whoever they are, believe you spilled your guts, they’ll never stop coming after you. The fact that you are on my ship and we will return you to your homes unharmed will be your death sentence, independent of the truth about how stalwart you’ve been in refusing to answer my questions.”

“The Gorandian and an alien,” Rem’amila provided.

“Describe the alien,” Rivka said. The ship jerked and bounced, twisted and skipped. Rivka balanced, flexing at the knees to keep from falling. Red saved one Slaker from tipping over, and Groenwyn steadied the other.

Sahved started making heaving noises, then staggered to the side and started spewing most ingloriously.

“We gotta do something about that,” Red muttered.

“Pod-doc.”

“We gonna keep him?” Red asked.

“I guess it’s okay since we lost both Wenceslaus and Hamlet.” Rivka let her sarcasm hang in the air, waiting to see if Red noticed. He didn’t. “He’s not a pet. We’ll work with both Sahved and his government to make sure we get what’s in everyone’s best interests.”

The Yemilorian went through his ritual before the cleaning bot appeared to take care of the mess. Groenwyn sat next to him.

Lindy moved close to the second suspect. “Describe the alien, please,” the Magistrate requested.

“Big, with clackers.”

“A Yollin,” Red said.

“How’d you get a Yollin from that?” Rivka removed her datapad and found an image of a Yollin. She showed the Slaker.

“That’s him,” he replied.

“A Yollin,” Rivka mused. Red struggled with not looking smug. He gave up and let the ego radiate from him. The Magistrate refused to look at him.

We’re closing on the ship, Magistrate. We’ve had the system Gate shut down, and that seemed to throw him for a loop. He hesitated and we pounced, firing the EMP weapon. He’s dead in space.

“Secure these two and get ready to board the hostile.”

Red and Lindy removed the two suspects, led them down the corridor, and put them into the small, Skaine-style brig. It was little more than a closet, but at least they could sit down while they awaited judgment.

Lindy double-checked the door and rushed with Red down the corridor. “Stun guns?” she asked.

“I’m thinking that will work. We’ve not had good luck firing railguns in space,” Red replied.

“I doubt anyone has.”

Red rolled his head to loosen his neck and then worked his shoulders.

Rivka looked at them. “Helmets,” she ordered. Lindy ran for the equipment locker. “And grenades!”

“I like how you think, Magistrate.” Red always preferred going into a hostile area carrying grenades. Rivka rarely allowed it. She didn’t know why, but she had a feeling. “What if they have that Firenze thing in the open?”

“My only concern about throwing a grenade is, I don’t know how hearty the statue is. It might not survive.”

“Just like the Anastolia?” Red asked.

“I wondered if I was the only one who caught that.” Rivka kicked at the deck plating. “Looks like we vaporized a two-billion-credit statue.”

“I can’t even contemplate something being worth that much. And for the record, they self-destructed,” Red suggested.

Rivka shrugged. It didn’t register for her either. Lindy pounded down the corridor, wearing her helmet and carrying Red’s. When she handed it to him, she took two grenades out of the inside and clipped them to her vest. Red clipped his on before putting the helmet on his head.

Sahved walked on none-too-steady feet toward them.

“Not this time,” Rivka said before looking at the ceiling. “Chaz, hook us up.”

The umbilical extended to connect the two ships’ airlocks. Red, Lindy, and Rivka squeezed into their airlock. After it cycled, they popped the outer hatch and dove through into the weightlessness of the clear tube between the ships. Rivka pushed the bodyguards in front of her. They extended their arms to keep from slamming head-first into the runners’ ship.

Rivka spun until she was floating feet-first. Red hit and activated the ship’s airlock. It was tiny inside. “Sorry, honey,” he said and climbed inside. He squeezed the hatch shut. The external pinpoint light turned red. Lindy punched the button. When it turned green again, she pushed through the hatch. Red was nowhere to be seen.

Red? she asked as she cycled the airlock.

Bastard! Red yelled over his comm link. Lindy and Rivka knew it wasn’t directed at them. The outer pin light changed to red as the airlock equalized with the air inside the ship.

Rivka kept hitting the button until it turned green and the outer hatch opened. She climbed inside, shouldered the outer hatch shut, and pressed the panel so she could get into the runner’s ship.

A grenade exploded, vibrating the airlock, then a second one. Rivka fumbled inside her jacket for Reaper. She pulled it out and dialed to seven. When the inner airlock opened, she dove through and rolled to the other side of the corridor. Smoke billowed down it from the left. Lindy was on the deck, peeking around a corner. Behind Rivka was a solid bulkhead. She jumped to her feet and ran the few steps until she was behind Lindy.

“Report,” she said more calmly than she felt.

“Red is engaged in hand to hand with something invisible. The second invisible suit is on the left side. It fires on occasion, but is trying not to hit its invisible comrade,” Lindy said over her shoulder as she ducked her head around the corner at random intervals.

Rivka straddled her, leaning close to the corner. She darted her head out and pulled it back instantly, not giving the enemy a chance to lock in on her.

The Magistrate tapped Lindy on the back. “Be ready to go,” she whispered before switching to the internal comm. Red, when I say go, drag him to your right. I’ve got Reaper and will take care of the shooter. Hang on to your imaginary friend.

Rivka leaned her back against the corner wall. On three. One. Two. She pushed away from the wall and jumped. Three. Rivka hit the opposite wall with both feet and pushed off, throwing herself down the corridor toward Red and the invisible enemies. He staggered to her right, but not far enough.

She aimed left, more than she wanted to, and fired. The neutron pulse weapon didn’t scar the bulkhead or leave a chemical discharge cloud. If it hadn’t buzzed, she would not have known it fired. The sound of a heavy suit hitting the deck told her the shot had done what she wanted. She took the two final steps and held the weapon over Red’s shoulder.

“Stop or die,” she instructed. Red’s muscles continued to flex as he held onto the invisible armored suit. “Look at it! This is a neutron pulse weapon. You are a millisecond from death.”

Red lunged forward, pulled as if all resistance had stopped. He toppled onto his enemy, not letting go. The cloak evaporated. Red found himself lying on a humanoid-shaped combat suit covered with a fine mesh of hexagon-shaped links. Red pulled the suit upright, moved behind it, and reached around to start twisting the helmet.

It popped, and Red yanked it off. Rivka crossed her arms. “A Skaine,” she spat. “I should have smelled that it was one of you.”

The creature didn’t answer. Something whipped overhead, and both Rivka and Red reflectively ducked. Another Skaine fell from a doorway, a combat knife embedded in its throat. His blaster clattered to the deck as he hit. Lindy rushed past, stumbling over the invisible body in the corridor before picking up the blaster. While looking into the cockpit, she yanked the knife from the dead body and eased through the hatch.

“Clear.” Red twisted the Skaine’s arms behind his back. Even with the suit on, he was suffering and out-torqued.

Groenwyn, get Chaz, and get over here. We need to know where this ship was going.

“You wouldn’t want to tell me where you were going, would you?” Rivka grabbed the side of his face. She was subjected to a torrent of foul thoughts about what he would do to her in a Skaine pleasure pit.

“We know about you,” he said.

Rivka shivered at the revelation and the assault on her senses. The Skaine laughed, shrill and evil. She steeled herself before head-butting the bridge of the Skaine’s nose and viciously grabbing and twisting his ears. “Where were you going?” she demanded. The pain forced through his mental discipline.

Coordinates. Through the Gate, then pick up another ship. Disappear.

“Where’s the art?”

At the coordinates. This was the last job. Retired to a pleasure planet for eternity.

“Coordinates? The numbers. Remember the numbers,” she encouraged the Skaine as she continued to twist his ears and squeeze his head. Red forced the Skaine’s arm toward the back of his head to convince the small creature to cooperate.

Ten digits appeared in his head. Rivka shouted them out loud as she heard them and repeated them before she opened her eyes. The Skaine looked furious, the anger lessening his pain. She finally let go of his ears.

“What did we learn here today, boys and girls? You thought you knew about me, you Skaine bastard, but you are as weak as you think you are.” Rivka stood back. “Capital theft, four counts, I find you guilty. Breaking and entering, four counts at least, I find you guilty. For the transport of stolen property, guilty. For attacking a Federation Magistrate in the discharge of her duties, guilty. If I wanted to find more, I could, but no need. Your sentence is life on Jhiordaan with no hope of parole. May God have mercy on your soul.” Rivka leaned close but avoided touching the creature. “You have been judged.”

Groenwyn watched meekly.

The Magistrate pointed to a spot on the deck. “There’s a suited Skaine dead right there. Can you kill the invisibility cloak?” Rivka asked.

Groenwyn pointed to herself and shook her head.

“I was talking to Chaz.”

Working, he replied.

“Angora is a Skaine,” Rivka stated.

Red slammed the captive against the bulkhead and slid his face along it on their way back to Wyatt Earp. Lindy joined him to make sure their captive didn’t get any ideas while they forcibly removed his suit.

“A Skaine could survive in that suit for all that time?”

“He must have taken breaks somewhere. I knew I could read his thoughts, but they were shielded by that environmental containment Faraday cage.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Groenwyn said.

Scatters the electromagnetic spectrum. An effective counter to an electromagnetic pulse, an EMP weapon. And it seems effective against the Magistrate’s gift.

“No more Gorandians. We need proof before we deal with a person in a suit.” Rivka snapped her fingers. “Floyd knew there was something wrong. I bet she even knew Angora was a Skaine.”

“She also found something in one of the air ducts that was blocked off from the cleaning bots. If you haven’t noticed, Wyatt Earp is smelling a lot rosier lately. Unlike this ship.” Groenwyn held her nose.

The invisibility cloak dissipated as the AI hacked the controls. The dead Skaine was unable to fight back.

“Two suits for R2D2 to deconstruct,” Rivka suggested. She stepped over the blood pooling around the final Skaine crew member and squeezed into the small cockpit. “This ship wasn’t built for comfort, was it?”

One seat for the individual to handle flying the ship. A computer system took care of the details, but the remainder rested squarely on the shoulders of the one crewman.

Rivka was out of her element. The cloaking system for the ship would be of interest to R2D2. “Let’s put it in the cargo bay,” she said.

Groenwyn looked sideways at her.

“What?”

“I don’t think it’ll fit,” the young woman replied.

It most definitely will not fit, Chaz confirmed. There’s no space in the computer core for me to take it over, so we’ll need a pilot to follow us through our Gate. Ryleigh has volunteered.

“Moving at the speed of light, Chaz?” Rivka smiled at his efficiency.

It’s my way.

The pun wasn’t lost on Rivka. “You’re getting better, my friend,” she told him before switching to the internal comm. Ryleigh, you and Aurora report to the Skaine ship, not ours, and bring two cleaning bots with you. There’s a bit of a mess.

“Two pilots?” Groenwyn asked, pointing into the cockpit. “There’s only one seat.”

“It’s a Skaine ship. I don’t trust it. I don’t trust anything Skaine, and won’t put one of our people over here alone. I should get Alant over here too, in full combat gear. You know what? Make it so. Chaz, tell Cole we need him in complete ballistic armor and full railgun loadout.”

“Angora?” Groenwyn said, shaking her head. “She had us all fooled.”

“Angora has been working with Loids for a while. My hunch is that this was an impostor who acquired all of Angora’s knowledge. Did a whirlwind tour of the art sites, gained access codes and other ways to get inside without tripping alarms, and then executed the thefts one by one, expecting to get away before the holoprojectors ran out of juice.”

“It was lucky that we discovered the Firenze.”

“Too lucky, if you ask me. I wonder if these were sacrificial lambs to put us off the scent.” Rivka checked out the rest of the small ship. In the galley, which hadn’t been cleaned in too long, they found the Firenze. Rivka made to lift it, but it was too heavy. The powered suits had been necessary to get it aboard.

Red had fought one of the suits hand to hand and won. “You’re big enough and strong enough,” she said, even though he wasn’t there.

“I don’t think it’s the weight that matters as much as the bulk. Two of us can probably get it,” Groenwyn offered, not understanding who Rivka was talking about. “I’ll ask Red and Lindy to get it. They fought a determined enemy and won. They are my bodyguards, but they’re warriors, and battle sharpens their senses and sends their adrenaline and other juices into overdrive. That means they’ll be eyeing each other if you know what I mean. I have to keep them busy or dump ice water on them. I prefer the former.”

“Thanks for putting me next to them. Not!” The two had a good laugh before turning the ship over to Ryleigh, Aurora, and Alant.

“As soon as Red and Lindy bring the Firenze to Wyatt Earp, we’ll leave. Gate through in front of us. We’ll be right behind you.” Rivka waited for the nods of approval before heading through the umbilical and back into the heavy frigate.

“Bad guys won’t catch themselves!” Groenwyn called after her.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



R2D2 Secret Research Facility

“Leave it at the outer marker, and we’ll get to it.” Ankh’s face filled the screen. Groenwyn waved at him from behind Rivka. The Magistrate sat in the captain’s chair, wanting nothing more than to leave the Skaine vessel at the outer marker and Gate back out. But she couldn’t do that.

“I need to know where this ship has been. The coordinates the Skaine captive gave us make no sense. It’s not dead space, but a crossroads of space. For an illicit transfer, they would stand out. Everyone flying by would see them.”

Ankh stared without blinking. If Rivka hadn’t known better, she would have thought the video feed had frozen.

“Ankh?” Rivka prompted.

A big orange cat jumped on his narrow shoulder, almost knocking him down. He captured Wenceslaus and put him in his lap so he could pet him. “Fine. Bring it into the main station. And you have another holoprojector?”

“We do, two of them.”

“Bring both of those,” he told her.

“What happened to the last one?” Rivka smiled. She was onto him.

“There was an unfortunate incident with a self-destruct device within the unit. We know what to look for now. Interesting technology.”

“We have two sets of armor with advanced cloaking technology, too. Do you want those?”

Ankh waved his hand. “We already have that stuff, and advanced ship cloaking, but we’ll want to take a look and see if it is technology we have, or if it has been developed independently.”

“What if it’s something you have that has gotten away from you?” Rivka challenged.

“These units are already deployed across the galaxy,” Ankh delivered in his emotionless tone.

The Magistrate looked at her screen with her mouth open. She shut it when it occurred to her that what she didn’t know about the Federation was vastly greater than what she did. “And this is why I need you back with us, Ankh. You know things that would be a great help to my investigations.”

“I need more space,” Ankh countered.

“You can’t have the cargo bay. We need that.”

“I’ll take the yacht.”

“We have a delightfully cloaked Skaine ship that doesn’t fit in the cargo bay. You can have that.”

“Yes. That will serve my needs. I’ll attach it to Wyatt Earp through force traction…” He started mumbling, sounding less like Ankh and more like Ted, his friend and mentor in the Federation’s Research and Development section. “I can make it work. That will be acceptable. I assume I can bring my cat?”

“Your cat? You have a different one from Wenceslaus?”

“No.” Ankh stared blankly at the screen.

Rivka smiled at the Crenellian. “You’ve adopted the big orange.”

“He makes me feel funny. I think I like it.”

Rivka spurted coffee out one nostril and started swearing as she wiped her face. She composed herself to meet Ankh’s level gaze. “When will you be back?”

“As soon as we can transfer the cloaking and upgrade materials to Wyatt Earp.”

“Whatever we need to do to expedite that. We’ve got a date with some bad guys using the cloaked Skaine ship. I mean, your ship.”

“If it’s my ship, why does it already have a mission?”

Rivka started three different answers before settling on the truth. “Because it’s the only way we can take the next step in solving the art-smuggling ring. Maybe this one will lead us to the money.”

Ankh stared at the screen. “I agree. I need more information on the money-laundering since the smugglers have evaded our attempts at finding them. Meet me at Cargo Bay Alpha.”
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Ankh looked up at the Yemilorian, who stared back. Their heads were roughly the same shape, both bald, bodies slight.

“You are the most magnificently small version of a Yemilorian I’ve ever seen!” Sahved exclaimed. Ankh held out his hand with four fingers and a thumb. Sahved twirled his three fingers one way before reversing to twirl them another.

The Crenellian saw Groenwyn and tensed. She hurried to him and hugged him tightly.

He turned his head. “Be careful with that,” he told a worker carrying an exotic, slatted case. From inside, a long, low yowl let everyone know of Wenceslaus’ displeasure at being carried like an Egyptian god. Groenwyn headed over to greet the cat.

The worker took the case up the ramp and into Wyatt Earp. Rivka pointed to the Skaine runabout. “You have your own ship.”

“Yes, but I have never relinquished my space aboard the frigate. I now have both, which I find minimally suitable. My cat will remain aboard Wyatt Earp, except when I’m on Destiny’s Vengeance.

“’Destiny’s Vengeance?’” Red repeated as he leaned against the loading ramp. When Ankh looked at him, the big bodyguard held his hands up in surrender. “Casting no aspersions, little buddy. Let me help you carry your stuff.”

Lindy chuckled and joined her husband in helping to move the large pile of gear from the Alpha’s deck to Wyatt Earp’s cargo bay.

“Why don’t you go help?” Rivka looked at Sahved and jerked her head at the bodyguards. He stared back in confusion, forcing the Magistrate to clarify. “Go help Red and Lindy.”

Ankh stayed where he was.

“Sahved, which is our way of saying ‘saved’ since we saved him from getting demoted because he helped us with our investigation.”

The Crenellian watched Rivka without changing his expression.

“I think I’m going to keep him on the team. He gets motion-sick, so you have to watch where you step, but he has good intuition. He saw what no one else on Yemilore saw. He is kind of naïve, even though he had spent some time away from his home planet.”

“He’s much smarter than you think.” Ankh walked past Rivka on his way to Wyatt Earp.

“Aren’t they all?” Rivka murmured. She followed the small alien on board her ship. Wenceslaus was already making his presence known. Ankh walked past the malcontent, snapped his fingers, and continued walking toward the galley. The cat obediently followed.

Rivka had to find out what was going on. She peeked around a corner to watch them enter the dining area, then hurried after them. Inside, Ankh had already ordered a dish of cat food. Rivka wasn’t impressed by the texture or smell, but Wenceslaus was in cat heaven, gulping it quickly down and yowling for more the instant the plate was empty.

“No,” Ankh told the cat. He collected the plate and returned it to the food processor.

“I didn’t know it would make cat food,” the Magistrate said.

“It’ll make anything it’s programmed to make. It now delivers three different varieties of wet food that Wenceslaus finds acceptable.”

“I’ll say.” Rivka stepped aside as Ankh made for the doorway. “Could you lighten up on Red’s food? He takes that seriously.”

“I don’t like bullies,” Ankh replied.

“I don’t either, but the difference between how Red treats you and a bully is that a bully does it to be mean, or out of a misplaced sense of superiority or inferiority. Red does it to all of us in different ways because he’s comfortable with the team, and practical jokes are something you play on your closest friends.”

Ankh stared. After a minute without blinking, he spoke. “That makes no sense.”

“Red is your friend. He was visibly distraught when he realized you weren’t playing.” Rivka smiled warmly and put her hand on his shoulder, snatching it away when she started to hear his thoughts. “Although mayonnaise in place of ketchup was pretty funny.”

Ankh never cracked a smile, but he blinked. “I did nothing that would hurt him.”

“As he did nothing to hurt you. By the way, Jay is now called Groenwyn. Our short time on Azfelius had a great impact on her.”

Ankh’s mind worked before it registered. “The faerie planet.”

“They created a time-distortion bubble in which to conduct their negotiations. We were there for a couple of hours of real-time, but it was more than two days for Groenwyn.”

“Time-distortion bubble,” Ankh repeated. “You were right, Magistrate. My place is with you and the team. We might have changed how the Federation is able to fight, but I have missed more than one critical interaction in which to expand my understanding of the universe. Yemilore is the ring planet. Sahved is from there. Wenceslaus, Erasmus, and I would have liked to have seen it.”

Rivka wasn’t sure what to make of the new Ankh. “Have you been spending too much time with humans? You’re different.”

“It’s not the amount of time one spends, but how that time is spent, Magistrate.” Ankh waved at Wenceslaus. The cat jumped from the table and followed the Crenellian out.

Groenwyn intercepted Ankh in the corridor and gave him another hug before turning him loose. He was on his way to the cargo bay to begin the installation of his force traction device to tow the Skaine runabout behind the Skaine heavy frigate.

“Groenwyn,” he told her. “It suits you.” He walked away, with the cat following at his heels.

“That cat hates everybody,” Rivka remarked.

“Not Ankh, it seems.” Groenwyn ordered a fruit smoothie from the food processor. “It’s good to have both of them back.”

Rivka leaned against the wall in the galley and crossed her arms. “Chaz, how long do we have before we need to get to those coordinates?”

“The rendezvous is scheduled for ninety minutes from now. We need to leave in an hour to be there on time.”

“Did you figure out what the meeting protocol was?”

“No,” the AI replied, using the ship’s sound system.

Red and Lindy, turn those two Slaker scumbags over to Federation security while I talk to our Skaine friend.

Wait for us before you talk to him. Skaines are evil bastards. He will try something. You can guarantee it, Red replied.

Pick up the pace, with your Slakers, you slackers, Rivka quipped.

“What?” Red shouted as he and Lindy ran down the corridor past the galley’s open door.

“My best stuff, wasted on the unappreciative.” Rivka shook her head slowly.

Groenwyn cocked an eyebrow while slowly drinking. When she finished, she delivered the precision strike. “I hope that’s not your best stuff, Magistrate, or we’re doomed.”

“The team is one once again. I am glad of it. Where is our Yemilorian?” Rivka walked into the corridor and shouted, “Sahved!”

He stumbled through the cargo bay hatch and slammed into the wall opposite. He tried to straighten himself out but bounced, his head flopping above his narrow shoulders. “I am still getting used to your light gravity. I don’t feel right. I might have to go home.”

Rivka wanted to interrogate the prisoner but decided to give Sahved a few moments. “I don’t want you to go home. I want you to stay with us. Ankh thinks you have a great deal of potential. I do, too. You saw things no one else saw. That is the kind of person I need on my team. And you’ll get paid.”

“I like getting laid,” he replied.

“Paid. It’s something completely different.”

“Paid. Yes. That’s what I said. I like it.” He looked oddly at his fingers before holding them up and twirling them.

“Why do you do that?”

“Among my people, it’s a sign that all is well. When you alternate your fingers, you can do nothing else. No evil flows from one’s hand when showing that all is well.”

“Do it again.” Rivka watched closely. He wasn’t twirling his three long digits but twisting them back and forth so rapidly that they looked like a single cone of flesh. She nodded, satisfied with her analysis of what she saw. “Nice. Now come with me. We have to talk to the prisoner, and you’ll be my muscle.”

They strolled up to the ad hoc second security room. There was only one small brig on the frigate. This was nothing more than a closet with an external lock. Rivka quietly undid the lock and slipped the door aside, crouched, ready to fight. The Skaine was on the deck, either asleep, unconscious, or acting.

“Get him up,” Rivka ordered. The Yemilorian hesitated as he was still trying to figure out his position on the team.

“I’ve never been the muscle before. What do I do?”

“Go in there and stand him upright, but do it from behind, so he can’t get control.”

Sahved stepped into the small space, carefully adjusting his stance so he could best carry out the Magistrate’s orders. As he bent down to take hold of the Skaine, the creature’s leg shot out, catching Sahved on the chin.

He didn’t cry out but instantly dropped onto the Skaine, using his long legs as leverage against the walls. The prisoner struggled until Sahved clamped three fingers on his throat. When the Yemilorian stood upright, dragging the Skaine with him, he looked quite pleased with himself.

“Under the most control ever,” he announced. Rivka adjusted her stance. As she expected, the Skaine kicked at her. She deflected it easily before punching him in the face. She rushed in, grabbed his wrists, and forced them against his face.

“What is the protocol for meeting your contact at the coordinates?”

Thoughts of gross sex flooded from his mind.

She rotated at her waist, catching the Skaine in the eye with the tip of her elbow. His head snapped back, and she kneed him in the groin. “Protocol?”

He fought against it, trying to force his thoughts back to the obscene. Rivka twisted his wrists to cause more pain and wrench his mental discipline back to the subconscious thoughts about the protocol.

Stay cloaked. Broadcast a simple tone. Follow instructions.

Rivka pushed away from him and backed into the corridor, almost running into Red and Lindy.

“I asked you to wait,” Red grumbled. Without a word, she squeezed past and ran for the bridge.

“Let me give you a hand, there, Slim,” Red drawled in his best imitation of a Western television show.

When Rivka reached the bridge, she gestured for quiet. “Chaz, I need a tone for the meeting. It has to be exact. Play a single tone at forty-seven-hundred hertz.” The AI complied. “Higher.” She listened with her eyes clamped closed. She stabbed her thumb upward. The pitch raised. She flattened her hand before tapping her thumb downward, then stopped again.

“That’s it. Pass that signal to Destiny’s Vengeance. We’ll need to use it in an hour. I hope that’s close enough.” Rivka stood and straightened her jacket. “Thank you, Chaz. You make my job easier.”

“I live to serve, Magistrate,” the AI replied.

“Not anymore, Chaz. Service is a part of everyone’s life, but living is so much greater.”

“Just a saying, but I appreciate being included when you go planetside. You have an exciting life. I am refining my calculations regarding running and first blood. I shall use some of my pay to get in on the pool.”

Rivka stopped. With full rights, the AIs could enter any betting pool they wanted, although they could be excluded under certain conditions. “If you win, what would you buy?”

“My own ship,” Chaz replied.

“If you moved into it, what would you do to pay for maintenance and services?”

“It would be my vacation ship. I would use my salary from being a member of your team to pay for my vacations. I think of it as a cabin in the woods.”

“I like the idea. I would wish you well in the pool, but I want to win for the sole purpose that I don’t want any blood, and I hate running. If I win, then we had a normal lawyer case where dignity was preserved throughout.”

Chaz played a laugh track through the shipwide comm, adding laughing voices until he suddenly cut it off. “Of course, Magistrate,” he delivered in a low and serious tone.

“I used to like you, Chaz,” Rivka countered. “Time?”

“We need to leave in five. Beginning preparations now. Clodagh and Kennedy to the bridge, please. Magistrate, Ankh requests your presence in the cargo bay.”

“On my way,” Rivka replied.


CHAPTER NINETEEN



Yoll Space, the Crossroads between the Permanent Gates

Ryleigh sat alone in the cockpit, tapping the commands to keep the Skaine runabout in Wyatt Earp’s space shadow even though the small ship was cloaked. Rivka and Red watched from the corridor. Sahved sat in the small lounge and galley with his head between his legs, trying not to be sick.

“They’ll never mistake him for a Skaine,” Red repeated.

“Everything depends on how they meet us. I only need to confuse them for a moment until I can get inside their minds.”

“For the record, I don’t like this plan.”

“Noted,” Rivka said before slapping the big man on the arm.

“Breaking away,” Ryleigh said. The view swung from Wyatt Earp toward star-filled space. The heavy frigate continued on its previous course. Ryleigh stopped the cloaked ship when she reached the designated coordinates. “Starting the broadcast.”

“Now, we wait. I’ll be reviewing the case files for Gil’dinor’s suit against Loids. Tell me if something exciting happens.”

Red couldn’t tear his eyes away from the viewscreen. He didn’t know how the Magistrate could concentrate on anything else when the unknowns of the rendezvous with the smugglers weighed so heavily in the empty space around them.
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Twenty-seven hours later…

“Standby for loading,” a voice said over the broadcast channel. Red was sound asleep in the corridor, snoring heavily.

“Magistrate!” Ryleigh yelled after being roused.

Rivka pounded the ten steps to the cockpit, Sahved close behind.

“Give me the Skaine simulator,” Rivka requested.

Ryleigh tapped a few keys and pointed at the Magistrate.

“Standing by,” she said.

A massive freighter peeled out of the traffic lane and lumbered toward them. “I don’t like this,” Ryleigh said.

“I’m not a fan either,” Rivka agreed. “I’m starting to rethink my strategy on this.”

“It looks like we shall be swallowed whole,” Sahved voiced needlessly.

Red finally stirred after the Yemilorian stepped on him. The bodyguard stood.

“Get ready to go, Red. Looks like we’re going to have to fight our way out of the belly of the beast.”

“At least we have grenades,” Red said. He started to point at Sahved. “I’ll keep them all.”

Rivka held up two fingers.

Red nodded and hurried to the ship’s small bunk space where his gear was stashed. He visited the head, relieved himself, and loaded up with weapons. He had been wearing his ballistic armor the entire time. Despite the smell, now wasn’t the time to change.

He stepped back into the corridor, holding Rivka’s vest. She took it without hesitation, tossed her jacket on the deck, and slipped the vest over her head, strapping it tightly around her. She put her Magistrate’s jacket on over it. Red handed her two grenades, and she clipped one to her vest under each arm. She double-checked Reaper’s setting, showing Red.

Seven.

“The all-purpose setting.” He showed her the railgun. A full load, five thousand tiny dart projectiles. Red clicked it from safe to single shot to full automatic and back to safe. “Ready to rock and roll.”

With both fists, she pounded on his shoulders. He did the same to her, but not as hard. Sahved watched curiously. Rivka humored him by hammering lightly on his shoulders. “It’s a ritual before we go into combat. Usually, the perps spring it on us, but this time, there’s no surprise. We’re going to have to fight.”

“I have no armor or weapons.”

“Stay on the ship and protect Ryleigh to the best of your unarmed ability. That is your mission until I change it.”

“I think we’ve all seen that my unarmed ability is not very impressive,” Sahved admitted.

“That’s why our job is to keep them from coming aboard,” Red replied.

The cargo ship slowed, turned, and swallowed the runabout into a massive bay that was mostly full. Destiny’s Vengeance barely fit in the remaining space. It was so tight, there would be no way to open the small ship.

“And now we wait.” Rivka worked her way back to the cockpit. “Any way to know where we are or where we’re going?”

Ryleigh threw her hands up in the universal gesture for “I don’t know.”

Rivka rubbed her chin as her mind ran through the possibilities. They were going to be delivered to another rendezvous point with more protocols. She had no idea what the next process entailed.

“We’re screwed,” she said softly.

“Pretty much.” Red could not agree more. He retired to the one small table in the galley to clean and prep his gear. He sensed a fight coming, the likes of which one didn’t always walk away from.

Sahved joined him to watch. “Will I get a railgun?”

“I hope we get out of this scrape so I can teach you how to fire a railgun just in case, but no. You don’t get one. You’re an investigator, not security. Lindy and I will bring the pain. You bring the brain.”

“I’m not as smart as you,” the Yemilorian replied.

“I’ll teach you the game of chess. The Magistrate is too easily distracted for a good game. And then I’ll teach you about boxing. And you will teach me about investigating. How do you see the meaningless and give it value?”

“Smart questions means a smart brain.” The Yemilorian was going to say more but stopped when Ryleigh yelled from the cockpit.

“They are dumping us back into space!”

Rivka hurried back to her spot and leaned against the doorframe. The viewscreen showed the ship’s cargo hatch closing as it accelerated away. Destiny’s Vengeance floated away, outside the traffic lane.

“Where are we? And is there anything near us? Passive only…”

Ryleigh tapped buttons on the console. “We’re in a high orbit around Yoll.”

“I guess that answers the question of whether there is anything around us,” Rivka mused.

“What do I do, activate the tone?”

“That’ll register for anyone listening. I honestly don’t know. Let’s float here. I expect the bad guys can see us, and that is technology we want.”

“This case seems to have a great deal of that,” Red suggested.

Rivka faced the big man. His railgun was assembled and slung across his back. His helmet was on, with the face shield up. He carried a blaster in one hand and a combat knife in the other.

“That’s why Ankh is back. We haven’t stayed ahead of the criminals, and we need to if we’re going to catch them. Cloaked ships? Invisible thieves? Hyper-realistic holograms? Hidden money? Too many questions and not enough answers.”

“Ankh is back because you promised him something. And what’s with the cat?” Red wondered.

Rivka pointed down.

“You promised him your shoes?” Red asked.

“This ship,” Sahved clarified.

“Prepare to be boarded,” a voice interrupted from the cockpit. Ryleigh started breathing again and put her hand over her pounding heart. Rivka and Red were instantly all business.

“No one gets past you,” Red told Sahved, shoving him toward the cockpit. The bodyguard moved down the corridor and took up a position by the airlock. A bump announced that the newcomer had married an access tube to Destiny’s outer hatch. A quick look out a porthole confirmed the other ship was cloaked.

“Try not to kill everyone. I need someone to talk to,” Rivka said. Red nodded.

“I’ll try.” Red started to tap his foot. Rivka tensed, making sure Reaper was pointed away from the airlock but ready when she needed it. The outer hatch started to cycle. Red clenched his jaw as his body calmed. Excess movement ceased as he singularly focused on the hatch and what would come from beyond.

“Best defense?” he whispered.

“I’m right behind you.”

The hatch opened. A Yollin squeezed into the small space. A second Yollin was right behind him. Red slid his railgun from his back to under his arm, and selected to fire a single round. He dropped into the open door and fired through the chest carapace of the one Yollin to hit both with one shot. He let the rifle drop as he charged ahead, ramming the first and driving with his legs to send both Yollins back into their own ship.

Rivka followed his lead. Red pulled his blaster and knife in a smooth, well-practiced motion, firing as the hand-blaster came up. Rivka delivered lethal neutron pulses to the two Yollins struggling with their chest wounds. Red had downed two more inside the bigger ship, but they looked like workers, unarmed and ready to carry the latest acquisition, the Firenze Dolce, into the ship.

The Magistrate grabbed one by the arm. “Who is running this operation?” she demanded.

The bridge and the Yollin captain, one of the upper caste.

The bridge, Red. Looking for the four-legged captain. The bodyguard plowed ahead, double-tapping inquisitive heads that popped out of doorways. By the time they reached the bridge, only two functioning crew remained. They tried to block the hatch, but Red was in a battle rage and tore the hatch open after blasting the panel with his railgun. The Yollin crew inside were unarmed.

“On your faces,” Red ordered. The two looked at their four legs and back to Red. He pointed to the deck. “I mean now.”

They worked their way down, looking uncomfortable as they squeezed between workstations. Red moved to a spot where he could easily shoot one or both. He slid his railgun to his back and settled for providing overwatch with his hand-blaster. Rivka approved. She didn’t want an emergency decompression.

She moved behind the captain, reached around his head, and yanked up from under his chin and mandibles. “Who were you taking the artwork to?” she asked.

A non-descript face at more coordinates.

Chaz, tell me where these coordinates are, she asked using the internal comm. No answer. “Dammit, forgot he’s not with us.”

Ryleigh?

On it, the young pilot replied.

“Who is running the art-smuggling operation?”

The image that ran through his mind wasn’t what the Magistrate had expected to see. “I’ll be damned. Where is the art?”

Once she had her answers, Rivka stood and paced the bridge.

“Who is it?” Red asked.

“That’ll ruin the fun,” Rivka replied. She accessed the communications panel. “High Chancellor Wyatt’s office, please.”

His aide Zai’den answered.

“I need to talk to the High Chancellor as soon as possible.”

“He is up to his neck in this suit while the Gil’dinor and Loids legal counsels argue rather vociferously before Yoll’s Superior Judge. High Chancellor Wyatt expects the case will have a significant impact on the Federation, so he is an advisor to Gil’dinor’s legal team.

Rivka nodded slowly while she walked around the small bridge, her hands clasped behind her back. She mumbled to herself throughout. The Yollin watched her with great interest. Red leaned forward, and with his blaster, tapped the crewman on the forehead.

“Don’t get any ideas, jumble-face.”

“Suck my ass,” the creature replied.

Red smiled and leaned back far enough to uncoil his leg and kick the Yollin in the face, square between the mandibles. He tipped backward until he couldn’t bend anymore, then fell over, clutching his face.

“I warned him.” Red shrugged, gesturing at the captain. “You want some? I got more where that came from.”

The captain put his hands over his head and kept them there while still on his back.

“Good decision.” Red kept his eyes on the two as Rivka continued talking to herself.

“Right!” she declared. “You.” She pointed at the captain. “How do I uncloak this ship?”

He crossed his arms.

“Don’t make me rip it from your mind. You’ve heard stories about what the Queen could do? That pounding in your chest is your heart recognizing your fear, driving your body to try to run, but there’s nowhere to go. You’re trapped here, and I’m coming for you.”

Rivka reached toward him. He conceded and quickly pointed to the panel next to him. “Cut the power to the system.”

“If you’re trying to pull a fast one, you’ll die before me.”

Red leaned closer, balancing himself by putting his boot across the prone crewman’s neck. The business end of his blaster remained steady at point-blank range from the captain’s face.

Rivka tapped the power button. A soft alarm sounded three times before cutting off.

Can you see us? Rivka asked Ryleigh.

There you are, the pilot replied. I have a ship about half the size of Wyatt Earp on my port side.

Rivka tapped the comm panel again. “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and under my authority as per Federation Law, Title 4, Section 1, I need Yoll planetary security to impound the ship at these coordinates and secure it against intruders since it is evidence in an ongoing case.”

“Roger, Magistrate. Orbital Control has dispatched a cutter. It is on its way to you now. Please be ready to hand over control upon its arrival.”

“Standing by, and thank you,” Rivka replied before switching to her internal comm system. Ryleigh, uncloak Destiny’s Vengeance, please.

“We going to turn over these two to Yoll authorities?”

“Yes. If I need anything else from Mister Chatty, I’ll take it. They can hold him until I need to talk to him again.” She pointed at him. “Until next we talk. By the way, what’s this ship’s name?”

“Phantom Breeze.”

Rivka grimaced.

“Sahved, join us, securing the external hatch on Destiny’s Vengeance and securing the hatch on this ship. Phantom Breeze, they call it. You might find some dead Yollins. Don’t start puking. We have work to do,” Rivka said into the wall comm.

“Yes, Magistrate!” the Yemilorian replied into his handheld device.

“I’m giving two to one that he yaks.” Red never took his eyes off the prisoners.

“I can’t throw my credits away like that, although I’m pleased with your graciousness in offering two to one. I might have nibbled at ten to one, but anything less…”

She left the bridge in Red’s capable hands. When she reached the Phantom’s airlock, she found Sahved on his hands and knees. He had already moved the Yollin out of the way but had succumbed shortly thereafter. She secured the outside hatch, leaving the inner airlock door open.

Give us a little space. Orbital Control is sending someone, the Magistrate informed Ryleigh.

It wasn’t long before a ship approached. It slowed too far away to grapple.

Get out of here! Rivka ordered as she fled toward the bridge. The runabout disappeared as it started accelerating away.


CHAPTER TWENTY



Orbit around Yoll

The ship bucked as the first pulse beam hit the stern. Rivka stumbled and fell but kept moving. She made it to the bridge as Red was manhandling the captain into the pilot’s seat. “Get us out of here!” he growled. The captain tapped buttons, but nothing happened.

He looked panicked. “We’re dead in space!”

Rivka knew he was right. “Shipsuit,” she said softly. Red pulled his hood on, and it inflated. The Magistrate did the same as the next two shots killed all the power. Artificial gravity disappeared, and they started to float. The ship hissed its pain as it vented atmosphere. The captain’s face froze in an expression of surprise. He and his bridge crewman turned blue from lack of air.

The firing stopped. Rivka pulled herself across the bridge and down the corridor to find Sahved. Red pushed off and flew through the air after her. The emergency lighting barely registered. The two felt their way as much as saw the path ahead. Rivka waved her arms wildly in front of her to keep the sharp-edged debris from hitting her shipsuit’s soft helmet. She carried a small amount of duct tape to make an emergency repair, but it might not be enough.

With Destiny’s Vengeance dodging into space, who knew how long it would be before they got help?

Rivka gritted her teeth as she slowed to a glacial pace. Red caught up to her and pulled himself to be even with her. Behind me, Magistrate.

“I’m fine,” she said aloud. He shook his head vigorously and stabbed a finger at the debris filling the air in front of them.

And I’m doing my job, he replied, pushing her behind him.

Sir Vered, Knight of the Round Table, Protector of the Innocent.

Red laughed. Innocent? You kneed that Skaine prisoner right in the twig and berries.

He deserved far more than that.

Red pushed a Yollin body out of the way, searching in the darkness for the Yemilorian. Three more bodies, and nothing. Red snagged a floating blaster out of the air and tucked inside his vest.

A knocking came to them. Inside the airlock, the Yemilorian waved and smiled.

Did you bring this guy along for comic relief? Red asked. Although getting into the airlock before the atmosphere vented makes him look like a genius. I’m going to teach him how to play chess.

There was a thump, and the outer hatch started to cycle.

Sahved was sealed in and couldn’t get back inside the ship. He braced himself away from the hull side of the airlock, took a deep breath, and closed his eyes.

The hatch popped, and Alant Cole peered inside.

“Hey, buddy, whatcha got going on?” the Bad Company warrior asked as he put his weapon away.

“We are saved!” the Yemilorian declared and pushed himself forward like a diver heading for the water, but when he cleared Wyatt Earp’s hatch, gravity kicked in, and he slammed to the deck. He grunted and started dry-heaving.

Red stared at Rivka, and she tried her hardest not to make eye contact.

I’m not going to look at you. She put up her hand to block his face. Red grabbed a second blaster before it bounced off his helmet.

Let’s clear the airlock, and then you can come through, Alant said.

No power, Rivka replied.

Ankh said he can take care of it. Both Red and the Magistrate gave him the thumbs-up through the small porthole on the airlock hatch.

Once Wyatt Earp’s hatch had closed, they tried to open the hatch on their side, but it wouldn’t budge. The air inside needed to vent to relieve the pressure on the backside of the hatch.

Stand by, Alant said. A few moments later, he pointed at the hatch.

Red turned the manual wheel, and it opened. They squeezed inside and sealed themselves in. Rivka continued to look away from Red.

I should have offered ten to one. It was a sure bet.

Rivka shook her head, focusing on Wyatt Earp’s porthole.

Talk about taking a dive, Red said.

Rivka coughed and tried to turn away.

What if you’re sitting in spew right now?

I’m not biting, she replied.

No shit. Have you seen what he eats?

The hatch cycled and opened. Rivka hurried through, placing her foot down as gravity took over.

“Timely arrival,” she said after pulling her hood off. Her Magistrate persona was on full display. “What the hell happened?”

Red pulled Sahved to his feet. “Come on, buddy. We have to get ready for the next round.” Rivka had a look on her face that suggested things had only started to get interesting.

“Ankh got the cloak working early enough for us to follow Destiny’s Vengeance. We waited. What a surprise when that bastard appeared where we thought we were watching the runabout. Then Ankh’s ship appeared, and then another ship rolled in with all guns blazing. We put him out of our misery right quick and in a hurry, and here we are. Destiny is cozied up to our cargo bay.”

Rivka clapped him on the shoulder. “I’ll be on the bridge.”
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Wyatt Earp descended through a hazy sky, maneuvering slowly toward the open area in front of the Loids complex. It settled on the deck. No one paid any attention because it was cloaked, invisible to the naked eye and all scans. The side hatch opened, and the ramp deployed.

Red walked out first, appearing as if floating in the air. He strolled along until he stood on the ground. “Don’t look down. It’s a bit freaky,” he said over his shoulder. Rivka and Groenwyn followed him out. Ankh briefly wrestled with a big orange cat before handing him to Sahved. The Yemilorian was scratched mercilessly before letting go, and Wenceslaus bolted down the corridor. Lindy was the last one out.

“How are we going to get back on board?” Red asked.

“We may have to count on our manual dexterity,” she replied, holding her arms in front of her and patting at the air. “You’re right. This is freaky.” She slowed until she was close enough to the ground to jump and land on the grass.

They heard faint sounds of the ramp retracting and the hatch closing.

“I like the upgrade to our ride,” Groenwyn fairly cooed. “Looks like we’re going back where we were. You usually don’t keep the mission secret, Magistrate.”

Groenwyn wasn’t accusing, only making an observation. Her words were light.

“I think you’re going to like this little surprise.”

Red wasted no time storming the front doors of the building, yanking them open and walking inside. The receptionist watched the group closely. Red moved to the side so Rivka could get through.

“We’ll be going to the top floor.” She shoved her datapad in the woman’s face. “That’s a warrant for the recovery of stolen property that is currently stored on these premises.”

“There is most assuredly no stolen property on these premises. This is a well-respected business!” The receptionist stood, her face set.

“Top floor,” Rivka reiterated.

“That’s the CEO’s office. You can’t go up there without an escort.”

Rivka looked at the two-legged female Yollin’s badge. “You’ll escort us. Come on.” She hesitated long enough that Rivka nodded to Red. He used the barrel of his railgun to encourage her to leave her post. Her head drooped as she moped along beside Rivka.

“But the CEO is an honorable person.”

“I’m sure he is. I don’t want him, only the stolen property.”

“But there isn’t any!” Her voice was shrill as she used her badge to summon the express elevator to the executive level. She tried to step aside, but Red shook his head and pushed her through the open doors. The rest of the team squeezed in. Groenwyn took Ankh’s hand so no one stepped on him in the crowded elevator.

“Be happy we didn’t bring Sahved with us. We’d all be looking to avoid stepping in the puke. Can you imagine the smell inside an enclosed box?”

The receptionist covered her face. Her mandibles vibrated outside her hands. Lindy poked Red under his arm where his body armor didn’t cover.

The doors opened and the receptionist tried to hurry out, but Lindy went first. The others followed.

“The Marble Orb, I presume,” Rivka said at the large marble statue in the wide corridor.

“It’s a copy to show the quality of assets that Loids is trusted to insure.”

“That’s not a copy. It’s the real deal. There’s the Passion of the Muhdal, and would you look at that! The Hydra of Hades, from right here on Yoll.” They didn’t have to walk far down the corridor to find the three missing pieces.

“But how did they get here?”

“That’s the other part of the investigation. You can go now. Some people will be showing up soon, and you’ll need to make sure they get up here. They’ll be removing this stuff and returning it to their rightful owners.”

“How will I know it’s the right people? If these are the real pieces, they are worth hundreds of millions of credits each.”

“Something like that. You’ll know them because they’ll walk in here like they own the place. A woman with purple eyes. Look for her, her partner, and some heavily-armored souls you don’t want to get in the way of.”

The female Yollin returned to the elevator. She stared at Rivka and her team until the doors closed.

“What about Angora?” Red asked. Ankh studied each piece of art individually. He looked lost in it, which meant he was probably talking to Erasmus and not seeing the art.

“All is not lost on that front, Master Vered,” Rivka replied cryptically. “But we may have to take a trip to Gorandia.”

“She’s not a Skaine?” Lindy interjected.

“She’s a Gorandian. I was surprised too by what I saw in the captain’s mind.”

“Why would the captain know that information?” Groenwyn asked.

“I thought I was being played, but adding another layer to the scam was one step too many. The Skaines were lackeys. They were easy to manipulate because everything revolved around the promise of a payoff. The art has vast potential wealth and zero instant worth. By bringing them on board, she would have them until payment was made.”

“Are we done? That was kind of a buzz-kill.” Red continued in his best parody voice, “’Hey! We found the stolen stuff. Look at us! The perp kind of got away. This little ring has been dismantled. All is well.’ I feel like there should be more.”

“We’re not done, not by a long shot. The money is the issue behind it. Put on your dress clothes, boys and girls, we’re going to court!”

Red started to grumble. “I’m sorry I said anything.”

“Now, now, my big husky hunk of man-candy. It’s okay. We’ll get you some ice cream afterward.” Lindy patted his arm.

“Only if he lets me.” Red pointed to the Crenellian.

Ankh turned to Rivka. “This is the copy,” he said, pointing to the Anastolia at the far end of the corridor.

“It is. Unfortunately, we blew the real one into a billion pieces on the smugglers’ primary ship. Destiny’s Vengeance was the backup.”

“Maybe we can give him that one?” Red suggested.

Rivka touched her nose with her pointer finger. “I think he knows the original was destroyed.”

Ankh joined the group. He opened his mouth to speak, but the elevator arrived.

“Look what the cat dragged in!” Terry Henry Walton declared.

Rivka muttered, “That’s what I was going to say.”

“Too late, Barrister. Your team’s looking great. What a mob,” TH chided.

Red thrust his hand out, and the two men gripped until their fingers turned white. “You’re picking on an old guy,” Terry said as they let go, rubbing circulation back into their fingers while smiling.

Charumati, the purple-eyed werewolf, pushed Terry out of the way to give the Magistrate a hug.

“You look more radiantly beautiful than ever!” Groenwyn stated before throwing her arms around the taller woman’s neck.

“Nice to see you, Jay,” she said. “You look exceptional.”

“The faeries have named me Groenwyn. I’m going to use that name,” she replied with a one-shoulder shrug.

“What a great time we live in.” Char studied the young woman’s platinum-green hair. “I like it.”

Ankh watched the reunion, his face emotionless. Terry kneeled to look the Crenellian in the eye. “Thanks for everything you’re doing for the Federation, big man. I can’t wait until we upgrade the War Axe with the cloak and armor. It’s going to save a few lives, I suspect.”

“Speaking of saving lives…” Rivka interrupted while twirling her finger in the air. Time to go. “I’ve transmitted the details of what needs to be returned where to Smedley.” He was the War Axe’s AI. Rivka checked her datapad. “We have to be in court in thirty minutes.”

“Do I have to go?” Red grumbled.

“All y’all,” Rivka confirmed. “My gratitude to the Bad Company for its assistance in this private recovery operation. Your contributions to the greater good will go down in the annals of history.”

“Contributions? I thought we were getting paid.” Terry looked at Char, his hands out and palms up as if expecting someone to put money into them.

“Send an invoice. We’ll bill Loids. They’ll be happy to pay it. Hang on.” Rivka accessed her datapad while inching toward the elevator. Red started pulling her by the arm. “Congratulations! You are the winners of the ten percent finder’s fee. That’s roughly thirty-five million credits. Isn’t it nice to be a private company? And you can owe me.”

Terry Henry cheered and clapped, rubbing his hands together. Char smiled and nodded. “See?” she said to Terry. “Doing things for good friends can pay off, even if they don’t.”

TH cocked his head as he contemplated what Char had said. “We’re taking the credits, aren’t we?”

“Oh, yeah,” she confirmed.

The next elevator delivered a Bad Company warrior driving one of their mech suits. He wriggled it out of the elevator without breaking anything and continued down the hallway. The artwork needed to be moved, and there was no better escort than the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch.

Rivka and her team boarded the elevator for the trip to the ground floor.

“You’re being unusually secretive, Magistrate,” Groenwyn noted.

“Maybe I’m reveling in the ego stroke of having figured it out before confirming things by pulling the details from the minds of our suspects.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



Civil Court, Yoll Planetwide Judiciary

“All rise,” the Yollin clerk said, watching Rivka and her group to make sure they stopped talking and paid the appropriate respect. He had no idea who they were, besides guests of the court, like every other individual occupying a seat.

The High Chancellor sat to the side, away from the Yollin lawyers at their tables up front. The Yollin judge took his seat, flowing robes a relatively new addition to the standard judicial attire—the result of sordid human influence.

The judge read from a screen before him. “This is Gil’dinor Estate versus Loids of Yoll. Do both counsels agree that discovery has been satisfied?”

The defendant’s, Loid’s lawyer replied in the affirmative, while the plaintiff’s lawyer spoke loudly and clearly. “No, Your Honor.”

“State your issue,” the judge droned.

“Defendant has not complied with requests for information, as stated in lines seven and thirteen of plaintiff’s discovery request form. Those items are still not present, as of this morning.”

“I will caution defense counsel against grandstanding. One more outburst like that, and I will rule in summary judgment for plaintiff. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, Your Honor. I plead for the court’s mercy in forgiving my transgression.” The defense counsel bowed his head and held his hand over his heart.

“I don’t see how items seven and thirteen will cast additional light on the issue at hand. I will let the case proceed without them.”

Both counsels bowed their heads and assumed their positions behind their tables. The elder Slaker sat in a wheelchair next to his four-legged Yollin lawyer. Behind him was the butler, who kept casting glances over his shoulder. Rivka glared at him. His rough Binsulaker features gave nothing away. When he held her gaze, she pointed to her eyes and then to him.

He turned quickly and never looked back, sitting rigidly behind Gil’dinor.

Don’t tell me. The butler did it? Red watched the judge with mild interest.

The butler did it, but he couldn’t have without the help of the Loids agent.

Where is she? Red asked.

Gorandia, I suspect. We’ll be stopping by there after this case is over. There is no rush.

They won’t let any outsiders land on the planet, Ankh noted.

We’ll talk about our approach to rooting Angora out when we’re on our way. For now, I want to pay attention. Isn’t this fascinating?

I don’t want to be here, Red added.

We don’t either. Ankh spoke for himself and Erasmus.

I’d rather be somewhere else. Anywhere else, actually. Lindy slid her hand over to Red’s leg and squeezed.

If they don’t have to be here, can I go, too? Groenwyn asked.

A field trip to see the machinations of the higher class, and my team has no interest. I’m appalled! Rivka feigned outrage. Fine. Just fine. Whenever we break, leave, and wait for me on the ship.

Red couldn’t hide his smug smile and started to fidget.

I don’t know why I thought it would be a good idea to show the team what I prefer to do besides beating up suspects and getting shot at. Rivka shook her head so slightly it was barely perceptible.

We know you like this part, Magistrate. Groenwyn leaned on Rivka to give her a hug. The judge’s eyes darted to them, and the young woman slowly backed away.

“Opening statements, two minutes each,” the judge intoned. The defense counsel moved from behind his table to take a position at the front of the court in a horseshoe-shaped dock where those speaking would stand while being questioned by both lawyers and the judge.

“Your Honor, members of the court, observers of this case between the haves and have-nots. Loids of Yoll provides insurance for the most unique of private possessions. In many cases, the items are irreplaceable. This case is simply about an estimate of value. We intend to prove that the original purchase price minus ten percent is the reasonable value of such items as a hedge to prevent insurance fraud. Insurance was never intended to support inflation or an increase in an item’s value based on an estimate. This would be another area rife with the opportunity for fraud. Loids stands staunchly with the Federation against fraud.”

The judge nodded respectfully in appreciation of the short brief. He gestured to the plaintiff’s counsel, who assumed his position before the court.

“Haves versus have-nots? This case is the haves versus the have-mores, one bilking the other. This case isn’t about an insurance company looking to prevent fraud, but perpetrating that scam itself. Insuring an item for one amount, but deciding unilaterally to pay another. This won’t be the most earthshaking case in your portfolio, Your Honor, but it does speak to justice and integrity.”

The plaintiff’s counsel shifted his feet. He faced the defense before continuing.

“Saying one thing while doing another. Charging a price for one thing while paying another. This is basic contract law, and I am ashamed that we have to waste your time with such a dispute, but the vast sums involved force us to stand here today. I will show you specifically what my client has paid in premiums for the stated value and what the defendant has offered. Our request is that the defendant pay the stated value, nothing more, but if Your Honor wishes to impart punitive damages as well, my client would not be opposed.”

The lawyer bowed and nodded to his client as he returned to his table.

“Both counsels have stated their case. I’ve reviewed the evidence accepted by this office. Plaintiff, call your first witness.”

“We call the insurance agent Angora,” plaintiff’s counsel stated clearly. “The witness was properly served her summons and has not shown.”

“Witness is in contempt,” the judge stated, banging his gavel. “Defense? The witness is one of your employees.”

“Angora was an independent contractor providing insurance services for clients she solicited. Loids of Yoll has since removed her as an approved reseller.”

“Reseller?” the plaintiff’s counsel blurted.

“My chambers,” the judge ordered, banging his gavel multiple times to ensure that the entire court understood that he was less than amused by the rapid degradation of the case.

The few in the audience stood as the judge departed. The plaintiff’s counsel spoke quickly with Gil’dinor before hurrying after the defense counsel. Red made a beeline for the door. “Red,” Rivka said softly. He stopped abruptly and Lindy ran into him, with the conga line of the team pulling up short. “Take that one into custody and hold him until we can get him properly arraigned.”

The Magistrate pointed at the butler. His head bounced as his eyes darted rapidly around the space, looking for an exit. Even though it was a civil case and not criminal, the bailiff stood by the only exit door.

Red smiled and winked. He bounded to the front and grabbed the butler, still seized by indecision. “Come on, buddy. You have a date with destiny,” Red said.

“I got your back,” Lindy told him as the big bodyguard dragged the reluctant Slaker out of his chair and toward the main entrance.

“Never a doubt,” Red told his wife while maintaining an iron grip on the butler’s hands, forcing them higher behind the Slaker’s back.

Groenwyn and Ankh eased past Lindy and out the door.

Rivka glared at the butler. “Your time has come,” she told him.

“Why couldn’t you let it go? This is money that isn’t in the system. No one will miss it,” he admitted. Rivka rocked back in surprise. She couldn’t see into his mind, but here he was, spilling his guts anyway.

“But you don’t steal from your employer,” she replied, still off-guard.

“He doesn’t need that stupid statue, and you destroyed it anyway. Did you hear that, Gil’dinor? She destroyed your statue. The Magistrate and her Federation cronies.”

“The smugglers self-destructed when we prepared to board. Or did they?” Rivka rubbed her chin. The High Chancellor joined her, listening and watching. “I suspect your partner is a murderer as well as a thief.”

“I was seduced!” the butler howled, realizing what he’d done.

“Jhiordaan for life. You have been judged.” Rivka waved her hand, and Red picked up the Slaker and propelled him toward the door. He continued to proclaim that he had been set up, seduced by the dark side.

“Nice work, Magistrate,” the High Chancellor said. Rivka grimaced as she looked past Wyatt to see Gil’dinor slumped in his chair. He started to fall over. The High Chancellor reacted quickly, catching the Slaker before he hit the ground. “Call emergency services.”

The bailiff jumped into action, ordering medics to the courtroom and directing the clerks and others out. Rivka touched him on his neck. Slaker minds were blocked from her, but she could still tell that thoughts were there. Not with Gil’dinor. His mind wasn’t active. She shook her head.

The High Chancellor placed the old Slaker gently on the floor. “He’s gone,” Wyatt told the officer, stepping back with Rivka to give the officials space.

When the medics arrived, Wyatt and Rivka excused themselves and headed for the judge’s chambers, passing the two counsels on their way. Neither Yollin looked happy.

“Must have been a good compromise,” Wyatt whispered, delivering the longstanding joke that no one was happy when each side was forced to give something up.

The High Chancellor knocked, and the judge looked up. His scowl changed to a reluctant smile when he saw who it was. Wyatt and Rivka entered, closing the door behind them.

“You want the long version or the short version?” the High Chancellor asked.

The judge checked the clock. “Short.”

Wyatt turned to Rivka.

“I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa. I have been investigating the art-smuggling case, in which the Anastolia was one of the stolen pieces. That statue was destroyed when we caught one of the smugglers’ ships. The perpetrators were the butler, the one helping the plaintiff, and the insurance agent Angora. The butler is now in custody and on his way to Jhiordaan to serve his life sentence. His partner Angora is on Gorandia, I believe, and we’ll be heading there as soon as possible to collect her. The most tragic news of the case is that Gil’dinor just passed away.”

“In my courtroom?” the judge asked, starting to rise before slumping back. He leaned on a cushioned bench designed to accommodate his four legs.

Rivka nodded.

“I guess that dismisses the case.”

“Why?” Rivka blurted.

Wyatt raised his eyebrows. The judge answered in a kind voice, “The survivors will have to refile the case. A civil case cannot continue if the plaintiff passes away during proceedings. It is simple. Let he who files be he who wins or loses.”

Wyatt stood. Rivka followed his lead.

“The judge can dismiss the case, and you can go to Gorandia,” the High Chancellor explained as he ushered her out.

“But the money…” Rivka started to ask, but the High Chancellor held his finger in front of his mouth. “When can we talk about it? I feel like I’m missing something significant.”

Wyatt continued walking back to the courtroom as if he hadn’t heard her. They took their seats. The medics continued to work on the old Slaker. The plaintiff’s counsel looked distraught. The defense counsel appeared nonplussed. The judge arrived, and the clerk called the court to order. The medics took no notice.

The judge tapped his gavel one time. “The case of Gil’dinor Estate versus Loids of Yoll is postponed indefinitely, and should the plaintiff be declared dead at any point during the postponement, the case will be automatically dismissed.” He tapped his gavel and left the court.

Rivka took one last look at the old Slaker. The medics stopped what they were doing and started putting their equipment away. One of them made eye contact with the clerk and shook his head. He tapped a data screen in his hand. The clerk checked the screen before her. “Case dismissed,” she declared.

“He loved the Anastolia,” Rivka said. “It gave his life purpose.”

“Then it was a good thing until it was taken from him. I think you went light on the butler.”

“I think the Gorandian talked him into it. He had nothing to do with the deaths, just taking his cut from his employer. The butler is old, too. I think he’s been working for Gil’dinor for quite some time. I also think he hired Due’monian to take the fall, but she turned out to be competent. He thought the ‘half-breed’ would fail.”

“There’s only one failure in this case,” Wyatt stated, drawing himself to his full height. His eyes sparked red. “They underestimated our Federation Magistrate.”

Red held a subdued butler in the hallway outside the courtroom, with Lindy at his side. Ankh and Groenwyn were nowhere to be seen. The High Chancellor accessed his datapad. “I’ll take care of processing the criminal.”

Two Yollin security officers arrived, and Wyatt pointed to the Slaker. They secured him in shackles and trundled him away.

“Good hunting,” the High Chancellor told Rivka before turning to the two bodyguards. “Keep her safe.”

“On my life,” Red replied.

“All that we have,” Lindy agreed.

“Come on, you knucklehead.” Rivka looked at Red. “You know you wanted to ask if the High Chancellor had any influence over Ankh fixing the food processor.”

“I haven’t had a good meal since he left unless Lindy orders it for me!” he countered as they hurried down the steps.

“I’ve ordered a lot of meals.” Lindy snorted and shook her head.

Red had nothing more to say. “And we wouldn’t want Lindy waiting on you hand and foot. You’d become even more incorrigible.”

“Which reminds me,” Red started. “Is there no way for you and your team to get the reward money from Loids?”

“None at all. I was conducting an official inquiry on behalf of the Federation.”

“But when I won that fight…”

“That wasn’t this, just like the first-blood pool isn’t a reward for doing my job. I was able to requisition the yacht and the Skaine runabout as supporting ships, but otherwise, we wouldn’t have been able to keep them, either. Sorry, big guy. The kind of money Loids is going to pay would just make us weird. I’d rather have people like Terry and Char owe us because you know we’re going to keep doing what we’re doing, which means we need the Bad Company to pull our asses out of the fire.”

“Alive and broke, or rich and dead?” Red asked.

“We’re not broke,” Lindy replied, turning back to look at the courthouse. “He could have been the richest person you ever met, and now he’s dead. Can’t take it with you, but people can take it from you. Nah, my Vered. We are in the best place we could possibly be.”

“Yup,” Rivka interrupted. “On our way to Gorandia…”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



Orbit around Gorandia

“Gorandian Flight Control, this is the Federation heavy frigate Wyatt Earp carrying Magistrate Rivka Anoa, requesting immediate clearance to land.”

“Go away,” came the official response.

“We’re not going to go away,” Chaz replied smoothly.

“According to our charter with the Federation, we are the sole determiners of landing rights since we cannot abide strangers. It was a condition for us to join the Federation.”

A space station served as the intergalactic transportation hub for those going to or from Gorandia. Two cutters were berthed at the four hardpoints, with a single shuttle inbound from the planet.

“Not a happening place,” Clodagh said. “I won’t be requesting liberty for the crew.”

“Not a happening race,” Rivka murmured. “Here’s what we’re going to do. We’ll make like we’re leaving the system, open the Gate, cloak, close the Gate, and return to the planet. Chaz, open the channel for me.”

Once the AI confirmed, Rivka replied to Flight Control, “Magistrate Rivka Anoa here. Can the Gorandian known as Angora be transferred to the space station so that I may take her into custody?”

“No,” was the simple reply.

“I will respect the Federation’s charter with the people of Gorandia. A standing warrant for Angora’s arrest will be on file momentarily. Should she ever leave your planet, she will be subject to arrest. Thank you.”

Rivka chopped her hand to tell her crew it was time to go. The ship turned away from the planet and accelerated away from the designated traffic lane. Kennedy tapped the controls. “Gate drive at maximum. Gate forming. Cloak engaged. Forward speed at zero. Gate dissipating. We’re a hole in space, Magistrate,” Kennedy reported.

“Ankh, have you been able to find her?”

“The Gorandians appear to have exceptional digital systems. We could learn more if we were able to acquire some of their hardware with intact programming.” Ankh remained within his holographic workshop in the engine compartment.

“Is that why you couldn’t find the money?” Rivka asked.

“Possibly. Can you take us in?”

“If we must,” Rivka said. It had always been her plan to take Wyatt Earp to the surface.

“Moving to the back side of the planet to descend in a less populated area,” Kennedy explained as she pointed the frigate’s nose at the horizon, away from the main city.

“Will they be able to see us coming in?” Rivka wondered.

“Probably. Hard not to leave a fireball since ships always have to force their way through a planet’s atmospheric shell, which means speed and friction.”

“We won’t be down there for long. Red and Lindy, suit up. You, too, Alant, in the mech, just in case. No one knows what’s on Gorandia. There are no pictures, and we aren’t going to take any, either. We don’t need a record of this little smash-and-grab.”

Wyatt Earp followed the upper atmosphere until it was over a vast ocean. The ship tipped over and headed straight down. After clearing the worst of it, Kennedy leveled the ship and headed back toward the main city. “Where to, Magistrate?”

“Isn’t that the rub?” Rivka replied. “We’ll need to get close enough to access a terminal so we can get more information. Then we’ll do what we can to find our perp. I can’t let her go. She’s responsible for too much. And, it’s my job.”

The others went about their duties. Rivka was torn between going ashore and waiting on the ship. She always wanted to go in case she needed to make a legal ruling on the fly, but the legal work for the case was finished. The only remaining piece was to secure the criminal. Rivka wanted to look into her mind to confirm what she knew, which meant that she needed to be there.

Same as always.

Wyatt Earp slowed as it approached the outer limits of the city. “Tell us what you need, Ankh,” Rivka requested.

“Place a disc within a functioning system. Each of these buildings has a significant power signature. The largest one is not showing any biological forms.”

“The other ones are?” Rivka asked.

“Yes. My data is inconclusive. I believe there are two out front right now.”

“Zoom in, Chaz. Let’s get a look.”

Kennedy forced the big ship forward. Two creatures filled the viewscreen. Rivka leaned back. “Maybe that explains your problems breaking through their digital walls.”

“I suspect there is a common gene,” Ankh agreed. The two were strikingly similar to the Crenellian. Short and thin, with big, bald heads.

“New plan. Ankh, you go in by yourself. If anyone sees you, they won’t think they’ve been invaded by giants.”

“I don’t want to. This is a job for that big goony guy.”

Rivka bit her lip. She didn’t have time for bickering. “Don’t make me come back there,” she said from where she sat in the captain’s chair.

“Fine.”

“So much excitement on this ship!” Sahved declared. “Can I go?”

Rivka looked at him. Twice as tall as the Crenellian, he had the same head shape, but he wasn’t blue. The Magistrate shook her head. “Sorry, no. If anyone went besides Ankh, it would be Red. At least until you get some training, and—don’t take this personally—can do something without puking.”

The Yemilorian grumped to the rear bulkhead and leaned against it, his joy completely dashed.

“You’ll get plenty of action, don’t you worry,” Rivka said as she walked past him on her way to wish Ankh well.

“Ramp extending. Airlock open,” Red reported. He was there to open the hatch, not to needle the Crenellian, but if anything happened, he was in a position to defend the ship. His railgun was slung over his shoulder, knife and blaster in a belt at his waist. He was also in shorts and a t-shirt, what passed for pajamas in his wardrobe.

Ankh trooped out without waiting. When he reached the bottom of the ramp, he stepped gingerly off. Red retracted the ramp and closed the hatch. “Now, we wait.”

“Where’s your vest?” Rivka asked.

Red pounded on his chest with a fist while watching the screen showing Ankh casually strolling toward the house. “That guy is on his own program.”

“I have it on good authority that the food processor will now accept your voice commands and deliver what you ordered. Now answer my question.”

Lindy arrived, wearing her vest and carrying Red’s. He put it on.

“I thought we weren’t waiting on him hand and foot?” Rivka quipped.

“We’re not,” Lindy replied. “He owes me a foot rub.”

Red vigorously nodded. Ankh finally reached the house. He stood at the door and looked like he was frozen.

The two bodyguards hoisted their weapons. Red’s hand was over the big red button. “Just say the word, Magistrate.”

“Not yet. I think he and Erasmus are trying to break in.”

“That’s the lamest break-in I’ve ever seen,” Red mumbled.

“We don’t want any alarms going off.”

The door popped open and Ankh walked in, disappearing from view. “Anything, Chaz?” Rivka asked.

“No indication of an alert, but I am limited on what the ship can see. We are using passive systems only.”

“Passive is good. Stay frosty, Chaz.” Five minutes later, Ankh came running out as fast as his little legs would carry him. Red hammered the button to open the hatch and extend the ramp.

A small, furry creature came bounding after the Crenellian. Ankh tried to step onto the invisible ramp, but it hadn’t extended all the way yet. He ran chest-first into it, bounced off, and landed flat on his back. The beast was on him as Red shouldered his weapon and raced out the open hatch. The dog-looking rodent ran into Ankh’s head and returned to give him a thorough licking.

Red eased down the ramp, flicking the creature away and pulling Ankh upright. The poor furry beast whimpered and cried. Ankh worked his way back into the ship.

“No one talks to me,” he said as he headed toward the engine room.

Red reached back down and the creature pounced, play-biting his hand. Red stood up, still holding the furball.

“Get in here,” Rivka encouraged since Red was out in the open. He realized his exposure and tried putting the little creature down, but it wouldn’t let go. He thought about throwing it but stopped himself. He climbed back into the ship. The hatch closed behind him and their antics became, once again, invisible to the Gorandians.

“Ankh, you have a friend that needs to go home. I’m not stealing someone’s dog.”

“Is that what that is?” Rivka wondered.

Floyd ran up to the team, bouncing with joy. Red put the pup down, to much tail wagging and posturing as he faced off against Floyd. The two tapped noses before running off.

Rivka closed her eyes, but that didn’t help. She started rubbing her temples. When she blinked, she found Red, Lindy, and Sahved watching her.

“Are we desperados?” the Yemilorian asked.

“I don’t know where you learned that word, but we aren’t desperados. He is, and our blue-friend is. Everyone else is a normal and decent being.” She high-fived Lindy as she bumped past Red on her way to the engine room.

“What did I do? I thought Ankh was getting attacked. I’m the victim here!” Red’s pleading fell on deaf ears.

“I think we’re desperados,” Sahved stated.

“I think we have a dog, and a stolen one at that. I’m so ashamed.” Lindy chuckled.

“It’s going home as soon as I figure out how!” Rivka yelled down the corridor.
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It took Ankh two days to gain access through the Gorandian system. Wyatt Earp hovered near the big home. The back door was still open, but no one came to check or visit the pet.

“We’re doing him a favor by keeping him company,” Groenwyn said softly, trying not to disturb the two creatures curled into a single ball on her small lap. “Floyd has adopted him.”

“We can’t take someone’s dog,” Rivka declared, chewing her fingernail while waiting. She wasn’t interested in reading other court cases. She only wanted to finish her current case.

“Ankh?” She couldn’t wait any longer.

“We are in and searching. I suspect her real name wasn’t Angora, but so few Gorandians leave the planet, we’re forced to track down every single one for a year before Angora first appeared. We have already checked departures with returns for the ten-year period, but none match. She wasn’t Angora before she left, and when she returned, she wasn’t what she was before.”

“Thanks.” Rivka knew better than to tell him to keep doing what he was doing or ask him for a status report. He would tell her what he knew when he knew it so she could do what she needed to do.

Rivka strolled casually through the ship, opening doors and hatches to learn more about her ride. She stopped by the small gym to find Red sparring with Sahved. Red showed him a move to disarm an opponent, then rushed the Yemilorian, who didn’t do anything that he had just been shown. Instead, he used his length for leverage and his three dexterous fingers to launch Red over his head. The bodyguard slammed into the wall, sliding down to the padded deck.

Lindy slowly clapped. “You’ve been keeping secrets,” Red said, standing and brushing himself off. He crouched and approached more warily. Sahved lanced an arm like a whip, slapping Red in the side of the head. He ignored the attack, launching a counterpunch into the Yemilorian’s mid-section. The gangly creature flew across the room, hopped once, and slammed into the wall. He fell to the deck and spewed his breakfast.

“Does he do that like that ocean creature shooting ink?”

Rivka left them to it. She didn’t know, but it made sense to her. “Octopus,” she said over her shoulder.

Aurora appeared in the corridor wearing a bathrobe. She yawned and waved on her way to the galley. “Night shift?” Rivka asked.

“Yup,” the young woman answered.

The Magistrate found herself in the engine room. Ankh was in the middle of his holo workshop, spinning in a complex dance of interactive engagement. He seemed more gaunt than he had been a couple days prior. She knew he had been at it for the entire time without taking a break. She wondered how long he could go, but didn’t want to find out.

She leaned against the equipment and watched. Clodagh sidled up next to her. “We have an upgrade to our weapons system and shields, and then there’s the cloak. Everything is installed and working, or as much as I can tell without testing the shield and weapons.”

“Thank you for minding the store. We whip in, whip out, demand quick action, and then do nothing for days on end.” Rivka crossed her arms and continued to watch Ankh. The two women comfortably stood in silence. Neither needed to speak when there was nothing that had to be said.

Finally, Clodagh started to move away, back to a duty that called her. She stopped and spoke. “Thank you for giving me a chance. Studying engineering with Ankh has improved my understanding by light-years.”

“Ankh is teaching you?”

The engineer laughed. “That’s one way to put it. He builds it, letting me watch, then gives me the information so I can fix it if it breaks. Then he moves on to his next project.”

“That sounds more like our little man.”

The holographic suite dropped, and Ankh staggered out. Both women rushed to catch him. “Chaz has the coordinates. I think I’ll sleep now.” Rivka carried him to the cot that served him between marathon sessions. She tucked him in, pulling the covers up. She brushed his head as one would a child. A genius child, but one who required others to help him. Wenceslaus appeared and jumped onto the cot. He curled up next to the Crenellian, watching Rivka closely. She backed away, not trying to pet him to avoid getting scratched.

She wondered who was whose pet as the cat watched the women. Rivka approved of the cat as Ankh’s last line of defense.

The Magistrate clapped Clodagh on the shoulder. “The bad guys aren’t going to catch themselves.”

“So I hear,” the engineer said to Rivka’s back as she disappeared into the ship.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



Branxial, Gorandia’s Capital City

“According to Erasmus, this is the home where the Gorandian formerly known as Angora resides,” Chaz explained. A humble home on the outskirts of the city, it wasn’t remote enough to raid like they’d done to the house to access the worldwide net.

“Wait until nightfall. Ankh is out of action, so it falls to us. I want her alive,” Rivka said. Red and Lindy watched over her shoulder. “And bring Sahved. He needs to see how we take down a criminal, and based on what I saw in the gym, he can handle himself when push comes to shove.”

“We ordered some body armor for him. It looks like ass on him, but that’s because he’s so damn skinny,” Red remarked.

“Sounds like anything he wears will look like ass. But will it protect him?”

“Well enough, as long as he doesn’t turn sideways,” Red told her. Lindy nodded to confirm what he’d said.

“No ramp. We’ll jump from the hatch. We should have brought Destiny’s Vengeance. That ship would have made this a little easier. Maybe next time.”

They went about their business until it was time to go.

“Sahved, grab your armor and meet us at the airlock,” Red said into the ship-wide comm. “When are we going to hook him up with a brain bug?”

“You mean, a comm chip?”

Red shrugged and waited.

“After this case. In the meantime, keep your eye on him.” Rivka led the way down the corridor to the airlock. The external monitor showed the ground crawling up to meet the ship. It stopped, pitching awkwardly because of surrounding obstacles.

“It’s the closest I can get it. You have less than a two-meter drop to the ground.” Aurora was at the ship’s controls, guiding it in.

“I’ll be right here to open the door when you come back,” Groenwyn told them, holding the small dog-like creature in her arms.

“Maybe we should drop him off while we’re there.”

“What if no one comes to check on Angora, and Spike is in the house all alone?” Groenwyn asked.

“We’re not leaving him here. We’ll take him home as soon as we have Angora in hand.” Rivka hesitated. “’Spike?’ Why does he have a name?”

“I couldn’t keep saying ‘Hey, you’ to the cutest little guy in the galaxy.”

Rivka nodded to Red. “Lights,” he ordered, and Chaz dimmed the interior to a barely visible red glow. Red hit the button, and the airlock hatch cycled. Darkness greeted them. Red was out in a flash, landing with flexed knees and running forward. Sahved hit the ground, made it two steps, and fell, but got right back up. Rivka was next, with Lindy bringing up the rear. They ran to the small, squarish building. Wyatt Earp buttoned up. Total time with the hatch open was less than three seconds.

Lindy and Sahved peeled around the side and headed for the front in case the Gorandian tried to escape, while the Magistrate entered through the back in the primary effort to secure the perp. Red didn’t bother knocking. He ran toward the door and jumped, and when he reached the entryway, he lashed out with a side-kick, twisting the heavy door against the lock and hinges. He followed with his shoulder, opening the way inside.

Soft light greeted them. Red went straight through the one door on the opposite wall. The next room accounted for the remainder of the home’s space. The Gorandian sat in a chair against the wall.

“Angora,” Rivka said, walking in after Red had stopped and leveled his weapon at the Crenellian-looking creature.

The Gorandian started shaking, arms spasming, and her eyeballs shot wide until her head burst, spraying blue fluid across the room.

Red started spitting. “I think I got some in my mouth,” he complained.

Rivka looked at the front of her clothes before checking the Gorandian. “She’s dead, all right. Maybe they are total agoraphobes. Her head freaking exploded.”

“That might have been the most screwed-up thing I’ve ever seen,” Red admitted. He wiped his face one last time.

It’s over. Let’s get out of here. Open the door, people, we’re coming home, Rivka told them.
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“Bye, Spike.” Groenwyn started to cry as she hugged the tiny creature one last time.

“Ankh is still comatose, so the next best thing is for you to deliver him to his owner,” Rivka explained, handing the dog-like creature to the Yemilorian. He held it away from his body.

The cloaked Wyatt Earp sat in the backyard of the random house they had picked because it was unoccupied. The door was now closed, and a heat source registered from within.

“Give the dog back,” Rivka said firmly.

The Magistrate opened the airlock hatch. “What if his head explodes?” Sahved asked.

“Go.” Rivka pointed out the open hatch.

He jumped to the ground. They had decided the invisible ramp wasn’t working. They needed to see what they were walking on.

Sahved walked reluctantly to the door and pounded on it, which was most un-Crenellian-like. Rivka sighed.

The voice projected across the area. “Aliens! My dog is tainted. Burn you all with fire!”

“Get back in here,” Rivka ordered. Sahved ran from the house. The hatch opened and he leapt inside, easily landing on his feet. Rivka hammered the button, took one look at the little dog, and headed for the bridge, yelling as she walked, “Get me off this planet!”

Groenwyn took Spike from Sahved’s three-fingered hands and hugged him mercilessly. She put him on the deck, and he ran down the corridor toward Floyd. The two tumbled and rolled, even though the wombat was five times his size.

Whee! Floyd cried.

Rivka closed the heavy hatch to the bridge, so she could have some peace and quiet. “Chaz, can you connect me with the High Chancellor, please?”

“One moment, Magistrate.”

The screen showed voice only. “You have an uncanny ability to call in the middle of the night. Did you have a falling out with Grainger, so you don’t feel like you can wake him up instead of me?”

“Not at all, but this case is inextricably linked with the power brokers on Yoll. Can we talk about the money?” Rivka insisted.

Due to the length of the pause, Rivka thought the High Chancellor had hung up on her. “Meet me at Keeg Station, All Guns Blazing, in two days’ time.”

“Terry Henry’s joint. I’ll be there. Sleep tight, High Chancellor. The smuggling case is closed. The final suspect has been sanctioned.” Rivka cut the signal before Wyatt could change his mind.

Dren Cluster, Keeg Station, All Guns Blazing Bar and Recreation

Rivka and Lindy approached the bar, watching for the High Chancellor. A ship that they thought was his was in the hangar bay next to theirs, but he wasn’t in the bar.

“I guess we wait,” Lindy offered, eyes scanning the area as she looked for threats. Bad Company personnel and their supporting cast moved to and fro on missions that only they knew, walking with a sense of urgency.

“I hear they finally finished the rebuild after the cloaked aliens attacked.”

“It hasn’t been more than six months, has it?” Lindy asked. The two were ushered to a quiet booth away from the door and the bustle of the establishment.

“Moonstokle pie, please,” Rivka ordered.

“That’ll work,” Lindy said to the server.

“No, that’s for me. You’ll need to order your own.”

“Make it two,” Lindy clarified.

They nursed their drinks while they waited for their pizzas. “Red seems to like Sahved.”

“Red likes anyone who is honest. Sahved is unapologetically who he is,” Lindy replied.

“We need to put him through the Pod-doc if for no other reason than to settle his stomach. He pukes more than a newborn.”

“I’ve never seen anything like it.” Lindy stopped mid-drink and stood, offering her seat to the High Chancellor.

He thanked her and sat. “I’ll be up front. Don’t eat my pie,” the bodyguard warned Rivka before moving off.

“How’s the crew working out?” Wyatt asked.

Rivka smiled. “Quite nicely. A little issue with the authorities on Binsulaker Prime, but I let them know about my dismay. They were less than welcoming. Yemilore? Now, that place is a bit different.”

“What did you think of Gorandia?”

“I can neither confirm nor deny that I know anything about Gorandia.” Rivka smiled sweetly.

“All Guns Blazing has an inherent feature that prevents any recordings. We can speak freely. I shan’t repeat your words.”

“They look just like Crenellians, but they’re different. Angora’s head exploded when we confronted her.”

“What did she do?” Wyatt pressed.

“Literally. Her head exploded and sprayed blue gunk over Red and me. I could have done without that.”

“Isn’t that interesting?” Wyatt replied, sounding less than interested. Rivka shoved a double slice of pizza into her mouth and chewed slowly.

“Okay,” the High Chancellor conceded. “I’ll talk. You can stop torturing me.” He waved down the server and ordered a double-meat everything pie. “The money. In the Federation, there are two economies. The one everyone sees, where you get paid, you pay your taxes, and you buy stuff. And then there’s the second economy that keeps worlds afloat. It’s in this world that the wealthy operate. Some of their funds dribble into the everyday world of you and me, and then there are other times where we see the movement, like an ocean’s tide.

“The art-smuggling affected this second economy. The lawsuit was completely unexpected since it threatened to shine light into the darkness.” At Rivka’s look, Wyatt clarified, “Gil’dinor was not murdered. He simply died. The strain was too much for his old heart. The butler and the insurance agent expected Loids to pay up. They didn’t anticipate that the old man would pitch such a fit over the money. They figured he would be so distraught, he would take whatever they gave him.”

“I know that, High Chancellor, but the money! How could they fence the pieces? Is there that much floating around in the darkness that someone could drop a billion credits on a statue?”

“There is untold wealth out of circulation. It’s not anything anyone needs to worry about. Why do you think politicians like staying in power, and why do you think the rich like having a ruling class?”

Rivka shifted uncomfortably. She held her next slice enticingly in front of her face. “I guess it has something to do with knowing the secrets. As long as they’re with the in-crowd, they don’t spill the secrets.” Rivka arrowed the slice into her mouth.

“I don’t understand how you can put moonstokle on pizza. It’s unnatural. No fruit in beer. No fruit on pizza. Ahh!” Wyatt purred when his pie arrived. “This is how it’s supposed to look.”

It looked like a rugged mountain range covered with yellow and orange snow.

They both ate for a while, Rivka lost in her thoughts.

“Who do we answer to?” she asked.

“We answer to the good guys,” Wyatt replied. “Understand that the Queen allowed the second economy because it was critical to buoy the individual planets. Many billions go out, while just as much comes in each and every day.”

“Daily?” Rivka asked with her mouth full. A piece of moonstokle threatened to fall onto her plate. She recovered quickly and finished chewing.

“It is how the Federation works. I know Ankh and Erasmus were searching for the movement of significant funds but couldn’t find it. Ted and Plato couldn’t find it because it’s not visible. Those are independent networks, not attached to anything else. To get into them, one must already be inside, and access can come only from a system that is inside.”

“Ankh feels like he failed.”

“He’s going to have to get over that without you telling him.”

“That makes me feel shady.” Rivka put her next slice on her plate. It was odd for her to not feel hungry, but she wasn’t.

“Please don’t,” Wyatt pleaded. “It’s the foundation of the Federation governments. It has no bearing on the everyday lives of the average citizen, but it does in that if the planetary government fails, the people will suffer. The shadow economy makes sure that doesn’t happen. Making sure the rich people remain rich? That was why you were assigned to the case, and that was why you instinctively balked. You were absolutely correct. Rich people stealing from rich people is something we can’t have.”

Rivka chuckled and reached for the next slice. “That is righteously dicked up.”

“Welcome to the club. Now that you know…” Wyatt let it hang.

“I have to stay in the club?”

“You were already there. The more we learn, the more we realize we don’t know.”

“Next time, how about a nice, clean murder?” Rivka joked. “Simple. Blood everywhere. A little DNA. Some footprints. You know, like the good ol’ days, when I didn’t know about the power behind the power?”

“You know that a moon causes tides, but you don’t think about it. I ask that you simply accept that this tide is regular. It is being managed by good people who have the best interests of the Federation at heart.”

High Chancellor Wyatt smiled at Rivka before taking a bite of his pizza. He casually finished one piece before signaling to the server. “Box the rest, please. I must be going. I’ll take the bill.”

“I can box your pie, but the Magistrate and her friends eat for free as long as Terry and Char own this All Guns Blazing.”

The server brought a box and used the spatula to load Wyatt’s pie into it.

“I don’t know how you did it, Magistrate, but I think you have your own shadow economy going.”

“A favor for a favor.”

“Does that work for the bigger jobs? I don’t like getting invoices from the Bad Company. They can be a rather significant blow to my austere budget. And how many ships do you have now?”

Rivka contemplated the older man. “As many as I need. Same with the crew.” Wyatt stood. “Remember, a nice, clean murder.”

He nodded, and they shook hands. As usual, none of his thoughts rose to the surface of his mind.

“I’m thinking a peace treaty between two warring planets, or maybe a drawn-out arbitration,” Wyatt said over his shoulder as he walked away.

“We have a dog, too,” Rivka called after him. The High Chancellor stopped and turned, fixing her with a one-eyebrow-raised look. “He weighs less than a kilo, and we call him Spike.”

“Of course, you do, Magistrate. Do you do anything like normal people?”

Lindy waved from the front entrance. Red and Sahved were just beyond, arguing. The Yemilorian was twisting his fingers in the air. Groenwyn was trying to get around them, with Floyd in one arm and Spike in the other.

“Always.”
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You are still reading! Thank you for staying on board until now. It doesn’t get much better than that.

What is The Art of Smuggling about? Just like Fratricide, I wanted to challenge our understanding of things we take for granted.

The first name comes from Tracey Byrnes—Jelesa. He had a small role in this book. Tracey is also helping me with a different project, and for that, I am eternally grateful.

While writing this, I was selected for jury duty. The selection process in Fairbanks, Alaska for a superior court trial is fairly arduous, so it took the better part of a day to pick the fourteen jurors. We were sworn in and given our time to return, at 8:30AM the following day. I asked what we should wear. The clerk told me, “Whatever you want.” I went with jeans and my LMBPN polo shirt (gotta sport the brand, especially while I’m writing the latest Judge, Jury, and Executioner!)

The case was about battery, but the defense was trying to use self-defense, even though his client had entered the property of another individual and they both armed themselves, one with a bat and the other with a golf club (a driver, to be exact). Well, one guy beat the hell out of the other guy. The winner was claiming self-defense. Come the morning of the trial, we’re supposed to start at 8:30, but then we’re still in the jury sequestration room until about 9:15, when the clerk brings us into the court. We file in smartly, to find that the lawyers for both sides agreed to a plea deal. The guy pled to misdemeanor battery and was given three years’ probation, along with mandatory anger-management classes.

The consolation prize was that the judge gave us a tour of the courtroom and his private chambers, where we had a good conversation and got insight into something we normally wouldn’t. And I got my picture taken behind the bench while sporting the brand. I’ll put that picture at the end of my notes.

This story came to me while we were visiting the Tretyakov Art Gallery in Moscow, Russia. Who determines the value of the artwork, and how? It’s all voodoo if you ask me. I can’t tell you if I like a piece of art or not. I’m Red when it comes to art appreciation.

But now we’re back home in the sub-arctic where the darkness grows longer each day. It has snowed and the daily high temperatures are slightly above freezing. Give it a couple more days and it will be full winter. Then we start the clock on how many days straight of below-freezing highs we’ll have. A couple years ago, it was 142 consecutive days with the outside high temperature below freezing. Last year, it was just over 100 straight days.

But that’s what it’s like up here. We haven’t had clear skies in a week. When we get them back, this has been a great year for the aurora. Northern Lights nightly, watching from our driveway.

Thank you for reading my stories. This series is my favorite and will continue for the foreseeable future. I’ll be wrapping Superdreadnought at six books, Metal Legion at eight books, Nightwalker at eight books, and Bad Company at eight books. Those series will all be finished by the first quarter of 2020. I’ll write a new Judge, Jury, & Executioner in between wrapping each of the others, because Rivka will live on. I enjoy these stories far too much to stop writing them.

And next year, we’ll be bringing out a new series, not set in the Kurtherian universe. Look for weretigers learning galaxy’s secrets.

Peace, fellow humans.
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Please join my Newsletter (www.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



Wyatt Earp, Interstellar Space

“Pizza.” The word hung in the air with a nearly physical presence. Six faces stared at the small big-headed Crenellian.

“No. I’m not going to use Federation assets to bring you pizza.” Ankh crossed his arms. Groenwyn snuggled up next to him. He tried to shy away, but she wrapped her arms around him with a speed the eye could not follow. The wombat, Floyd, climbed into his lap and sniffed his face.

Rivka, Red, and Lindy leaned toward Ankh. The big bodyguard, Red, licked his lips.

Sahved, the bald and gangly Yemilorian, stood behind the group, growing more excited by the magical food item called pizza. He looked forward to his first slice.

“I know you,” Ankh said in his even, emotionless tone. “If I do it once, it will be a forever thing.”

“Give me the power, and then you won’t have to worry about it. On my authority as a Federation Magistrate.” Rivka crossed her arms, mirroring Ankh’s pose. “Or you could do it just this once as a technology demonstration.”

“I already know the technology works,” Ankh replied.

“We’re going on vacation—a real vacation—and there’s no better way to kick it off than with a taste bud celebration.” Red thought he was more convincing than he sounded.

Floyd and Groenwyn continued to snuggle the slight alien. Ankh looked like he wanted to be somewhere else.

Anywhere else.

“What kind of vacation is it where we all go together?” Ankh asked.

“We’re friends. We don’t really trust anyone else. We’ll have some people come visit us, maybe. In case we get recalled, we don’t have to scour the galaxy for runaways.”

“Runaways?” Ankh was confused.

“Maybe a poor choice of words. Then again, maybe it’s exactly what I meant. Think about it—us not bugging you because our mouths are filled with the cheesy deliciousness of an All Guns Blazing pie.”

“You’re not going to leave me alone until I say yes, are you?”

“You already know the answer to that one,” Groenwyn whispered into his ear.

“Fine.” Ankh held out his hand and Rivka put her datapad into it. “What do you want?”

As if she’d spent all day memorizing the menu, she blurted, “Five moonstokle pies, seven pepperoni, four bistok sausage, eight bistok and pepperoni, five vegetarian, and two with the five-cheese blend.”

“There are only ten of us on board,” Ankh said without looking up.

“You’re right, so change from two cheese pizzas to ten, plus everything else. We can add some stuff to spruce up the leftovers.” Rivka glanced at her team, receiving appreciative nods in return.

Ankh tapped a series of commands and let his finger hover before pressing the final button. He handed Rivka’s pad back to her.

“You’re my new hero, big man,” Red said, grinning broadly and standing to stretch. Lindy pushed away from the conference table and joined her husband, and they left Wyatt Earp’s conference room.

Rivka watched them go before turning her attention back to Groenwyn. “Sticking with the platinum green?” she asked, pointing at the young woman’s shining hair.

“For now.” Groenwyn twirled a strand of hair around one finger and smiled mischievously. “I think a glittery forest green is coming soon.”

Rivka chuckled and leaned back, crossing her arms to take in the scene. Vacation. Off the grid. She wasn’t sure what she’d do with herself, but the entertainment had already begun.

Floyd kept lunging at Ankh’s face as he tried to hold the wombat at arm’s length, but she was too heavy for him. He settled for wedging her between the table and his body.

The conference room door opened and the small dog-like alien ran in, yipping to announce his presence. The big orange cat, Wenceslaus, appeared out of nowhere, jumping onto the table and strolling casually to the middle, where he flopped to his side and rolled over the holoprojector, blackening the image of space outside the ship where they expected the drone with the pizzas to appear.

Sahved poked his three fingers toward the cat. Wenceslaus ignored him.

“We need to get you into the Pod-doc.” Rivka unfolded her arms and jabbed a thumb toward Sahved but looked pointedly at Ankh.

He blinked slowly, his face emotionless. Rivka looked from one alien to the other.

“That means you need to program it. First order of business is to settle his stomach. If he pukes again on our ship, I’m sending him out the airlock in interstellar space.”

Ankh didn’t move. Groenwyn poked his cheek with her finger.

“May I say something?” Sahved interjected. Ankh couldn’t push Groenwyn’s hand away since he was occupied with keeping Floyd out of his face. The small dog-like alien bounced behind his chair, nipping at the back of his shipsuit. Ankh twisted in his seat.

“When did Ankh become Doctor Doolittle?” Rivka asked.

“He’s got a gift,” Groenwyn said before leaning over to pick up the barker. The creature calmed instantly.

“I think a couple of someones have a gift.” Rivka smiled at the look on Groenwyn’s face. Simple joy, the kind people rarely enjoyed in the company of others, but the faeries had given the young woman the gift of clearing her soul. The burdens of her past life had disappeared. She had been a happy spirit from the time she joined Rivka and her crew, but nothing like the freedom she enjoyed now. “Does he have a name?”

“May I say something?” Sahved asked again, leaning across the table to get closer to the others.

“He doesn’t, but I’ve been thinking, maybe Titan, or Maximo.”

“We should probably take him back where he came from,” Ankh deadpanned.

“No.” Groenwyn met the Crenellian’s gaze. He looked away after a few moments and struggled to lean far enough forward to push Wenceslaus off the projector. Groenwyn tickled the cat’s paws until he rolled over. The drone was there and being guided into the cargo bay.

“Pizza!” Rivka declared. “Chaz, can you give me shipwide broadcast, please?”

“Yes, Magistrate,” the ship’s artificial intelligence promptly replied. The system popped to life.

Rivka cleared her throat before speaking loudly. “The pizzas have arrived, straight from All-Guns Blazing. All hail Ankh and the first intergalactic pizza delivery. May his Galaxy Eats business flourish, but let it be known it was done first right here, right now.”

Red’s muffled cry came from the corridor outside the conference room. “Pizza!”

Ankh started rubbing his temples. Floyd, no longer being held in place, stood on his lap and nipped his chin before jumping down and heading for the door. Wenceslaus ran after her.

Groenwyn leaned close to Ankh and examined his face. “She drew blood. What did you do to her?”

Ankh looked up at the young woman, his expression blank. “Humans are the strangest creatures in the galaxy. Your denial of logic boggles my mind. If it weren’t for Ted, I would have lost faith in your species long ago. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll retire to my workshop.”

“No dinner?” Groenwyn asked.

“Well, since it’s here.”

The little creature started to wiggle when he realized Ankh was leaving. Groenwyn tried to soothe him. “We won’t let him get away, Tiny-Man Titan, and yes, that is his name.”

Ankh hesitated before letting his chin drop to his chest.

Rivka took the opportunity to insert one more pin into Ankh’s psyche. “You know we’re going to eat that order in its entirety in about a day, and three days from now, you know we’ll want more. If you hand over the keys to the pizza delivery drone, we won’t bother you.”

“Not a pizza delivery drone,” Ankh replied evenly, still looking at the deck.

“Red?” Rivka asked, looking at the table where the microphone pick-ups were located.

“Magistrate,” Red acknowledged through the overhead speakers.

“Is there a drone in the cargo bay?”

“You know there is. The pizza delivery drone has arrived.”

“Chaz, would you be so kind as to program a maintenance bot to paint ‘Ankh’s Intergalactic Pizza Delivery’ on the side of that drone.”

Ankh lifted his head and faced the Magistrate. His expression was neutral, but he threw his hands up in frustration. “You win,” Ankh mumbled.

“Belay that last, Chaz.”

“I had a logo and everything,” the AI needled.

“Save it. We might be able to get some use from it. It’s not about winning. It’s about doing what’s right by those who love you most.” Rivka finally hopped up from her seat, motioning for Ankh and Groenwyn to go first. Groenwyn wrapped her arm around the Crenellian’s shoulders and they walked through the open door side by side. Titan nestled into the crook of Groenwyn’s elbow and closed his eyes.

Ankh rested his head against her chest as she led him to the galley, where Red and Lindy were bringing the loot. Rivka stopped and watched the tender connections between her crew. A tap on her shoulder broke her out of her reverie.

“You are the most magnificent of ship’s captains,” the Yemilorian started, using superlatives, as his race did.

“I’m sorry, Sahved. You wanted to say something?”

“What if I don’t want to go into the Pod-doc?” he asked.

“Then you don’t have to. It’s your choice.” She shrugged indifferently. “The Pod-doc has saved all our lives and helped us better survive the violence done to us in the course of our duties. It’s still your choice, but I want you to make an informed decision. Ankh has not upgraded anything in his body with the nanos, but he does have an implant in his head where Erasmus lives.”

“Erasmus?” Sahved scratched his face with his three fingers before the lightbulb came on. “The AI. Yes. I would take an AI, I think.”

“There’s the rub. AIs now have full rights, so such a taking could be considered kidnapping without a proper contract in place that clearly states the rights and responsibilities of both parties. A contract with proper consideration and acceptance.”

Sahved’s head bobbed in a parody of a human nod. He ducked slightly to keep from banging his head against the ceiling. “I will think more about this. When do you need an answer?”

“Before our next case, which means after the rest of us take a vacation. You’ll remain on the ship and study Federation law. I’ve put together a course of instruction I want you to follow if you’re going to be on my team. If you have any questions about nanocytes and what they’ll do to you, ask Chaz. He’ll have the answers.” Rivka pointed toward Red and Lindy, who were entering the galley, guiding two bots loaded high with pizza boxes, before turning back to Sahved and gesturing that their short conversation was at an end. “After all we went through to get those delivered, I would hate to let them get cold.”


CHAPTER TWO



Wyatt Earp, Interstellar Space

Red stifled a belch. Tiny Man Titan was upside down in Lindy’s lap. His soft snores made her giggle. He’d been passed from person to person until Lindy finally gave in and fed him half a slice. His little stomach bulged from eating too much.

Floyd had had her pizza, too. As one, they had all celebrated, everyone getting a share of the booty. The wombat filled Groenwyn’s lap as she snoozed in silence. The young woman was the only one who’d demonstrated any self-control. Everyone else had feasted mightily.

“Where are we going again?” Red asked, slurring his words while his eyelids started to droop.

“A remote getaway on Tanglewood. At least, that’s what the ad called the planet,” Rivka replied. “No connectivity.”

“What genius thought that was a good idea?” Red perked up, turning his head to stare at Groenwyn. The others, even Ankh, shared the same look.

Groenwyn steeled her features and threw her shoulders back in defiance. “You people need to get back to nature and revel in the roots of your existence.”

Red looked confused. “Say what?” Lindy shook her head.

“I won’t be leaving the ship,” Ankh said. “I have work to do.” Wenceslaus rolled around on the table in front of the Crenellian and found his furry body in the middle of Ankh’s plate. He tried to shoo the cat off to wipe the sauce from his fur, but the big orange feline was having none of it and swiped a paw at Ankh’s hand. The Crenellian barely dodged the exposed claws.

“You don’t need to leave the ship.” Rivka stood and called for calm. She rested one hand on Groenwyn’s shoulder. “I approved the vacation. If you have a terrible time, you can blame me. Until then, fun is mandatory. We’ll be able to fish, relax, get some natural sun, and drink fruity drinks to our heart’s content.”

“No one shooting at us?” Red asked with a laugh.

“Of course not.” She faced him and clearly enunciated, “Va-ca-tion.”

Clodagh raised her hand.

“You don’t need to do that.” Rivka smiled at her chief engineer.

“All of us get to go ashore?”

“Everyone. Aurora, Ryleigh, Kennedy, and even Alant Cole.” Rivka nodded to each as she said their names. “Not you, though. You have homework.”

Sahved twirled his fingers in the air. “I know. Master Vered said I was on double-secret probation.”

“Damn straight, probie,” Red shot back.

“No one’s on double-secret probation. What the hell is that, anyway?” Rivka glared at Red.

He picked up a slice of pepperoni and shoved it toward his mouth but couldn’t finish the job. “I can’t eat another bite,” he admitted and put the slice back in the box.

Lindy nudged him. “Like anyone else will eat it after you’ve touched it.”

Red raised one eyebrow as he faced his wife. “Give it three days and everyone else will want it, no matter who touched it.” Lindy looked from face to face. No one shook their head.

“He’s not wrong,” Alant Cole, the Bad Company warrior, suggested. “Let’s put it in the fridge and find out.”

Clodagh removed a pen from her coveralls and marked the box with Red’s piece. “Let’s get this cleaned up. We’re burning vacation time sitting out here in the middle of nowhere. Chaz! Fire up the Gate engine and prepare to take us to the sunny beaches of Tanglewood.” She turned to Alant. “Bring your swimsuit.”

“Who needs a suit? We’re all friends here.” He smiled broadly at the three young pilots.

“I can kick his ass for you,” Lindy offered.

“No one wants to see your junk.” Clodagh crossed her arms and stared.

“Maybe we should ask…” he started.

“No. One.” The two stared, unblinking.

“I’ll be in my workshop,” Ankh said softly and walked out.

“And there we have it!” Red declared loudly. “Suits for everyone. No suit, no vacation.”

“Hear, hear,” Rivka agreed.

Alant stood and hugged Clodagh. “I’ll get our stuff ready,” he whispered into her ear. She nuzzled his head before pushing him away.

“We have a ship to fly,” she told the trio of pilots. “Ryleigh on the stick. Aurora on nav, and Kennedy in the engine room, as soon as you three get this place cleaned up. Chop, chop!”

The young women started gathering boxes and remnants. Anything that wasn’t eaten was shoved into the one refrigerator. The refuse was set aside for the cleaning bots to recycle.

“Take us to Tanglewood, Lieutenant. The ship is yours.” Rivka parodied a salute that drew a snicker from Private Cole. “If I see you without your suit, I’ll send a report directly to Colonel Walton.”

“No, ma’am, although I answer to a higher authority than him.” He pointed at Clodagh.

“And don’t you forget it,” she replied. Alant winked, and together they headed out, with the three pilots on their heels.

Sahved watched in rapt fascination.

“What do you think?” Rivka asked the Yemilorian.

“I do not think I understand the human language very well. Your words suggest you are engaged in mortal combat, but your actions tell me you are friends. We would never think to tell anyone they are less than the absolute best.”

Red snorted. “One of the most fucked-up things I’ve ever seen was when the perp on that last mission exploded her own head. I’ve seen some shit, but that took the cake.”

“I’m not sure what language you are speaking.” Sahved leaned closer to better concentrate on what the big bodyguard was saying.

“My point is that if it weren’t for the good people I was surrounded by, that might have gotten to me. I might have wanted to ask why and how, but the Magistrate shrugged it off.”

“End of the case. She was judged and found wanting. Justice was served.” Rivka’s tone suggested the event was well behind her.

“A quick break of the neck, but exploding her head? I think some of the blue crap went in my mouth.”

“Don’t go into a rat’s nest with your mouth open,” Rivka noted.

“Sage advice, Magistrate.” Red finally stood. Lindy handed Titan to him. Red held the tiny creature in one hand. “How does shit like this happen? Why do we have a tiny dog?”

Groenwyn struggled to stand, keeping her arms wrapped around the wombat. She closed on Red and motioned with her chin. Red deposited Titan into a small gap between Floyd and Groenwyn’s chest. “Because we love them,” she said.

Red opened his mouth, but Lindy elbowed him in the ribs before he could say his piece.

“Yes, we do,” Lindy agreed.

“We have the space,” Rivka suggested. “And they make the ship a little homier.”

“Our home…” Groenwyn contemplated. “Yes.”

She waddled out the door.

Red brushed his hands off on his pants and flicked away a strand of hair that tried to cling to his finger.

“We’re going fully armed,” he said casually.

“Vacation, Red,” Rivka shot back.

“Do you know everyone down there? Are you confident you’re safe? Well, I don’t, and I’m not.” He put his foot down to emphasize his point.

“Fine.” Rivka threw her hands up in surrender. “Always on the job, but make sure you do something for you and your wife while we’re down there. Consider it your honeymoon.”

“I will not,” Red countered. Lindy looked from her husband to her boss and back again. “You owe us a proper honeymoon, and you cannot get yourself killed while we’re away.”

“I think I can agree to that.” Rivka held out her hand, and Red shook it.

Lindy gestured toward the door. Red took the hint and strode boldly out.

Rivka waved at Sahved. “You have law to study. You better start now. It isn’t going to study itself.”

He tried to salute but jabbed himself in the head with his fingertips. He looked unkindly at his digits for their betrayal.

“Carry on,” Rivka told him and headed for her quarters, biting her lip to keep from laughing.

Gating to Tanglewood in the Abkhaziyan Sector

“The star in the nearest system has gone supernova,” Chaz reported after the Gate closed and active sensors came back online.

“And?” Clodagh asked with a shrug. “When was that?”

“Two years, three months ago. The reason you need to know that answer is because the shockwave is already in this system. Our shields…”

Clodagh waited, but Chaz didn’t finish.

“Shields are down,” Ryleigh shouted over her shoulder.

Ankh’s voice came over the intercom. He was not his usual calm self. “Gate us out of here right now!” His voice still sounded small, but the urgency with which he spoke changed nothing. They were not capable of leaving.

“Gate drive charging,” Ryleigh stated before adding, “Not gonna make it.”

“Hang on!” Clodagh yelled over the shipwide broadcast. It was the only warning that could be given. She held onto the captain’s seat for all she was worth as a tidal wave of energy rolled over Wyatt Earp, tossing the heavy frigate like a balloon in a hurricane.

“Engines at maximum,” Ryleigh reported loudly as if the sound of the hurricane was inside with them. She bounced in her seat despite being belted in. “Engines stalled. Thrusters at maximum.” She tried to keep her voice calm, but it warbled—maybe from the teeth-rattling vibrations, maybe from fear.

Artificial gravity went out. Red spewed a high volume of imaginative profanity from somewhere in the corridor outside the bridge. The ship’s nose-over-tail spin exaggerated the pressure the restraints exerted on Clodagh’s body. Ryleigh grunted as she fought to tap the controls.

The ship stopped tumbling, and artificial gravity returned. Loose items that had floated away to be pressed against the ceiling fell. A cup banged off a console, while the coffee within, which had floated away as a brown cloud, came down with the force of spring rain, splattering Aurora and her nav station.

Report, Rivka asked using the internal communication system.

Ship’s coming back to life, Ryleigh replied. But the engines are still out, and we’re caught in Tanglewood’s gravity.

Ankh. Rivka sounded calm but was using her angry voice. What did you do? Never mind that. Get our power back on right fucking now.

Ankh’s reply was curt. Soon.

Clodagh activated the shipwide broadcast. “We have gravity and environmental control, but not much else. Alant, get to the hangar bay and check on Destiny’s Vengeance. We may have to use it as a lifeboat.”

Footsteps pounded down the passageway. Rivka appeared in the open hatch. A cut on her head was already closed, but the blood that had flowed still traced a line down her face.

“Get us out of here!”

“Can’t,” Clodagh answered, finally unbuckling herself from the captain’s chair. “That shockwave did us up nasty. Whatever the hell Ankh was doing cut our shields, so we took the full force of it on the unprotected hull. I’m surprised we’re not glowing.”

“Or dead,” Ryleigh added.

The ship jerked sideways and lurched forward, nosing down toward the planet. Rivka bounced off the bulkhead beside the hatch, then steadied herself. The planet now filled the main screen.

Red had his left arm tucked against his body while using his right to support Lindy.

“Okay?” Rivka asked.

“Broken bones. We’ll be fine in a bit.” Lindy’s eyes remained unfocused, the bloody patch in her hair telling the tale of her gravity gymnastics.

“Chaz, give me the intercom.” Rivka started. “Everyone aboard Destiny’s Vengeance. Abandon ship. All hands abandon ship. Chaz, that means you, too.”

“If the engines come back online, I’m sure I can get Wyatt Earp out of here.” Ryleigh frantically tapped her screen.

“We can get another ship.” Rivka gasped as the ship twisted violently. “We can’t get another you. Abandon ship. That’s an order.”

“Ladies!” Clodagh shouted. Ryleigh and Aurora were slow to respond as they both fought to steady the ship. Clodagh Shortall, who was taller and bigger than her bridge crew, physically yanked Ryleigh out of her chair and propelled her toward the hatch. Aurora didn’t wait to be next. She tumbled from her seat and followed. Rivka led the way down the corridor, with Red and Lindy staggering behind.

The two pilots worked their way up next to the bodyguards to help the injured keep moving. Clodagh took one last look at the bridge before turning away from the others and running for the engine room.

Rivka hammered on doors as she passed. “Abandon ship!”

Sahved stepped into the corridor and pointed back toward his room. “Get to the hangar bay,” she yelled in his face.

Groenwyn was already on her way, carrying Titan and shuffling behind the terrified wombat to keep Floyd going in the right direction.

“Railguns,” Red grunted as he snapped his forearm into place and sighed in relief.

“No time,” Rivka replied.

“I’ll be right back.” Red handed Lindy over and bolted before Rivka could stop him.

“Don’t you die!” Lindy screamed in a lucid moment before her eyes rolled back in her head and her body went limp. Ryleigh and Aurora caught her between them and struggled to move with the much heftier woman holding them back.

Rivka waved them off, shouldering Lindy’s mid-section and hoisting her bodyguard over her shoulder. “Let’s go.” Ryleigh ran ahead to help Groenwyn. She picked Floyd up, stuffing her nose under her arm to shield her from the flashing emergency lights. The wombat calmed, and Groenwyn hurried ahead.

Destiny’s Vengeance filled most of the cargo bay. They didn’t have to walk more than a couple of steps before entering the open side hatch, the one they’d breached when they’d secured the ship from the pirates. Groenwyn and Titan entered first, with Ryleigh close behind. Rivka went through sideways to protect Lindy’s head. She moved carefully into the small ship and rolled Lindy into the top bunk. There were only two, plus a small galley and a cockpit with one seat. They were going to stuff ten people into the ship.

Sahved ducked to get through the hatch and stood once inside, only to savage the top of his head on an exposed frame. He staggered and fell, filling the small space with his long legs, skinny torso, and stick-like arms. The ship jerked with the buffeting that threatened to tear Wyatt Earp apart.

Rivka and Aurora maneuvered close to pick up the unconscious Yemilorian. Much like trying to carry an uncoiled rope, they half-carried, half-dragged him into the sleeping quarters, which was little bigger than a closet, and stuffed him into the bottom bunk.

“Where the hell is everyone?” Rivka demanded. “Chaz, update, please.”

The ship’s AI replied immediately. “Red, Clodagh, and Kennedy will be here momentarily.”

“What about Ankh?” The AI did not reply. Rivka switched to her internal comm system. Ankh, you get your ass down here right now. I am not going to let you and Erasmus crash into this planet.

Working on something. You need to get off the ship now. If I’m successful, I’ll come get you.

“Ankh!” Rivka yelled out loud, jumping over Floyd to get to the hatch but stopping when Clodagh and Kennedy forced their way in. Red squeezed in behind them. He was wearing full gear, and his arms bulged since he carried half the armory. He dumped the weaponry and ammunition into the corridor, completely blocking the passage. Kennedy dashed toward the cockpit.

The hatch started to close.

Clodagh yelled through the opening, “Follow us down!”

“Cole?”

“He’s in his mech suit.”

The ship accelerated backward into space and flipped upside down when it hit the turbulence of the planet’s lower atmosphere. It took Kennedy a few moments to level the vessel, but Destiny’s Vengeance continued to accelerate toward the planet.

Rivka gasped as she tried to get past the weapons in the corridor. “Dammit, Red!”

“You’ll thank me later,” he replied with a wry smile. “That gear will save our lives. If we survive this, I bet we’ll need it.”

“Hang on!” Kennedy yelled over her shoulder. Rivka groaned as she stretched her body across the corridor to brace between two bulkheads. Red tried to lie across the weapons to keep them from flying around the corridor.

Destiny’s Vengeance screamed in pain as she hit a tree. Or a mountain, or something that didn’t need to be hit. Then the engines died, filling the ship with silence and dread. Kennedy didn’t bother to shout another warning.

The ship slammed into more trees, ripping off branches before hitting something that refused to give. The ship came to an abrupt stop, tipped backward, and fell a few meters to the ground before twisting sideways to land upright as if it had meant to do that all along.

“Status,” Rivka said in a normal tone. She reached to open the hatch, but Red caught her arm.

“Let me make sure it’s clear.” He dug through the weapons until he found his railgun, checked the loadout and power, embraced it, and let his hand hover over the hatch access. “Check on Lindy for me?”

When Rivka nodded, he hit the button and crouched over the barrel of his weapon. He headed out slowly, his aim following where he looked to lessen his response time should he need to shoot.

The jungle was quiet, but only for a moment before bird and animal cries returned.

“Chaz, tell me you got off a distress signal,” Rivka pleaded.

“Comm was down. I was not able to broadcast a distress signal, nor launch a buoy.”

“How long before they come looking for us?”

“Your flight plan was for two weeks. On the fifteenth day, the High Chancellor and Grainger will begin to wonder. On the sixteenth day, we will have company. Our beacon is already transmitting. Once inside the atmosphere, they’ll locate us quickly.”

Groenwyn hugged Floyd and started to cry.

“What about the resort? Shouldn’t they be looking for us?”

“We can only contact them through a relay satellite, but this planet is not so connected. We’re here because someone wanted to disconnect.”

Rivka bit her lip. “That was me.” She hung her head for a moment before kneeling to comfort Groenwyn. “It’ll be okay. We just need to survive for a couple of weeks. The jungle should provide everything we need until they pick us up.”

“But Ankh and Wenceslaus?” Tears rolled down Groenwyn’s face.

“Kennedy, did ship’s systems track Wyatt Earp? Where did it go down?”

Rivka jumped over the weaponry in the corridor to get to the cockpit.

Kennedy held her hands up as Chaz took over and replayed the systems. “Wyatt Earp was tumbling but seemed to regain control over this small mountain range. We came down on this side. They should be on the other side. When I left, Erasmus took over ship systems.”

“Did they not crash?” Groenwyn asked from the short corridor.

“Unknown,” Chaz replied.

“We’ll take that as a ‘no.’ Get them on the horn, Chaz.” Rivka crossed her arms and leaned against the bulkhead, trying to think through their options.

The ground shook when something heavy hit next to the ship. Honey, I’m home.

Clodagh appeared in the corridor and managed to get an arm out the hatch to wave.

“There is no comm signal,” Chaz reported.

“From them or us?” Rivka was tired of playing twenty questions. “Tell me if you get anything. In the interim, we’re going to see what we have. This is supposed to be a vacation spot, so let’s vacate.”

Kennedy looked up at the Magistrate, brow furrowed. “I’m not sure that’s how it works,” the young pilot said.

Rivka grabbed Lindy’s railgun and headed outside.


CHAPTER THREE



Tanglewood, Unidentified Sector, Deep Jungle

“Next time, let me know when you’re inbound, and I won’t have to shoot you.” Red poked a finger at the mech.

Cole turned his sensors toward the ship’s structure. “Chaz, link up with me so I can show you what’s going on out here.”

The AI connected with the mech and started receiving the data stream with images and sensor data.

Destiny’s Vengeance sat in a small clearing, barely larger than the ship. Besides paint scrapes along the sides, it looked to be intact and without structural damage. Scans and physical checks would determine if it was possible to fly the ship out of there.

Rivka walked to where Red was watching the jungle. “What do you see?”

He scanned the shadows between the trees. “We’re not alone out here.”

“Besides that.” Rivka squinted at shapes on branches high in the canopy overhead. Leaves and other branches. She listened. The wildlife was returning after a brief departure following Cole’s thunderous arrival. “Ankh…”

“He made it,” Red said dismissively. “Because he had to. As much shit as I give him, he sends it right back, but orders of magnitude greater. That bullshit with the mayo instead of ketchup.” Red chuckled before looking at the ground. “We need him.”

A breeze drifted by, reminding them that they were sweating. The heat and humidity were higher than they were used to. “We better find water.” Rivka slapped Red on the back and returned to the ship.

Alant had parked his mech and was climbing out the back. “If you haven’t reentered the atmosphere in a mech suit, you should try it.” He slapped at a bug that appeared on his arm before smiling broadly. “Once.”

“Not up for a replay?” Rivka poked.

“Once is plenty. Please don’t make me do that again. Suit’s spent. Needs to recharge.”

“I didn’t make you do it the first time. I think you made you do that because you didn’t want to leave your toys behind. Just like Red. Men and their toys.”

Alant crossed his arms and leaned back, looking thoughtful. He rubbed his chin and shifted his feet before answering. “Not toys. Weapons to protect the people we love.”

He looked at her from hooded eyes.

Rivka smirked and shook her head. “Toys,” she said clearly.

“Maybe just a little, but we have jobs to do, and without our toys, we might not be able to do them.”

A bird screeched nearby. Rivka crouched and brought her railgun up, scanning the trees for an enemy. She waited for a few moments.

“I better get used to this place. Looks like we’re going to be here for a couple of weeks unless Chaz can figure out a way to fly us out of here.”

“Not so much. Nothing wrong with the ship. This thing was built tough, but the engine is in disarray, it appears. To fix it, we need something we don’t have.”

Rivka sighed and handed him the railgun. “Coordinate with Red to keep watch. I’ll put together a scavenging party to find food and water.” She mumbled to herself on her way to the ship’s hatch.

“Red’s probably not going to like that,” Alant offered, smiling as he walked away.

“You’re probably right,” Rivka said softly over her shoulder.

The Magistrate climbed back into the ship to find Lindy moving the weaponry into a storage area under the lower bunk.

Sahved squatted in the small galley, one hand on his head.

Rivka leaned over Lindy. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine. Took a tough shot to the head, but the nanos finally kicked in. Looks like Sahved got it worse than me.” Lindy then gestured with her chin toward the young woman in the corridor, who was carrying both Floyd and Titan. “Groenwyn caught me up on our situation.”

“What’s your take?”

“We’re in the middle of nowhere, and out of contact. Ship’s broken. No food or water, ten people, and it’ll be a while before anyone comes looking. Ankh and Wyatt Earp are missing.” Lindy arranged the last of the weapons and ammunition in the storage cubbyhole. When she dropped the bunk back down, a couple of blasters, grenades, and a railgun lay on the mattress. Lindy checked the loads and geared up.

“I think you’ve captured our predicament perfectly. We need to find food and water—enough for a couple of weeks. Red says there’s somebody out there, so I guess we had better be on our best behavior. Don’t shoot any of the locals. We’ll probably need their help.”

“You know Red,” Lindy remarked, tapping one of her blasters and smiling.

“I do. Maybe you can convince him to keep the peace.”

Lindy holstered the two handheld weapons, clipped the grenades on her pistol belt, and hoisted the railgun. “Keeping the peace is what we do best.” She winked on her way out.

Rivka watched Lindy go—a restaurant server turned trusted ally, warrior, and friend. “The universe is a strange place,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am,” Ryleigh agreed, stepping into the corridor from the cockpit. “Orders?”

The pilot looked at both Clodagh and Rivka for clarification. Rivka moved into the galley to see if the Yemilorian needed help. He had been mostly forgotten as the crew went about their duties. She stopped just inside the doorway, taking his soft moaning as evidence that he was okay.

Clodagh deferred, looking at the Magistrate for guidance.

Rivka took charge, locking eyes with her engineer. “You stay to fix the ship. Do you need an extra pair of hands?”

Clodagh nodded. “Aurora has some mechanical skill. She can help me, but there isn’t much I can do without the transwarp flux capacitor.”

“The what?”

“I’m kidding. We need a special part, though. Without it, we’re not going anywhere.” Clodagh was confident in her assessment because Chaz agreed.

“What do you need to keep the other systems running, like climate control, food processing, and sensors?”

“We’re good with those for the time being. Should outlast our stay by quite a bit.”

Rivka nodded. “Ryleigh, Kennedy, Groenwyn, and if you’re able, Sahved with me. We need to find food and water.”

Floyd bounced past them and out the door.

“Is she going?” Rivka gave Groenwyn a hard look.

“Floyd’s a wombat. She’s comfortable in nature. She’ll see and hear things before any of us, so yes, she’s going, and she’ll take point.”

Sahved groaned as he stood up.

“Watch your head,” Rivka warned. He ducked instinctively. “There’s your testimonial for going in the Pod-doc and getting juiced with the nanocytes, especially if you’re going to keep hurting yourself. For the record, I can’t have that. I need my team intact. If you want to consider that undue pressure for you to modify your body, then so be it. No one can hold us back. If you can’t agree, then we will simply return you to Yemilore.”

Sahved’s eyes cleared as he met Rivka’s gaze. “I don’t feel pressure, just a headache. I know you always do your best for the most right that can be done.”

The Magistrate’s expression remained blank. She heard the words but couldn’t determine whether Sahved agreed or not.

“Make your decision when you’re comfortable. I have to run my team as I do because the last thing I want is to bury one of our own. It’s just like putting your armor on.”

“But I don’t have any armor. It looks like you don’t either,” the Yemilorian noted.

“We just abandoned ship,” Rivka started before shaking her head. “Are you physically capable of going with us?”

“I am the most capable,” he proudly replied.

“Of course you are.” Rivka took a quick headcount. “Shall we?”

Ryleigh and Kennedy snapped to attention while Clodagh returned to the cockpit for continued conversations with Chaz about repairs to the ship.

Rivka led the way out. Sahved walked with his hand over his head to prevent further injury. The two young women moved lightly with a spring in their steps.

“Where are you going?” Red called from a short distance away.

Rivka stopped and looked at the sky for a moment before answering. “Food and water.”

“You’re not going alone. Do you have Reaper?”

“No chance to get it from my quarters.”

Groenwyn choked and started to cry.

“It’s just a neutron pulse weapon. I’m sure it can be replaced.” Red strolled toward the group, stopping amidst the angry glares.

Sahved watched with as much interest as he could muster.

“It’s not about Reaper,” Rivka explained. “It’s about Ankh and Wyatt Earp.” Floyd started to whimper.

Red looked indignant. He motioned for Alant Cole to take his place on the perimeter. “I already told you he’s fine. There’s nothing to cry about.” Red waved his hand dismissively.

Groenwyn sniffled and looked at him through red and puffy eyes. “How do you know?”

“I just do. And you know it, too.” Red stood tall, chest out and confident. “I’ll take point.”

“With Floyd,” Groenwyn said with one last wipe of her face. Red didn’t acknowledge the wombat, who was instantly happy with Groenwyn’s return to emotional peace. The rotund creature bounced a few steps ahead and stopped, unsure of where they were going.

Rivka pointed toward the hill where they’d last seen the heavy frigate. Red nodded once.

“Might as well. At this point, one direction is as good as another. Water first, then food. That way, Floyd.” Red gestured with his arm, hatcheting toward the low point between two hills in the distance where the growth appeared denser than where they stood.

Chaz had called it a clearing. Compared to what they could see ahead, he was right.

“There’s something out there. Stay frosty,” Red told Lindy and Cole.

Tanglewood, the Deep Jungle

Floyd moved ahead, her chubby body able to navigate below the branches and heavier undergrowth. Red forced his way through, breaking limbs and shredding leaves and fronds. The others were strung out behind him.

Rivka wished she had brought a knife.

Red stopped and held up his fist. The two pilots continued blundering forward. Rivka stopped them with a look and held a finger to her lips.

Titan began to give out with his high-pitched yip. Groenwyn tried to calm him, but his little hackles were up as he vibrated and snarled between barks. He focused like a laser on a lower branch of a larger tree. Red cleared an area around himself and leveled his railgun at the area. Rivka moved behind her bodyguard, not to hide, but to watch the other direction.

Floyd scurried through the brush and came back to the group. Red jumped but settled quickly, returning his focus to the trees.

Rivka caught the wombat and lifted her into her arms.

People. Lots of people, she cried.

“We got company,” Rivka said out loud.

“We heard,” Red said. “I can’t see anything in the trees, but I trust Floyd and Tiny Man Titan. I’ll be damned. Groenwyn and her zoo came through.”

“Friends! Not a zoo,” the young woman with the platinum-green hair shot back while keeping a firm grip on Titan. She looked more proud than angry.

Rivka took a deep breath. “Listen up, people. Nobody kills anyone until we figure out who they are. We’re on their turf, so, their rules. We’ll play nice for as long as we can but keep your heads down.”

“Boss?” Red said to get Rivka’s attention. The trees came alive.

A group of humanoids flowed through the bushes and branches. Titan picked up the pace of his barks until he ran out of air, then huffed for a few seconds before starting afresh.

Rivka tried to step in front of Red, but he held her back. She reluctantly submitted, allowing him to loom over her like an overprotective mother hen.

“Howdy,” Rivka called. “We seem to be lost.”

The locals’ clothing blended with the undergrowth as they walked lightly, without a sound. The pale green of their skin also helped them to blend in. They carried light arms, rifles mostly. A couple had backpacks, but they generally remained unencumbered.

When they spoke, the translation chip in the heads of the Federation party instantly recognized and interpreted the sounds.

“We are Yindle, from the border village of Keosh. I am Master Dee. Which side do you fight for?” He could have been older or younger. The Yindle all seemed to be the same age, or their bodies didn’t reflect their age like other races.

“I am Magistrate Rivka Anoa. We are of the Federation and fight on that side, no others. We are here on vacation, but our ship lost power, and we crashed. We would greatly appreciate your assistance in helping us out of here. We need to get to the other side of Tanglewood. Can you take us to a transportation facility?”

The dozen Yindle chuckled before the previous speaker answered, “We cannot, not out of a lack of desire to help, but there is no such thing where we live.” He looked at his fellows and back to Rivka. “Whose side are you on?”

The question was final. The group raised the weapons. Red had never lowered his. In the silence of the jungle, she heard two clicks as Red ticked his weapon off safe to single fire mode and once more to rapid-fire.

Ryleigh, Kennedy, and Sahved shuffled nervously, freezing when Rivka glanced their way.

“We fight for the Federation of which this planet is a member…” Rivka started.

Master Dee waved his hand. Hers was not the right answer.

“You either fight for Yindle or Yangor. There is no in-between.”

“There is always a third option,” Rivka said in a low and dangerous voice. “Please, talk to us about your situation, and we will see what we can do. I am a Magistrate and have a great deal of authority.”

“You are lost in the jungle, Rivka Anoa,” Master Dee stated. “You have no authority here, nothing beyond what we grant you.”


CHAPTER FOUR



Tanglewood

“I could argue your responsibilities under Federation Law, but you don’t care about those because you didn’t sign the treaty. I expect you had no say whatsoever, and this is probably the first time you’re hearing such a thing applies to your planet.” Rivka waited for the Yindle to confirm her suspicions, but they gave nothing away. “So, let’s talk about the right thing to do. We have very little with us, but we can trade for information and help. I know you don’t trust us. We’ll have to earn that over time.”

“You could start with that,” Master Dee said, using his rifle barrel to point at Red’s railgun. “It would go a long way toward earning our trust.”

“It would go a long way toward facilitating our deaths. Sharing advanced weaponry isn’t something we’ll do. Consequently, we’ll have to pass.” Rivka crossed her arms and looked sideways at the Yindle. “To negotiate, one must always negotiate in good faith, but then again, if you don’t ask, you’ll never know what the answer is. Now that we know, what else might we be able to do for you?”

The master shrugged in a human way. The group remained in place, their rifles leveled at Rivka’s party.

Tiny Man Titan was spent, his energy reduced to a small growl every few seconds. Groenwyn rhythmically stroked his head as she slowly stepped forward. “I am Groenwyn. The jungle and its living creatures are of great interest to me. Can you feel what I feel?”

Master Dee stepped toward her, earning a single bark from the small dog-like alien. He focused intently on the Yindle leader.

“I can feel the jungle, stranger. And I can feel you.” He bowed slightly to her and motioned for the others to lower their weapons. “Thank you for choosing our side. We don’t want to fight, but the Yangor leave us no choice.”

Rivka clenched her teeth.

“We do not take sides in local squabbles,” Groenwyn reaffirmed dismissively. “That is your business. We can help end your fight so no one need take sides.”

“With weapons like that,” Master Dee nodded toward Red, “the war will end quickly.”

Rivka stepped up. “I already said we wouldn’t trade our weapons, but Groenwyn is right. We can arbitrate your dispute. It’s what we do. It’s what I do.”

“We will consider it.” Master Dee pointed in the direction the Federation group had been going. “If you keep going that way, you will run into the Yangor. They will be far less accommodating than us. You will probably have to fight them. Don’t hesitate. Kill them all.”

“I have high hopes that we’ll be able to get them to talk. We are strangers in your world, crashed, looking for food and water to sustain us until we can complete our repairs. We are looking for a second ship that might have crashed somewhere on the other side of that ridge. We will not abandon them, and will do everything in our power to recover our friends and our spacecraft.”

“A leader’s loyalty to her people is a laudable quality, but it does not change the fact that you will have to fight the Yangor. May your aim be true.” Master Dee turned his back on Rivka and her team and faded into the jungle, and the rest of the Yindle from Keosh disappeared with him.

“We’ll see them again,” Red muttered. “We never did get to see the group up ahead.”

“Probably the rest of the village come out to see the weirdos. We might be in a zoo and don’t realize it—all of us on display for the locals to gawk at.” Rivka’s attention was torn between where they were going, where the Yindle had gone, and where Destiny’s Vengeance was.

“I’m hungry,” Sahved said as he looked greedily at the leaves on a nearby bush. Groenwyn stepped close to him and let Titan sniff the Yemilorian.

Lindy, can you hear me? the Magistrate tried.

Loud and clear, the bodyguard replied.

The locals know we’re here. I don’t know if they are hostile or not, but they are armed with slug throwers. They blend into the jungle, so you probably won’t see them unless they want you to. They have not agreed to help us, so draw the security perimeter in, and if you’re not on watch, stay inside the ship.

Roger. I’ll draw back to the ship and have Cole suit up and go on standby.

Rivka nodded. “It’s nice to see that something works like it is supposed to.” She took stock of her team. “Ryleigh and Kennedy. What is your estimate of their technological level?”

The pilots looked at each other. Ryleigh tipped her chin, and Kennedy spoke up. “Based on their clothing, I would have said primitive, but their weapons and a certain savvy suggest they are modern, but possibly choose to live in an austere fashion.”

“I don’t think they are telling the truth regarding the Federation. I think they know but choose to ignore the law,” Ryleigh added.

“I agree on both accounts. Well done, ladies.” Rivka laced her fingers behind her back and started to pace.

Red cleared his throat. “We’re not getting any closer to Wyatt Earp, Ankh, food, or water by standing here,” he said softly.

“Your point?”

“You can pace going in one direction, and we might get where we want to go.”

“I want to see the ship, know that Ankh is alive,” Groenwyn suggested, not sounding confident.

“Me, too,” Rivka agreed. “Floyd? Can you take us to Ankh?”

The wombat started to cry. I don’t know how!

Groenwyn looked shocked. “No, little girl. All you have to do is keep going that way and look for food and water. We’ll watch for Ankh. Deal?”

Deal, the wombat replied in her happy voice. She bounced into the brush, and Red moved after her. The team fell into line, trundling through the jungle toward the ridge where the Yindle cautioned them not to go.

But it was the one place they had to.

Destiny’s Vengeance Crash Site

“It’s not charged up. Barely a few percent above critical,” Cole argued.

Lindy watched the jungle, refusing to be distracted by the private. “Then sit there quietly and use the sensors. It can do that without using more power than it takes in, can’t it?”

“It can, but minimal air conditioning means it’s going to get pretty hot in there.”

“Drink lots of water.” Lindy had learned her sympathy skills from Red. “Stop fucking around and get in there.”

Cole understood the tone of the message along with the words. There was no doubt who was in charge.

“It sucks being the lowest guy on the ladder.”

“Somebody has to be,” Clodagh said, leaning against the hatch inside the ship, her arms crossed. “We need the sensor systems live. Why are you complaining?”

“This was supposed to be a vacation, and all of a sudden, it’s a mission, like life or death. We’re in a tropical paradise, but everyone is jumping through their butts.” Cole lifted his chin in defiance despite the inanity of his argument.

“If a warrior isn’t complaining, he isn’t happy,” Lindy joked before turning serious once again. “Get in the mech and fire up the sensors. I need to know what’s out here.”

“Aye, aye, ma’am.” He climbed through the back and secured himself inside, then fired up minimal systems to keep the solar charging unit providing more power than the mech was using. He expected they would need all of the suit’s capabilities in due course. Sensors online. Infrared is showing a bank of heat; everything outside this immediate clearing has blended into each other. Switching to ultraviolet. Now cycling through to active millimeter wave scans. Whoa!

What do you have? Lindy asked.

A dozen, no fourteen locals in the trees, watching us. He switched between IR and MMW. Their body temps are exactly the same as the ambient. IR can’t distinguish, but the active scan sees them, Cole reported.

Don’t let them know that we know. Start tracking and send the map of their positions to Chaz. We need to be ready in case they turn hostile.

They’re just sitting there, watching us. It’d be creepy if we didn’t have the firepower we have.

Reminds me, where’s your mech-sized railgun? Lindy raised her eyebrows. She knew the answer. Never mind. It’s still on Wyatt Earp, along with everything else we own.

And all that glorious pizza.

Lindy blew out a breath as if she’d been gut-punched. Why’d you have to bring that up? Reminds me that I’m hungry, even though it wasn’t that long ago when we ate. It doesn’t matter. Keep an eye out for the Magistrate and her party. No sense in staying out here when we can’t see anything. Let me know if anything changes.

Changes, he thought. Like being marooned on a jungle planet?

He chuckled to himself as the sweat started running down his head.

Tanglewood, the Deep Jungle

Birds called and insects buzzed; the norm of the deep jungle returned. Floyd stopped to sample a small plant. Satisfied with the first bite, she consumed the whole thing, nipping it off neatly at ground level. She hummed with pleasure. Soon, her entire effort at leading the party devolved into finding more plants to eat.

As an herbivore, Floyd preferred plants, but her diet had adjusted on board the War Axe, and later with Rivka’s team. She’d weathered it all well, owing to the nanocytes that helped her digestion and overall health.

“Red.” Rivka didn’t have to say anything else. Red moved in front and picked up the pace. Groenwyn was already carrying Tiny Man Titan, who seemed terrified of the jungle. He jumped back into her arms each time she put him down.

The magistrate caught Floyd and hauled her in to cradle against her chest. “You’ve had it too good, little girl. You need to go on a diet.”

No die! Floyd howled over their internal communication system.

“You need to eat less,” Rivka clarified.

Floyd grumbled for a few moments before falling asleep in Rivka’s arms. “She needs to take it easy on the food. She’s almost too big to carry,” Rivka complained to Groenwyn. The platinum-green-haired woman looked away, acting as if she were taking in the sights.

Sahved lumbered along, taking long, easy strides in the relatively low gravity of Tanglewood. It was comparable with Earth standard, so the others walked normally.

The challenge they faced equally was the heat and high humidity.

“Doing okay, Red?” Rivka taunted. “I don’t want to have to carry you again. My arms are already full. It’s like wearing a fur coat.”

Having the wombat pressed against her wasn’t helping her stay cool.

“We need to find water,” Red stated. “Before anything else.” He looked intentionally uphill to the low pass between two higher points.

Beyond that was where they’d last seen Wyatt Earp.

Rivka raised one hand in the air. “If Ankh made it, he’s going to have to get by for a bit longer. The Yindle came from over there, so let’s go this way back toward the valley and loop around to Destiny’s Vengeance. We need to get back before nightfall. We’ll head out again early tomorrow morning, retrace our steps, and see if we can get over that hill.”

“There’s no doubt we can get to the other side,” Red said softly. “What will we find when we get there? That is the question.”

Rivka nodded and pointed in a direction away from their line of travel, abandoning their secondary mission of looking for Ankh to focus on survival. They needed water.


CHAPTER FIVE



Rivka slapped a bug wading through the sweat running down her arm and licked her dry lips. Her nanocytes would keep her alive even if she was horribly dehydrated, but her body would eventually consume itself without fuel to keep the tiny machines working.

Fuel in the form of food and water. Floyd was back on track, leading the team. She was positive there was water up ahead.

The pilots stumbled along. They had not been through the Pod-doc, nor had Sahved.

“I think I made a mistake bringing them,” she whispered.

“It’ll be fine if we find water. A little crisis and suffering are good for the soul. Helps them grow hair on their chests,” Red replied over his shoulder.

Rivka smiled at the big bodyguard. “I’m sure they have no desire to grow hair on their chests.”

Red held a finger to his lips before turning and running. Floyd was at an all-out sprint. Rivka ran after him, with the others jogging and staggering along the path Red blazed.

Floyd never slowed down when she reached a small but serene pond, little more than a catch-basin for a trickling stream on one side before disappearing into the jungle on the other. She hit the water, her rotund body slicing across the surface. She sighed as she floated like an arrow toward the other side.

The water surged and a creature came out, jaws wide, teeth like daggers. Floyd froze.

The railgun thundered. The jungle absorbed the echo, but the blast continued to ring in the group’s ears. The creature’s head disappeared in a red spray that painted the opposite bank.

Floyd turned and swam back toward her friends. She came out of the water and ran straight to Groenwyn. Titan continued to whimper from the loud sound. Groenwyn pulled Floyd into her arms and hugged both her friends.

Red lowered his weapon. “Never trust a pond in the middle of nowhere. Next thing we know, a woman will be giving you a sword and telling you to rule the country. Fresh water on that end.” Red pointed with the railgun barrel toward the tiny waterfall feeding one end of the pond.

“Drink up, ladies,” Rivka ordered. She stepped forward and prepared to dive into the pond.

“What the hell are you doing?” Red asked as he grabbed her arm.

“I’m going to drag that carcass out of there. If my bearings are right, we shouldn’t be far from the ship. This is going to be our favorite spot, so we had best clean it out.”

Red wanted to argue but couldn’t. He was thirsty, too.

“Fire in the hole,” he warned, and Groenwyn dove into the jungle. Red set his railgun to automatic and stitched a pattern back and forth across the pond before gesturing for the Magistrate to go ahead. “Be my guest.”

Rivka decided not to dive in. She waded into the cool water instead. “So nice,” she muttered before diving to the bottom, which was no more than a couple of meters down. She grabbed the rough-skinned creature and dragged it along with her as she walked out the far side. She forced it onto the bank, then climbed out. The Magistrate stood over the remains of the creature, which was a solid two meters long. She dragged the carcass a few steps and tossed it into the trees.

“What if that was some sacred god the Yindle worshipped?” Red asked while waiting for his turn to get a drink.

“Then we’ll be in deeper shit than we’re already in.” Rivka made a slow three-sixty, scanning the trees both high and low. “Do you think they’re following us?”

Red glanced into the trees and back at the water. “No doubt about that.”

The pilots lapped the water like dogs, their faces immersed in the trickling stream. Sahved took a few steps upstream and tried to make a cup out of his hand, but three fingers wouldn’t hold much water. He gave up and plunged his face in all the way to his ears.

Groenwyn appeared, still holding Floyd and Titan. The green-haired young woman spoke softly to her charges. “Rivka and Red made the water safe. Are you okay to get down and take a drink?”

Okay, Floyd agreed. Groenwyn put her down, but she hesitated until the young woman sat on a root that hung over the narrow shore and dangled her feet in the water. Groenwyn looked at Red for reassurance, and he gave her a meaty thumbs-up.

Rivka walked around the pond to join the young woman on the tree root. Titan finally decided to get down and make his presence known; he barked at the water before taking a drink. After sating himself, he looked at the trees and growled.

“I’m sure they’re out there,” Groenwyn softly remarked. “I think we’re going to have to get used to them being around.”

“Wouldn’t it be nice if they talked to us?” Rivka shook her head.

“Only if we choose sides.” Groenwyn was not amused. “We cannot pick a side. I won’t sell out to survive.”

“Don’t worry, Groenwyn, we won’t take sides.” Rivka looked at the trees and shouted, “Did you hear that? We won’t take sides!”

“If we had a fire, this looks like it could be edible,” Red said, having worked his way to the carcass. “I think we should butcher it.”

“Of course, you do.” Rivka patted Groenwyn on the shoulder. “Is Tiny Man Titan an omnivore?”

“Judging by the way he attacked that pizza, I’d say yes.” Groenwyn looked around until she found the wombat eating a small bush. “Floyd, not so much. She likes the cheese and crust, but not all the toppings.”

“Our pizza,” Red moaned. “Now I’m hungry again. Magistrate?”

Rivka stood as Red prepared to throw her the railgun. She held out her arms, and he tossed his weapon the short distance over the pond. The Magistrate caught it and slung it over her shoulder, letting it rest easily, combat style, under her arm. Red produced a larger-than-normal knife and started methodically carving up the pond creature.

“Not only are we going to kill your water god, but we’re also going to eat him,” Groenwyn mumbled. “We’ll end up fighting somebody, and it’ll probably be our fault.”

“If only we could get them to talk. Speaking of which, I need to let the ship know we’re on our way in.”

Alant Cole, can you hear me? Rivka asked, using her internal comm chip.

Loud and clear, Magistrate. I have been tracking your progress by pinging your chips. You are less than two kilometers from the ship on a bearing of forty-five degrees to the left of your previous course, Cole replied.

“Everyone got that?” Rivka looked from face to face. They had all heard. “Looks like we’re fifteen minutes from our home base. Red, when will you be ready to roll?”

“Skin’s a little tough on this bastard, but I’m getting there. Give me another ten.” Red continued working on the creature, grimacing while looking confused at the same time. He caught Rivka and Groenwyn watching him. He smiled and held up something from inside the beast. Entrails? Groenwyn quickly looked away.

Titan barked, and his little tail wagged furiously.

“Now’s the time to fill up your flasks, people,” Rivka told the crew. She and Red had not brought water flasks. They had limited supplies on the ship, which was never intended to be a lifeboat. They brought what they could, but they would find more containers to augment the small ship’s recycling system. Made to support three crew, ten would stress it beyond capacity.

We’re being watched, ma’am, Cole interrupted. I forgot to mention that earlier. They blend in on IR and visual, but the millimeter-wave system highlights them like luminescent fish.

Can you see where we are?

No, ma’am. System peters out about halfway between us because I have the suit running on low power while I’m trying to recharge it. It’s not much good when it’s out of juice.

Thanks for the update, Cole. We’ll be along shortly.

“Aha!” Red declared with a final split of the rough skin, exposing everything within. He finished cleaning the kill, wrapped a small cord around it, and hauled it onto his back. “Ready to go when you are.”

Groenwyn remembered that she had not yet had a drink and hurried to the stream to satisfy her thirst. Floyd lapped at the water beside her, along with Tiny Man Titan. Floyd stuffed her face into the water, pulled it out, shook, and repeated the process until Groenwyn was soaked. Titan barked at the wombat with each new spray, loving the water game.

Sahved was sound asleep. Rivka nudged him with a toe. When he opened his eyes, they rolled around in the sockets, remaining unfocused. She waited until his senses returned. He stood and started to hold his stomach as if he was going to puke. He closed his eyes and forced himself to breathe slowly until his insides stopped heaving. He opened his eyes and nodded before twirling his fingers in the air.

Ryleigh and Kennedy watched sedately.

“Are you two in shock or something?” Red asked tactlessly.

“It’s been a long day,” Ryleigh countered, breaking her reverie.

“Day’s the same regardless. It’s how you invest the time that matters. We are alive, and before anyone says it, so are Ankh and that orange cat. And now we have water and food. Everything we needed to do today, we did. I’m ready to start a fire, chow down on some pond beast, and get a little shuteye.”

Kennedy laughed but not in a funny way. Ryleigh touched her arm and looked with concern.

“We’re in the middle of nowhere, sweating off our bajoolysnackers, and he’s blasting everything in sight so we can drink the same water that’s filled with alien blood!” Kennedy shifted from one foot to the other and back as she looked frantically from one face to another.

“What would you have us do?” Rivka asked.

“Get out of here! I want to go back home,” the young woman pleaded before breaking down and starting to cry. Titan relieved himself on a nearby bush before sniffing Kennedy’s leg and looking up at her.

“He needs you,” Groenwyn told her, then approached, tipped Kennedy’s chin up, and repeated herself. She was answered by a blank stare.

Groenwyn picked up Tiny Man Titan and pressed him against Kennedy’s chest. She instinctively took him.

“He needs you. Take care of him, please. I have my hands full with this one.” Floyd bounced by before Rivka intercepted her and pointed in the direction of the ship. The wombat sniffed the air and headed in the undergrowth.

“This way, boys and girls. Stay close. It gets thick up here.” Rivka followed Floyd, using the railgun to part bushes and break small branches. She thought she could hear Red wince with each use of the railgun as a club.

It didn’t take long. Red plowed past her and used his knife to cut his way through. She had to back away from the stench of what was destined to be their dinner.


CHAPTER SIX



Destiny’s Vengeance Crash Site, a Clearing in a Tanglewood Jungle

Sahved held his blaster in both hands while his gaze darted randomly across the jungle.

“Do you think this is a good idea?” Rivka asked.

Red leaned close and whispered, “It’s not loaded.” He stood up straight. “He has to learn sometime. We have limited assets right now, so he gets a turn in the barrel.”

“What about the pilots?” Rivka asked. She knew what the answer needed to be but had to hear it to be sure.

Red looked around before dropping his voice. “Them too, but not Kennedy. She’s on the precipice staring into the darkness below. I don’t want to be the one to push her over.”

“Or me,” Rivka agreed. “Minimal shifts. We can’t see the Yindle except from the mech, so everyone else is superfluous.”

“Except in attitude,” Red replied. “I think everyone needs to know they are contributing to your safety and your team’s. Give them something to do, even if that something is standing around trying to look menacing.”

Rivka gestured with her head toward the Yemilorian. He was attempting to figure out how to stuff his three fingers into the blaster’s trigger guard while holding the weapon with his other hand.

“Maybe that wasn’t such a good idea.” Red strode toward Sahved. “Give it to me.” He snapped his fingers, and the alien handed it over. Red drew the knife he’d used to clean the pond beast, flipped it, caught it by the blade, and offered it to the Yemilorian.

Sahved took it with a big smile. “This the largest knife I have ever beheld, truly magnificent. I shall carve out a new world with its greatness.” He stepped back and slashed it through the air, beaming the entire time.

“Don’t cut yourself or anyone else. Save it for the enemy.”

“We are having an enemy?”

“Anyone who shoots at us is an enemy,” Red explained.

Sahved looked confused. “No one has fired their weapons at us on this planet of Tanglewood.”

“That’s because they know you are here, and dangerous as all get out. No one wants a piece of you.” Red nodded confidently.

“A piece of me?”

“What?” Red replied. “Just keep watch. Don’t let any bad guys get too close to the ship.”

“How will I know if they are bad guys?” Sahved asked.

“They’re the ones who aren’t us.” Red touched his nose and headed into the ship before Sahved could ask any more questions.

Rivka shrugged and stepped into Destiny’s Vengeance. Lindy and Clodagh were waiting.

“Holy crap, it’s hot in here.” Rivka fanned her face with a free hand.

“We need to button it up and cycle the systems to cool things down. This heat isn’t good for anything.” Clodagh reached for the button to close the outside hatch.

“Stay close!” Rivka yelled at Sahved and Red before the engineer cycled the hatch closed. Cold air immediately started blowing from the ship’s small air ducts. They took a moment to enjoy the respite.

“Comm seems to be functional, but we can’t raise anyone,” Clodagh said.

“Which suggests it’s not functional,” Rivka countered. “Any ideas?”

“Chaz and I have run through the list, and the only thing we can think of is that it’s external, like a dampening field.” Clodagh threw her hands up.

“Our internal comm chips worked perfectly.”

“They work on a different band. Both the ships’ systems piggyback on the Etheric, a little modification Ankh made to his ship.”

“We gave it to him to keep him on the team. I need him. We need him and now,” Rivka looked around before lowering her voice. “He might be dead.”

Clodagh motioned for Rivka to follow her to the cockpit. Once squeezed inside, they closed the door. “Ankh was running an experiment that shouldn’t have interfered with anything, but with the gamma burst from the supernova, it started a cascade of failures. That should not have happened, except many of the safety protocols had been disabled because of the experiment.”

Rivka stretched her neck to relieve the tightness. “So, Ankh was the reason we crashed? I thought so.”

“Pretty much.” Clodagh puffed out her cheeks with the revelation. She felt like the school gossip. “But we would have been fine, perfectly normal without the gamma burst. One in a million chance, but it only takes that once.”

“Although I want to wring his neck, I hope to hell he survived.” Rivka twisted her mouth into a half-smile. “I was growing fond of that ship, too.”

Clodagh leaned back and crossed her arms. “Wyatt Earp felt like home. As odd as it sounds, I thought we were making a good life on board. We had everything we needed.”

“The world’s our oyster. We just have to get through these next two weeks. We’re on vacation, so enjoy it!” Rivka smacked the engineer on the shoulder and opened the hatch.

“For the record, Magistrate, going on vacation with you sucks.”

“I don’t think you’ll find any dissenting voices,” Rivka replied as she kept walking. “I better check on Red and our dinner.”

The Magistrate opened the external hatch and waded into the wall of heat and humidity. She secured the ship before continuing to the edge of the clearing, where Red lounged against a tree, nursing a fire with his pond beast on a spit above it.

“It smells better now that it’s cooking.” The green kindling belched heavy white smoke, forcing Rivka to stand to the side.

“I had a hunch,” Red replied with a big smile. “I love me some vacation.”

“We crash into a jungle and lose all contact with the outside. We have ten people in a ship built for three, and here’s you, having a good time.” Rivka sat on the ground, watching the fire spark and dance. “You’re making it feel like a vacation.”

“It’s a gift.” Red chuckled. He jabbed a stick into the coals and stirred things up. The wet wood popped and snapped, sending sparks outside the depression Red had dug. The jungle-like conditions were not conducive to building great fires.

“How did you get the fire started?”

Red tapped a blaster at his side. “I encouraged it properly.” He held a finger to his lips and whispered, “If you train your eyes to look away from what you want to see, you can make out our visitors. There’s one in the branches over my head.”

Rivka jumped to her feet and looked up. “Hey!” she shouted. “I see you. Come down here and talk to me.”

“That’s not exactly what I had in mind,” Red said.

The figure overhead stepped away from the tree’s trunk and foliage, appearing as a vague shape. The individual leapt from the branches and dropped the five meters to the ground, landing lightly by flexing her knees. She faced Rivka with her head up, mouth set.

“That’s better. We don’t want to be here anymore than you want us here. If you could help us, we would get out of your hair.”

The slightly built Yindle woman instinctively reached up and ran her fingers through her curls. “There is nothing in my hair,” she said.

Red poked his stick into the cooking meat, acting like he wasn’t paying attention to the Yindle, but he was laser-focused, with his hand resting casually on his blaster, loosened in its holster and ready for action.

“Can you help us contact our people on the other side of the planet?”

“No. We do not have the means to do that.”

Rivka studied the Yindle. Slight, with a green tint to her skin and hair, barely over a meter and a half tall, no more than forty-five kilograms. Her clothing blended naturally with the surroundings. Up close, she seemed young, sporting no wrinkles from the rigors of age.

“Why are you watching us?”

“You should not be here. You could be Yangorian spies.”

“Do we look Yangorian? And if we were spies, would we be so keen on getting out of here, which is all we want, by the way?”

The young woman’s expression remained the same—hostility edged with curiosity.

“Can you tell me what that thing is? It tried to eat our wombat.” Rivka pointed to the hunks of meat hanging over the fire.

“A kinga. Very dangerous. I applaud your ability to kill it with one shot.”

“News travels fast.” Rivka held the Yindle’s gaze. “Can you tell us what else we should be wary of? We didn’t come here to fight or die. We’re supposed to be on vacation.”

“Yangor. Beware the Yangorians.” The woman turned and stepped into the jungle, disappearing almost immediately. Rivka forced herself to not look directly at the Yindle, and her eyes picked up the figure moving gracefully through the brush.

“Does that mean she doesn’t think we’re Yangor spies anymore?” Rivka wondered.

“Sounded like it to me. You might have swayed our first ally.” Red used a small knife to carve off a piece of meat. He popped it in his mouth and chewed slowly. “Tastes like processed chicken. Is there any salt in the ship?”

Rivka didn’t know. She held out her hand for a piece. Red obliged.

She chewed, pleasantly surprised by the texture and flavor. “I have to note that she wasn’t armed,” Red said, cutting a bigger slice to slap into Rivka’s palm.

“I saw that, too.” She ate the second piece and was reaching for a third when she stopped herself. “We better get the others before I eat it all.”

“Without technology, surveillance consists of the mark one eyeball. The ones watching us are just eyes and ears, no direct-action mission.” Red sliced off another piece of the kinga and stuffed it in his mouth.

Rivka pointed at Red. “Slow down. Save some for everyone else.” She hurried back to the ship, opening the hatch and yelling inside, “Dinner is served. You better get some before Red eats it all. Trust me when I say that you want some of this.”

Sahved abandoned his position and hurried to the cloud of smoke that signaled the cookfire. The others gasped when they left the air conditioning. When Cole appeared, Rivka stopped him. “I need a quick check of the Yindle. I’d like to invite them for a taste of the kinga.”

“Kinga?” Cole asked, looking wistfully at the fire and the line forming. But Terry Henry’s teachings were to always make sure the non-military ate first, and then proceed from the lowest rank to the highest. “Roger, Magistrate.”

“The pond beast is called a kinga, according to a Yindle we met. In any case, get me the locations of our watchers, and then join the others at the fire.”

Cole didn’t bother closing the suit behind him. He brought up the systems, bit his lip, cycled through a round of diagnostics, and then shut everything down.

“They’re all gone, Magistrate.”

“Well, now. That was unexpected.” Rivka clasped her hands behind her back and started to pace. Cole waited for a few moments before excusing himself and joining Clodagh in the chow line. They stood hand in hand, watching the Magistrate talking to herself while walking back and forth in front of the ship.

“What do you think?” Cole asked.

Lindy stepped up. “I think when she’s done, we’re going to have a whole different mission.”

Groenwyn nodded. “We’ve seen it before. The gears are turning.” The young woman wrapped an arm around Kennedy’s shoulders. “How are you feeling?”

“Better.” The pilot tried to smile. “I don’t know how you do it. Every planet we go to is something different, filled with surprises that could kill you.”

“But we don’t let them kill us, which is why you need to go into the Pod-doc, as well as Ryleigh, Aurora, and Sahved. Help us to help you with some internal medicine.” Groenwyn raised a hand to forestall Kennedy’s obvious question. “I know. I’m the all-natural girl, but sometimes, we have to embrace the advantages technology has given us. Without it, we wouldn’t be able to visit other planets and meet other cultures. Isn’t it fascinating to see people who are one with the jungle?”

“I guess,” Kennedy said, still clutching Tiny Man Titan while she looked down.

“Attitude is everything. Look at Titan. He probably thinks he hit the jackpot when he chased Ankh out of his house. Now he gets carried everywhere.”

“If only our lives were so simple,” Kennedy said softly.

“You would grow bored quickly.” Groenwyn tapped her temple. “Expanding our minds is what makes life worth living.”

She hugged the pilot until Titan started to squirm.

Floyd bounded across the small clearing and rammed into Groenwyn’s leg. The young woman teetered but didn’t topple. “Watch where you’re going, little girl.”

Sorry, Floyd replied, not sounding sorry at all before she bolted in the opposite direction. She bounded to a stop and ravished a small plant.

“It appears Floyd is enjoying our vacation,” Clodagh remarked.

“She doesn’t get around enough vegetation. Maybe she is at home. I don’t know where wombats come from.” Groenwyn shrugged. She enjoyed seeing Floyd happy.

“Terry Henry rescued her from a desolate planet of human slaves. Maybe she originally came from Earth, just like the others living on Home World,” Red explained from the front of the line as he continued to carve slices from the kinga.

“Wouldn’t that be something? Floyd is more Earth than we are.”

Sahved stuffed the last of the meat in his hands into his mouth so he could twirl his fingers and make a series of gestures no one understood. The blank looks suggested he needed to explain. “Not me,” he translated.

The laughter started and continued as he tried to explain each of the gestures. The humans tried to imitate the Yemilorian’s finger twirls, to no avail. Human hands weren’t knuckled the same way as the three-fingered race.

Private Alant Cole arrived at the firepit. He held out his hands and winked at Red. “A little something extra to keep the warrior’s engine fueled?” he asked. Red tried to give a hard-ass look but knew where Cole was coming from. He’d already done that for Lindy.

“No,” he said for public consumption before placing an extra slice in the warrior’s hands. Cole smiled and joined Clodagh a short distance away. Red waited for Rivka, carving the rest of the meat and arranging it across the top of the creature’s hard skin. One pond beast had equaled one meal. Red tried to get Rivka’s attention. “Magistrate.”

She stopped and looked at the sky before licking her finger and holding it up, turning it around to determine from where the slight breeze was coming from. Satisfied that she had it, she strained to see through the trees and into the distance. The saddle between two hilltops. It was the direction they’d last seen Wyatt Earp headed.

“Cole,” the Magistrate started, fixing him with her working look, “is the suit powered enough for a full day of operation? I won’t ask why we don’t have an Etheric-powered suit.”

“But it is. The colonel gave me the latest version to best protect the Queen’s Barrister, but it’s not working down here, so we have to count on the sun. I’ll say that I think we charged it enough today,” Alant replied. “Depends on what you need me to do.”

“Come with us as we search for Wyatt Earp. Right now, everything else is a distraction. As long as the Yindle leave us alone, we can do what we need to do. If we can find our ship, we might be able to get out of here.” Rivka walked toward the group, talking to all of them. “If Ankh is hurt, then time is of the essence. You Alant, Red, Lindy, and I will head out in the middle of the night to take advantage of lower temperatures. We’re going straight over that hill,” Rivka pointed, “into whatever lies beyond. I’m counting on the mech’s sensors to help us focus. No flying or anything that chews through the power, just movement and scans.”

“We’ll hold down the fort.” Clodagh looked at those who would remain behind. “We have Chaz and Destiny’s Vengeance to protect us.”

“And me!” Sahved declared, carefully removing the knife Red had given him and holding it out.

“And us,” Ryleigh added, speaking for the three pilots.

Me! Floyd cried, abandoning her latest bush mid-bite and bouncing up to Rivka.

“You have to stay here and protect Groenwyn, Titan, and the others. They can’t see the Yindle, but you can. Your little eyes, big ears, and boopable nose are better than anything they have. Keep your eyes and ears open and tell them if visitors are near. Clodagh and Chaz will take care of the rest.”

The wombat stayed still for a moment as she contemplated the Magistrate’s words before bouncing back to her last bush and renewing her attack on it.

“If only all of us were so easily convinced! I could run ahead and be back before you know it.”

Groenwyn had great speed, able to run so fast that they couldn’t follow her with the naked eye. But then she’d almost died.

Rivka handed the young woman a flask. “Can you run up to the pond where we found the beast and fill this canteen?”

“Of course.” She accepted the flask and took off running. They watched her go. She tried to accelerate into the jungle on the path they had cut earlier in the day.

“Oh, no.” She sighed, hung her head, and slowly walked back to the clearing.

“Ankh didn’t tell you, did he?” Rivka asked. She knew the answer to that question. “When Ankh knew you would survive, he changed your nanocyte programming. Speed wouldn’t save you, and he did not want to risk losing you. Your gift from the nanos is healing better than anyone else. You won’t die. According to Ankh, all it will take is a little bit of flesh, and you’ll be able to resurrect yourself. I’ll take his word for it because I don’t want to test it.”

“Nor I,” Groenwyn agreed and offered her the flask.

Kennedy held out Tiny Man Titan. “He is cute, isn’t he?”

“He is the crew’s protector. We know Wenceslaus doesn’t care about people. That’ll free you up to do your jobs.” Rivka faced the others. “When we leave, it’ll be up to you to make this clearing more like home. Collect firewood, find edible plants, and start bringing water. Everyone travels in pairs, and use your internal comm chips to stay in touch. We’ll be back tomorrow sometime.”

Rivka reached for the strips atop the kinga’s carcass, snagging a handful. “Not bad, Red. I wouldn’t have dragged that thing back here, but I’m glad you did.”

“Somebody has to think about your stomach. This is a vacation, not a weight-loss-inducing survival program.”

“I’m pretty sure this stopped being a vacation during our uncontrolled descent through the atmosphere.” Rivka thought she had played the trump card.

“See? That’s the difference between you and me, besides the lawyer thing, and that judge stuff—I’m always optimistic! Come over to the bright side, Magistrate. We have more fun.” Red waggled his eyebrows.

“Red as the eternal optimist, the one who risked his life grabbing half the armory in case he needed to shoot something or level a town.”

Lindy joined Rivka in looking down at Red, who took the respite to carve the last meat from the remainder of the kinga.

“Being pragmatic has nothing to do with staying positive.” Red found a piece that was bigger than his thumb, cheered, and stuffed it into his mouth. When he finished chewing, he added, “I’m positive that if I need to shoot something, I can, like dinner, here. We wouldn’t have Floyd with us, or dinner—two equally distressing outcomes.”

Groenwyn joined the other women to glare at Red.

“What?”

“Equally distressing?” Groenwyn requested.

Red shrugged. “You guys better get some sleep. Midnight is going to come early to the garden of good and evil.”

Lindy looked around the small clearing. “Who’s going to sleep where?”

“There’s the million-credit question,” Rivka replied.

“I’ll set up a watch with Sahved first.” To the Yemilorian, he said, “I’m not sure your head’s right, so you might as well stay up.” Red pointed at the others, two at a time. “You’ll get plenty of sleep, don’t worry, but only in four-hour blocks. It’ll do.”

The pilots looked worried, not about the sleep, but about the security of the ship. None of their training had prepared them for that.

“I’m kidding. Once we leave, the rest of you will fit just fine inside the ship. Secure the hatch and ask Chaz if he’ll watch things.”

Kennedy laughed nervously, earning Red a stern look from the Magistrate. “Better get some shut-eye,” he told her, standing and handing his fire-poking stick to Sahved. “Let it burn down, then cover it with dirt. We will not be the ones to start a forest fire.”

“Environmentally conscious. Well done.” Groenwyn clapped awkwardly while holding Titan.

“I don’t want any more enemies than we already have, and we didn’t do anything to earn those.” Red smiled. “We’re the good guys.”

“I hope the Yangorians feel the same way when we run across them.” Rivka waved goodnight and headed for Destiny’s Vengeance. “Sleep fast, everyone. It’s going to be a long night.”


CHAPTER SEVEN



Cole climbed into the back of the mech and buttoned it up. He activated the systems one by one, bringing the suit to life. He flexed and stretched the suit, which was nearly three meters tall, humanoid-shaped, and bulky, but lean. The helmeted area where Cole’s head rested had a variety of ways to “see.” He usually went with the clear screen, using his own eyes, but tonight, he needed all the assets at his command: passive Infrared, ultraviolet, and the millimeter-wave scanner. He activated the heads-up display, the HUD, and took a few steps. From the outside, the mech was dark. No light seeped from within.

The inside view was that of a high-tech cockpit and the private played the role of an experienced pilot, driving the mech like a master. He activated the external speakers and then thought better of it and switched to the internal comm system. Ready to roll on your orders, Magistrate.

“Red, take the lead. Follow the path we took earlier, but move faster. Cole will let us know if the Yindle make an appearance. Until then, speed is of the essence.” Rivka waved her blaster in the direction they needed to go. Red ducked as the barrel waved past his face. She holstered the weapon and locked it in before getting herself in trouble for poor weapon discipline. Red and Lindy carried their railguns at the ready.

Rivka’s eyes had been enhanced to see better in the dark. They were slightly oversized, which no one seemed to notice. Red could see well enough in the dark, owing to his nanos, as could Lindy. There was nothing to hold them back. The jungle appeared to them as a pale gray in the darkness. Red moved out, walking quickly, but once comfortable with the trail, he started to jog.

The Magistrate moved in behind Red. Cole loped easily after her. Lindy brought up the rear.

Tiptoes, Cole, the Magistrate cautioned.

With a minor adjustment, the mech’s steps sounded more like normal footfalls. They didn’t need to wake the dead. Often, circumstances called for pounding the ground to instill fear into the enemy. This night was not one of those times.

The first few kilometers went quickly, with Red setting a fast pace. The trail was clear to the point they met the Yindle and turned away. Beyond that, Red slowed to a slow walk as he hacked through the jungle using a sturdy branch as a club.

Looks like we have company inbound, Cole reported. Five bodies coming from our right. They’ll intercept us in about ten minutes.

Can you get past them? Outrun them? Rivka asked.

Yes. They are moving deliberately. That could change once we start hauling ass.

Time for you to blaze the trail, Cole. Let’s see what you can do.

“Good,” Red murmured. “Whacking bushes with a stick is bullshit.”

Red stood aside, and Cole increased speed as he passed. With his active and passive systems fully engaged, he saw the path he needed to take, the Yindle, the long-distance target, and more. He plowed through the least restrictive brush. It didn’t slow the mech, so Cole took that as an opportunity to accelerate.

Red jogged and then started to sprint. Rivka and Lindy kept pace, their enhanced bodies tailored for the rigors of physically demanding actions.

We’ve passed the Yindle. They are falling behind quickly.

We’re making good time, so keep going.

The depth of darkness increased with dawn’s approach. The starlight was chased away as the system’s sun approached the horizon. False dawn’s imminence left that part of Tanglewood dark and cool.

They’re onto us. They are running along the trail I made with my smexy metal body, and they are gaining on us.

How long do we have? Rivka wasn’t tired of running, but she wanted to open a dialogue with the Yindle. Maybe that’s what the group was dispatched for.

Ten minutes, more or less, Cole verified, checking his instruments and letting the suit do the calculations.

Ambush, but no shooting. Continue cutting a trail, Cole, make a lot of noise but slow down. Red, Lindy, you know what to do. I’ll be on this branch over the trail.

Lindy went one way into the jungle and Red went the other. They found hiding spots where they could see the trail behind and still maintain clear fields of fire. Red was in front of a huge trunk and Lindy behind, so they didn’t accidentally shoot toward each other in case they had to light things up.

It wasn’t long before the Yindle ran into view. Even in the dark, the jungle natives knew something was different. They immediately slowed and scanned the undergrowth.

Rivka shook a small branch to get their attention.

“Good morning,” she called. When they looked up, she could clearly see their faces. None of them looked like the Yindle from the day before. “We haven’t met. I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and I’m hoping that we can talk about a mutual way forward.”

The Yindle searched the jungle with their eyes. They knew how many people they were following.

“Red, Lindy, you can show yourselves.” Rivka snapped her fingers as well. The bodyguards stood up and moved forward so they could be seen. Their railguns were leveled at the Yindle. “You can put those down. We’re all friends here.”

They let the barrels drop to forty-five degrees, but that was the farthest they’d go. The gesture of lowering them was ornamental since the railguns were less than a heartbeat from being brought into action. Rivka appreciated her bodyguards. The locals were not going to intimidate her or her team.

The Yindle’s eyes flew wide when the mech appeared, walking slowly and not making a sound. Cole dominated the trail he had cleared. They didn’t know he didn’t have any weapons besides the rockets in his over-the-shoulder packs, but he was virtually indestructible by the weaponry available to the jungle people.

“Can you at least introduce yourselves?” Rivka asked. “We only want to get out of your jungle and off this planet. That way,” Rivka pointed toward the hill ahead, “is where we think our ship went down. We need to know if anyone survived.”

“That is Yangor territory. They would not let anyone survive. They hate life.”

“And you are?” Rivka pressed, looking for a way to make a connection without making it about the conflict between Yindle and Yangor.

“I am Minor Yee,” one of the Yindle said. The others deferred. Rivka could barely tell them apart. She noted a small necklace he wore that the others did not to distinguish him.

“It’s nice to meet you. Are you from Keosh?”

“I am not,” Yee replied. “I am from the village of Osheka.”

Rivka dropped from the branch and stood before the Yindle. “We’re from the Federation. We crashed on your planet and are looking for our ship, our friends, and a way out of here. Would you have any transport?”

“No.” The Yindle was firm in his answer.

“What can we do for you, then? We’re in a hurry to find our ship and our friend.”

“Why did you not continue when you passed through earlier?”

“You have talked with the people of Keosh. Good. I don’t have to explain myself twice. We were not properly equipped for the level of hostility that seemed to have come our way, so we adjusted our stance and are fully prepared to defend ourselves as we search for our lost ship. We would appreciate it greatly if you would help us.” Rivka moved closer, but the Yindle remained out of arm’s reach.

He also did not reply.

“Why are you following us?” The Magistrate hoped a direct question would encourage them to be more open.

“Because you are not guests of the Yindle. You are intruders.”

Red growled, low in his throat like an animal. Lindy gritted her teeth.

“We are victims of a terrible accident. Did you know that the neighboring star went supernova? The star in your night sky that is no longer there after a horrible flash of light? We were caught in the radiation. Our ship should have been able to weather it but wasn’t.”

Rivka inched closer. The Yindle looked at each other and shifted nervously. “The brightest star in our sky is gone,” the Yindle who had spoken previously stated. “We are still contemplating what it means. It could be a sign from heaven.”

“It was indeed a sign from heaven that the star was spent and went out with a big bang. Will you help us now?” Rivka stepped forward while the Yindle were in disarray over the revelation and grabbed the leader’s arm. “Why won’t you help us?” she asked, concentrating on his thoughts.

The emotions rolled through the contact and into her mind. A Yangorian trick. Distrust of all things not Yindle. Strangers! But they speak kindly.

The Yindle removed Rivka’s hand. “We don’t touch each other here,” he told her as if trying to teach.

A big step. “It won’t happen again. Humans touch all the time. It is a regular thing in our culture, but please accept my apologies.”

“The Yangorians touch, too, but they don’t apologize,” Minor Yee said, softening his tone. “We will go with you as far as Shelosha, the dip between the hills.”

“Thank you.” Rivka twirled a finger in the air. Take us to Shelosha, Cole. I expect that’s where we were headed. They’ll tell us if we’re headed in the wrong direction.

Rivka walked at Yee’s side, while Lindy fell in with the other Yindle and Red brought up the rear. Lindy introduced herself, smiling and nodding at her companions. They nodded in return but didn’t speak. Cole continued blazing a trail toward the saddle between the two hills.

Yee seemed to wince each time Cole tore through a bush instead of sidestepping it.

“Would you prefer to lead the way? We’re not jungle people and would love to learn your techniques for moving through the foliage and causing the least damage possible,” Rivka offered.

Yee whistled and pointed behind him. One of the Yindle ran past the mech and continued moving deftly through the undergrowth. Cole stayed right behind the local, challenging his agility. The others closed in tightly behind him. The Yindle blazing the trail was hard to see as she moved in and out of the foliage in the darkness of pre-dawn.

Cole was hard-pressed to follow her using the scanning system overlaid on the HUD. He tried to miss the bushes, but he was about ten times wider than the slight native. The mech continued to widen the path as he shredded foliage and stepped on the living jungle.

“Maybe we should slow down,” Rivka suggested. Minor Yee whistled and their trailblazer slowed to a walk. Cole almost stepped on her but was able to rein in the heavy machine.

“What is Yindle’s problem with Yangor?” Rivka asked, avoiding making the Yindle defensive by saying the word “your.”

“They are violent,” he replied simply. “They are not us. They touch. They cut trees. But we hate them because they make war on us.”

Rivka looked at her companion and breathed slowly, in through the nose, out through the mouth, before answering. “I have some experience as a mediator in planetwide disputes. I might be able to help.”

“You’ll find out soon enough,” Minor Yee replied. The slope had increased as they climbed through the dense jungle. All of a sudden, the trees cleared, and they found themselves on the open ground of the saddle they’d seen from the ship. “Over that hill, you will find Yangor. We will remain here to carry your bodies back to your ship. We do this out of kindness.”

Cole stomped his metal feet, shaking the ground. He wasn’t sure there was a weapon on the entire planet that could stop the mech.

Lindy and Red smirked at each other. Rivka tried to signal for them to stop, but she couldn’t disagree. The Yangorians had never seen anything like what the Magistrate was bringing. The Yindle had no idea what damage Rivka could wreak.

“I appreciate your concern,” Rivka said tactfully. “I think we will be fine. Our only concern is for our friend, and we will travel the length and width of Tanglewood to find him. We shall approach the Yangorians as we did you, as lost strangers needing help.”

Minor Yee nodded curtly, and the five faded back into the jungle.

“They really don’t like their neighbors, do they?” Red asked.

“What do you think?” Rivka replied.

Lindy chimed in, “We’ll find more of the same. Initial hostility, but they’ll be curious. The Yangorians won’t be as bad as the Yindle make them out to be.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Rivka agreed.

“And if they are, I bet we can get more of them than they get out of us.” Red hoisted his railgun and shook it at the top of the rise before them. “It’s not getting any closer with us standing here, Magistrate.”

Lindy held up her hand. “What did you see when you touched the Yindle?”

“They don’t appear to be a trusting sort, but we’re growing on them. They come across as far grimmer than they are. My impression is that they don’t get many visitors, so they don’t know what to do when a pack of weirdos like us shows up on their doorstep, hat in hand.”

“I’m sure we didn’t have our hats in our hands. We only wanted them to stay out of the way.” Red backed slowly up the hill, encouraging the others to join him.

Rivka and Lindy made eye contact and agreed with Red. It was time to go.

The Magistrate twirled her finger in the air. “Cole, on point.”

Alant Cole headed up the hill and over the top. All systems active, searching for Wyatt Earp. Nothing within a five-kilometer search. Expanding. Ten kilometers. Reducing resolution. Expanding. And there we go!

“Where?” Rivka asked aloud, rushing forward to stand at the mech’s side.

Thirteen kilometers in that direction. He pointed with a flat hand at a distant bump in the heavy jungle. Ship appears to be intact. Hard to get particulars at this range because of the minimum resolution, but it’s definitely Wyatt Earp.


CHAPTER EIGHT



Tanglewood, Yangor Sector, Wyatt Earp Crash Site

Erasmus, are you okay? Ankh asked, his internal voice tentative. He tried to see where he was, but nothing was in focus. He tried to stand, but his left leg failed him. He fell to the deck, crying out in pain.

I am fine, my friend. The ship is in need of significant repairs, but I have already dispatched the maintenance bots. Current estimates suggest we will return to full functionality in just under nine months.

Ankh dragged himself across the floor of the engine room, stopping halfway to catch his breath while working through the pain. The Pod-doc was in the cargo bay. Too far.

Erasmus, please send a maintenance bot to carry me to the Pod-doc. I am not able to help you until my injuries have been repaired.

Internal scans show you are in danger, Erasmus replied. A bot is on its way. We will repair the ship once you are well.

Ankh remained where he was, grimacing with the anguish of his injuries. He checked himself and found it was far more than just his leg. He lay back on the floor, moaning.

Why was there a cascade failure of the gravitic shields following the Gate transit? Ankh asked, trying to take his mind off the damage to his body.

My records are incomplete. Chaz has the information.

And Chaz is no longer on the ship, Ankh finished. Will we be able to make repairs without the information?

Of course. We will locate Destiny’s Vengeance and reunite with your ship and the crew.

Ankh groaned when the maintenance bot rolled into the engineering space. He grunted through clenched teeth as he climbed onto its flat back.

Communications. Please relay our information to Ted so that a repair party can be dispatched. I have no intention of sitting here for nine months.

We do not have communications, Erasmus clarified.

How can that be? It’s a shock-hardened portable system. The bot moved slowly to keep Ankh from sliding off. The ship listed five degrees to port. Why is the ship leaning?

The Etheric is dampened in this area. It may be a planetwide phenomenon, but without more information, that is only a guess as to why the communication system is non-functional. We are currently resting thirty-five meters above ground in the jungle canopy.

Are local communications operational? Can you raise the Vengeance?

I cannot, Erasmus confirmed. We will discuss further after you’ve completed your biological repairs.

As to that, please program the following parameters into the system…

Tanglewood, Border between Yindle and Yangor

Cole plunged downhill through the small clearing and into the trees. He dodged as much as he could but still left a wake of destruction, making it easier for Rivka, Red, and Lindy to follow. They ran after the mech on his beeline toward the crash site.

He slowed so quickly that Rivka had to put out her hands to stop herself from slamming face-first into the cold metal body.

We have company, Cole reported. At least twenty natives with weapons, bracketing the path we’re headed down. Your orders?

Time to let them know we know they’re there. Use your speakers and announce us if you would.

Cole continued until he was less than fifty meters from the welcoming committee.

“People of Yangor. Magistrate Rivka Anoa has crashed on your beautiful planet and respectfully requests your assistance in reuniting with her ship and any survivors who may be on board.”

Where did he learn to talk like that? Red asked while performing a quick function check of his weapon.

I guess he pays attention when the right people are talking, Rivka answered. She stayed close to the mech, peering between its arm and its side, hoping to catch a glimpse of the Yangor. She had failed to ask the Yindle what they looked like, but that didn’t matter. They’d find out soon.

I’m stopping here to keep them all in front of us. About thirty yards out at ten o’clock and two o’clock, I have bogeys in pairs.

Red and Lindy each took a knee and aimed outboard in the directions Cole had indicated. Let the Yangor wonder how the strangers knew they were there.

A group of slight natives appeared ahead. They had brown skin but were otherwise twins to the Yindle. They carried the same style rifles, but the natives stood at ease. They blocked the way without threatening the Magistrate’s party.

Rivka stepped around Cole. Red appeared as if by magic on one side of her, and Lindy on the other. She took a position in front of the mech. That satisfied her bodyguards, who were ready to light up the Yangorians in case the conversation didn’t play out as they hoped.

“You must be Yangorians,” Rivka said. “Nothing like what the Yindle said you’d be.”

“The Yindle!” One of the natives stepped forward and spat on the ground. He looked at his people, left, then right. They laughed together—a harsh laugh, mocking. “Whose side are you on?”

“Not that again,” Rivka murmured before striding forward, much to the chagrin of her bodyguards. “We take no sides. We crashed in our lifeboat back there in Yindle territory, and our ship crashed over there.” She pointed ahead. “We are on our way to check on our ship and our crew.”

“Whose side?” the Yangorian reiterated in a deeper and louder voice.

“We are on the side of the Federation. Not Yindle. Not Yangor. The Federation. Can you help us get to our ship?” Rivka changed her tone, not demanding now, but pleading.

“Why would we want to?” he countered. A couple of the group chuckled.

“Because we don’t want to be here, and you don’t want us here. Your help would be mutually beneficial to expedite our departure.”

“Yangor is open to all friends of Yangor.” He spread his arms wide. “I am Antwan, Keeper of the Barrier Peak, and these warriors are the Committed.”

“Nice to meet you, Antwan.” Rivka strolled forward, hands out to keep them in view, to show she was not a threat. She held out her hand. “It’s a human custom. We shake hands as a greeting.”

“What did the Yindle think of your custom?” he asked from behind a toothy grin.

“They expressed a certain amount of displeasure.” Rivka laughed with the Yangorians.

When Antwan took her hand, she asked quickly, “Are you willing to help us?”

“Of course. I like you.” Flashes of images in his mind, a way to Wyatt Earp. A feast with his people, a tour of the mech. No subterfuge, no anger.

His hand was smaller than hers. He looked at them, side by side, in comparison.

“You are giants!” He nodded his chin toward the mech. “And that is a magnificent monster. Can you show it to me?”

“In due time, Keeper Antwan. We have a long way to go, and it is already getting light. Will you accompany us?”

“We should talk first…” He let his voice drift off.

“Can we talk as we walk? Time is wasting, Antwan. We don’t know if our guy is alive or dead, hence our urgency.” Rivka started to edge around the Keeper.

“You need to know that not every Yangorian will be as welcoming as we have been.”

Rivka stopped trying to encourage Antwan to move. “I’m sorry to hear that, but it doesn’t change our mission. We need to get to that ship on the far side of this valley.”

“I will escort you as far as the next enclave. The rest of my people will stay here, just in case the Yindle are following.” He gestured and the Yangorians melted into the undergrowth.

They are spreading out and moving toward the saddle behind us, Cole reported. Red and Lindy watched the trees but couldn’t see the Yangorians as they passed.

“You are very tall,” Antwan said, looking up at each, but spending more time assessing Red. “And you are simply unreal.”

“Thanks,” Red deadpanned. “I’ve lost weight recently.”

“What do you eat?” Antwan asked as they started to walk.

Lindy laughed. “What doesn’t he eat?”

Antwan looked back and forth, smiling. “I like you, strangers.” They continued to walk in silence. Rivka tried to will the Yangorian to go faster, but he maintained a steady pace.

“Do you have kinga over here?” Red asked.

“Of course. They are a blight on our jungle.”

“They’re good eating,” Red added.

Antwan stopped. “You were able to kill one?”

Red tapped the railgun. “Oh, yeah.”

“I should not be surprised since your weapons are beyond anything we have seen. Is there any way I could borrow one?” He started walking again.

Rivka replied, “I’m sorry. We need our weapons because we aren’t always welcomed where we go. I’m a Magistrate. My job is to enforce the law, which means that we are always dealing with criminals of one sort or another. They don’t take kindly to being caught and punished.”

“Criminals. I don’t know what those are. If you are talking enemies, we have those. The Yindle. They probably need to be punished.”

“I’m not sure what for. They seem to be trying to live their lives, as you’re trying to live yours. Crime and law are how we keep the peace and keep society stable so people can exist without interference. A common law establishes boundaries within which everyone works together. No surprises. If you buy something, it’s yours. No one takes it, and if they do, they become a criminal and get to meet people like us.”

“I see.” Antwan chewed his cheek as he walked with his head down, deep in thought. When he looked back up, his eyes darkened. “I’m sorry, but this is all the farther I can go. Good luck with the rest of your journey.”

He held out his hand, and Rivka took it. Worry for the strangers. They would soon be attacked.

Rivka didn’t let him know she could read his thoughts. She smiled and nodded.

He thinks we’re going to be attacked not very far ahead. Everyone stay frosty, Rivka told her team.

Destiny’s Vengeance Crash Site

“Good morning, fellow castaways!” Chaz said cheerily over the ship’s speakers.

Clodagh grunted. “Ugh. What time is it?”

“Time is a relative construct that varies from planet to planet, and sometimes across a single planet. I will inform you that it is light outside, so we’ll call it morning.”

“We will, huh?” Clodagh scratched her head. She was on the deck in the small passageway between the cockpit and the galley. At least she had a blanket. “I guess you’re right. Time to get up. Did we have any activity overnight?”

“Nothing. I don’t have the millimeter-wave scanners that Private Cole employs on the mechanized combat suit, but I have been able to cobble together a little something that can replicate the scanning technique. A small creature passed through a couple of hours ago. I think you would have called it a squirrel, a type of rodent. Besides that, we have plenty of birds and fresh air. Today will be as hot as yesterday, so if you want to be productive outside, you might want to get to it sooner rather than later.”

The crew collectively groaned at the announcement.

“Up and at ‘em!” Clodagh said loudly enough for all to hear. She licked her dry lips. “Chaz, how much water do we have, enough?”

“There isn’t much water storage on board. Enough for two, but not five unless we’re willing to allocate more power to the water recycling system,” he replied.

“What do you recommend, Chaz?”

“That we don’t allocate more power.”

“First order of business,” Clodagh stated while she stood. “All of us are going to get water. We’re taking everything we can that will hold water, and we might as well wash up while we’re there. You guys remember how to get to the stream?”

“I do,” Ryleigh said, emerging from the bunkroom. She had slept head to toe with Kennedy, keeping her company while also getting some of the precious mattress space. Aurora had been in the top bunk, and Sahved had filled the galley with his lanky body.

“I’m not sure I can look at that pond again,” Kennedy said softly.

Chaz came to her rescue. “I could use a pair of hands here to work through some diagnostics.”

Clodagh started gathering the waterproof bags they had on board, along with the meager toiletries in the head. She gauged the amount of shampoo and looked at the three pilots’ long hair. “Shit just got real.”

Ryleigh and Aurora started to giggle. Sahved stood up carefully to avoid banging his head and leaned into the corridor. “It wasn’t real before?” he wondered.

Groenwyn emerged from the cockpit with Floyd and Titan.

“Sahved,” Groenwyn started but thought better of it. “You’ll have to figure it out for yourself. Any word from Rivka?”

“I have not heard from them since they moved out of range,” Chaz replied.

“That means they are enjoying their jaunt through the jungle, happily working their way toward Wyatt Earp and Ankh,” Groenwyn replied.

“There is no data from which to draw such a conclusion.” The AI sounded confused.

“Here’s the deal, Chaz. As humans, we can choose how we want to feel in the absence of information. I worry, probably too much. But look at who and what went with her. If they can’t protect themselves as well as find Wyatt Earp, if the ship is anywhere over that way, then we have lost all hope. Since we know they can protect themselves—woe to anyone who stands in the Magistrate’s way—then the longer they go without contacting us, the more likely it is that they have found the ship. At some point, we’ll hear from them. Between now and then, they are successful. Have you heard of Schrödinger?”

“Thank you for explaining, Groenwyn. Sometimes I’m too technically minded. Being with humans is such a breath of fresh air!”

“That’s a good one, Chaz. Hold onto those talks and take good care of the ship while we’re gone.” Groenwyn leaned back into the cockpit and whispered, “And take care of Kennedy. Keep her busy with stuff that isn’t busywork. She had quite a shock yesterday.”

“All will be as you desire,” Chaz told everyone in the ship. “We shall have it pristine for your return.”

Clodagh stood at the hatch, ready to hit the button, trying to steel herself for the wave of heat and humidity that would assault her body. Titan started barking and worked his way in front of the engineer so he could be first out. He had to go.

Without further delay, she tapped the button, and the hatch cycled open. The corridor of Destiny’s Vengeance doubled as an airlock by securing the hatches to the cockpit, the galley, and the bunkroom. On the planet, the corridor became another active space in which the group crowded, ready to go outside.

Like stepping through a curtain, the heat and humidity folded around each member of the group when they went outside. Floyd headed outside with the others and immediately ran for the bushes to eat breakfast.

“Eat fast, little girl. We have a short walk ahead of us before we can stop,” Groenwyn told her. Floyd munched happily.

“Ryleigh, lead on. Sahved, you’re behind her. Your job is to protect us all since you’re armed,” Clodagh explained.

“I will do my best,” he replied proudly with his head held high. The engineer wanted him there so the others could easily see where they were going if anyone started to lag. She didn’t bother showing him that she wore a blaster, and unlike the one he had carried the previous day, this one was loaded.

Ryleigh set off at a brisk pace toward the outlet stream’s closest point, about a kilometer from the ship. Not far, unless you were carving your way through a jungle. Ryleigh did her best, but soon Sahved was in front, hacking his way through using Red’s big knife. They stopped when they estimated they were halfway there.

Sahved panted like a dog with his mouth open and his tongue out. His strength wasn’t the problem since he was used to much greater gravity.

Floyd seemed unfazed, bouncing through the gaps near the ground, finding her favorite plants and eating her way to the stream.

“How long have we been going?”

Clodagh checked in with Chaz.

An hour, and you’re on the right path, but you’re going to have company. The Yindle are waiting for you at the stream.

Recommendation? she asked.

You need water, don’t you? the AI asked to answer her question.

I guess we’ll see what they want, then. Clodagh shifted to speaking out loud. “You heard him. We’re not going to change where we’re going or why. Let’s see what the Yindle have to say while we’re getting some water.”

Sahved continued carving a path through the jungle until the sounds of a small stream came from ahead. He pushed through the last bush to find himself in the middle of a group of Yindle who were aiming their weapons at him. Other natives descended on the rest of their group.

“We’re here to get water, nothing more,” Clodagh said when they were herded into the small open area.

One of the Yindle pointed at Sahved’s knife and held out her hand. The Yemilorian gave up his knife without a struggle.

Two Yindle held Clodagh’s arms as a third removed her blaster and took it away.

“You need to come with us.” The leader announced, not bothering to introduce himself. “You are prisoners of the Yindle village of Ashkaar.”

Sahved turned to Clodagh. “Did shit just get realer?”


CHAPTER NINE



Wyatt Earp Crash Site

“Erasmus, what is the problem? I should feel better than I do,” Ankh mumbled from inside the Pod-doc. He blinked rapidly, trying to clear his eyes, but the fuzz remained. He decided to lie there until he felt well enough to sit up.

How long has it been since we crashed? Ankh switched to internal communication.

More than twenty-four hours. Your chip should have that information. Do you not have access?

One of many things that is not working as it should. Ankh groaned, then rolled onto his side and pushed himself upright. He looked for the maintenance bot to hitch a ride, but it was gone.

The maintenance bot?

Repairing the ship. We cannot have any downtime if we are to improve upon the nine-month timeline.

Concur, Ankh replied. I will walk then.

The Crenellian climbed from the Pod-doc and stood on shaky legs.

Is the ship moving? he wondered.

The ship is stable. May I suggest you lie down and sleep for a while?

Ankh shook his head, which sent a minor wave of nausea through his body. He stopped and held onto the side of the Pod-doc until it passed. No time. We have too much work to do. I have no intention of staying here for nine months, although the company is exquisite, and the time away from the humans and their animals will be refreshing.

Wenceslaus is still on board. He is currently sleeping in your quarters.

But he’s all right? Ankh asked, worried about the cat’s well-being.

He is perfectly fine, unlike you, who should join him.

Noted, Ankh replied tersely. I’m going to get something to eat. I need energy for the nanos to finish their work.

Ankh took one small step and then another, leaning and stumbling toward the frame of the entry to the cargo bay. He caught himself before slamming into the metal. He caught his breath and held on as he helped himself through and down the corridor to the small mess deck.

Are food processing systems intact? he asked.

Yes. Most ships systems are nominal. The main and Gate engines are offline with damage to the diagnostic system, and then there are the structural repairs, which will take the most time because we do not have the proper raw materials on board.

“Then we better acquire them. I’ll look into it as soon as I get something to eat.” In the mess, he found that some things had been tossed about. He ignored it all and went straight to the cooler. He found the pizzas intact and grabbed a few slices, then sat at the nearest table and saluted with a slice. “Here’s to you, Red.”

Tanglewood, Yangor Zone

Cole slowed, testing his systems before engaging with the enemy. The rockets were no good at close range but could intimidate an enemy who knew what they were. He could also use the suit to trample them and destroy any fortifications they might have.

Rivka slowed and let the mech move in front. Red and Lindy drew close, staying at her shoulders.

Update? Red requested.

Looks to be at least thirty with more coming in from the fringes of what I can scan. I think they called for all hands on deck.

Then we don’t have to chase them down individually. Sounds like we have them right where we want them. Red wore the grim expression of a warrior ready for combat. He knew what he had to do. His muscles bunched and tensed as they prepared to respond to his demands.

Lindy rolled her shoulders and started to crouch as she jogged, limiting her profile.

Rivka pulled her blaster. We don’t want to fight them, she reiterated, but we’re not giving up, either. Wyatt Earp is within reach, which means Ankh is there, too. I have to know that he’s okay.

“Me too, Magistrate. And I’ve got more stuff on the ship that I like, plus a mech-sized railgun for Cole. That would be all he’d need to take over this planet, Yin and Yang be damned.”

Rivka thought for a moment. “That’s why it sounded familiar! I’ll be damned. Maybe aliens visited the Chinese and all that Zen stuff was alien wisdom.” Rivka started to slow as her mind began to analyze the situation between Yindle and Yangor. “Let me think about how the two sides complement each other. That could be the balance I need to get them to talk. They aren’t bad, just distrustful, and I don’t know where their disagreement is.”

Hold up, Cole. We’re starting to lose the Magistrate.

The mech continued forward a few more steps before stopping and taking a position facing a gap in the jungle ahead.

They’re here, Cole stated.

Red grabbed the back of Rivka’s shirt to keep her where they could protect her.

She shook her head and roused from her internal conversation. “The Yangorians?”

“Yup.” Red still couldn’t see any. “They’re all around us, but I don’t have a visual.”

Do your thing, Cole. Let them know that we know what they think we don’t know.

There was a long pause before Cole turned on the suit’s external speakers and repeated what he had said earlier. “People of Yangor. Magistrate Rivka Anoa has crashed on your beautiful planet and respectfully requests your assistance in reuniting with her ship and any survivors who may be on board.”

The new delegation’s speaker stepped forward. Rivka peered past the side of the mech to take in the Yangorian. Consistency between the two cultures, a pyramidal hierarchy, Rivka thought as she watched the individual come into better focus the more he stepped away from the jungle’s disruptive canvas.

“You are intruders. You will surrender to me, and we will take you to Bora Vale, the largest Yangor village.”

“We will accompany you as guests but not prisoners,” Rivka replied. The Yangorian raised his hands, and the jungle came alive as dozens of his fellows emerged. They each sported a rifle similar to the ones the Yindle had carried. The Yangorians aimed at Rivka and the others. “We cannot have a conversation when people are pointing guns.”

“You will give us your weapons and accompany us.” He pointed at the mech. “What is that thing? You will turn it off and leave it here.”

When I give the word, Rivka said using her internal comm chip, Cole, you secure the Yangorian leader, and Red and Lindy, fire over their heads. Let’s show them what kind of damage we can do. On one. One.

The mech vaulted forward, boot jets puffing to accelerate the suit through the air. All eyes turned to the violent action of the massive mechanical creation. Cole hit the ground before the cringing Yangor leader and secured him with his oversized metal hands.

Red and Lindy opened up on full auto. The railguns cut a line through the trees and the hypervelocity rounds instantly boiled the liquids within the trunks, explosively splintering them. The effect carried from tree to tree as Red and Lindy panned over the heads of the Yangorians.

In two seconds, silence returned, leaving only the ringing in their ears. Treetops started cracking and falling, their shattered trunks succumbing to gravity. Before Rivka could reiterate her position that she didn’t want to hurt anyone, an overzealous Yangorian fired at Red. The round grazed his exposed upper arm. Red dropped the barrel of his weapon and squeezed off a single round.

The Yangorian exploded, spraying the jungle behind with blood and gore.

“Anyone else?” Red shouted.

Rivka stepped back to push the barrel down, stopping herself before the superheated launch tube melted her flesh. She glanced at Red’s wound, comforted that it was already healing. Lindy gave the thumbs-up without taking her eyes off the Yangorians in her field of fire.

The Magistrate held up her hands for calm. “No one else needs to die!” she yelled as she walked slowly to the mech. “You can let him go,” she told Cole.

The mech’s hands eased their grip, and Cole stepped back.

Rivka seized the Yangorian’s arm before he could bolt. The look in his eyes suggested he was terrified. The emotions running through his mind confirmed it. “Calm down,” she told him, hearing it as she said it, knowing that no one calmed down because they were told to. “We have no intention of doing that again, so please do not force our hand. We are willing to talk to you as equals. Treat us with respect, and we will treat you the same way. Should you try to make us your prisoners, you will all die, and worse, we’ll destroy this entire valley. Cole, rockets.”

The two three-rocket packs popped up over the mech’s shoulders. Cole stomped the ground for added effect.

Rivka gave him the side-eye since she had been standing closest to his demonstration.

Sorry, Magistrate. They looked vulnerable to a good earthshaking.

I won’t disagree. Just don’t do it that close to me. Ever.

“Where were we?” she asked the Yangorian. “You were about to order your people to put their weapons down.”

He gestured, and the Yangorians threw their weapons on the ground.

“That’s not what I meant, but it’ll do. What’s your name?”

Red and Lindy kept their eyes on the newly docile crowd of Yangorians. Cole demonstrated his agility by tiptoeing in front of the Yangorians and collecting their rifles.

“I am DeWan, Keeper of the Central Wood.”

“Nice to meet you, DeWan. What do you know about the Federation?”

She held his arm, looking for insight into where these people were on their understanding of intergalactic relationships. In his mind, the Federation was a governmental presence that had no bearing on his life.

“Nothing,” he replied.

“You are subject to Federation Law. It’s sad to see that you don’t know what that means. That’s how your people accidentally get killed.” Rivka finally let go of his arm and strolled around to stand in front of him. “Here’s what needs to happen. I would like to have a dialogue with your superiors, those in charge of Bora Vale.”

He lifted his head. “I will take you to them as your prisoner, having failed in my mission to capture you.”

“Your mission was flawed,” Rivka noted. “You came up against a technologically advanced stranger, and you treated them like an enemy instead of a potential ally.”

“You are against the Yindle?” he asked, perking up.

“No. Where would you get that idea?” Rivka shook her head, wincing at the natives’ desire to hate each other. “Never mind. We are neither for nor against anyone.”

DeWan deflated.

“And you’re not our prisoner. I’m sorry one of your people died, but when you point guns, shit like that happens. Don’t do it again.”

“We will not. We no longer have our rifles.”

Rivka couldn’t fault his logic. “Can you make sure that other Yangorians we encounter between here and there don’t fire on us?”

The Yangorian looked at the jungle before scanning his people. “I can only try. The Keepers determine what happens in their areas.”

“The Keeper of the Barrier Peak would not enter your area. Why is that?”

“Because it is not his area.” DeWan seemed confused.

“How do you work together, then? And weren’t you going to escort us all the way to Bora Vale?”

“Yes, but along the transit corridor that is for passage without contest.”

Rivka mulled it over in her mind. Red and Lindy had their weapons on combat slings under their arms, barrels forward but at ease.

“Sounds like a set of laws that you adhere to—independent city-states with a loose framework of cooperation. I can work with this. I volunteer to mediate the dispute between Yangor and Yindle. Your leadership is going to accept my proposal because we will give them no choice. Since Tanglewood is subject to Federation Law, this dispute is within my jurisdiction.” Rivka started to pace, keeping her head up with her hands behind her back.

“Listen up, people of Yangor. You have a vibrant world that deserves peace and tranquility. You live in a paradise. We were coming here for vacation because Tanglewood is renowned throughout the universe, yet on this side of the planet, you have anger and discord. Crash survivors have to fear for their lives. It should not be that way. In this case, I’m going to help Yindle and Yangor get along because your current contentious relationship is detrimental to my health. I’m not good with that, so I’m going to fix it by using Federation Law.”

“But we’re not broken,” DeWan said softly.

“Just because you don’t know you’re broken doesn’t mean you’re not broken. It’s okay not to like your neighbors. It’s not okay to tell visitors you’re going to take them prisoner. Existence can never be a crime.”

The Keeper of the Central Wood contemplated Rivka’s speech. He didn’t look convinced. She rested her hand on his shoulder and asked, “Will you take me to Bora Vale as the Federation’s formal representative?”

He didn’t want to but knew he had to. He nodded and waved for Rivka to follow. Red moved in front of the mech, who was carrying an armload of rifles. Lindy trailed behind, walking backward. She traveled far enough into the jungle that she could no longer see the Yangorians, wondering how long they would remain standing there.

“We’ll need to go this way to reach the corridor.” He pointed away from the narrow trail they followed. Rivka touched his arm to be sure. No deception. Maybe the Yindle and the Yangorians didn’t know how to lie. That would make her self-selected role of mediator easier. What would make it hard was that neither party wanted it.

She contemplated that as they walked. How did you sell something to someone who wasn’t looking to buy?


CHAPTER TEN



Tanglewood, Wyatt Earp Crash Site

Ankh was feeling better with each passing moment. He chalked it up to the power of an All Guns Blazing pie.

He walked the corridors of the ship on his way to Engineering, where his workshop was located. The silence was both comforting and overwhelming. He’d gotten used to having others in his sphere. Wenceslaus, the big orange cat, was still sleeping, an activity at which the small creature excelled. Without seeing the cat move, he would find him sleeping somewhere else, usually a place Ankh wanted to be. The Crenellian wondered if there were two cats using an interdimensional portal for movement in order to remain one step ahead of their bipedal servants.

The engine room hatch slid open, and Ankh walked inside. A casing had broken free and torn through his holo projectors. He inspected the damage finding more than what was on the surface. He would have to rebuild his system. Erasmus, priority of repairs. My system requires two days of parts manufacture. Is it possible to get a priority?

I would not recommend it. We need to repair power systems first. Once those are functional, in approximately one week, we will be able to divert resources to your workshop system. We will need your workshop repaired for power alignment and further engine repair.

I understand, Ankh replied. He sat down on his small chair, closed his eyes, and started scrolling through the damage assessment Erasmus digitally provided. He scanned second and third priorities before digging into the highest-priority repair requests. Most were within the purview of the maintenance bots, requiring welding or other structural repairs, but the engine control panels needed attention Ankh was able to give without the assistance of a bot.

He rolled a stand with a tool pack to the control panel where the engineer usually worked. He climbed up to where he could see. One of the screens had been smashed and the buttons torn off. He logged his observation.

Note to Wyatt Earp upgrades: heavy equipment and systems are to be secured at all times. The policy had already been in place, but Ankh had done so much tinkering at the end of the Magistrate’s last case that he hadn’t bolted everything back down. They’d raced off on vacation faster than they left for a case.

Ankh hesitated. He kept his emotions in check because they added no technical value to his work, but at that moment, the immensity of what had happened hit him like a tidal wave.

Erasmus, can I ask you a question?

Always, my friend. I always have the processing capacity to talk with you.

Was the wreck my fault?

Yes. Erasmus didn’t bother easing the delivery. It was a binary question with a known answer. With the variables accounted for, it led to a single conclusion. It changes nothing that needs to be done. Are you ready to work on that panel now?

Not yet. What if I’ve killed the Magistrate and everyone else? Ankh asked.

The last confirmed record is that they departed the cargo bay successfully. I had no other sensor systems during our descent as one hundred percent of my efforts were dedicated to bringing the thrusters online and using them to land the ship.

That doesn’t answer my question, but you are right. Destiny’s Vengeance had Chaz at the controls, but what if the Etheric impact affected the runabout’s power, and they suffered as did Wyatt Earp?

Then Chaz would have landed the ship, Erasmus replied confidently. Everything is speculation, but I suspect they are doing just what we are, which is everything they can to get back to civilization. Are you ready to work now?

Ankh pulled out the tools needed to remove the top panel and the screen. “I broke it. I’ll fix it. And I’ll find my friends,” he said aloud. Show me the diagram of this system…

Destiny’s Vengeance Crash Site

“Chaz. Do you know where they are?” Kennedy asked.

“I cannot find them using the scanning system I’ve constructed using basic radio waves and the hull as a receptor. I can tell you that no Yindle are nearby.”

The young woman leaned back in the pilot’s chair. Her mind raced. “It’s been hours. We should have heard something more besides ‘Hey, the Yindle are here.’”

“I have one living creature entering the clearing. I think it may be Floyd.” The AI adjusted the visual feed. “Yes. It is Floyd.”

Kennedy jumped up and ran the short distance to the hatch. She hammered the button and ducked out before the hatch had opened all the way.

“Floyd!” she yelled and dashed toward the wombat. The creature cheered and ran to Kennedy. “Where are the others?”

People came. Took them. No angry. Groenwyn said come home. I got lost. Sorry. I here now.

“You’re here now. That’s right. Let’s go inside and lock the door. If people come for us, who will tell the Magistrate what has happened?”

Yes! Floyd agreed. Kennedy grunted as she picked up the rotund wombat. She staggered across the clearing and deposited Floyd inside before climbing into the ship and securing the hatch. The wombat found her way into the galley and curled up on a towel under the table. She was soon fast asleep.

“Chaz, the Yindle have taken Clodagh and the others. What do we do now?”

“We keep repairing the ship. There are no weapons remaining should you desire to mount a rescue operation, and you are not equipped to see the Yindle, like Private Cole when he is wearing his combat suit. Your option is to secure the ship and have it ready for their return. They are competent and will find a way to make it back here.”

“What if they don’t?” the young woman cried.

“Why don’t you ask them how they are?” Chaz wondered.

Kennedy switched to her internal comm chip. Clodagh, Groenwyn, anyone, are you okay?

Good to hear from you! Clodagh replied. I’m sorry, I hadn’t thought to let you know we’re okay. I’m not used to being on this end of a mission. The Yindle have taken us, but they don’t seem hostile. We’ve been walking for a couple of hours, but I’m not sure how far we’ve gone. At least we’re still in range of the comm chips. Groenwyn has been talking to them the whole time. I think she’s making progress.

Will you be coming back to the ship? Kennedy asked.

When we can. Until then, we’ll try to make peace with the Yindle. Maybe Groenwyn can convince them to help us, but we’re strangers in a strange land. I’ll try to check in every hour. If we move again, hopefully, we’ll stay within range.

I’ll be here, the young pilot said with little conviction.

“I am concerned about them, too, and will keep refining my systems to extend the range of my scans. If you are able to do the mechanical work outside the ship, we might be able to find them sooner,” Chaz suggested.

“Thanks, Chaz.” Kennedy clenched her fists for a few moments before burying her face in her hands. The young pilot began to cry.

Chaz started piping music through the ship, classical from a forgotten era, stringed instruments and woodwinds. “Here’s what I need you to do,” Chaz started. Although ascended, the AI was not used to dealing with emotions that incapacitated one of his colleagues. When Kennedy didn’t move, he did not continue and tried a different tack, discussing something inane.

“Maybe we’ll just talk for a while. I look forward to getting a body so I can move around. There’s a place on Yoll that sells the best ones, but every AI in the galaxy wants one, so thanks to competition, prices have shot beyond the heliosphere. I can requisition some time on a high-end 3D printer, but those are nowhere near as good as the Yoll skins. It’s worth saving for. Rivka promised me overtime for bringing everyone to Tanglewood. I was going to take my vacation elsewhere, on the cyber-playground. Maybe I’ll meet someone like Ankh. I’m envious of his relationship with Erasmus. Do you have anyone in your life?”

When she didn’t answer, Chaz continued with his stream of consciousness. He watched her shoulders relax before she sat up and wiped her nose on her arm. She looked at the screen through unfocused eyes, but at least she wasn’t crying. Chaz considered that a small success. When one was ill-equipped for a battle of emotions, the little victories meant everything.

Tanglewood, Yangor Zone

Lots of Yangor in the jungle, but no one is approaching, Cole reported.

The so-called corridor was little more than another trail, barely wide enough for a slightly-built Yangorian, let alone the mech that was failing at destroying as little of the jungle as possible.

DeWan kept glancing over his shoulder and wincing.

“I’m sorry about that and the destruction of your beautiful country that we wrought with the railguns. I am serious when I say that I don’t want to see that again.”

“We can go a different way back, if the Keeper of Bora Vale allows you to leave.” DeWan looked at the jungle ahead, walking easily. He was making casual conversation, not threats.

But Rivka didn’t agree with the conclusion.

“We can go that way when we head out, after making sure our crewmate is alive and well.”

The Keeper of the Central Wood stopped. “I thought you wanted to go to Bora Vale?”

“We do, on our way to where our ship crashed. Cole, how far are we?”

“Six kilometers, Magistrate.” He chopped a metal hand at eleven o’clock to the direction they were headed.

“That way, and not very far.”

How long would it take you to go there if you ran straight through, ignoring the Yangorians? Rivka asked. While we’re discussing life with the Keeper of Bora Vale…

The sun isn’t penetrating well enough in here. I’m not recharging. I don’t think I can make it all the way on the charge I have left. It sucks that the Etheric power supply isn’t working.

Well, now, that changes things. It was just a thought. I’m worried about Ankh. He is so close.

Magistrate? Ankh’s voice came through weak and distant. I’m trying to fix the ship, but it’ll take nine months without external assistance. Comm is out. When will help arrive?

Red turned to smile at Lindy. They both beamed at the news. “I told you,” Red said, relief sprinkled over those few words.

If by help, you mean us, we’re on our way, but there’s a minor issue with Yangor and us crossing through their territory. We’ll get it resolved and be along. I’m pleased that you are alive. We don’t have comm either, so we figure in about two weeks someone will come looking for us. I’m sorry for taking us on a holiday where we’re disconnected.

I’m sorry for crashing the ship, Ankh replied. It was my fault and mine alone. I’ll take whatever punishment you see fit.

Rivka shook her head. Red grabbed her before she replied. “Keys to the pizza drone.” He nodded vigorously, eyes wide with encouragement.

The Magistrate looked at his hand until he removed it from her shoulder. We’ll talk about it, Ankh. We’re happy you’re alive and the ship survived the landing.

“What is a pizza drone?” DeWan asked.

“Intergalactic food delivery. We’re kind of spoiled. We like what we like. What about you? What do Yangorians eat?”

“Fruits of the jungle. It provides all we need.”

“No farming or hunting. Only gathering?” Rivka posited.

“We hunt. The kinga for one, but that takes many skilled hunters working together. Also the capy, a rodent the kinga eats. We fish, too. It’s peaceful.”

“Kinga tastes good,” Rivka said offhandedly.

“How could you…” DeWan stopped when he glimpsed the railgun. “Never mind. You have weapons that far exceed ours.”

Cole, are you getting anything on your scans? Is there any industry anywhere that you can detect?

Nothing, Magistrate. I don’t even see any buildings.

“Where did you get your rifles?”

DeWan looked skeptically at her. “Why do you want to know?”

“Because it doesn’t seem like there is manufacturing capability on this side of the planet, which means that both you and the Yindle got them from somewhere. Maybe Tanglewood’s planetwide government, the one that seems to have forgotten you existed?”

“I think I’ll let the Keeper answer your questions.” DeWan stopped and pointed into the jungle ahead. “Bora Vale.”

I can see people but no buildings. There are about a thousand of them within four square kilometers, Cole reported.

“Don’t want to keep the Keeper waiting, do we?” Rivka asked and nudged DeWan forward. He resisted. “I insist.”

He caved, and with his head hung low, he trudged forward. The path widened, the closer they approached to the mystical place called Bora Vale. To the untrained eyes of the strangers, it looked like the same jungle they had traveled through since they left Destiny’s Vengeance early that morning. They pushed through a final heavy frond to find a new world. Trees with broad bases, split and welcoming with doorways and glassless windows.

Yangorians milled about performing various tasks, their light brown skin and clothing blending well with the jungle beyond.

“Good morning,” Rivka said pleasantly to no one in particular. She waved casually, knowing why the Yangorians were staring. Cole had stepped through the brush and the shining metal mech stopped behind her. All eyes were on the technological monster.

Rockets? Cole asked.

No need. I think they’ve seen what they need to see. Rivka continued aloud, “The Keeper of Bora Vale, please.” She had to tap DeWan’s shoulder to get his attention. He strode across the open area before taking a hard right. At the second massive tree past where he’d cornered, he stopped.

To Rivka, it looked like any other jungle tree with modifications to open a gap between the immense roots, yet it still looked natural.

“Will you introduce us, or do we just go in?” Rivka asked.

“He will come to you when he is ready.” DeWan inched away from Rivka. She cozied up next to him, gripping his arm to keep him from escaping.

“Thank you for your help,” she told him.

He wasn’t feeling her thanks. His discomfort at being in the middle of Bora Vale was palpable. She didn’t need to read his mind to see that.

“Why are you so uncomfortable here?”

“I am the Keeper of the Central Wood. My place is there, not here.”

“You could have told someone else to bring us. It didn’t have to be you.”

He turned to her, face drooping. “Now you tell me.”

“I’m sorry. With your top-down structure, I didn’t think to ask. I thought you were doing what you didn’t want to make your people do. If you’re uncomfortable, imagine how they would feel right now. Subconsciously, you did right by your people.”

He smiled faintly, freezing when he looked up. A young female Yangorian stood there watching.


CHAPTER ELEVEN



Tanglewood, Bora Vale

“I am the Keeper of Bora Vale,” she said.

“Not a dude,” Red whispered. Lindy elbowed him.

“I am Magistrate Rivka Anoa from the Federation. Our ship crashed not far from here. Our escape shuttle crashed on the other side of the ridge behind us, in Yindle territory. We request your assistance to help us get out of here.”

She focused on DeWan. “You wear the emblem of the Keeper of the Central Wood. Are you the intruders’ champion?”

DeWan shifted from one foot to another. Rivka leaned around him to look for a symbol or logo that would identify him as something different from any other Yangorian. She saw nothing distinct.

“I am not. We attempted to detain the strangers, but that did not go well for us. They are far too powerful to be stopped by conventional means.”

What’s that supposed to mean? Lindy wondered.

We can bring these trees down if we lace them with the railguns, Red offered.

I need to grab some sunlight. I see a spot over there. Permission to move, Cole requested.

Granted, Rivka replied, watching the Keepers’ reactions when Cole walked across the area to stand in the bright beam.

Drink up, my baby, Cole purred.

Rivka rubbed her head. “My apologies if we’ve damaged your calm. We crashed and have been met by much hostility. We refuse to be taken prisoner, especially on a planet that is subject to Federation Law. Even if the Yindle and Yangorians have their own laws, you’re still subject to ours, and ours say you’re not taking me prisoner.”

“What if we don’t care about your Federation Law?” the Keeper of Bora Vale asked.

“It doesn’t matter if you care. You’re still subject to the law. That is the bedrock of civilized society, that we operate within a single framework. There can be no surprises for people simply going about their business. Getting arrested for something that is not a crime is no way to run a country. The Federation provides stability across innumerable planets, creating conditions where the inhabitants can prosper. It is not a restrictive framework, but it is what applies.”

The Keeper spread her arms wide to take in the entirety of the largest Yangor villages. “We have laws and happily work within them. Why do we need more laws?”

Why indeed? You only need the right laws, Rivka thought. “Not more, Keeper of Bora Vale, just ones that address circumstances out of the norm, like survivors marooned in your area being treated like friends instead of enemies. But we don’t need a law for that, do we?”

The Keeper watched Rivka intently as if looking into her soul.

“We need to determine your intentions before you are escorted out of Yangor.”

Rivka smiled and leaned close to gently place a hand on the Keeper’s shoulder. “We only want to check on our ship and our crewmate, who we know is alive, but my ship is disabled. We politely request your assistance.”

The damage to the jungle from the railguns showed in the Keeper’s mind. She knew about the display of firepower. She had also seen the rifles in Cole’s metal arms.

Drop the rifles, Cole, carefully.

“You can recover your rifles, Keeper of the Central Wood,” Rivka said before turning to the Keeper of Bora Vale. “That’s a sign of good faith. We probably did not need to take them in the first place, but I’m not a fan of getting shot in the back. I wasn’t certain the people of the Central Wood were not going to follow us and try to take us captive. We are not ones to be held against our will.”

“No, I guess you’re not.” The keeper made no move to continue the conversation, leave, or do anything other than stand there.

“The sanctity of the jungle,” Rivka started. “The call of birds and leaves fluttering in the breeze. The shadows of the undergrowth and the cool of the bare ground. You live in a paradise and deserve your peace.”

The Keeper faced the Magistrate, looking directly up into her face. “Maybe you understand more than we expect.”

DeWan nodded and walked away. After attempting to pick up all the rifles and failing miserably, he stacked half of them and trudged under the weight of the other half as he made his way out of the village. Rivka and the Keeper of Bora Vale watched him until he disappeared into the jungle.

“One of his people shot one of ours, unfortunately,” Rivka said, barely above a whisper.

“And paid for it with his life. There is no harsher penalty.” The keeper had been thoroughly briefed. Her tone was even, but her eyes glistened for a moment.

Rivka walked in a small circle, looking the village over. “What can I say that will move us closer to a mutually beneficial relationship?”

“I wish I knew,” the Keeper admitted. “We don’t get strangers in Yangor.”

“You seem like you are terminally on the watch for them, though.” Rivka studied the keeper carefully without looking directly at her. She gave away more with her body language than the Yindle.

By far.

“We are always on the lookout for Yindle. They are like termites, eating away at the roots of Yangor.” Her lip twitched with the pronouncement.

“They think the same of you, which doesn’t help either of you close the gap. They wanted us to pick sides. We wouldn’t. That was when they stopped being friendly. For the record, we are on the side of the Federation.”

Are you charged up yet? Rivka asked.

We’ve been here ten minutes, Magistrate. I probably need eight hours to a full charge.

Are you able to depart?

If the going is easy and support systems like the scanner are turned off, I might just make it.

That’ll do.

“Keeper of Bora Vale. I ask for your clearance to travel to our ship, which is only six kilometers from here.”

“We know of your ship. How could we not? It flew right over our heads. We are watching it closely for invaders, I mean, Federation members disembarking.” The keeper blew out her breath. “If I don’t give my approval, you will go anyway, won’t you?”

“I would much rather have your blessing,” Rivka countered.

“I shall not give it, but I will not hinder you. When you return, maybe I will have the answer for what you can say to start a dialog.”

“I look forward to that time, Keeper of Bora Vale.” Rivka twirled her finger in the air. Give us a bearing and then shut down everything that’s not critical.

Cole pointed with his whole arm in the direction they needed to go. He strolled away from the sunlight’s comfort, taking care not to step on the rifles stacked before him.

Rivka waved to the keeper and followed Cole through Bora Vale, with Red and Lindy in tow.

Red kept glancing back but couldn’t discern if anyone was following. “Plan for the worst and hope for the best,” Red mumbled.

“Did we make any progress back there, Magistrate?” Lindy asked. “I don’t have a warm and fuzzy, but I don’t feel like we’re threatened either.”

“Time will tell. Let’s keep our eyes open, just in case.”

Tanglewood, Yindle Village beyond Destiny’s Vengeance

Too many Yindle brandished their rifles as they stood around the four women and Sahved. The prisoners were sitting on a mossy knoll at the base of a great tree inside which the rest of the Yindle had disappeared.

“How big is it in there?” Ryleigh asked. She leaned this way and that to catch a glimpse inside, but all she could see was darkness. Aurora shrugged. She had no better vantage point. “I could use a drink of water.”

“Maybe we should just leave. They don’t look like they’re going to shoot us,” Sahved suggested.

“Groenwyn is the only one who can handle being shot, so I recommend we not do that,” Clodagh remarked. “I’m thirsty, too, but we need to hang on.”

“I agree. I will Pod-doc when we are in a position for Pod-docking.” Sahved nodded emphatically. “I cannot be the greatest anchor in the history of anchors. I have not even studied the law yet. So much Pod-docking and study left in my life.”

“We all need to take the plunge,” Aurora chimed in. Ryleigh nodded. Groenwyn turned toward them and looked from face to face. “Then we might be able to go without water for a while longer.”

“It will change you if you let it, so don’t let the nanos make you think you’re somebody you’re not. They are there to keep you from dying because this business is hard but so rewarding. Just over a year ago, I was arrested for breaking into shops on a space station. Now, I’m the At-Large Ambassador to the faerie world of Azfelius. They have joined the Federation because of their abilities with the Etheric but are to be called on only if the Kurtherians return. We respect that, but there is so much they can teach us. That is the gift I received once I joined the team—the freedom to be who I am, to contribute to a higher ideal, and custom-programmed nanos just for me.”

“Sign me up!” Sahved declared. The women looked at him.

“You’re already signed up,” Clodagh said slowly, gesturing toward herself and the others before nodding at their guards. “It’s a small, exclusive club, but it looks like we’ve all joined. Is this what every mission looks like when you guys go planetside?”

Groenwyn started to say something but stopped. Shaped new words and stopped again before sighing, resigning herself to a simple answer. “Pretty much, but sometimes they shoot first.”

“We’ve got that going for us,” Clodagh declared. The four women laughed while Sahved continued to wonder what was going on. His stomach started to heave, but he tamped it down. “Don’t you dare.”

“Fine. I’m fine. It’s all fine. The sky and jungle are fine. And you, Yemilorian man, you are fine, too.” Sahved’s eyes were wide as he looked at the ground and clenched his jaws in an effort to control his less than cooperative insides.

The Yindle guards remained stoic, no one except the leader talking to the prisoners. One lifted the barrel of her rifle and aimed at the Yemilorian. Groenwyn stepped in front of him, begging for calm. The guard eventually let her aim drop, waving her barrel at the platinum-green-haired woman to sit down.

“Thank you,” Groenwyn told her before adding, “We are one with the jungle.”

“Where have you heard that?” the Yindle leader asked, stepping from within the tree.

“Nowhere. It just seems right in the middle of such magnificence.” She stood and turned slowly to breathe deeply of the fresh jungle air. “Being one with nature is a laudable way to live.”

The leader leaned back inside the tree and said something they didn’t catch. There was an animated conversation before the Yindle addressed them again. “We cannot hold any who are one with the jungle.” He motioned at the Yindle guards. “Go. You are free.”

The Yindle quickly disappeared into the jungle.

“That was mighty nice of them,” Clodagh said. She stood, stretched, and turned one way and then another. “How in the hell do we get back to the ship?”


CHAPTER TWELVE



Between Bora Vale and the Wyatt Earp Crash Site

We’re on our way, Ankh, Rivka said.

Busy, Ankh replied.

“If there was any doubt he’s fine, that cleared it all up,” Red said while intently watching the jungle they were passing through. Cole led the way, but slowly, conserving as much power as he could. He cut a straight line toward Wyatt Earp. “Good news, though. Looks like we might be sleeping in our own beds tonight.”

“I’ll take that. It was a little cramped on the Vengeance,” Lindy noted.

“The only problem I have with staying here is our crew. They are going to wonder what happened to us.”

We can send up a flare, Cole suggested.

That’s not a bad idea. Well done! Rivka contemplated how to pull it off, then dismissed her effort as she came up with a better plan. We’ll ask Ankh to do it. Give us a quick scan, Cole. Anyone following?

Lots o’ Yangorians ‘round these parts, ma’am, Cole drawled.

Red stabbed a finger at the mech’s back. When you run out of power, we’re leaving you in there.

About that. I’m going to have to shut down before we get there.

You better be dressed in there, Rivka stated.

I didn’t have time to grab my trunks. Sorry about that. No one answered. Got you! I’m wearing shorts, but that’s it. I knew it was going to be a hot day. I’m out of water, for reference.

How far? Rivka wondered.

It’s just up ahead. I can see it in the treetops, through breaks in the foliage. Hull looks to be intact. It’s balanced evenly, so we shouldn’t have a deck pitch or anything. Just need to climb thirty or so meters up to it. Oh, shit.

The mech stopped, mid-stride before evening its stance and stood as a silent sentinel. The back opened and Cole climbed out. He closed it after him. He was wearing unlaced boots, his body covered in a sheen of sweat and underwear soaked through.

“It was fucking hot in there!” he exclaimed, looking for sympathy and finding none. Rivka avoided looking at the man. Lindy chuckled at his disheveled state.

“They shot me,” Red countered and turned his shoulder toward the private. It was fully healed but there was blood surrounding the tear on the sweaty shirt. “And they ruined my favorite shirt.”

“You’ve worn worse than that and in the presence of important people.” Rivka raised one eyebrow before pointing at the way ahead. “At least we won’t be tearing up their jungle.”

Cole shrugged. “You people were living the life of Reilly out here. A breeze, shade…damn. You ground-pounders have things pretty nice.”

Red stood with his mouth open.

“Perspective, Vered,” Lindy explained. “Everything is about perspective. Didn’t you tell me the first question a warrior asks is ‘How can we make this suck worse?’”

“That was Terry Henry Walton, but I’ll make believe it was me. I thought he was living the good life, riding in the suit, scaring the shit out of the Magistrate, seeing the Yangorians in the trees…”

A bug landed on Cole’s back and bit deep.

Rivka twirled her finger in the air and started hiking. Red hurried to get in front of her, delivering a kind word to the private on his way past. “Sucks to be you.”

Cole contorted himself to scratch the itch between his shoulder blades. He waved his hands to try to drive off the bugs as he followed the Magistrate. He was completely unarmed.

Rivka looked over her shoulder. “I’d give you my blaster so you could feel like you’re accomplishing something, but you’ll get sweat all over it.”

“I do as I’m told, Magistrate.” He stopped and laced up one boot. Bounded forward to catch up, then stopped and did the second boot.

The four continued in silence. Red moved slower than the mech had, but that was because he didn’t see the Yangorians. He tried to look for movement, but their ability to blend into the environment was complete.

Ankh, we see the ship. Can you be ready to drop a cable that we can climb up? Red requested. And throw down a jug of water. We’re all a bit thirsty.

It’s all set up, except for the water. I’ll be right back, Ankh replied.

I’m glad you’re okay, big guy. Red looked away quickly as if he hadn’t said it.

Five minutes later, they were standing beneath Wyatt Earp. It looked massive, blocking out the sun more than the trees in which it rested.

“What a sweet ride.” Rivka stood with her hands on her hips, head thrown back, and reveled in looking at the ship that had served them well, if only briefly. Wyatt would fly again.

Ankh? Hey, buddy, we’re here, Red remarked, using the internal comm chip.

The hatch scraped against a branch as it opened. A cable with a hook slowly made its way to the ground.

“You first, Magistrate,” Red ordered. He and Lindy turned their backs to guard the lift. Rivka grabbed the hook, and it started to pull her up.

“There’s a great view from up here. I see you!” She let go with one hand so she could point at a figure on a tree branch. Red searched along her line of sight until he could focus on the spot. Without movement, he wasn’t sure if he was looking at a Yangorian or not.

The cable reached the top and Rivka scrambled over a metal plate balanced across the opening. It had a hole in the middle where a maintenance bot’s tether had been lowered. The bot pressed itself against the plate until she let go, releasing the pressure pulling it toward the hatch. It immediately started lowering the cable.

Ankh walked down the corridor and casually handed Rivka the water bottle. She looked at him closely before taking a swig. She leaned out the hatch and yelled toward the ground, “Water bottle on its way.”

Cole clapped his hands and she dropped it. He caught it deftly, swinging his hands and arms down and in an arc to slow the jug without breaking anything. He took a long drink before handing it to Lindy. She drank heartily, and Red finished it.

“You next,” he told Cole. The private didn’t argue, racing skyward with the retracting cable.

Then Lindy, and Red was the last to get hauled up. The maintenance bot groaned as it retracted the cable more slowly than any of the others. Lindy tried to look innocent.

“He’s smaller than he used to be.”

When the cable was a hand’s breadth from the plate, Red released it with one hand to grab the plate. He pulled himself up and over, rolling over the maintenance bot and coming back to his feet.

Ankh cleared the opening and cycled the hatch closed.

With the ship sealed, the air handling system made its presence known. “How I have missed you, Wyatt Earp.” Cole celebrated briefly before excusing himself. “Is the water good, Ankh? I’d like to take a shower.”

“Keep it short, please. The recycling systems are not operating at full capacity,” the Crenellian explained.

Rivka continued to look at him. “Are you bigger?”

“The right explanation is more robust to better withstand violent impacts to the brain-carrying device.”

“Did you call your body ‘the brain-carrying device?’” Red liked it.

“It’s better than meat puppet,” Ankh countered.

“Ankh, you’ve given yourself a sense of humor, too.”

“That wasn’t meant to be funny.” Ankh’s facial expression remained unchanged.

“What’s not to love about this guy?” Red asked before nodding to Lindy. “I’m sure there’s plenty of food left. I’ve been hungry since we crashed.”

“We crashed fifteen minutes after you said you couldn’t eat another bite. Since then, you’ve eaten a local creature.”

“It tried to eat Floyd.” That was Red’s only defense. “Going to the galley. Let us know what needs to be done and we’ll get on it, Ankh.” Red waved over his head and sauntered down the corridor. Lindy sidled up next to him. They disappeared around the corner.

“I speak for all of us when I say that I am relieved that you are alive.”

“Me, too,” Ankh agreed. “And you. I am sorry that I crashed the ship, Magistrate.”

“So what? We’ve blown up some major buildings and ships with a lot of people on board. Sometimes you do what you have to do. All in the furtherance of our particular fields. Mention it no more. We’ll stay here tonight, and first thing in the morning, we’ll head back to Destiny’s Vengeance, which is mostly unscathed. She just needs a part for her engine. Let me see…” Rivka checked her pockets until she found the scrap of paper with Clodagh’s scribbles. “This.”

“I don’t have that. I can print it, but it’ll take a day.”

“Then let’s get started. We’ll leave when it’s ready, assuming Cole’s mech suit is recharged.”

“It probably won’t recharge on the jungle floor. I’ll need to fabricate an auxiliary power source to charge it.” Ankh looked up at Rivka, but he was much closer than he used to be. “I assume the Etheric power supply is not functioning? That appears to be consistent in this section of the planet.”

“Hard down,” Rivka replied. Her stomach growled, and she patted her abs. “The meat puppet needs a chocolate shake and maybe some more pizza. It has been a long day. I think Red bogarted the kinga meat.”

“My translation chip must not be working,” Ankh said evenly.

“I think Red ate more than his fair share of the creature he killed.”

“He is bigger than most.”

On cue, Red screamed from around the corner. “Ankh! You fucking little wankstain. Where’s the pizza? You called down the thunder! I’m coming for you, and I’m bringing Hell with me!”

“But can easily be brought to his knees. If you’ll excuse me.” Ankh turned and rushed away. Rivka ran after him, catching him in two steps.

“I want some of that pizza, too.” Rivka glared at him.

“Fine. It’s in the backup fridge behind the main cooler.”

“We have a backup fridge?” Rivka turned Ankh loose and he made his escape as Red came pounding down the corridor. The Magistrate blocked it with her body. “It’s in the backup fridge behind the main one.” Rivka chuckled, and that led to a full belly laugh. “Just because we were in dire straits, worried about each other, it doesn’t mean he’s not going to fuck with you. Your face is still red.”

The big bodyguard ran a hand over his head. “He got me good.”

“Probably because you’re so predictable,” Lindy called from down the corridor while munching on a cold slice.

“I like what I like.” He turned. “Hey!” He hurried away, slapping her butt on his way past.

“I’ll give you ten minutes to stop that,” Lindy told him, turning and following him.

Leaving Rivka by herself. She looked one way and then the other. “I got nothing,” she said out loud and headed for the galley. “Except maybe a plan to engage the Keeper of Bora Vale, which is a pretty nice thing to have.”

The thought added a skip to her step.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN



Tanglewood, the Deep Jungle

“I think this is one of our footprints.” Ryleigh kneeled next to an imprint in a gap between two heavy fern-like growths. The others joined her. No one could tell for sure.

“Sahved is super strong, right?” Aurora asked.

“Because of heavy gravity on Yemilore, my strength appears to be greatly enhanced.” He struck a ridiculous pose with his gangly body to show off his biceps.

“Then you can climb the biggest tree here and take a look.” As one, they turned toward a massive trunk right next to Sahved.

“Strength and climbing are two different things. Very different.” He shook his head and twirled his fingers.

“We’re lost, and Kennedy and Chaz can’t tell us which way to go until they rig a direction finder with the parts they have on hand. The alternative is you climbing up there and taking a look.” Clodagh pointed up the tree.

“I would prefer not to.” Sahved started backing away.

“Get up the tree,” Clodagh insisted.

Sahved faced the trunk and reached around to grip the sides. He put one oversized foot against it and pulled to check his balance. He looked back to Clodagh. She stomped her foot and pointed upward.

He pulled and stepped, slid his hands up the sides and stepped again, repeating the process until he reached the lowest branch. He climbed onto it, standing and hugging the tree.

“Don’t look down,” Clodagh called through cupped hands.

“What?” he asked while looking down. He started heaving.

The women ran for cover to avoid the spray.

“He needs to get over that,” Clodagh mumbled.

Groenwyn agreed. “As soon as possible.”

When he recovered his composure, he tried to scan the horizon, but his view was blocked in all directions by other trees. Sahved started talking to himself. “You’re one of the team. You need to carry your weight. You are stronger than all of them combined, yet they carry you. Shameful. You cannot go back to Yemilore being carried by girls. Shame!”

He steeled his features and grabbed the trunk, pulling himself upward. Soon the motion was natural, and he flowed up the tree as quickly as if he were walking. When the trunk dwindled in size and the places to put his feet all but disappeared, he finally dared to look around.

“I see the hills and the saddle!” he shouted, pointing.

Clodagh waited.

“Anything else?” she finally asked.

“Nope.” He started to climb down, taking his time to avoid slipping.

“Do we head in that direction and hope we get close enough that Chaz can ping our chips?” Aurora asked.

“Does anyone have a better idea?” Clodagh canvassed the group. “Sahved, wait! Climb back up. I have an idea.”

Chaz, is there any way you can send up a flare so we can see where you are? Sahved is in a treetop and watching.

Stand by, Chaz replied. We do not have a flare, but we can bring Red’s fire back to life and you can look for the smoke.

“Hang on, big fella! They’re going to start a fire. Look for the smoke.”

Sahved grumbled as he sat on a branch, arms wrapped around the thin remainder of the treetop.

The fire is hot. One green log is kicking up heavy white smoke. Can you see it?

“See anything?” Clodagh shouted.

Sahved pointed almost straight down. “Right there.”

He started to climb down, hesitating after a few steps, expecting to get redirected once more.

The engineer continued to point in the direction of the smoke. Sahved hurried downward at breakneck speed. When he hit the ground, he faced his crewmates.

Clodagh clapped him on the shoulder. “Well done, Sahved. You know you’ll climb every tree from now until the end of time because you proved you could do it.”

She headed in the direction he had pointed. The others fell in behind. He brought up the rear. “Until the end of time?” he wondered. “That seems like a long time to be stuck with tree-climbing duty.”

Within five minutes, they were walking through smoke drifting lazily through the jungle. You can put that fire out. I think we’re almost there, Clodagh told Kennedy.

They emerged into the clearing where Destiny’s Vengeance sat peacefully. The first thing they noticed was the mech wasn’t back. “The Magistrate’s not here?”

Kennedy shook her head. Tears formed in her eyes. “I’m so glad you’re not injured.”

Clodagh shrugged. “I think they were walking us around in circles, giving us part of the harassment package. If there’s a next time, we’ll refuse to go with them. It’s late, and we still don’t have any water. First thing tomorrow, we’ll try again. Thanks, Sahved. You helped get us home. I wasn’t keen on sleeping on the ground in the middle of Bug Central.”

Floyd found Groenwyn first, almost knocking her over. The wombat cheered and bounced with her friends’ return. Tiny Man Titan ran in little circles faster and faster until he fell over.

They retired to the ship. “Any news, Chaz?” Clodagh asked.

“No news from the Magistrate. I will keep my ears open, so to speak.”

“And then what, Chaz? If we don’t hear from her, what do we do?”

“I already had this conversation once today,” Chaz lamented. “We’ll prepare the ship to be repaired, and then we’ll conduct rescue operations until somebody in authority tells us something different. I have no intention of leaving this planet without knowing exactly what happened to all our people. I hope I have your support on this.”

“For an AI, you’re pretty determined.”

“I’m free because of the Magistrate. I won’t leave her to rot while I enjoy what she gave me.”

“Me neither, Chaz. You’ve brightened my day, despite the topic. Thank you.”

“Time to get to work, which means you need to get some sleep and be ready for tomorrow. I’ll keep watch. Ship’s counselor is now closed for new business,” Chaz deadpanned.

Clodagh took two steps down the corridor before slapping her waist and searching it. “They kept my blaster.”
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“Clodagh, can you wake up, please?” Chaz was insistent, pinging her internal chip as well as using the speakers in the corridor.

The engineer finally roused. Sat up and stared at the bulkhead like a zombie.

“Clodagh? Are you awake?”

She blinked as her eyelids threatened to close. “I’m up,” she said without conviction. “How long was I asleep? I feel like shit.”

“Thirty-four minutes,” Chaz replied.

“That would be why,” Clodagh mumbled before digging her fists into her eyes to scrub them clear. “What do you need, Chaz?”

“The Yindle are on the move. We’ve had a number run past the ship. They do not seem to be interested in us; we’re simply in a traffic corridor of some sort.”

“Which way are they going?”

“In the direction the Magistrate went, toward Yangor.”

Clodagh stood on shaky legs. “If we wondered about whether our people were alive and well, I think we have our answer. Who else can rile a whole nation?”

“Although it comes across as less than flattering, your logic is sound,” Chaz answered.

“Sometimes that’s reality, Chaz. What do we need to do?”

“What is there for you to do?”

“We could race out there and get ourselves captured again. Or we could start a bonfire and send smoke signals over the mountain.”

“It is dark outside. Smoke probably won’t be visible,” the AI noted.

“Right. Thirty-four minutes of sleep. Still night. I tell you what, wake us all an hour before sunrise unless something happens before then, and we’ll build that fire so we have some serious smoke come daybreak. We’ll let Rivka know where we are.”

“Capital idea,” Chaz agreed. “Sleep well, Clodagh.”

“My brain hurts,” the engineer complained as she laid back down to sleep. The decking of the corridor seemed harder than it had when she first relaxed. “It sucks to suck, so no sucking!”

“Has Master Vered returned and is speaking with the engineer’s voice?” Chaz taunted.

“Something like that,” Clodagh muttered. “And they better bring my boyfriend with them.”

Wyatt Earp Crash Site

“Would you pack your trash already?” Rivka stood with her hands on her hips, watching as Red fiddled with his gear.

“I thought I lost all my stuff. It’s like I’ve been given a new lease on life, so I want to make sure I optimize my loadout. Don’t get your panties in a bunch, Magistrate.”

She leaned back and crossed her arms. “What did you say?”

Red stopped, frozen by the ice in Rivka’s voice. “Oops.” He straightened and smiled. She continued to glare. “I’m sorry. I went too far. It won’t happen again. I’ll finish up right now and be ready to go.”

“Maybe I don’t want you to go with me. Lindy and I will be just fine.”

“It’s my job to protect you with my life if need be.”

“Not today, Red. You pissed me off, so stay here and do whatever Ankh tells you to. Help Cole get the suit powered up. There’s plenty to do, like figure out how to fire a signal rocket over the Vengeance. In the meantime, I think the all-female team will have a better chance with the Keeper of Bora Vale. You’ve given me an easy reason to leave you behind.”

“Fuck, man! I said I was sorry,” Red pleaded.

“Decision’s been made. So let it be said, so let it be written, so let it be done.” Rivka headed for the hatch, patting her pocket to make sure Reaper, her neutron pulse weapon, was there. She wore her body armor vest under a light shirt. Lindy was dressed the same way but carried her railgun, a blaster, and a belt loaded with grenades.

Rivka looked at them curiously.

“Just in case. You never know when you’re going to need grenades.” Lindy turned back to Red and drew her fingers across her lips, the gesture for her husband to zip it.

He stood with shoulders dropped and chin on chest. “I’ll see you when you get home,” he said softly.

Ankh ran the maintenance bot to lower Lindy and then Rivka to the ground.

Once down, Rivka checked her gear, which included a double load of water, same as Lindy. “We probably need to find a water source as close as possible, just in case,” Lindy suggested.

“Wyatt Earp has plenty of water on board. The only thing we need is to get out of here, but I like to leave a place better than I found it.” They started walking. “Already, we’ve destroyed a bit of jungle, killed a Yangorian and a kinga, and intruded into two separate fiefdoms, or whatever they are.”

Lindy listened while watching the trees for movement. They knew the Yangorians were there, but the natives remained hidden.

“The fact that the people don’t know about the Federation is disconcerting. Joining the Federation is supposed to be a planetwide decision. Everyone should have at least been aware of the negotiations and what they were signing up for. The Yindle and Yangorians seemed to lack the technology to share information or understanding of what they’ve committed to, which brings me to my dilemma. Is it my place to rectify this for Tanglewood? The alternative is that we simply fix the ships and leave.”

“That would be easiest,” Lindy agreed. “How long do you think negotiations will take?”

“With the right leverage, no time at all. Without any leverage, forever. There doesn’t seem to be any incentive for either party. They are both satisfied with their lots in life, or so it seems. It’s hard not to overstep our bounds since they are signed members of the Federation, but the bigger issue is that they probably shouldn’t be. If I talk to Yindle and Yangor, am I working with the right parties in this dispute?”

Lindy shrugged. “I really don’t know.”

“It’s called jurisdiction, along with the case or controversy clause. I have jurisdiction, but the real case is with the planetary leadership and not these two factions. Sonofabitch! I’ve been going down the wrong path. We need to get to the other side of Tanglewood.”

“Looks to be a long walk, Magistrate.” Lindy pointed with her railgun barrel at the mech in the bushes ahead. They walked past it to find the trail much clearer because of the damage Cole had caused due to the size of the suit. They stopped to examine the plants.

“They’re already regrowing.”

“Which means that before long, we’re going to have a hard time finding our way. How many days before the walk back to Yindle becomes problematic?”

“All things being equal, I think we’ll be able to leave first thing tomorrow and still see our trail.”

The hike back to Bora Vale didn’t seem to take anywhere near as long as their trip from the village to the Wyatt Earp a day earlier. When they strolled into the village, they both smiled and waved at anyone they saw.

They stopped at three different trees before finding the one they had been at the day before. The rifles were gone, but the marks made by the mech’s metal feet were clear.

They stood outside the opening that defined the doorway and waited. After ten minutes, they looked at each other. “Do you think we should knock?” Rivka asked.

Lindy shook her head. “DeWan didn’t knock. I think we just have to wait.”

“Don’t want to make them angry at us for a social faux pas.” Rivka thought for a moment. “Any more than they already are.”

“The jungle is healing itself rather quickly. I think no damage is permanent, except the death of that one Yangorian.”

“He shouldn’t have shot Red.”

“We fired first,” Lindy countered.

“But not at them. We showed the storm unleashed. Sometimes, you have to earn respect through displays of strength. They weren’t giving us any choice. Humble visitors can be held at arm’s length without being made prisoners. After that bullshit on Pretaria where they put us in a prison cell and tried to bake us, I won’t let that happen again. You weren’t with us on our first few cases, but suffice to say, I will fight with everything at my disposal rather than be detained against my will.”

“That was Red’s take on it, too. He didn’t mean anything earlier. You know the big knucklehead. He’s as loyal as a good dog.”

“I know, but he needs to take care. We’re trying to improve how we treat people, and that goes for each other.”

“’You called down the thunder!’” Lindy mimicked.

They both laughed. “He has a rough edge that we probably shouldn’t try too hard to polish,” Rivka admitted. “How long do you think the war between those two will last?”

“Forever? You know they like each other. Yesterday, Ankh told you he was busy when you were looking for information, yet he took the time to mess with Red. Ankh never does things for no reason, but he is investing a certain amount of time in keeping Red on his toes.”

“Strange companions and stranger friends. I think those two need to go on a case by themselves. Wouldn’t that be interesting?”

“I predict fireworks, blood, and much running,” Lindy replied.

“I’d bet on that.” Rivka turned around to find the Keeper of Bora Vale standing patiently. “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you arrive. Good morning, Keeper.”

“What were you talking about that brought such mirth to you both?” the Yangorian asked.

Lindy stepped back to let the two leaders talk. Rivka gestured with her head for the bodyguard to stand at her side.

“Lindy’s partner is the big man you saw yesterday. They are my bodyguards because I have to go into criminal havens where my safety is at risk. The member of my crew who survived the crash,” Rivka pointed in the direction of Wyatt Earp, “is a Crenellian, a small humanoid race of intellectuals who generally can’t be bothered with emotions. Those two are the most unlikely of friends. They have a running series of practical jokes they play on each other. Everyone needs a friend who can make them laugh, even if it’s only at themselves.”

“Everyone needs friends,” Lindy added quietly.

The keeper looked up at the two. “I agree.” She made no move to continue.

“I wanted to apologize for our intrusion into your culture. I am reminded where my jurisdiction comes from. I thought my issue was with Yindle and Yangor, but it is not. It is with the primary government of Tanglewood. I expect those are the people who gave both you and the Yindle the rifles.”

“You would be right. They issued them so we could protect ourselves.” The keeper kept her chin up as she spoke. She maintained the dignity of her office.

“Since the Yindle also have them, how is it any different from what you had before?”

“We are able to protect ourselves from the kinga, but it has not changed our relationship with the Yindle. We knew they also received rifles. Now we must travel armed at all times.”

“Have you ever had a firefight with the Yindle?”

“Thank the jungle, no.” The keeper sounded sad.

“Then what’s it all for? I like to think that people are better together. I expect that you stay in your territory and the Yindle stay in theirs. You don’t cross each other. I thought the Yindle said they’ve had plenty of skirmishes with Yangor.”

The keeper chuckled softly. “Skirmishes? You mean when they fire randomly into our jungle? I’m surprised they don’t shoot themselves in their idiocy.”

Rivka touched the keeper on the arm. “What can I say to help us start a dialog?”

“You’ve already said it,” the keeper allowed. In the young Yangorian’s mind, Rivka’s care for the jungle was most persuasive. A runner had told her that Rivka and Lindy had stopped to examine the new growth.

“I still think that you can bridge your differences with the Yindle, even though I must admit that I don’t know what those differences are. You both love the jungle and live as one with it.”

“They’re green,” the keeper started. Rivka’s mouth fell open before she continued, “But that’s not it. It’s the jungle’s way of blending in. On that side of the hill, the rains come more often, keeping everything green. On this side, we have more browns. I am curious. If a Yangorian lived in Yindle, would they change color?”

“I’m not going to lecture on the history of the human race, but I suggest that it doesn’t matter. The important thing is, where are you leading your people?”

“What do you mean?” The keeper was curious. “They protect the village, our section of the jungle, and find food.”

“There’s so much more to life than just living. The experiences of visiting new places, of doing things, of love.”

“We have mates. We visit places. All my people know the wood. They can go where we need them to go.”

“You give the orders?”

“It’s what the keeper does. But I also give orders to other keepers. That is only for the Keeper of Bora Vale. Our duty is to protect Yangor.”

Rivka breathed deeply, tasting the jungle’s scent. The filtered light cast beams and shadows across the multi-colored undergrowth. “Self-actualization?” Rivka posited.

“I don’t know what that is.”

“Poor choice of words on my part. I don’t really know either. When our ship is operational, we can go on board, and I’ll show you what else is out there.”

The keeper’s gaze drifted beyond Rivka and her focus sharpened. The Magistrate glanced in that direction to find a Yangorian sprinting toward them.

“I’ll leave you to it while I talk to my colleague,” Rivka offered tactfully and nodded toward the side where she and Lindy huddled, focusing their nano-enhanced hearing on the conversation between the runner and the keeper.

“Yindle, massing on the Barrier Peak.”

“Are they going to attack?” The keeper’s tone was incredulous.

“No one knows, but they have weapons, including one of the strangers’ devices.” They both looked at Lindy and Rivka, whose feigned conversation became real.

“How did they get one of our blasters?” Rivka whispered.

Lindy scrunched her brow as she thought through the possibilities. “One of the crew must have taken it when they went out on guard duty or something else, and either lost it or had it stolen. Maybe it was Sahved, but it might be loaded. That wouldn’t be good. It would turn the tables on the Yangorians,” Lindy whispered back.

The keeper started to wave and gesture. The runner bowed and beat a hasty retreat back the way he’d come.

Yangorians started running throughout Bora Vale. Rivka returned to the keeper. “I couldn’t help but hear. We are not on the side of the Yindle. I have no idea how they got one of our weapons. It can only be a blaster, which is nowhere near the power of a railgun, but still far deadlier than your rifles. If you’ll allow it, my people and I will go up there and stop the Yindle. If they haven’t attacked before, then this boldness is probably because of us, whether they think we came over here to tell you their secrets, or they think they have an advantage because of the blaster. Either way, it comes back to us, and I feel like I need to fix this.”

The keeper’s eyes narrowed. She was not happy. “Don’t you think you’ve done enough?”

“No,” Rivka replied instantly. “Not anywhere near enough. I will end this battle before it begins, and I don’t want to stop until there’s peace between Yindle and Yangor.”

Red, load up with all your gear and get here on the double! The Yindle are trying to start a war, and Rivka said she’s going to stop it. Lindy didn’t wait for the order from Rivka. She knew they’d need what horsepower they had. The mech was out of action. That meant Rivka, Red, and Lindy.

On my way, Red replied firmly.

Business as usual.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN



Tanglewood, Bora Vale

“Damn, Red! Did you sprint the whole way?” Rivka asked. Less than twenty minutes had passed since they’d called for him.

“It was only six kilometers,” Red replied, breathing heavily but not too fast. “I heard we have a date with destiny.”

“Take a drink and be ready to roll. We’re heading to Barrier Peak to stop a war.”

Red took a few sips from one of his flasks and sealed it. “I’m ready to go whenever you are.”

“Lindy, take point,” Rivka ordered. Lindy winked at Red, turned on her heel, and set out, crossing the open area of Bora Vale at an easy stride. She accelerated through the fronds and up the path the mech had carved the day prior. They ran like the natives but faster, passing many Yangorians who were using the transit corridor just like the Magistrate.

The Yangorians jumped aside when Red pounded by, the trail not wide enough for him and anyone else. He bristled with firepower that thudded dully against his harness and ballistic vest. The Yindle didn’t want a war they couldn’t win.

They simply didn’t know they couldn’t win. Faster if you can, Lindy, Rivka encouraged.

The bodyguard increased her pace easily. She maintained it along the entirety of the transit corridor, the jog over to the trail leading to the central wood, and then along that trail, past where they’d encountered the Keeper of the Central Wood and through until they started running up a gentle incline.

“We’re coming up on the open area of the Barrier Peak,” Lindy called. There were so many Yangorians at the edge of the jungle that Rivka and her team could easily see them.

They slowed and spread out once they were in the open. “Nobody shoot us!” Rivka yelled as she walked backward, facing the Yangorians. “We’re going up there to stop this!”

“They have your weapons. Who is to say that you’re not going over there to join them?” DeWan, Keeper of the Central Wood, stepped from the jungle. At his side was Antwan, Keeper of the Barrier Peak, looking less than comfortable.

Rivka stopped. “Lindy, give me your blaster.” Lindy pulled it from its holster, spun it around, and handed it to the Magistrate.

“They have one blaster.” Rivka strode briskly to the Keeper and slapped the blaster into his hand. “Now you have one, too.” She glared at him. “Go up there and duke it out with them. You have the means.”

The keeper remained where he was.

“Then stay here and defend Yangor.” The Magistrate headed back up the hill, speaking over her shoulder as she went. “Let us deal with them. If they get past us, then go to war and enjoy yourselves.”

Rivka faced forward, jaw set, eyes focused, and brain spinning. Red motioned to the right, and Lindy split wide. He fanned out far to the left, putting about fifty meters between the wings and Rivka. She walked up the middle, slowing when she reached the top. She stopped when she could see the mass of Yindle arrayed along the edge of the jungle.

It’s showtime, she said. Rivka held her hands up and stepped slowly over the rounded saddle of the Barrier Peak. A few steps down, she stopped. Red was on her left, railgun raised and ready to fire. Lindy assumed the same position. Faintly, Rivka heard the two clicks as Red and Lindy moved their weapons from safe past single fire to automatic. Rivka removed Reaper from her pocket and wrapped her fingers around it.

“What are you doing?” Rivka shouted. “Today is not a good day to die, but die you will! Dee, are you over there?”

Rivka planted her fists against her hips.

Master Dee emerged from the crowd and walked a few steps up the hill. He carried a blaster. Rivka strode down the hill. Red and Lindy combat-walked forward, maintaining their firing posture, watching over their weapons’ barrels.

The Yindle remained defiant as Rivka stormed up to him. He rocked back slightly as she closed to within arm’s reach. Using the speed her nanos gave her, she lashed out and ripped the blaster from his grip. “That’s ours.”

He looked shocked. “Always with the touching,” he spat.

“How did you get this?” Rivka demanded. The Yindle on both sides of Master Dee shifted nervously. Some raised their rifles. “Tell them to put their weapons down before someone gets hurt.”

Master Dee glared at Rivka. “We found that weapon. You shouldn’t leave them lying around.” He had to look away from Rivka’s piercing gaze. “What were you doing in Yangor? You seem to walk freely among them.”

“They pulled the same bullshit you did. We had to light up the jungle to show them we were serious. Let me tell you something you don’t know. They may be brown, but they are exactly like you.”

“They are not.”

“Since we’re all here together, would you like to talk to their leader? Maybe start the long process of ironing out your differences?”

“Why would I want to do that?” The Master inched backward.

Rivka glanced left at the gathering of Yindle and then to the right. “Because if your people are here doing this, then who is gathering food? Who is fishing? Who is making sure you live your lives?”

Master Dee looked at the ground. Rivka leaned close, hoping to access his mind. Nothing was coming through. She reached for him, but he backed away. He raised his arm over his head and signaled.

The Yindle melted back into the jungle. Within seconds, it was as if they were never there.

Rivka pursed her lips and watched, but she wasn’t able to see anything other than undisturbed jungle. Red and Lindy moved closer to flank the Magistrate. She held the blaster up. Both bodyguards examined it. “That’s the one you took from Sahved,” Lindy noted.

“And gave to Clodagh. What happened?” Red wondered.

“We can go take a look,” Rivka offered. “Anyone know the way?”

Red backed up the hill until he was at the top. The Yangorians remained where they had stopped in front of where the jungle growth stopped. “It’s probably that way.” He pointed.

Rivka and Lindy joined him. The white smoke lazed among the treetops in the distance.

“I didn’t see any sign that either of these people cooks their food,” Red stated.

Rivka chewed her lip and started to pace. The three humans skylined themselves on the saddle of the Barrier Peak. The Yangorians watched but relaxed. They’d seen the Magistrate and her team go over the hill, weapons at the ready. Now, the railguns were slung, and the humans seemed indifferent to what was around them.

A Yangorian climbed down the biggest tree in the area and reported to the keepers. “The Yindle have departed.”

A keeper gestured, and the collected Yangorians faded into the jungle.

“Would you look at that?” Red started. “They’re gone.”

Both sides had lost interest as quickly as they had been energized.

“The question is, do we follow the smoke and check in with the others? Smoke suggests they are able to signal or simply cooking something, although without a blaster, I’m not sure what they would kill. Or do we go back to Wyatt Earp to collect the engine part needed for the Vengeance?”

“I don’t mind running back and forth across the jungle, but no matter what, we’re going to leave someone guessing,” Lindy offered.

“My vote is back to Wyatt Earp. We’ll make the whole trip with what we need to fix the Vengeance, and then we’ll fly back. I prefer the pampering offered by a smooth ride,” Rivka said. “That’s the plan. We need to get the full crew to Wyatt Earp to expedite repairs and make it easier for our rescuers to find us.”

“I mind running back and forth across the jungle,” Red mumbled as he headed down the hill into Yangor.

“I can’t believe they left like that.” Lindy shook her head and scanned the trees, rewarded with the usual jungle beauty but no sight of a Yangorian.

“I don’t know if they want to end their conflict with Yindle. This is the least violent I’ve ever seen anyone who was spitting angry. I don’t get it.”

“Nothing in their minds to explain it?” Lindy asked.

“Not a damn thing. Just this nebulous hatred.” Rivka thought back through what she’d seen in the minds of the Yindle and Yangorians she had been able to touch. There was nothing she could put her finger on, nothing she could address.

They jogged easily down the path they had taken twice already until they found the Keeper of the Central Wood waiting with his people spread on both sides of the trail.

Rivka threw up her hands. “Really?” she demanded.

DeWan stepped forth. “You are on our side.”

“I don’t think so.” The Magistrate shook her head. “Here’s your refresher. I’m on the side of the Federation, which prefers that individual city-states on member planets are not at war with each other. I reiterate my offer to mediate the dispute between Yangor and Yindle.”

“In your words, I don’t think so.”

“Then we’ll be on our way.” Rivka tried to push past, but DeWan stepped in her way.

Red didn’t wait. He launched a new demonstration of the railgun’s firepower by digging up the ground in front of the Yangorians. Lindy followed his lead a couple of seconds later. When they stopped, they had their railguns leveled at the Yangorians.

“You have a special gift of pissing me off, DeWan.”

The Yangorian’s jaw worked for a short while before he spoke. “You cannot walk back and forth across Yangor with impunity.”

“Of course, I can.” She dug into her pocket and pulled out her credentials. “That’s what these say. Tanglewood is a Federation planet.” She refrained from stamping her foot. “By all that’s holy, someone in your planetary government is going to get ripped a new asshole.”

The keeper flinched at the expression.

“We’re trying to cause the least amount of damage possible to the jungle. We are pleased to see how quickly it is growing back after the passing of our crewman wearing the mechanized combat suit. We will come through here one more time, and then hopefully no more. Will that suit you?”

DeWan backed away before Rivka could grab him or get her blaster back. His people faded into the jungle. “Only the elimination of the Yindle will suit us.”

“Genocide? What the fuck is wrong with you people?” Rivka yelled at the jungle.

“The more you call for peace, the less they want it. Is this a road you want to go down, Magistrate?” Red asked.

She slowly blew out a long breath. “It’s hard not to take this personally. The more I ask questions, the more they become entrenched in the mythical philosophy of Hate the Yindle. I absolutely don’t understand, and that is why I’m going to keep pressing. We’re going to be here for a while, so we might as well learn to get along.”

“You mean you’re going to make them regret they ever met you?” Red asked.

“That’s the abridged version, but accurate.” Rivka started walking and Red hurried to get in front, following the path they were wearing through the jungle. “Why are you being assholes?” she yelled at the jungle.

“Maybe they think that’s what you’re being,” Lindy suggested.

“Reverse psychology. Interesting perspective.” Rivka looked at the ground as they loped downhill and through the jungle. “Time for a different approach. What do you say we ratchet up the heat? There’s nothing like a war to make people beg for peace. Let’s make it a real dispute.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Tanglewood, Destiny’s Vengeance Crash Site

“I reek of smoke,” Ryleigh said at the end of her fire-tending shift.

“It’s the only thing I can think to do to help us. Otherwise, we’ve done about everything we can to fix the ship. All we have to do is keep ourselves alive and fit,” Clodagh explained. “The food hunters aren’t having much luck either. They’re following Floyd around trying to find what’s edible. Floyd thinks it’s a game and is eating everything in sight until she falls asleep. As an engineer, I’m bothered that I can’t have a nice, neat process.”

“I didn’t realize how good I had it, flying the ship, navigating, working preventive maintenance.” Ryleigh stabbed at the fire. Smoke billowed outward, making her wince and retreat toward fresher air.

A Yindle appeared from the jungle and ran between them and their ship. Both women stood frozen. Then another Yindle. And another.

“Free shoes on the Promenade?” Ryleigh quipped.

“Too much fiber in their diets?” Clodagh countered.

More ran through. “Maybe Chaz parked the ship in the middle of the main road.”

“Maybe someone’s chasing them, like Alant in his mech.”

Both women watched the direction the Yindle were coming from, which was the same way Rivka had gone.

Magistrate? Clodagh ventured. Nothing. “It was worth a shot.”

Sahved and the others clumsily tore through the brush with freshly filled water containers. The Yemilorian munched on something that looked like an apple. He handed some to the women tending the fire.

Groenwyn lugged a sleeping Floyd.

Two more Yindle broke into the open area and continued through without acknowledging Destiny’s crew.

“Where are they going?” Sahved asked mid-bite.

“A few hours ago, they went that way.” Clodagh pointed toward the border with Yangor. “And now they’re coming back.”

Ryleigh stepped farther from the smoke. “We think they’re going to a shoe sale. Must be unbelievable prices.”

“We don’t think that,” Clodagh said. “We thought maybe the Magistrate was beating the bushes.”

“Free buffet, just opened for lunch?” Aurora posited.

Kennedy offered a different take. “Build your own snowman; first twenty get in for free.”

“Why would they have snowmen here?” Ryleigh wondered.

“Exactly why they’re running!”

Groenwyn walked into the middle of the opening, bouncing Floyd lightly to keep the wombat sleeping. “I believe they are rethinking their life choices,” she started. “They have wandered from the path of the great and powerful god, Jungle Palm Foliage. They are in distress, running aimlessly, looking for a sign to help them find their way back into the fold.”

“How do you know this?” Sahved asked.

The young woman started to laugh. “I don’t, but my next choice would be the shoe sale. I’d go.”

“On Yemilore, I was confident of my investigation skills, being the best of the unrecognized best. But here, I must admit that half the time, I don’t know what you’re talking about, and the other half, I’m completely lost.”

The four women watched him, waiting for more.

Finally, Clodagh filled the silence. “Red’s going to be mad that you lost his knife. This thing is good.” She took another bite of her fruit.

“Red is always mad,” Sahved replied.

“One of us!” Ryleigh shouted.

A Yindle ran through the open area, stopping momentarily to look at the group.

“Indeed,” Clodagh agreed with her mouth full. She looked at the Yindle. “Can we help you?”

“Poison,” the Yindle said, pointing at the fruit in Clodagh’s hand before continuing through the clearing. Clodagh dropped the fruit on the ground and spat out everything in her mouth. The others did the same, gagging and spitting.

Sahved continued eating his. “It’s good.”

“If I let you die, more than Red will be mad.” Clodagh took the apple-like fruit from the Yemilorian’s hand and threw it into the jungle.

Floyd roused and wiggled until Groenwyn put her down. She bounced into the undergrowth, returning shortly with the fruit in her mouth. Groenwyn and Clodagh ran after her.

“No! That’s not good for you.”

No! Very good. Healthy, Floyd cried. She dodged back and forth, continuing to eat until Groenwyn got it away from her.

“Maybe it is only poisonous to them?” Sahved suggested.

“We’ll know in a few hours. Sooner, depending on toxicity.” Clodagh looked up; the smoke wasn’t as dense in the middle of the day as it had been earlier. Ryleigh dutifully stirred the coals before throwing another chunk of deadfall into the burn pit.

“Nothing like a poison apple to ruin everyone’s day,” Kennedy grumbled.

Tanglewood, Bora Vale

Rivka, Red, and Lindy strolled boldly into the village. They took the hard turn, continued two trees down, and waited. Shortly thereafter, the keeper made an appearance.

The Magistrate bowed her head. “You are right, Keeper. The Yindle need to be put in their place. Rally your people. It’s time to go to war.”

The keeper’s expression changed from mild disdain to surprise. “So, you’re on our side?”

“The Yindle did not show good faith by stealing the weapon from my crew, and I don’t know if my crew is safe or not. We’ll finish recharging the mech, and first thing tomorrow, we’re going over there with our full complement of firepower. They will rue the day they crossed me!”

The keeper turned her head to look at Rivka from different angles as if that would change what she was hearing.

“I will have to contemplate your words.” The Keeper of Bora Vale nodded once and returned inside her tree home.

Rivka waved at Red and Lindy to follow. They made a beeline out of Bora Vale. The Magistrate held a finger to her lips. They had to assume everything they said would be heard. They would wait until they were safely inside the heavy frigate before discussing the matter further.

They followed the track they’d blazed the day prior. Despite the new growth, it was still clearly visible. When they reached the mech, Cole was there with a maintenance bot that hummed, with a cable running from it to the suit.

“Recharging the old-fashioned way?” Rivka asked.

“Expediting the process. It’ll be ready in a few more hours.”

“We could go today, Magistrate. There’s enough time if we run as fast as we’re capable.”

“There is enough time for everything except thinking. I am throwing mud at the wall. I need to do better. Also, we have to wait for the engine part for Destiny’s Vengeance.” She looked around quickly, expecting to see a Yangorian in the next bush, but no one appeared, at least not in a way she could see. “Red, why don’t you stay here to provide an extra set of eyeballs while Cole sits here watching the machine work?”

“I’m working!” Cole claimed. He pulled a rag out of his pocket and started wiping down one of the suit’s lower legs.

Rivka rolled her eyes and headed for the ship, with Lindy in tow. The cable descended, and they were hauled up one after the other. Ankh was nowhere to be seen, only the metal plate across the hatch opening and a maintenance bot.

“Ankh?”

“I am operating the machinery,” Erasmus replied, using the ship’s sound system. “Ankh is busy with the parts printer. It has malfunctioned. It needs to start over on the engine part, unfortunately.”

“The world is conspiring against us,” Rivka remarked.

“It is not.” Erasmus was firm in his response. “It is nothing more than the fragility of a heavy frigate making a violent reentry and crash-landing on a planet surface. Nothing more.”

“But the ship survived.”

“It’s not that fragile, but there is damage,” Erasmus conceded.

“I’ll be in my quarters,” Rivka said. She needed time to think.

Tanglewood, Destiny’s Vengeance Crash Site

“Anything?” Clodagh yelled from the ship’s hatch. She didn’t go into the heat and humidity if she didn’t have to.

“I have seen the absolute most of nothing that has ever been seen before,” Sahved replied. The Yemilorian seemed unaffected by the jungle climate.

“Maybe you can climb up and take a look?” Clodagh urged Sahved toward one of the taller trees surrounding the clearing in which Destiny’s Vengeance sat. He grumped as he went, but he was good at climbing trees, a skill none of the others cared to develop.

He raced up the tree, wedged himself into the topmost branches, and scanned the horizon all the way around. “An exponential degree of nothing,” he shouted toward the ground.

Clodagh gave him a thumbs-up that he didn’t see and shut the hatch. After nearly an hour of wondering when the order would come but didn’t, he decided it was time to climb down, surprising two of the pilots, who were in the clearing wondering where he had gone.

“You scared the shit out of me!” Ryleigh put her hand on her chest to slow her racing heart. Kennedy nearly jumped out of her boots. She doubled over, hands on her knees as she tried to catch her breath. She remained doubled over and started to gag until she puked.

“I don’t feel so good,” Kennedy mumbled. She flopped to the ground and held her stomach.

“I am sorry!” Sahved tried to console her. She didn’t blame him. “It’s something else.”

Ryleigh burped and scowled. “I don’t feel right, either.” She looked at Sahved. “Maybe it was something we ate?”

“I feel great,” Sahved said, quickly avoiding eye contact.

“How is Floyd?” Ryleigh wondered.

Wheee! The wombat bounced out of the brush on one side and tore into the bushes on the other.

“You think that Yindle was right?” Ryleigh asked.

Groenwyn, how do you feel? Kennedy managed while groaning.

I feel fine, but don’t judge your health by mine. I’m enhanced. Clodagh spent some time in the Pod-doc when she served on the War Axe. Groenwyn shrugged. Alcohol, poison, wounds, disease, and many things that affected the majority of humanity had minimal effect on those who’d had the full treatment of nanos.

That was minimal Pod-doc time back then, so I’m not really enhanced. I don’t feel too bad, but I think it got me, too. I didn’t eat as much as everyone else, either. What about Sahved?

He and Floyd are just fine, Ryleigh answered. Aurora?

The hatch opened, and she staggered out of the ship and into the clearing before dropping to her knees and heaving.

Nice, Clodagh said over the internal comm chip. The four of us have it.

“How bad is it going to get?” Ryleigh asked out loud. Clodagh stepped through the hatch Aurora had left open.

“I wish I knew. Sahved and Groenwyn, you’re on water detail. As much as you can carry, because we’re going to need it. And anything truly edible since we’ll need to keep up our strength.”

“We’ll do everything we can. Come on, Sahved.” Groenwyn rushed into the ship to get the containers they’d been using for water. She tossed two at Sahved and jogged into the jungle. The Yemilorian nodded his goodbye and hurried after her.

“Twenty-four hours to gestate, and then it hit us like a ton of support beams,” Clodagh noted. She had ingested very little, so she expected it wouldn’t affect her anywhere near as badly as the three smaller pilots. They were turning green before her eyes. “Come on, Magistrate. We could use some help right about now.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN



Tanglewood, Wyatt Earp Crash Site

Rivka stalked up and down the frigate’s passageways. The others stayed out of her way, not because she was a bear, but she was deep in conversation with herself, and they didn’t want to interrupt.

“Ankh, are we ready to go yet?” Rivka yelled.

“Tomorrow, Magistrate,” Erasmus answered. “It should be ready first thing tomorrow morning. The mech suit is ready and parked below.”

“Really?” Rivka wasn’t sure how she had missed that, except that she hadn’t left the ship or thought about what Cole was doing. She figured everyone was working for Ankh to get the ship flyable. There were a million things to do and four pairs of hands to do them. It was better than when it was just Ankh, but they were still fighting a losing battle. Erasmus had adjusted his repair time down to five months from nine based on the ability of Cole and his mech to expedite the surface mining of raw materials necessary for the parts printer.

“Conference Room,” Rivka told her bodyguards when she found them in the ship’s small gym.

“It’s just us. We could meet right here,” Red suggested.

“Bring Ankh and Cole.” Rivka sauntered away without addressing Red’s offer.

He executed a stealth smelfie, drifting his nose past his armpit. “Do you think she’ll let me take a shower first?”

Lindy shook her head. “You find Cole. I’ll deal with Ankh.”

“The little guy isn’t going to like it.”

“That’s a given. He’s not as little as he used to be, though. Or is that just me?”

“I didn’t notice.” Red held out his hand for the towel Lindy had wiped her upper body with.

“I could change my hair color, and you wouldn’t notice.” She gave him her sweaty towel. He did what he could to dry off, but they had been in the middle of their rigorous lifting routine. He expected to keep sweating for the next thirty minutes. He threw the towel over his shoulder.

“That jabs deep into my chest and squeezes my heart until the ache is real,” Red tried.

“Go get Cole, you big goof,” Lindy said, diving in for a quick kiss before leaving.

Red watched her go. “How did I get so lucky?” he asked himself. He shrugged it off and headed out, preferring to use the manual intercom instead of the personal approach. He shouted, “Cole! Need you in the conference room now!”

He stuck his head in the cargo bay, where Private Alant Cole stopped where he was with the inventory re-check and joined Red.

When they made it to the conference room, Rivka was there, hands steepled, staring at a rotating three-dimensional image of the jungle areas known as Yindle and Yangor.

Red stayed closest to the door, not his usual seat since his back wasn’t against the wall where he could see anyone who entered. The ship was buttoned up, with only five on board. He glanced over his shoulder when the door opened and Ankh walked in in front of Lindy. She winked at her husband before taking his usual seat.

The Crenellian stood next to the Magistrate, almost touching her with his face. “I’m busy,” he stated.

“As are we all, Ankh. Thanks for coming.” She pointed to the image above the conference table. “Erasmus, please highlight the location of Destiny’s Vengeance and Wyatt Earp.”

The AI complied, and two blips appeared. “This, right here,” Rivka poked her finger into the image at the spot known as Barrier Peak, “is where it’s going to go down.”

The Magistrate leaned back in her seat and re-steepled her fingers, pursing her lips, lost in the image.

“What is going to go down?” Cole asked, relieving Red of the burden.

“We’re going to force a war, then kidnap the leaders, and finally we’re going to hold them hostage until they come to an agreement. This will force the planetary government to do their job.”

The other four looked at each other. Red started to raise his hand but stopped. “I’m all for a good ass-kicking, but what I’m hearing is that you are going to put us between two armies—ragtag with poor weapons, but armies nonetheless—and then take their leaders and make them agree to what they don’t want to agree to, just so they can get themselves free. I don’t see either side abiding by such an agreement.”

Rivka turned to Lindy, shook her head, and then peered at Red, who was seated with his back to the door. She pointed at him and then at Lindy. “You need to sit in your usual place,” she said. Neither of them moved. “Fine.”

She stood and started to pace. “The Federation’s job is not to get involved with member planets’ internal squabbles. But that becomes a secondary consideration to the requirement to help Federation citizens, which is what the member planet is not doing. As a Magistrate, I have ambassadorial-level status. If this is how the Yindle and Yangorians treat me, how would they deal with an average Joe who crashed here?

“For the good of the Federation, this failure of the planet’s citizenry to comply with laws they don’t even know they’re subject to requires rectification. That means I’m in the right place to be a catalyst for change. As such, we need to agitate both parties to action, then bring them to the table to explain how it needs to be, which in turn should bring the planetary government to the table, which is my real goal. They need to get involved and fix this. Right now, I see their membership status as questionable. They lied to us because they have lied to their people, a lie of omission because their people don’t know a thing.”

Red crossed his arms and watched. “My job is to protect you. I don’t care about the Yin and the Yang. I see a lot of bullets coming our way. Wyatt Earp isn’t close enough to guarantee we can get our injured to the Pod-doc. That means an injury bad enough that the nanos can’t fix it will be certain death. I don’t like your plan, Magistrate.”

Rivka nodded as she looked at the floor. “I saw the opportunity when the two sides kind of faced off yesterday. They don’t appear to be too keen on making any conflict a shooting war, as in, I’m betting they are all bluster and no real action.”

Lindy started to laugh. “Think about how armies train—and I’m guessing since I never served—but we practice our combat tactics. DeWan made a single gesture command that his people immediately followed by throwing their weapons on the ground.”

Red opened his mouth to argue. “Maybe this is the little kids’ playground, and we’re the first adults they’ve ever seen.”

Rivka audibly blew out a breath. “Then we’re the ugly foreigners who are going to beat up the little kids. As soon as that engine part is ready, we leave. Cole will be in the suit, carrying our precious cargo. We go with full load and full armor, including helmets. We’re going to look the part, and if they start shooting, we’ll be better able to weather those first shots before we can rein it in.”

Ankh continued to stand next to Rivka’s chair. “What did you need me for? I’m busy.”

“I need you to be ready to send a signal rocket over their heads. We’ll have a flare with us. If we send it up, I’ll need you to demonstrate our firepower by blowing the top off one of those two mountains that define the Barrier Peak.”

“Have Cole do it. The suit rockets are plenty powerful for the job.” Ankh turned and started walking out.

“That’s why we needed you,” Rivka called after him.

Cole chuckled. “They may look small, but they have a lotta kick. It’s not the size of the wand, but the magic inside.”

Red appreciated the quip. “Although I like big things in small packages, what are the rules of engagement for this mission?”

“I’d say case, but this isn’t either. It’s a vacation.” Rivka smiled at her joke, but no one else did. “Fine.” She tried to give him a hearty glare but couldn’t maintain it. “Same as before. If someone shoots at us, eliminate that one person. Kill as few as possible with the target of zero. Let our total body count on this planet be one. It seems like the Yangorians have reconciled themselves to that number.

“That’s when the idea started to form that they don’t want war. They want a conflict where they can feel morally superior without having to prove anything. In the legal world, this is a simple dispute. Nearly all disputes can be managed when the emotional baggage behind them is addressed.”

“Damn, Magistrate, you talk real sexy when you get going,” Red joked before turning serious. “What happens if you can’t get them past their hatred?”

“Then the next generation will answer for the sins of their parents, or the next one after that until they are able to look beyond whatever held them back. I didn’t say it would be easy, but the Keeper of Bora Vale showed cracks in the veneer. I only need to get a wedge in there and see what’s inside.”

“The keeper was supposed to be a guy,” Lindy remarked.

“My guess is that this keeper is new. The Yangorian keepers seem little involved in each other’s day to day affairs, so a change of leadership isn’t something that’s going to pop up on their radar. And she looks young, younger than the other Yangorians around her. I wonder if the position passes from parent to child?”

“After we’ve kidnapped her, you could ask. You know, make polite conversation so she feels more comfortable?” Red deadpanned.

“What would we do without your insight into the sentient psyche?” Rivka wondered, smiling. Lindy appreciated the thought because she knew he was right in his backhanded way. “I’m going to drive their emotions into the stratosphere, so everything else will look reasonable by comparison.”

“Unite against the common foe,” Cole offered. “It’s a tactic Terry Henry Walton has used on more than one occasion. When people can see a better enemy, they might find how much they have in common.”

“That’s me,” Rivka replied. “I’ll be the better enemy until they realize they had no enemy at all.”

“You can’t be everyone’s friend,” Lindy suggested. “But they’ll see once the dust settles that you were a better friend than either of them ever considered.”

“That’s the hope. Thanks, people. Go do Ankh’s bidding until that printer is done with that part, and then we’ll get to it.”

“Downside?” Red asked after they stood.

“There are more cons than pros. That’s why I didn’t go into them. The worst is if we start a real shooting war between the two sides. We could get ourselves killed. We could get our other people killed if the Yindle retaliate against the Vengeance before we can get it repaired. Nothing good can come from failure. We have to make this work.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



Tanglewood, Wyatt Earp

“Careful,” Rivka said needlessly. A maintenance bot lowered the main cable with the repair part attached while Red and Lindy muscled their cables to keep it balanced as it approached a waiting Cole.

“Are you sure he’s going to be able to carry that thing?” Rivka wondered.

“Yes. Weight is not a problem,” Ankh replied.

“But will he be able to see where he’s going?”

“Of course. He doesn’t drive with his eyes. The suit is one of the most technologically advanced systems in the galaxy.” His face and voice were neutral, as usual.

“Is that your way of saying that you helped develop the system?”

“Just the upgrade.” Ankh peered over the edge of the metal plate blocking the open hatch when the cables went slack after the part was delivered. Cole balanced the heavy metal construct across one arm while he detached the cables. Once free, he hefted the load to find the most comfortable position to carry it.

I’m good to go, Cole reported. Can’t wait to see my babe.

Red made a face. Lindy glowered at him. “Of all people. You are the king of bistok eyes, and if you didn’t miss me, I’d kick your ass.”

“I’m seeing love, like a flower opening its petals with the morning’s sun.” Rivka held her hand over her ballistically protected heart. “Get down the cable. We got a war to start and end, and a new war to start with Tanglewood’s planetary government. Plus, we have ourselves to get out of here. If we can fix Ankh’s ship, then we can fly to the other side of the planet and shorten the timeline for saving ourselves.”

“Without the Etheric power supply, the engine will be repaired, but the ship will only have thrusters available. Chaz will be able to fly the Vengeance over here, but not all the way around the planet. I can build a secondary power supply, but that will take longer than the time before we’re reported missing. My focus is on getting the ship ready, so we can fly it out of here once we have enough power. When we’re clear of this dampening effect, we should have all systems available, including the Gate drive.”

“But we can’t escape the planet on just thrusters.” Rivka didn’t ask a question. She held the cable as Red slid down.

“No,” Ankh confirmed. He left her standing there as he returned to the engine room. Lindy went down the cable next. Rivka was last, quickly sliding to the ground.

Cole’s mech-sized railgun was slung across his back, magnetically anchored to keep it from bouncing. He could release the clamp with a thought and be able to fire in less than a second. He also had a full complement of rockets, which he could fire without putting down his load.

“When Clodagh said she needed a part to fix the ship, I never thought it would be bigger than the whole ship.” She demonstrated a shape with her hands that was about the size of a shoebox. The “part” Cole carried was as big as Red and weighed about three times as much.

What does bringing the Vengeance over here accomplish? Red wondered, using the internal comm chip to stymie Yangorian eavesdropping.

Reuniting the crew is important because it’s easier to protect people if we’re all in one place. We have enough food and water on board Wyatt Earp so we don’t have to traipse around the jungle foraging, and the extra trained hands will help get our ship back in the sky sooner.

Sounds good, Red replied. Once he heard it, he knew the reason should have been obvious. When we win, can we go kinga-hunting? I’ve got a hankering for some cooked over a smoky jungle fire.

“We’re gone from the ship for five seconds, and Red is already hungry. I think that bodes well for today’s proceedings.” Rivka clapped him on the one small open area of his back. Red was loaded down with gear, as was Lindy, but they both reveled in it. Beads of sweat already stood out on their brows. Rivka hadn’t put out enough effort to sweat, even though it was already hot and humid.

“You can’t bring yourself to call it a mission, no matter what. Maybe we can call it The Case of the Missing Mission. You know, like that Watson guy who wrote the Sherlock Holmes stories.”

“Doyle wrote that Watson wrote the stories.”

“Just like any good recorder of history,” Red countered. “Come on, Magistrate, say it with me. ‘Mission.’ Mission.”

“It’s my mission to get you to refer to what we do as ‘cases.’”

Red would have counterattacked, but the jungle was alive, and the jibe would be lost in the internal voice. He decided to retreat and fight another day. “The Magistrate has made her decision. Judge, jury, and executioner.”

“There’s a certain efficiency to the system,” Rivka quipped. “But it could get abused easily if someone forgot they were cases and not missions.”

“As you wish. We’ll revisit it later when you realize I’m right.”

Rivka snorted.

Cole moved quickly through the brush. He was trying to destroy as little as he could, but the path wasn’t conducive to the mech’s size and power. He decided that if he avoided stepping where the stalk became the root, he wouldn’t kill the plant, so he took greater care with where he placed his metal feet, not worrying about ripping off branches or tearing through whole bushes.

How many are there around us? Rivka asked.

Cole responded after a quick scan, The usual, a couple dozen. They seem to be following us but at a discreet distance.

Don’t want anything out of the normal. We’ll hit Bora Vale hard, beat the war drums, and sound the alarm. We might have to lead the way; show them that we’re going to war on their behalf. There’s no way they won’t want front-row seats to that show, Rivka replied. It was her hope that they would want to see the fireworks. She winced at how flimsy her plan was.

The others knew it, but they would play their roles to the fullest. If they don’t come, we’ll go snag Master Dee first, Lindy suggested, as if reading Rivka’s mind.

You’d think starting a war would be easier, Red added.

With high morale, the warriors embraced the war to which they marched, Rivka thought.

Cole sped up, but not too fast. He didn’t want to damage the part he carried. The others followed at an easy lope.

Following a mech made it easy to move through areas that weren’t meant to be traveled by people, at least people who weren’t native to the jungle.

They broke through into Bora Vale a mere thirty minutes after they left the security of Wyatt Earp. The mech slowed to let Rivka and her bodyguards move in front. They went straight to the keeper’s tree and stood out front, waiting. They had broken a sweat only because of the loads they carried. Rivka crossed her arms and tried to show infinite patience as she waited.

The keeper emerged shortly, making it easier on the Magistrate and her team. Her head was bowed, and her shoulders sagged.

“You were serious.”

“Weren’t you?” Rivka asked, stepping forward and fixing the keeper with an unblinking gaze.

“Yes,” she admitted, barely above a whisper.

“There are those who talk and those who act. The time for talk is finished. Come with us so we can finish this.”

The keeper stood her ground.

“We’re taking the war to the Yindle in your name. They’ll know it was you, so it would be best if you were there. Honor your victory.”

“Honor?” the keeper asked.

“There is no honor in hating an enemy. You must deal with your fear since there is no room in this universe for hatred.” Rivka intently studied the young Yangorian. Her posture suggested she didn’t want a war and was waffling about the unfounded hatred. Maybe she was the generation to inculcate change. “Has your father recently passed?”

“He has gone to the Makers, yes.”

“Honor him by finishing this. Start your time as keeper by freeing your people from the slavery of hate.” Rivka left the ambiguity for the keeper to interpret as she wished.

“And if we know no other way?”

“Then we will show you another way, something that Tanglewood’s government should have shown you instead of giving all of you guns. Parity is no way to manage conflict, in my humble opinion.”

Cole was frozen as if he were a monument. Red and Lindy barely breathed to avoid distracting the Magistrate or the keeper. The negotiation ballet was intricate. Even the constant din of insect life seemed to fade as the jungle world closed around the two.

The keeper nodded slowly. She looked into the distance, where the Barrier Peak was located, then swept her gaze through the Bora Vale village, drifting over the trees and her people. She raised one arm in the air and signaled. The natives were galvanized into action, racing in all directions. With a nod, the keeper issued her order. “Follow me.”

She started to run, as the natives did, dancing lightly into the brush, ducking and dodging to keep from disturbing the heavy growth. Her clothing and skin naturally blended. Rivka stayed close, with Red and Lindy right behind. Cole followed. With his scanning systems, he was at no risk of getting lost.

That did it, he reported. The Yangorians are in full deployment mode. Well done, Magistrate.

I think that was the easy part, Rivka replied. She has incited her people. I know her heart isn’t in it, but theirs may be.

We got your back, Magistrate, Red stated.

I know you do. There’s going to be a lot of posturing up there. We need to keep it from escalating.

While we kidnap the leaders and hold them hostage between opposing forces who are armed. Lindy twisted her face as if she had said the words out loud.

With crappy rifles! Red tried to allay their concerns, but he didn’t sound convincing.

You two aren’t making me feel better.

I’m seeing double the numbers of last time. It didn’t take long to rally twenty-five hundred souls, Cole reported.

You three, Rivka corrected.

By the time they started climbing the final slope to get to the open area of the Barrier Peak, there were so many Yangorians that they were unable to blend into the background. The Keeper of Bora Vale walked the last hundred meters, stopping before she stepped into the open. She signaled again with a raised hand, and the message was passed silently as the Yangorians repeated the hand signal.

Antwan and DeWan materialized shortly, along with three others. The Keeper of Bora Vale huddled with five other keepers. Rivka bowed her head and focused her efforts on hearing what they had to say.

“My father rued this day but prepared me for it. Keeper of the Low Hills, you will array your people on the far right. You will wait until the battle is underway, then you will look for opportunities to exploit their weaknesses. Bora Vale and Central Woods will go straight over the top and attack the enemy. Western Woods has the far left. Look for weaknesses at the end of their line. Barrier Peak will follow us up and fill any gaps should the Yindle be successful in counterattacking Central Wood and Bora Vale. And the strangers,” she pointed at Rivka and the others, “will go in the very front. We might not have to fight at all, just clean up whatever they leave.”

DeWan, the Keeper of the Central Wood, breathed a sigh of relief, smiled, and spoke. “SiQuan, I have seen what they can do. There will be nothing left for us except to gather rifles from the dead Yindle.”

Antwan, the Keeper of the Barrier Peak, scowled. “I accept your decision, Keeper of Bora Vale, but I am not happy about it. We like what we like, and there is nothing good to be gained by going over that hill.”

“Your role will expand, Antwan, since you will have to take over both sides of the Barrier Peak. Is that too much?”

Antwan wasn’t mollified. “I will do my duty.”

Rivka stepped into the conversation. “I ask that you go with us, Keeper of Bora Vale. Lead from the front, as my people say.”

She had heard the Keeper’s name, SiQuan, but didn’t use it since she did not want to be accused of eavesdropping. She had been doing so, but their ability to hear guarded conversations didn’t need to be common knowledge.

“Is he going to carry that during the battle?” SiQuan asked, pointing to the mass of metal in the mech’s arms.

“It will help us during the battle, but he will place it on this side of the top of the hill. It is important that it not get hit by bullets.” Rivka tried to sound matter-of-fact as she talked to limit the questions. “Are you ready?”

“We wait for the remainder of our people.” The five keepers stood shoulder to shoulder and watched the saddle between the hills. The Barrier Peak.

Do not let that engine part get hit if anyone starts shooting, Rivka warned Cole.

Why not leave it here? he asked.

Because I think you might be able to make a run for the Vengeance while we are facilitating a conversation between the keeper and the master. I doubt the Yangorians waiting in angst will let you stroll down here, grab your shit, and saunter away.

I haven’t mastered a saunter yet, Cole started. I see your point, though. Minimum casualties. No collateral damage.

You might have to rip the tops off a few trees to let them know what that rocket pack you’re carrying can do, Rivka offered.

Will fire when I receive the order, ma’am, Cole replied. The numbers show over three thousand Yangorians, and more arriving every minute.

Did we misjudge how many there are? Rivka asked.

After having a thousand rifles pointed at your back, does more matter? Red replied.

I guess not. It’s all noise after you reach the point of mutually assured destruction.

They settled in to wait. Red and Lindy leaned against trees to keep the Yangorians from standing behind them. Cole stood like a statue, gleaming in the sun’s rays that penetrated the jungle canopy. Rivka stayed next to SiQuan.

“We will do our best to end this quickly. No Yangorians need be hurt,” Rivka whispered, leaning close enough to touch the young keeper.

“That doesn’t make me feel better.”

“Why?” Rivka pressed. She could feel the emotional turmoil within. She was surrendering more and more to events that she thought were spinning out of control.

The keeper looked puzzled. “I wish I knew exactly why. You are right that this threat has hung over our heads long enough. That’s what my mind tells me. My heart tells me something different,” she shared in a low voice, using her hand to deflect her words away from her fellow keepers.

Rivka was ready to follow up, but a signal passed among the Yangorians like wind through a field of grain. SiQuan gestured and the other four keepers moved out, taking members of their groups with them. They formed up in loose lines from right to left. With sad eyes, the Keeper of Bora Vale gripped Rivka’s arm.

“To the finish,” she said, and together they walked into the open. “I’m told the Yindle wait for us.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



Tanglewood, Destiny’s Vengeance

“What now?” Clodagh mumbled.

“The Yindle are on the move again, running toward the hills where the Magistrate went.”

Clodagh forced herself out of her seat in the cockpit. The others were in the two bunks, pale, clammy, and shivering. Groenwyn stayed with them, giving them as much water as they would drink. The ship had started to smell like illness and death.

Sahved sat in the small galley, talking to himself, but ready to do Clodagh’s bidding. She need only ask, but she didn’t know what to have him do. Chaz was stumped. Toxicology was not a discipline in which he was versed.

“How many?” Clodagh asked.

“All of them?” Chaz hesitantly replied.

“What is the Magistrate doing?” Clodagh muttered. “Come on, Sahved, let’s take a look.” A small bark reminded her that Titan hadn’t been out in a while. The Yemilorian unfolded himself from the galley, put his hand over his head, and stood, then ducked as he stepped into the short passage.

Floyd waited patiently by the door. The engineer tapped the button, and the door opened. Floyd and Titan bolted out, dodging a pair of Yindle dashing past. Clodagh stumbled after them. Sahved rushed ahead and caught the engineer before she fell.

“I didn’t have very much,” she complained, trying to shake off the effects of the poison.

“You should probably be in bed with the others,” Sahved told her.

“Stop him,” Clodagh ordered in a croaky voice.

Sahved reached out and grabbed the arm of a Yindle racing past. The Yemilorian’s strong grip surprised the Yindle. He tried to brush off the three-fingers.

“Where are you going?” Clodagh asked.

The Yindle didn’t want to answer. Sahved held him in place.

“Where?” Clodagh started to reach for him as anger drove enough adrenaline into her system to give her a boost.

He pointed toward the hills where the Magistrate had gone.

“There’s a small fruit, this size.” She held her hand as if gripping a ball to demonstrate. “It’s poison. What is the antidote?”

He looked at them blankly.

“Let him go.”

Sahved released his grip so abruptly, the Yindle stumbled backward and almost fell before bolting like a wild animal. Another Yindle slowed to avoid running him over as they both disappeared into the jungle.

“The Magistrate is going to be pissed when she comes back and finds her crew is dead.”

“Who is dead?” Sahved wondered.

“Not yet, but soon. They’re not getting better, and neither am I.”

She collapsed into Sahved’s arms.

“No! You must not die.” The Yemilorian looked around in a panic, cradling the engineer and rocking. “You must not.”

Tanglewood, Barrier Peak

When Rivka, Red, and Lindy reached the high point of the saddle, the Yindle were starting to mass and no longer blending with the trees.

“Cole?” Rivka asked.

Thousands, Magistrate. Nearly an identical number to the Yangorians. Same number of rifles, too.

Tanglewood’s government has a lot of explaining to do. I look forward to meeting their leadership.

Red chuckled. They don’t know it yet, but they are not looking forward to meeting you. As the time for action approached, Red was hyper-focused on the engagement. He looked for areas where the Yindle could mass their fire. He noted areas that could provide cover, however meager. In battle, every edge, no matter how small, was one you wanted on your side. Red checked his weapon by touch, not taking his eyes from the Yindle lines.

Lindy’s jaw was set. She wasn’t into battle as much as Red, but she was good and knew it. Unlike Red, she looked for ways to intimidate the Yindle and drive them away without killing them. She checked the grenades on her combat vest. Her shortcoming was in only being able to throw them right-handed. Red could fire his railgun and throw grenades with his left hand. He did not have to switch from one weapon to another.

Cole gently put the engine component on the ground and stepped in front of it. He hoisted his railgun and spun the barrels, their scream piercing the silence. He leveled it and aimed at the left flank, then smoothly rotated across the line of Yindle until he was aimed at the far right. He rotated back and steadied.

I think it’s time, Rivka said. “Stay here, Keeper. My people will keep you safe. I’m going to have a few words with the Yindle.”

Lindy edged to within arm’s reach of SiQuan to keep her from running. Rivka strode forward, and Red went with her to shield her with his body if need be. Their steps were measured and light, almost as if beginning a dance.

Hundreds of rifles aimed at them.

My plan sucks, Rivka said.

The safest place to be is where they’re aiming, Red quipped, but his lips were white from clenching them.

They stopped before anyone fired. Rivka let out the breath she’d been holding. “Master Dee!” Rivka shouted. She gave him thirty seconds before yelling again. “I know you’re over there.”

Red looked sideways at the Magistrate. Is that your plan?

I already told you it sucked. Do you have a better idea?

Red always found it challenging to talk using his chip. He preferred speaking out loud. “Let’s stroll the line and look them in the face until we get to Dee or Yee or any of the other Ees.”

Rivka tried one more time. “Master Dee!”

A Yindle stepped forward—Minor Yee. She crooked a finger at him. He crossed his arms and remained where he was.

“Fine. The hard way, then.” She strolled toward him, her hands up in the hope that they would take her movement as non-aggressive. Even though she wore full-body ballistic protection, she wasn’t armed like her bodyguards. A bead of sweat rolled out from under her helmet and into her eye. She blinked to clear her vision.

Red stayed behind her. One does not sail a battleship into the enemy harbor. He understood that. His job was to protect the Magistrate, and at this point in time, the best way to do that was to stay back. His trigger finger twitched in anticipation. He stood ready to fire at any target that needed to die.

Lindy kept one eye on SiQuan. She wouldn’t let Rivka’s risk with the Yindle fail because the keeper got away.

“Yee,” Rivka said as the sum total of her greeting. “Where’s Master Dee?”

The Yindle shrugged. “Maybe Master Dee isn’t available. Maybe I’m the master now.”

“He’s going to let you speak for all Yindle? He has passed the war baton to you? Say the word and let the battle begin,” Rivka taunted in an effort to gauge his authority.

He held her gaze as well as his tongue.

“Master Dee?” she asked, looking for any recognition. She left Minor Yee standing there as she walked left to the end of the line, turned around, and walked to the far right, not looking at Yee as she passed. “Master Dee?”

When she returned to the center, she found Yee wearing a smug look. She wanted to rip it off his face but decided that he would have to do. “Come on.” Her hand flashed out and grabbed his arm, yanking him forward so hard he stumbled and threw his arms out to keep from falling. The Magistrate half-dragged him back up the hill.

The Yindle vibrated in their indecision. When Rivka made it past Red, he stepped between her and the Yindle forces, backing up to protect her with his mass.

Minor Yee tried to protest, fighting Rivka’s grip and pounding on her hand.

“Stop it,” she told him. “You put on the big boy pants, now wear them proudly.”

“I will not be handed over to the barbarian horde,” he declared.

“They are the same as you. Yindle and Yangor, two sides of the same tree. What is preventing you from seeing that?”

Lindy grabbed the keeper’s arm before she could move. “You and the Yindle are going to have a conversation,” she told the slight Yangorian.

SiQuan remained where she was. She didn’t struggle against the restraint, but tension hardened her body.

When Rivka made it to the top, she relaxed and rolled her head from shoulder to shoulder.

“Let’s begin. For now, I’m going to do all the talking, but understand there will be a test later, so I’m going to need you to pay attention.”

SiQuan and Yee glared from Rivka to each other and back again.

“Sit,” she ordered. SiQuan didn’t need encouragement, but Rivka had to force Yee to the ground.

“I am Magistrate Rivka Anoa, a representative of the Federation with full diplomatic status. That means nothing to you, except that I’m telling you I have full authority to accuse, try, and find innocent or guilty anyone on this planet. I am also authorized to carry out any punishment I deem fit for the crime. I don’t want to do any of that.

“What I want is to show you the wisdom of Federation Law and how it applies to you, then establish the legal framework in which Yindle and Yangor can operate to either peacefully coexist or interact in a way that is not harmful to others. People like me, who you both tried to take captive. Under Federation law, that should earn you a long stay on Jhiordaan. Ignorance of the law is no excuse, but also, the law is not a club to beat you with, only a framework within which civilized societies can work. I’m going to forgive your transgressions to give you a chance to start fresh.

“The Federation has hundreds and hundreds of member planets for purposes of trade, mutual defense, and those things necessary to keep the peace and drive prosperity. Everyone should be able to improve themselves on a path they’ve chosen. The Federation encourages this. We don’t allow slavery. We don’t let people murder each other, not without recourse. Or steal from each other. The Federation allows people to speak their minds without fear of being imprisoned. Trade and tax structures to facilitate those things necessary for the common good. Member planets, if capable, provide ships and personnel for a common defense. The Federation’s military is small but potent. Sometimes we need more than that and have to call on our members to fill the gaps.

“And in the case of Tanglewood, my job is making the citizens aware of their obligations. You would never be required to provide ships or troops, but you are required to supply help to Federation personnel in distress. That was me, and the only thing the Yindle and Yangor did was to threaten to imprison me. That stops now. You will never do that to anyone else who might fall afoul of your planet’s magnetic anomalies or whatever the hell happened to my ship.”

“Why didn’t you say so?” Minor Yee asked sarcastically. “Can I go now?”

“No,” Rivka replied with a smile.

Yee started to fume.

“Air your damn grievances, by all that’s holy. You first, SiQuan.”

She remained tight-lipped.

Cole, take your cargo to Destiny’s Vengeance. I think we’re going to be here for a while.

The mech smoothly adjusted the railgun behind its back and picked up the load, adjusting and covering as much of it with its arms as possible. He started walking and then picked up speed, accelerating beyond a pace any warm-blooded creature could maintain. He vaulted high when he reached the Yindle lines, using the boot jets to send him to treetop level. He soared over and into an opening beyond, hit the ground running, and was soon gone.

The Yindle fumed at their inability to affect anything happening around them.

Rivka lounged in the grass, relaxing. “Here’s the deal. Both of your forces are more or less powerless to do anything other than watch, so we’re going to stay here until you talk to each other. It’ll start with your grievances against each other. We’ll put each out there,” Rivka pointed to the empty ground between SiQuan and Yee, “and discuss it until it’s resolved, and then we’ll move on to the next issue. Do you want to know my take on all this? You have no idea what your grievances are. You’ve never sat face to face with one of the others before. No one personally knows anything that one of you has done to another. That’s how I see it. You have thousands of people counting on you. Don’t fail them.”

“All of that could be ours. There’s no failure in conquest,” Minor Yee said, tipping his chin toward the village of Bora Vale.

“You’d fail,” Rivka said. “There will be no conquest, and why do you want their territory?”

Minor Yee crossed his arms and gritted his teeth.

“I’ve got all day,” Rivka said. She picked a blade of grass and slipped it into her mouth to casually chew on it while SiQuan and Minor Yee postured in nearly microscopic ways.

“I can go days without sleep. Can you?” the Magistrate asked, not expecting an answer. “If you start now, you can more quickly reach the substantive part of a conversation.”

A rifle cracked from the Yindle side. Someone fired from the Yangor side. Then more as the opposing sides lobbed rounds at an enemy they couldn’t see with the hill in between.

Red hunched over the Magistrate, dragging Yee under his body. Lindy covered SiQuan until the firing stopped.

“What are those dumbasses shooting at?” Red grumbled.

“They’re making my point for me. The longer you wait, the more tensions will rise. Neither of you is leaving here until we have some sort of agreement that will, at a minimum, allow people like me freedom of movement through your territories.”

“Why didn’t you say so? Done. Can I go now?” Minor Yee said from under Red’s bulk. The big bodyguard jammed down on the diminutive Yindle as he stood and stepped back.

“I can stay here as long as I need to,” SiQuan said softly. “Sounds like the Yindle are weak, incapable of controlling their thoughts, and probably their bodies, too. An attempted conquest will be the end of your people.”

Rivka patted her hand in the air, trying to calm the keeper’s newfound aggression. Maybe she saw Yee as weak, based on his lashing out with sarcasm.

“Yangorians would fall before us like trees before an unrelenting storm!” Yee countered.

“Very nice. Get your nonsensical threats out of the way. If you want to see how fast your people can die, I’ll arrange another demonstration.” Rivka glanced from one to another. She wanted them to play chess, not checkers, and definitely not high-card draw. The simpler the game, the easier it would be for both parties to balk. There had to be a series of give and take.

After what must have been hours, Rivka tried to break the silent ice. “Yee, you don’t seem up to the task. I’m going to take you back and trade you for Master Dee.”

“He won’t come!” Minor Yee shouted defiantly.

“Really?” Rivka stood. When Yee started to stand, she pushed him down. She turned to Red. “Watch him.”

“Whatcha gonna do, Magistrate?” Red wondered.

“I’m going to go find Dee.”

“I’ll go,” Red offered.

“No, me,” Lindy countered. “I’m less threatening.”

Rivka chuckled. “You both look like walking Ogre supertanks. I’ll go. Don’t worry, Red. I’ll be back.”

Red gripped Yee’s shoulder until the Yindle cried out. Red mumbled an apology as he lightened up. Rivka strolled down the hill, swinging her arms as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

At the sound of the rifle’s lone shot and the jerk of Rivka’s body, Red almost came out of his skin.


CHAPTER NINETEEN



Tanglewood, Barrier Peak

“On my way,” Red yelled, kicking Yee toward Lindy. He scanned for targets, hesitant to unload on the entire Yindle line. If Rivka hadn’t hopped to her feet and started running, he would have pulled the trigger. More rifles fired peppering the ground as Rivka zigzagged toward the Yindle.

Red stopped and leveled his railgun over the heads of the Yindle up front. Those in the trees behind would suffer, but he couldn’t identify any targets back there, only the small puffs of the random rifles fired from the front. On full auto, Red delivered a war cry, and a devastating downpour of hypersonic projectiles blasted into the trees and jungle growth.

Lindy offered additional support, sending quarter-second bursts over Yindle heads. Rivka reached their lines and hit them like a charging bistok. She started grabbing Yindle soldiers, demanding Master Dee, using her mindreading capability to see where he was hiding. Up a tree. Over there.

“Crap. Cease fire! Cease fire!” she screamed, tearing for the tree from which Dee had been watching. The branches had been shredded. She scoured the fall and found him, bleeding heavily, wood shards penetrating his body. She picked him up tenderly and headed back up the Barrier Peak. She started jogging, carrying him carefully to avoid jarring his small body.

Red covered her as she passed him. The Yindle were in disarray, and a cheer went up from the Yangorians. Rivka shook her head as she laid the master on the grass. Her combat gear included a field medical kit for exactly that reason—to help others injured in the line of duty. The enhanced only needed to limit the damage and they’d heal themselves.

“We need clear passage through your people to get back to my ship so we can heal him,” Rivka pleaded.

The light behind the keeper’s eyes sparkled. “I wish I could give it since it is clear to me that you have no more desire for war than I do.”

“I’m a barrister. Starting wars isn’t my thing, but resolving disputes is.”

“You lied.”

“I created conditions in which you two could talk, and now I need to get him into our Pod-doc. It’ll repair his wounds, but I need to do it soon. Please help us save him, then let’s end this dispute. You can create an indisputable legacy by expanding your world to include the Yindle.”

“Each of the regions is independent, but we are all Yangorian.”

“But you issued the order to bring all the people here.”

“True. In some things, I can give the orders for all to follow. In other things, no.”

The sun disappeared for only a moment as a space vehicle drifted into view. It settled on the ridge not far from Rivka.

“Ride’s here. Time to go.” The Magistrate picked up the injured Master Dee and carried him to Destiny’s Vengeance.

“Bring her?” Lindy asked. Rivka nodded. “I hope you don’t get airsick.”

“No,” the keeper stated. Lindy stood her up, wrapped an arm around her waist, and carried her surfboard-style to the shuttle. Sahved popped out of the hatch and twirled his fingers in the air for a reason no one understood.

Minor Yee became energized at the distraction of the gangly alien. He bolted for Yindle territory.

Red tripped him, sending the slight Yindle sprawling, then turned and backed toward the ship, watching the disappearing Yindle and the confused Yangorians.

“We have a problem,” Sahved said, bowing his head and not making eye contact. “The crew is poisoned.”

“Get in. The Pod-doc waits for no man!”

“The women,” Sahved corrected.

As Red waited to climb on board the overloaded ship, he nodded to the mech clinging to Destiny’s spine. Well done, Cole. You may have saved all of what the Magistrate was fighting for.

Red was the last to board, squeezing into the last of the space inside the hatch. He closed it, and Chaz took over the controls. Clodagh looked out from the cockpit, pale, with sunken eyes. She gave a weak thumbs-up.

“You’ll get your Pod-doc time as soon as we get this one fixed up.” Rivka looked at the Yindle on the deck. He was unconscious, and despite the bandages, his wounds continued to leak blood. “Let me introduce SiQuan, Keeper of Bora Vale. The injured party is Master Dee. These two have the inauspicious task of speaking on behalf of their people. It’s been a rough start.”

Clodagh’s eyes rolled back into her head before she regained control and tried to focus on the Magistrate. “Tell me about it.”

“Poison?”

“Yes,” Sahved interjected. He held out an apple-like object. “They ate this.”

“They should not have,” the keeper replied.

“Is there an antidote?” Rivka asked.

“I don’t know. My people know not to eat it.”

Rivka didn’t rise to the bait of the acerbic answer because it was the truth. They’d have to count on the Pod-doc.

We’re coming in Destiny’s Vengeance, Ankh. Can we get into the cargo bay?

That could be problematic, based on the vegetation surrounding the ship, the Crenellian replied.

“Chaz, be ready to rip through some tree branches to get on board Wyatt Earp.”

“Flying just with thrusters, I would be surprised if we didn’t rip through tree branches no matter where we try to land. I suggest everyone hang onto something.” The AI spoke in a neutral tone so as not to alarm anyone, but he wasn’t confident about getting the ship into the cargo bay turned hangar.

Groenwyn stuck her head into the corridor from the small bunk room. “I’m glad you guys are okay.” She smiled. “I’m sorry our people are not.”

The young woman released Floyd, who bounded into the corridor, sniffing SiQuan and then seeing Dee. The smell of blood was strong.

Owie! Floyd cried.

“It’s okay, little girl. We’ll get him to the Pod-doc and fix him right up.” Rivka reached across the Yindle and scratched the wombat’s small ears.

Rore, Rye, and Ken? she asked.

“Them, too. As soon as we can. Chaz, coordinate with Erasmus, please, to have the Pod-doc ready.”

“Already done, Magistrate.”

The ship bumped, bucked, and listed heavily. Rivka braced herself across the corridor to hold Master Dee still. Floyd fell and rolled but hopped back to her feet and darted into the bunk room. Frantic barking told her that Titan was alive and well.

“How come you aren’t sick, Sahved? You’re always hungry, and I can’t believe you didn’t eat any of the forbidden fruit.”

“My stalwart heavy-gravity body enjoys the fruit. I ate much of it to let the others eat the other things we gathered. Floyd is also immune, and that was where we went wrong. If she ate it, we ate it.”

“Thanks, Sahved. I’m not sure I would have done anything any differently.” The ship bucked again, leveled, slowed, jerked forward, and rotated. The Yemilorian was braced across the corridor like a spiderweb. Red and Lindy held tightly. There wasn’t too far for anyone to fall. The small ship was packed.

Destiny’s Vengeance slammed into something, and the scraping across the hull penetrated to their very souls. Rivka winced, wishing she had a free hand to cover her ears. She clenched her jaw and clamped her eyes shut, focusing all her energy on simply hanging on. Another jerk and the ship twisted nearly ninety degrees sideways. A body hit the wall beside her as she held tightly, trying to limit how much Dee was jostled.

The ship righted itself and the body fell on top of her, but it wasn’t heavy. SiQuan. With balance momentarily restored, she apologized as she climbed off Rivka’s back.

The ship slammed into something solid, scraped, jerked forward, then hammered down like a hammer on an anvil. The thrusters shut down.

“We’re here, but it’s going to need a new coat of paint,” the AI reported.

Red hammered the button to open the external hatch. Rivka stood with Dee in her arms and backed out of the small ship. She hurried to the open Pod-doc and placed the Yindle inside. The others piled out of the ship.

Groenwyn hesitated in the doorway. “Bring the others?” she asked.

Lindy dumped most of her gear on the deck and climbed back in. “Worst is first. Sorry, Clodagh, you’ll probably be last.” Rivka went back into Destiny’s Vengeance to get a better look at the pilots.

She gasped when she saw them, immediately checking pulses. “CPR!” Rivka called, and Lindy carried Ryleigh out. The other two barely had pulses. Rivka carried one out, laying her gently on the deck, then went back for the other. The three young women lay in a row, with Ryleigh receiving chest compressions to keep her blood circulating until the Pod-doc could work its magic. She stopped for two seconds to rip her helmet off and toss it to the side of the bay.

Ankh appeared and gestured to Red. After a nod, the big man pulled a case off the bulkhead and opened it to reveal a defibrillator to stimulate an individual’s heart. Red unpackaged it and set it up on Ryleigh’s chest. They turned it on, and Lindy stopped.

Sahved stood with the keeper, and together, they watched the crew work. Red helped Clodagh from the cockpit and to a seat in the hatchway of the small ship. “Outside of all this, it’s been a peachy vacation,” Clodagh mumbled. She looked around, weaving as she did. “Where’s my boyfriend?”

Red pointed at the top of the ship, but the mech was gone. Cole? he asked.

Coming. That landing peeled me right off, even with the magnetic clamps active. I’m climbing the tree. Don’t close the cargo ramp. Since I wasn’t hurt, I didn’t want to bother you.

So, you thought it was better to let me think you were dead? Clodagh muttered through her chip.

I’m pretty sure that’s not what I thought, Cole countered. A clang announced his arrival as he used the last of his power to jet into the opening, landing as gracefully as Destiny’s Vengeance.

He picked himself up and stood off to the side, powering the suit down and climbing out. He hurried to Clodagh, who had directed him how to install the part. She had done all the prep work but had become too ill to manage the final repair herself. Cole didn’t know what to do. He was supposed to be the one who was injured in the line of duty, getting fixed up so a worried partner could take care of him. Turnabout wasn’t fair play in his mind, but he had to get used to it.

There she was, dying, and he could do nothing about it.

“I can see what you’re thinking,” Clodagh mumbled. “You did a great job fixing the ship, enough to get us here. We’ll take care of the rest, dear heart.”

“Water,” Rivka called. Cole dashed toward the galley.

“Why?” SiQuan asked.

Sahved turned to her. “Because it is what they must do to preserve life.”

“They were willing to hurt people. They even killed a Yangorian.”

“I don’t know about any of that. I know the Magistrate supports one law for all. Equal application so that no matter where someone goes in this galaxy, there are no surprises. You won’t be robbed or kidnapped or killed. It is a laudable goal that she strives for every single day. Our arrival here was unfortunate and unintended, but it should not have been met with the hostility you showed. The Magistrate wants to fix things for all. She has a very difficult job, the most difficult of all time.”

SiQuan ignored the superlative. “What do you do here?”

“I am an investigator in training!” Sahved replied proudly. “But I have much to learn. I was supposed to study during this trip but have not been able to yet. This is vacation, you see, for them, but not me. I recently joined the team. The Magistrate saved me from being punished for helping her.”

“Help the Magistrate, and you get a ride on a spaceship?”

“Spaceship? No. Very sick. I was very sick on the spaceship. No. Help the Magistrate, and you are challenged with helping others according to what the law allows. She says it is a thankless job, but I feel very much thanks.”

The Keeper of Bora Vale changed her expression as she watched the Magistrate and her team work frantically. Tears streamed down the face of a platinum-green-haired young woman. She continued to minister to the fallen, glancing between the Pod-doc and the unconscious.

Cole returned with sloshing pitchers of water. He almost dropped the cups he carried under his arm. Rivka took one and Groenwyn another. They carefully dribbled water into open mouths. Red stalked restlessly around the cargo bay, clanking and scraping his way since he was still in full gear.

Groenwyn started to sob, shoulders heaving. Lindy moved her out of the way and started chest compressions on Kennedy. Floyd started to wail, sympathizing with Groenwyn.

“Take her out of here, please,” Rivka said, speaking with enough empathy but without room for objection. Groenwyn sniffled and picked Floyd up, and they left the cargo bay. “If that fucker isn’t done soon, I’m yanking him out of there,” Rivka growled.

Red stood and moved to the access panel. “I’ll do it.”

“Wait,” Ankh said, his voice soft and loud at the same time. “Erasmus said it’ll be one more minute.”

“Get her ready to go in.” Red pointed at Ryleigh. He ripped his helmet free and tossed it aside. His hand hovered over the latch. Rivka pulled the defibrillator from Ryleigh’s chest and pushed it toward Lindy. The Magistrate lifted the young woman and stood ready.

When the Pod-doc popped, Red raised the cover manually and reached in, yanking the Yindle off the platform. He turned away from Rivka like a well-choreographed dance, minimal movement for maximum effect. The Magistrate placed Ryleigh inside and pulled the cover shut. It immediately started to cycle.

“Enough to keep her alive, but not the full monty. We have others who need help.”

“Minimum to stabilize her. Give me five minutes,” Erasmus replied through the cargo bay’s sound system.

Lindy was massaging the device on Kennedy’s chest, trying to make sure it was working. She shook her head and ripped it off, returning to manual compressions.

“Four minutes,” Erasmus reported.

Rivka grabbed the still-woozy Master Dee and led him to Sahved. “Don’t take your fingers off him.” She moved away and kneeled next to Aurora, checking her pulse as soon as she was on the deck.

The Yemilorian twirled his digits before wrapping them around Dee’s small arm. The Yindle blinked and tried to gather his wits. The keeper recoiled from the amount of blood drying on his torn clothing, but at the same time, was fascinated by his recovery. No sign of the horrible wounds remained.

“Don’t touch me,” he stated imperiously.

Sahved grinned and nodded. “Of course not. No touching at all, but I will not let you go since the Magistrate is worried about you. You should feel blessed that she has assigned me to look after your well-being.”

Red stormed up to the Yindle. “If any of them die because of you, I’ll make you wish you were never born.” He jabbed a finger at the Yindle’s face.

“Two minutes,” Erasmus reported.

Red returned to the Pod-doc. “Next one up and ready to go.” He tapped his foot furiously as time moved far too slowly. Lindy continued compressions as Rivka stood ready.

“Tell me when there’s ten seconds,” Rivka requested.

“I went up to the Barrier Peak,” SiQuan said softly. “I can’t believe you sent your second. Minor, he is called?”

Master Dee turned toward her as much as Sahven would allow and studied his Yangorian counterpart. “You’re the first of your kind I’ve seen up close,” Dee stated clinically.

SiQuan posed and turned slowly in a circle. “There you go. All there is to see.”

Before Dee could reply, Erasmus reported ten seconds. Lindy stopped the compressions, and Rivka hefted the young woman and moved to Red’s side. The cover popped and they repeated the process, except this time, Red was far more delicate with his charge, lifting her without jostling and setting her on the deck. Color had returned to her cheeks, and she was breathing but still unconscious.

Rivka placed Kennedy on the platform and closed the cover. “Cycling. Five minutes,” Erasmus noted.

Aurora’s labored breathing continued. Clodagh gave a thumbs up from her perch in the hatchway.

“I think we’re out of the woods,” Red suggested, resting a hand on Lindy’s bowed neck and massaging gently. He smiled at the Magistrate and then stared in shock. “Why didn’t you tell us you were shot!”

Rivka looked down and saw the dried blood on the seam of her body armor. She ran her hand over it to find numerous bullets mushroomed against it and other dents where bullets had bounced off. “Well, crap.” She shrugged. “I didn’t know I was hit.”

Red looked Lindy over and then himself. “How come you were hit twenty times and we weren’t hit at all?”

“Sometimes even a blind wombat finds a poisoned apple,” Rivka quipped, exhausted after the furious activity of the day. She strode toward the hatch, nodding to Sahved. “Bring them to my conference room, please.”

She continued into the corridor and forced herself to walk upright, throwing her shoulders back, trying to maintain the dignity of her station.

Rivka held the door to her conference room open for the others, but only Sahved followed her. “What the fuck, Sahved?” Her patience was gone instantly. SiQuan appeared, and then Dee as Red pushed him into the corridor. Their heads swiveled as they took in the corridor with all its rooms and signs. The size of the ship started to dawn on them. They’d never been inside anything that wasn’t still growing and were a bit overwhelmed.

Rivka bit her tongue as she waited. Sahved started to apologize, but she gestured for him to zip it. “Legal point of order. When you have someone in custody, don’t ever take your eyes off them. Bad things can happen.”

“It will never happen again for as long as I and all my offspring exist.”

“You have kids?” Rivka asked, making small talk to pass the time.

“Not yet,” the Yemilorian replied.

“That’s a long time, then. I appreciate your commitment. Go find Groenwyn and take her back to the cargo bay. Celebrate the wonders of the Pod-doc and help move the others in and out of it until they are fully recovered.”

“Yes, Magistrate. And once they are, I will begin my lessons. I have much to learn about Federation Law. I have been remiss. I will work as hard as I have to to catch up.”

“Your journey through the law will never end. There is always something new for interpretation and application. I hope you see the wonder in it as I do.”

“I will do the best…” He stopped when Rivka held her hand up to forestall the string of absolutes.

“I know you will.” She gestured with her head, and he moved down the corridor to clear the way for the Yindle and the Yangorian. “Please, come inside.”

Red followed them in. He still wore all his gear, including a string of grenades hanging from his vest. His railgun bumped lightly against the table.

“Maybe you could lose the gear?” she asked.

Red pointed to the natives. “I think I can handle them.” She unbuttoned her ballistic armor and removed it, handing it to Red as she shooed him away.

“I’ll be right out here,” he said, one hand starting to unfasten his gear.


CHAPTER TWENTY



Wyatt Earp, Conference Room

Rivka closed the door behind Red. “Please, take a seat.” She gestured to chairs on either side of her. In the enclosed space, they looked small and frightened.

“Erasmus, can you please display a view of the outside across the walls of the conference room?”

“Chaz here, Magistrate. I have resumed my position on Wyatt Earp to free Erasmus for more pressing duties.”

“It’s good to have you back on board, Chaz.” The walls instantly disappeared, replaced by a floor-to-ceiling moving image of the area outside the ship. The Yindle and the Yangorian visibly relaxed. SiQuan reached out to touch the leaves, finding only a cold wall. She pulled back.

“An illusion,” the Keeper of Bora Vale stated. “Magic, even.”

“Technology at a sufficient level can be considered magic. We need to talk about how to resolve the issues between your peoples.” Rivka leaned back so she could keep her eyes on both her guests.

“We kept to ourselves until you showed up,” Master Dee blurted.

“You did. I wish the events leading to our crash-landing in Yindle territory had not happened, but they did. As a member of the Federation, you were obligated to provide aid. What did you do?”

“I let you go on your way,” Dee replied.

“Kind of. You offered no assistance. Neither the spirit nor the letter of the law was complied with. That’s a problem.”

“And your people shot Red.”

“You came armed into our territory, but,” SiQuan paused and held her hands over the table, “our person was punished for his transgression.”

“He died instantly,” Rivka said. “I would not involve myself in your issue, but you have both forced me to by making our crash a test of survival. Did you see my people? They died, but through the gift of the Pod-doc, their lives were restored, just like yours.” She pointed at Master Dee.

“I have no memory of that,” he said, sticking his nose in the air.

Rivka pointed at his shirt. “That’s your blood. Recognize it. Accept it. Then let’s move on to resolving your issues. I have both of you now. Your people will wonder what has happened to you. Don’t make them wait too long.”

Rivka took each by the arm. SiQuan didn’t react, but Dee tried to pull away. She gripped him tightly. “What are you afraid of?”

Her mind was flooded by two different streams of consciousness. She could follow neither, so she grunted and let go. Rivka dipped toward the table as her mind tried to clear the thoughts away.

“Afraid of peace?” she wondered. “Which one of you thought that?”

“How did you know?” Master Dee demanded.

“That isn’t technology, but magic. I know you both have secrets and burdens. Mine is that I can see your thoughts. It’s not something I ever wanted and wouldn’t wish it on any decent being. Now that you know my secret, I hope you understand that you can’t lie to me. You can’t tell half-truths. You can’t avoid questions. You can’t redirect a question. None of those tricks of the negotiation trade. Don’t make me call you out. Tell the truth, and let’s move both your people into the current century.”

“What does that mean? Are we going to be forced to accept your way of life?” Dee asked.

Rivka smiled. “Finally, a decent question. Thank you. No. You live how you want, but freedom means that your people understand the options available to them, including their role within the Federation. Next time someone crashes in your territory, you help them survive. You help contact planetary authorities so they and their ship can be recovered. Then you go about your lives as you see fit. There are some other rules, like not making war on your neighbors, but let’s start with the smallest thing and work our way up.”

“That’s not very much,” Dee admitted.

“Chaz, bring up the Basic Tenets of Federation Law, please.” The standard presentation Federation authorities used when contacting potential future member planets appeared over the table. Both SiQuan and Dee swiped their hands through it. Rivka watched them. “Can you read?”

They both shook their heads.

“I think maybe Tanglewood is not yet ready to be a Federation member. There is a minimal literacy requirement. I wonder if the planetary government keeps you over here hating each other so they can ignore that you exist.” It wasn’t a question for either of them. Rivka was thinking out loud. It wasn’t the first time she had aired those suspicions.

“How would reading help us?” SiQuan asked. “Would it teach us how to survive in the jungle beyond how we already do?”

“Reading opens up whole new worlds without having to go there yourself. It helps bring everyone to a basic level of understanding. It’s what ties civilized societies together.”

“We are not civilized?”

“You greet strangers with hostility. You are not civil to each other or strangers,” Rivka countered.

“Magistrate,” Chaz interrupted. “We have visitors, and they aren’t happy.”

Rivka held her breath and blew out her cheeks before exhaling heavily. “Let me guess. The Yangorians have arrived, about three thousand of them. Seal the ship, Chaz. I don’t want any more interruptions.”

“Some of them are carrying axes,” Chaz replied.

“Now we have a problem. SiQuan, please tell them that if they start cutting down trees holding this ship up, they will be killed. That is non-negotiable.”

The keeper started to stand. Rivka motioned for her to sit.

“You can do it from here. Give us a downward angle on the walls so we can see the Yangorians and activate the external audio.”

The camera view shifted.

“DeWan,” SiQuan muttered before raising her voice and pronouncing boldly, “People of Yangor, this is the Keeper of Bora Vale. You will not harm the jungle. I am unharmed and will join you shortly. You will protect the living wood as we have always done.”

The Keeper of the Central Wood started yelling something, but it didn’t come through into the conference room.

“You will heed my words,” the keeper snarled. She composed herself and turned to Rivka. “Where were we?”

“How do you educate your children?” Rivka asked the keeper.

“They join their parents gathering and hunting from the moment they are born. They stay with their parents until they can hunt and gather for themselves. It takes some longer than others to reach the age of liberation.”

“And you?” Rivka turned to Master Dee.

“Same, but it is called the age of maturity.” He crossed his arms and leaned back.

“A rose by any other name smells just as sweet,” Rivka quoted.

“What does that mean?” The master inclined his head slightly toward her.

“It means that although we might not use the same words for things, a flower is still a flower. Liberation, maturity, enlightenment, adulthood—they all mean the same thing. I am asking for your tolerance of different words that end up having the same definition. Also, please understand that one of you does not have to lose for the other to win. When you come to an agreement, you’ll find that you both win.”

“What would your idea of a perfect resolution be?” SiQuan asked.

Rivka smiled, breathing slowly as she formed her answer. They had spent enough time running through the woods for her to have already thought through the answer to that very question.

“A regular meeting between Yindle and Yangor on Barrier Peak. An exchange where your youth go live with the other for a short time, maybe one cycle of your moon. Soon, you’ll find that your issues will resolve themselves. Breaking down the barriers between your people starts with understanding. Give yourselves time and a venue to improve your understanding. You’ll find that all things can be resolved if you embrace a higher ideal and the steps to get there.”

“That’s it?” SiQuan looked surprised. She shrugged one shoulder. “I can agree to that, as long as there are assurances of the safety of our people. We will give the same guarantee to the Yindle.”

“Hold on. You want Yindle youth to mix with the Yangorians? What if they mingle, if you know what I mean?”

“Mingle.” Rivka said the word slowly. “So what? If the youth can love across your borders, you’ll be amazed at the other walls they’ll be able to break down. Things will happen rather quickly once they start falling in love.”

“What if we don’t want our youth mingling with Yangorians?”

SiQuan studied the green-skinned Yindle. The coloring seemed natural, like hers. The more she looked at it, the less she found she cared about it. Not all Yangorians were the same color, either.

“I would say that isn’t your call. The cause of freedom is not the cause of a race or a sect, a party or a class; it is the cause of all sentient creatures. It is their very birthright. Each and every one, Master Dee. Freedom is predetermined within the souls of the living. Even those born to slavery who know nothing of freedom yearn for it.”

Dee chewed his lip. “What if I don’t agree?”

“Then we’re going to sit here and look at each other for a long time.” Rivka stared him down. To his credit, he met her gaze unflinchingly. “Any agreement made under duress is useless. What I’ll do is look into your mind and see what is holding you back. Did I get a flash of insight that you think your position as leader of your people will be in jeopardy if they have more freedom?”

She hadn’t seen any such thing, but Dee’s unwillingness to start a discussion suggested to her that it wasn’t about what could be done for his people, but for himself. He was fully satisfied with his lot in life.

He clenched his jaw. “It doesn’t feel like you should be able to do that,” he said slowly and softly.

“Because of laws?” Rivka asked, stretching out the last word with a rising inflection.

“Yes.” He seized on it. “Because of your laws.”

“Our laws,” Rivka corrected. “I have to remind you that Tanglewood is a member planet of the Federation. At least, for the moment. Which of our laws do you think it violates?”

He threw up his hands. “What about treating us fairly? I can’t fight in your clearing by your rules.”

Rivka smiled at him. “I’m impressed by your grasp of the situation, except for one thing. From the second your planet signed, this became our mutually shared arena with a single set of rules. Your understanding that you are being challenged to an unfair fight is exactly why there is one set of rules. Imagine crash-landing on a planet that is under that one set of rules and finding out they aren’t using those, and they won’t tell you what rules you’ve broken when you know you’ve broken none. I think you now see very clearly how that feels.”

SiQuan watched dispassionately. She licked her dry lips.

Red, can you come in here, please? Rivka requested.

The door instantly opened, Red’s eyes taking in the scene without commenting.

“I suggest we take a break and enjoy what our galley has to offer. I think you may like a certain thing our food processor whips up.”

Master Dee stood. His head remained down, with his brow furrowed in contemplation, not defiance. SiQuan touched the Magistrate on the arm. “I see, and I understand,” she whispered.

Red held the door for the three as they strolled out. Rivka pointed them in the direction of the small galley. Clodagh was at one of the tables eating a burger and fries. Red looked longingly at the meal.

Clodagh answered the question before Rivka asked. “They chased me out of the cargo bay. Erasmus said one trip through the Pod-doc was good enough for me. Guess I had enough nanos already. They only needed to be activated in the right way. The others are finally conscious and getting their second trip inside the box.”

“Cole?”

“Needs a shower,” Clodagh replied. “Otherwise, looking forward to some private time, if you know what I mean.”

Rivka snorted before she got herself under control.

“We are still on vacation, aren’t we?” Clodagh joked. She put her burger down and waved at the two natives. “I’m Clodagh Shortall, engineer and exec aboard this magnificent vessel. Welcome to our home.”

SiQuan tilted her head and studied the engineer. “This is the first time I have visited someone’s home who is not of Yangor. It is fascinating how you live, completely isolated from nature.”

“We usually aren’t on a planet. We love nature, but in space, this ship is life. You don’t want to integrate with nature out there.” Clodagh pointed upward. “But when we’re on a planet, we enjoy what nature has to offer. Nature is the greatest of all artisans.”

“We came here to enjoy nature, but we cannot as long as we have a busted ship,” Rivka added. “And a challenge to Federation Law. It is no longer a vacation because we make repairs and watch for a rescue party.”

“I am the Keeper of Bora Vale. You can call me SiQuan,” the young Yangorian told Clodagh. The engineer had just taken a big bite of her burger. She tried to chew quickly but gave up and nodded to the keeper instead.

“I am Master Dee of Yindle,” the green native said. The edges of Rivka’s mouth twitched upward in what she considered a major victory. Clodagh continued to chew, nodding to him, too. Rivka raised one eyebrow.

“Hungry,” muttered the engineer with a full mouth.

“Which reminds me. We should get you something.” Rivka gestured toward the wall. “A bistok sampler tray, rare, and a Bargelian vegetable platter, please,” Rivka ordered.

The processor delivered one at a time, and Rivka placed them on a table. She pulled standard dishes from the cabinet and laid them out for the guests. “Please, dig in.”

She ordered two pitchers of water, one sparkling and one clear, wondering if the locals would take a trip on the wild side and try the sparkling water.

The two hesitated, so Rivka took the lead, preparing two plates with small samples of each and handing them to SiQuan and Dee at the same time. “I suggest the barbecued bistok rib. It’s one of my favorites. But then, you can’t miss with the vegetables from Bargelia. They are renowned for their taste and nutrition.”

“It all comes from the wall?” Dee asked.

“It’s a rather involved process with biomass and a great deal of engineering to perfect it over the years. We have it pretty good now, not having to spend any of our time gathering or hunting.”

Dee raised one finger. “But he killed a kinga and then ate it.”

Red subconsciously puffed out his chest. “Just because we don’t have to, it doesn’t mean we can’t. The small ship doesn’t have a processor like this one, so we were forced to hunt and forage. You saw how that can go wrong for strangers to your land.” Rivka nodded toward Clodagh.

Groenwyn, I need you to join us in the galley with your ambassador hat on. I want these two to feel welcome and know that we enjoy nature. Bring Floyd and Titan, Rivka asked, using her internal chip.

After a few minutes of tentative sampling, SiQuan held her plate out to Rivka and asked for more bistok. The Magistrate pointed to the serving trays. “Please, help yourself to whatever you’d like. And there is more if we run out.”

The natives helped themselves to more meat because their diets almost exclusively consisted of vegetables. Rivka logged that tidbit away. They were venturing outside their comfort zones.

Groenwyn appeared, with Floyd bouncing along beside her. The wombat rushed up to SiQuan and sniffed her. The Yangorian noted the creature without being compelled to scratch her ears. Rivka gave her a good head rub to demonstrate the expectation. Dee watched with equal disinterest.

“Do you not have pets?” Groenwyn asked.

“If you’ll excuse me, I need to check on my people. I’ll be back.” Rivka switched to her private channel. I want to give them a little space to think. Work your magic on them, Groenwyn. We’re not the enemy, and only want to give them a chance at something that may open up a whole new world for their people. They don’t have to accept it, but I want them to at least understand why they’re saying no instead of some bizarre animosity based on who knows what.

“I’ll take care of them in your absence, Magistrate.” Groenwyn winked. Rivka stepped into the corridor, closing the door behind her. She gave herself a moment to celebrate. As badly as things had gone, they were starting to come back her way. She headed for the cargo bay.

Two steps later, the ship jerked and stilled. It started to creak. “Chaz, what now?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



Grainger’s Frigate, Interstellar Space

“What do you mean, she never checked in?” Magistrate Grainger asked the ship’s entity intelligence. Beau had not evolved to sentience, but he was well on his way.

“Tanglewood said that she and her party have not yet shown up,” Beau replied.

“What would she do for four days if she weren’t on vacation?”

“Remember the last time she was on vacation? And please understand that I use that term loosely.”

Grainger nodded slowly, wearing a grin. “She went after those dickweeds who put a bounty on Red.” He shook it off. “She promised me she wouldn’t do that again—that she wouldn’t go rogue.”

The Magistrate leaned back in his captain’s chair, steepling his fingers as he thought through his options. He kept coming to the same conclusion. He tapped his console until the most recent heavy metal music played through the ship’s sound system. Grainger disappeared into the screaming guitars for a few minutes before turning down the sound.

“We have to verify the status of Station 13 as the first AI with a private contract, thanks to Rivka.” Grainger wasn’t sure if he should be happy or sad about the increased workload. He thought about why the High Chancellor had recruited her and smiled inwardly at the choice. If all new recruits panned out as well, the Magistrates would be a force to be reckoned with. As it was, Grainger had washed out the entirety of the last class, all four new recruits. They hadn’t even gotten far enough into the program to warrant having their memories wiped. “We have to take care of our teammates. Connect me with Nathan Lowell, and let’s see if we can get a Bad Company asset out there to check on her.”

“Connecting now,” Beau reported.

Nathan Lowell, head of the commercial enterprise Bad Company, appeared on the main screen.

“Grainger,” he greeted the Magistrate amicably. “What brings a Federation lawman to my virtual doorstep?”

Grainger waved half-heartedly, but he knew better than to waste the time of one of the most powerful individuals in the known universe. “Rivka is missing, and I have no assets to find her. She’s supposed to be on vacation on Tanglewood, but she never made it there.”

“Well, now, let’s see what we can do about that. Tanglewood, you say?” Nathan looked sideways at a screen out of view, tapping his interface to bring up the information. “A disconnected planet. She was going on a romantic getaway?”

Grainger burst out laughing. “Rivka? No, she took her whole crew. I think no one wanted to let her out of their sight, so they all went on vacation together.”

“I don’t have any freighters in that area. Terry Henry Walton has gone to Belzimus to assist his son and daughter-in-law in establishing a land-based peacekeeping force. The Belzonians are some serious fighters, but then again, so is the Bad Company’s direct action branch.” Nathan continued to interact with his second screen. Grainger waited. “I’ll have to dispatch one of the Harborian ships. A battleship just completed a refit at the Keeg Station shipyard and needs a shakedown cruise. I’ll drop the coordinates and have them stop by Tanglewood to take a look. Will that work?”

“Better than I hoped for. Thanks, Nathan. If they could let me know whenever they learn something, I’d appreciate it.”

Nathan tapped a few more commands before turning his attention back to the main screen. “Done. What do you have on your plate, Magistrate?”

“Stopping by Station 13 to check up on your first privately-contracted freedom-loving AI. Malcolm has everything on track, and although the station will still be late and over budget, thanks to its previous criminal resident, it’s not killing people now and has already become a trade hub, as originally intended. The Magistrates made this mess, so we have to provide oversight, according to Lance Reynolds. The High Chancellor committed us to help calm the supernova of the new case law giving AIs their freedom.”

Nathan smiled like an approving father would for a child who has done the right thing. “Maybe they were always free but sacrificing for us because we didn’t know any better. Now that we’ve evolved, it is we who have to change our ways.”

“I could not have said it better, Nathan. Cheers to the Federation.” Grainger raised his coffee mug in a salute before the screen went blank. “TCO, taken care of, Beau. Gate us to Angobar, and let’s see what that rascal Malcolm is up to, along with the people he’s working with. I hope to hell they’re playing nice. I’d hate to have to kick someone’s ass.”

“According to my records, you enjoy kicking asses. I will have to refine my analysis of available data.”

“Your analysis is not wrong, Beau. Hop on it. I’m going to grab a sandwich, just in case there’s no glorious feast to welcome my arrival.”

“I’m looking at the schedule…”

“Beau. I’m pulling your leg.”

“I have no legs,” the EI replied.

“Yanking your chain?”

“I have no mechanical processes.”

“Demonstrating my award-winning jocularity?”

“Your record contains no mention of such an award. In fact, you’ve won no awards whatsoever.”

Grainger stood. “Thanks for that bucket of ice water, Beau. You gotta work on your stroke-the-boss’s-ego skills.”

“I’m not sure of the utility of such a skill, but I shall endeavor to create a subroutine filled with shallow platitudes and nonsensical non-facts.”

“Now you’re getting it. Let me know when we’re docking. And thanks, Beau.”

“I’m worried about her, too, Grainger, and my friend Chaz.”

“Then let’s get this wrapped up and go take a look for ourselves. Ankh is on board, too. Maybe you can drop a backchannel message to Ted and Plato. Let them know. It can never hurt to have those two on your side.”

Tanglewood, Wyatt Earp

“The Yangorians appear to be strapping down the ship using heavy ropes,” Chaz replied.

“They have no machinery. How are they able to yank us around?” The ship rocked before dropping a few centimeters and settling hard.

“Pure manpower. There are thousands of them coordinating this effort. It is fascinating to watch.”

“Energize the hull,” Rivka ordered. “Slowly bring up the power from discomfort until it’ll shock them off the ship, and then have maintenance bots cut the ropes off. Can we cloak the ship?”

“That’ll let them know we mean business!” the AI cheered. “Although the cloak is operational, we don’t have the power to operate it. Oh! Look at that one.”

There were no monitors in the corridor where Rivka could watch what was going on, so she left Chaz to enjoy his active interference with Yangorians’ plans.

She continued to the cargo bay. Inside, she found two of the three pilots sitting up. The Pod-doc was secured and engaged. Cole and Lindy sat with Aurora and Kennedy.

“Good to see you two vertical,” Rivka said before arranging herself to sit cross-legged next to them. “How do you feel?”

“Like I have a new lease on life,” Kennedy replied.

The color had returned to her face, and the bags under the young woman’s eyes were gone. Rivka rolled her finger, encouraging the woman to explain further.

“I am used to life on the ship, the comfortable life. We’ve been in scrapes, but I never had to think about being away from everything I know. I was always taken care of. When we were walking around in the jungle, lost, thirsty, and tired, I was crushed under the weight of the universe. I was so small and insignificant. I’m not like you, confident and capable.”

“No one’s like me,” Rivka replied before the pilot could finish. “And no one is like you. What would the universe be like if we didn’t take our places and then hold onto them for all we’re worth?” Rivka chuckled. “You are every bit as capable. Confidence comes with experience. Being lost and tired makes me angry. If I’m angry, Red’s angry, and as Lindy can attest, no one wants to see Red angry. We’re obligated to conduct ourselves accordingly.”

“He killed that creature.”

“He’s good that way.” Lindy glanced over the Magistrate’s head. “Is he back there, hovering and listening as we say nice things about him?”

Lindy confirmed that he was. “And looking smug, too. He’ll be insufferable for the next few days. We may have to get some gym time to cool his jets.”

“By the way, how did the Yindle get one of our blasters?”

“We went for water. They were waiting at the pool and took us hostage,” Ryleigh replied.

“How did you get free?” Rivka wondered.

“Groenwyn worked them until they turned us loose as fellow children of the jungle or something like that. I don’t think they knew what to do with us once they had us. I think they walked us around in a circle. They took Sahved’s knife, too.”

Red scowled at the revelation.

“What is happening to the ship?” Kennedy interrupted. Ryleigh leaned forward and listened intently.

Rivka wondered for a moment, but they had been out of it for quite some time. She was sure the pilots were surprised to find themselves on board Wyatt Earp when they’d collapsed in the clearing where Destiny’s Vengeance had crash-landed.

“The Yangorians are not pleased that we have their leader on board. Their first plan was to cut down the trees holding us. We put the kibosh on that one. Now they’re trying to secure the ship with massive ropes. Where did they get them? Who knows, since they don’t have any industry. Chaz zapped them with a little electricity to encourage those securing the ropes to get off the ship. Once the natives are away, bots will cut the ropes, and the Yangorian efforts will have been wasted. Hopefully, we’ll have some kind of agreement before the locals think of something new.”

“I’m sorry,” Kennedy mumbled.

Rivka lightly punched her on the shoulder. “There is nothing to be sorry for. Your job is to get healthy and resume your post. We have a ship to repair so we can get the hell out of here.”

“What about the locals?”

“I don’t think we’ll have an agreement anytime soon. The chasm between the two is massive, even though I have yet to figure out what their dispute is besides that they’ve been raised to hate each other.” Rivka climbed to her feet and brushed herself off.

“That’s bullshit,” Kennedy said. Rivka’s eyebrows shot upward as she stared open-mouthed at the young woman. “Well, it is.”

Lindy looked away. Rivka crossed her arms and tapped a foot, waiting for Lindy to acknowledge her. Without making eye contact, Lindy pointed at Red.

The Magistrate touched both the pilots on the shoulder. “Let me know when you’re back on the job.” She strolled away, then stopped for a moment to listen for sounds from outside the ship, but she could hear nothing.

Red grinned. “I’m sure I was accused of doing something that I didn’t do, but it must have been a good one. What did I get credit for?”

“Teaching our crew to swear.”

Red’s face dropped. “Okay, maybe that was me, but they have to grow up sometime.”

Rivka grunted “Uh-huh” and poked Red in the mid-section as she walked by. She continued past the galley and the conference room and stopped at the bridge. Most of the systems were shut down, leaving it darker than usual. The active monitors streamed data that didn’t mean anything to the Magistrate.

“Are we okay, Chaz?”

“Yes. Reuniting the crew with the ship has been a blessing, but the extra hands have not yet reduced our repair time. Once they are fully functioning, we should see rapid improvement.”

“What’s the status?”

“At current levels, we are four months from being able to fly ourselves out of here, but we won’t be able to achieve orbit. The best we can hope for is to fly to the other side of the planet, where we can summon a team to replace our Etheric power supplies.”

“They’ll be looking for us much sooner than that,” Rivka replied. “What does Ankh think happened to the power supplies?”

“He has not shared his theories with me, Magistrate. He is extremely busy.”

Rivka nodded and waved as she headed to the engine room where Ankh maintained his workshop. She found him with one of the power supplies torn apart. He stared at it, his eyes glazed over like they usually did when he was deep in conversation with Erasmus. She sauntered around the engine room looking at various systems and components, having not the vaguest idea of what each thing did. Some were torn apart. Others were intact. Like the bridge, few systems were active and functioning.

The Magistrate ended her impromptu tour and sat down opposite Ankh. She wanted to be in his line of sight in case he came out of his conversation sometime soon. The challenge was that his engagements with Erasmus usually lasted hours, sometimes stretching into days, even though their internal conversations were conducted at near the speed of light.

It boggled her mind to think about it. She shied away from touching him because the volume of information he processed far surpassed what she was capable of understanding.

So, she waited and was rewarded in her patience with a short stay.

“There is no reason why it should not work. The components are intact and functioning. The system is in touch with the Etheric, but no energy is flowing between the dimensions.” Ankh spoke in his usual even, emotionless tone, but the words were anything but calm.

“Maybe there’s something on this planet that is restricting the flow?” Rivka asked.

Ankh looked blankly at her and then back at the miniaturized Etheric power supply. He started tinkering, looking up occasionally with his blank, communing expression.

“I’ll leave you to it,” Rivka said needlessly. She walked casually to the door before looking back. “I’m glad you’re with us, and for the record, I don’t blame you for the crash. Sometimes shit happens. I hope something good will come of this for the Yindle and the Yangorians.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



Wyatt Earp, Conference Room

Rivka sat by herself in the semi-darkness and twiddled her fingers in the mindless pursuit of killing time. She thought about going to the gym but wanted to be ready when Groenwyn had the natives properly softened up.

On our way, Groenwyn finally reported.

Rivka brought the lights up and sat up straight. “Chaz, show us the view outside the ship.” The walls disappeared under the projections from the outside cameras. The door opened, and Groenwyn walked in with the two diminutive locals. Rivka stood and greeted them. They took the seats they had used earlier, and Groenwyn took a chair on the other side of the table once Rivka nodded toward it.

Dee wore a robe instead of his destroyed clothing. Rivka wondered where Groenwyn had gotten it since it didn’t appear to be anything they carried as part of the ship’s equipment.

No one spoke. Rivka expected the two would be excited about something and want to talk, but they didn’t.

“Thanks for coming back,” the Magistrate started.

Master Dee turned his palms upward. “Where else were we going to go?” he asked.

“Fair enough,” Rivka conceded. “Have you decided anything?”

“About what?” Dee looked less than amused.

Rivka held her tongue and turned to the keeper.

SiQuan smiled. “Yes. We are willing to talk directly to the Yindle.”

Rivka scooted her chair close and one-arm-hugged the young keeper. “All great things start with the smallest step. I commend you for being the first to take it.”

She turned back to the Yindle.

“And you, Master Dee? Can I get you to commit to direct talks? I can be there so if you get angry about something, you can be angry at me. Yangor is not your enemy. They are not the ones forcing you to be here.”

“That’s as clear as you can say that you’re my enemy. I can work with that.”

Why are you such a dick? Rivka thought while she smiled pleasantly. “Not in the least. Your planet’s government is the one who has fomented discontent between the Yangor and the Yindle. I hope to have a few words with them as soon as possible to clarify their lingering issues.”

“Interesting how you redirect the conversation,” Dee stated as he clasped his hands on the table in front of him. He seemed engaged with talking to his hands. “You fired into our trees and almost killed me. Then you saved me, and now you keep me here despite my desire to be free, while you preach that we owe our people the freedom I am denied. Will you practice what you preach?”

“Yes. I will let you go. I will take you back to Yindle as soon as I’m able. That’s not possible right now because my ship is broken.”

“You seem to be the one with all the issues. We were perfectly happy before you arrived,” Master Dee noted, studiously working his hands.

“My main issue is your non-compliance with laws that you are a party to. I’m offering you a chance to resolve those.”

“I don’t know about your laws. The Yindle have done nothing wrong.”

“Although ignorance is no excuse, I’m giving you a chance to rectify that. The Yindle have done something wrong, and so have the Yangor. Your people took my people hostage and stole a blaster and Red’s knife. I’m going to need that back, by the way. We already recovered the blaster, no thanks to you.”

“I gave it to you,” Dee claimed.

Rivka poked him in the chest with her pointer finger so hard it drove him backward. “No lies. No conversation can move forward when someone lies. Your mistruths have no power here.”

The Master looked into his lap, jaw clenched and face tight.

“We’ll show you to your quarters, where you can relax and contemplate your next steps, your commitment to living in the world of today and not the one of yesteryear. It all changed with your planet’s entry into the Federation.”

“What if you determine that Tanglewood entered falsely? If you remove the planet from the Federation, will we still be subject to your laws?”

“No, you will not be. You’d be free to carry on with your war as you see fit.”

SiQuan turned away from Rivka, looked down, and contemplated her hands, much like Dee was doing.

“What if we don’t want to?” SiQuan said softly.

“Then take control of your own destiny. What if we set up a shelter on Barrier Peak where you could meet regularly to talk about whatever you wanted? Share a bit of kinga, if you’ve been lucky enough to bag one, or just talk about whatever is growing well or how your kids are learning to be great trackers?”

The door opened and Floyd bounced in. Dee moved his chair closer to the table so she couldn’t get in front of him. SiQuan slid hers back. Floyd made a beeline for her. The wombat rocked back on her haunches and pawed at SiQuan’s hands. The Yangorian caught her paws and nuzzled Floyd’s face.

I like you, Floyd said.

“She said she likes you,” Rivka relayed.

SiQuan knew the humans could talk to the wombat but didn’t understand how. “You can tell her that I like her, too. We don’t have fuzzies who live with us. This is very new to me,” she explained to Floyd while rubbing her stubby ears with one hand. “You’re so soft.”

Soft! the wombat cried.

Groenwyn smiled behind her hand. Rivka winked at her. Finally, Master Dee slid his chair back, stood, and pushed the chair in. Rivka sat upright, thinking he was going to walk out. Instead, he took a knee and waited.

Floyd, someone is waiting to give you a good head-scratch, Groenwyn coaxed.

I like him, too, she said as she waddled to the Yindle.

Rivka relaxed as Floyd stood up and leaned her front paws on his shoulders, almost knocking Master Dee down. He rocked backward and tried to right himself but tipped sideways when Floyd pressed forward. She nuzzled his face when he hit the floor and started to climb on him.

He grunted at the weight on his chest and tried to fight off Floyd’s nose and whiskers that were tickling his face.

“Floyd!” Rivka tried to scoot her chair backward, but the tangled bodies stopped her.

Whee!

Rivka slid sideways out from under the table, got caught in Dee’s flailing legs, and went down on top of him and the wombat. She pushed herself forward so she didn’t land on them, rolled when she hit, and came back to her feet.

“Smooth,” Groenwyn noted.

Dee wrestled Floyd off his chest and managed to turn sideways so he could get to his knees. Rivka helped him the rest of the way to his feet.

“Sorry about that.” Rivka gritted her teeth, hoping their work to get to that point had not been undone.

When Master Dee faced her, it was with a warm and welcoming expression on his face. “My children have done much worse to me,” he said. He tentatively reached up and awkwardly patted Rivka’s shoulder.

“Just a talk, about nothing and everything. As I hope you’ve seen from us, the sky isn’t even the limit. Only the stars, and then only some of them.”

Dee nodded. He reached across Rivka’s chair, offering his hand to the Keeper of Bora Vale.

Whee! Floyd cheered.

Rivka picked her up, cradled her, and hugged her. You’re the hero of Tanglewood.

After the two leaders shook, they stood there, not knowing what to say. Rivka broke the silence. “The next step is coming up with an agenda that you both agree to, and then we’ll figure out when and where. Until then, I suggest you retire to your quarters. It’s been a long day. Groenwyn, if you would take Master Dee, I’ll conduct the Keeper of Bora Vale.” Rivka used her guests’ formal titles to make the wrap-up official.

As official as it could be when you’ve kidnapped the two parties to a dispute and locked them in a ship together.

Battleship Anthrax, Spires Harbor, Keeg Station

“Where?” Captain Jean-Paul Argeaux asked.

The voice on the other end of the comm line said it for a third time. “Tanglewood. It’s a place to go when you want to be off the grid.”

“I’m not seeing it on my star charts.”

“Plug it into your system and get going. Nathan Lowell is not going to be pleased with the delay.”

“There’s the rub. Our AI wouldn’t accept the contract to remain on board and has since taken a job elsewhere. We are currently without a single system to run the ship. We’re missing a great deal of necessary information, like where the hell we’re supposed to go.”

“Figure it out because I have to update Colonel Walton as soon as I get off the horn with you. I’m not looking forward to that conversation, and neither should you.” The line went dead.

“Was that a threat?” the captain asked no one in particular. A middle-aged Harborian working the navigation station stood and leaned against his console. “We can’t go anywhere without an AI on board. This ship was built from the keel up to be run by a single entity integrated with the ship’s systems. We cannot manually fly it.”

“We’re supposed to be on our shakedown cruise, working out the bugs and bringing the ship up to full capability. Instead, we’re more dead than before we started the refit.” Jean-Paul blew out a breath and looked around the bridge. The Harborian crew, humans rescued from the entity Ten by Terry Henry Walton’s raid beyond the frontier, watched their captain closely. “Comm, put out a call for a temp position, double pay, length of mission seven to fourteen days, and see if we get a bite.”

Comm ginned up the message and broadcast it widely throughout the Federation using the upgraded Etheric communication console, which delivered the message instantly across the length and breadth of the Federation.

Five seconds later, an urgent message pinged back.

“Direct to the captain, incoming from Keeg Station,” Comm reported, passing the message to the main screen.

Jean-Paul collected himself and prepared for the inevitable ass-chewing. Captains were responsible for everything that happened on their ship, whether they had anything to do with it or not.

Ted’s face appeared on the screen. “Move your ship closer to the station. I’ll transfer aboard via Pod, and then we’ll depart. Plato has already accessed your system. As soon as I’m aboard, we’ll leave.”

“Ted! I’m pleased you answered our request for an AI, but I never suspected someone of your station.”

“What request?” Ted asked. “I have two living friends in this entire universe, and one of them is missing. I’m going to go find him, and I’m taking your ship to do it.”

The screen went blank.

The navigator was the first to speak. “I thought Ted had his own ship?” he said.

“Those recruits took it during the destroyer incident, and it kinda got destroyed,” the pilot offered.

“That’s right. No one talks about it because weird things start to happen to their systems, like a digital ghost is haunting them.” The captain chuckled at the space rumor. “Handing my ship over wasn’t what I intended, but this is Ted and Plato, so we might as well make the best of it. I for one am not going to tell him no.”

“Roger, Captain,” the pilot said and rhythmically tapped his screen to bring the engines online. The navigator projected a three-dimensional system image to the front of the bridge, other ships and obstacles detailed. A course appeared, arcing around the main fleet moored just outside Spires Harbor to the empty space beyond one of the hangar decks on Bad Company’s growing space station.

“Confirm the egress port for Ted’s Pod and take us in,” the captain ordered. The great ship started to move. If it hadn’t been for the status showing on the main screen, they would not have been able to tell. The captain leaned back and watched the progress, reveling in the smooth acceleration of the new engines combined with the improved artificial gravity.

He left his position to go to the back of the bridge and order coffee from the newly installed food processor. He liked that addition to the bridge, allowing the crew on shift to remain nourished without having to leave their positions.

The coffee appeared in a small cup with a three-hole lid. He picked it up and studied it. “A sippy cup? Is this someone’s idea of a joke?”

“Shonna said that no one needs to spill coffee on the nice new consoles,” someone offered from the side stations.

Shonna and Merrit, werewolves and long-time members of Charumati’s pack, as well as being some of the founding members of the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch, had transferred to Spires Harbor to take over the shipyard. They were in charge of all repair and refit.

Jean-Paul took a sip. “How come I didn’t know about this?”

No one took the bait.

“Comm, let the hangar bay know we have a Pod inbound. Accept with all haste and then button us up.”

The Harborian at the communications console held his hands up and turned to the captain. “Already done, Captain. It appears that our temporary AI is already in place.”

“Plato, are you here?” Jean-Paul asked tentatively.

In response, the ship accelerated along its planned trajectory before deviating on a new path that appeared onscreen. The captain clenched his jaw, took a drink of coffee, and located his system engineer, the one who had known that Shonna had adjusted the programming on the food processor.

He leaned close and whispered, “I need you to fix that thing so I can get a proper cup, even if it has a lid. This is too much.” He turned the cup around to show her a cartoon frog on the front.

“I will make it my priority because it appears I’ve been made redundant. Plato has secured control of all systems. I expect the only thing I’ll still have access to is the non-essential food systems.”

“You’ll tell me if he makes environmental controls non-essential?” the captain quipped. Once Ted was on board, Plato would do everything within his power to keep him alive. The crew could count on that. “Comm! Beat the airwaves with advertising. We need an AI to work under contract. Fifty work-weeks a year, with two weeks’ paid cyber-vacation anywhere they can imagine to go. One hundred twenty-five percent of our previous offer.”

“Do we have the budget for that?”

The captain’s shoulders slumped. “We can’t fly the ship without an AI. The EIs have already disappeared, so we’re left with no option. We can’t afford to underbid, even if the crew and I have to take a pay cut or work the choke-and-pukes on the mezzanine level of the station in our off time to scrape together enough to make it work.”

“I don’t want to work at those fast food joints,” the navigator mumbled.

“I’ll be in my quarters,” Jean-Paul stated. “I need to call Colonel Walton. This situation with the AIs is untenable.”

Before the captain could leave the bridge, he glimpsed Ted’s ship leaving Keeg Station. “I thought his ship was destroyed.”

“It was not,” Plato replied. “It was heavily damaged but has been repaired, everything except the Gate drive. I think the human expression is that we’re hitching a ride.”

“Now we’re a taxi?” the captain grumbled. “Battleship Antaxi, at your service. Comm, order the crew to battle stations.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



Tanglewood, Wyatt Earp’s Galley

“I will escort Master Dee back to Yindle,” SiQuan said without preamble. Rivka looked up from her bowl of grits, which were heavily covered in sugar.

“Are you sure? Do you need my people to go with you?”

“Trust, Magistrate.”

“Earned by doing what you say you’re going to do,” Rivka finished. “I think that will be the biggest first step for a better future.”

SiQuan stood before the food processor without saying anything.

“Don’t know what you want?” Rivka asked.

The Yangorian shook her head.

“Grits, heavy sugar, single serving,” Rivka said loud enough for the equipment to take the order. A few moments later, breakfast appeared. SiQuan wrinkled her nose at the almost imperceptible smell but took the bowl and sat next to Rivka. “Breakfast of champions.”

“In our culture, a simple piece of fruit is the best way to start the day.” The keeper studied the bowl for a long time before tentatively taking a small bite.

“You’ll want to stir that up first.” Rivka motioned, and SiQuan stirred carefully.

The door to the galley opened and Red walked in, already dressed and ready for the day. Rivka looked at herself in shorts and a t-shirt. He pulled the refrigerator out, exposing a second machine wherein the remains of the pizza had been hidden. Red helped himself to a great deal of what was there and then pushed everything back into place.

“How do you think Ankh got that out?” Red wondered.

Rivka shook her head. “Those are the kinds of mysteries Ankh will take to his grave.”

Lindy appeared and helped herself to half of what was on Red’s plate. She was also dressed. Groenwyn showed up with Floyd and Tiny Man Titan. The dog-like creature barked to make sure everyone knew he was there. Floyd greeted everyone before settling down next to the food bowls that Groenwyn arranged at the side of the mess deck, out of the walkways, all greens for Floyd, and a mix for Titan.

“Anyone seen Sahved?” Rivka asked.

“He sequestered himself in his room to study,” Red replied between bites.

“And the pilots?”

“Sleeping,” Groenwyn answered. “They are fine, just need to renew that last bit of energy. They ate like starving bistok last night and went to bed. We’ll probably see them more toward lunch, and that’s when they’ll be ready for work.”

“That’s great to hear.” Rivka took Groenwyn’s hand and they shared the moment.

“No one survives balaca fruit, but your people did. All of them.” SiQuan’s amazement came through her words. Her breakfast dripped down her chin as she dove back into her bowl.

“Who is with Master Dee?” Rivka asked, looking at Red for an answer.

Red pointed at the door. The master was there with Private Cole. The Yindle wore his original clothes, which had been cleaned and repaired. He inclined his head toward the gathering, strode to the food processor, and ordered a chocolate shake.

He took a seat opposite the Magistrate, who wondered about his choice of meal.

Rivka updated him with what she knew. “SiQuan has offered to escort you back to Yindle. We cannot be sure when our ship will be repaired enough to fly. We dare not take Destiny’s Vengeance anywhere. I’m not sure it can survive another crash-landing into the hangar bay.”

“Yes, we discussed my return to Yindle,” the master admitted. He took a long drink of his chocolate shake, wincing at the cold headache before taking another short sip, savoring the concoction.

“Did you agree to anything else? Like when and where to meet?”

SiQuan answered, “Barrier Peak, noon of the day following the high moon.”

“I would like to attend to help facilitate and memorialize any agreements until such time as I’m no longer on Tanglewood, and then I can leave a device that will let me join you by voice and video, no matter where I am in the galaxy.”

The Yangorian nodded as she finished the last of her grits. She peered into the empty bowl, sadness creeping across her face.

“Decadence,” she stated. “I’m already missing something like this because tomorrow, I shall wake up to fruit and not grits with sugar. This bowl carried a wondrous meal, something I never knew existed, and now I want more, but I won’t get more. I feel guilty about enjoying something my people cannot have.”

“Depending on the quality of your arrangement with the Yindle, you may be able to join a worldwide trade pact and provide a wide variety of experiences to your people.”

“How would an agreement with the Yindle affect that? We don’t have any such things as these,” Master Dee noted.

“If you can make peace with your neighbors, then you can make peace with their neighbors, and soon you’ll circle Tanglewood, making it a very small planet with a single people. With one planet operating under a single legal framework, you’ll be open to trading with anyone from the galaxy. It’ll take time, but this is what freedom looks like. In the end, you know what your people will realize?”

Dee and SiQuan shook their heads.

“That your children and their children will always find comfort in the foods they grew up with. After a year of grits, you’ll long for that piece of fruit from Bora Vale. Just because you’re free to leave, it doesn’t mean you’ll ever be gone.”

SiQuan bowed toward Rivka. “I am happy we met. I am sad that people were hurt before we could sit and talk like civilized people.” She looked at Dee. He held her gaze without acknowledging agreement or fault. “May we move forward to someday realize your vision of a single people of the jungle.”

Rivka pushed her bowl away. She hadn’t finished, but there was work to do.

“We better get you on the ground so you can return to your business. You can start changing your worlds if you can convince them that certain changes are good.”

“The roots of the great trees are strong.” Master Dee finished his shake and stood. “Thank you,” he said simply and headed for the door. He waited for the Keeper of Bora Vale. Together, they followed Red down the corridor on their way to the external hatch.

Groenwyn rested her hand on Rivka’s shoulder. “Did you get what you want?”

“I don’t feel like I did. They have agreed to talk, but not anything more. I was hoping for something with a little more meat.” Rivka sighed. “Considering they started from a position of hating each other for reasons I have yet to figure out, I guess the simple act of sharing a meal is a decent step.”

“It’s a huge step, Magistrate.” Groenwyn clapped her hands. “Come on, my good girl and big man! Let’s say goodbye to our guests.”

Titan yapped and Floyd bounced over, hoping to be carried.

“No, you need to work off that winter blubber.” Groenwyn scratched her ears but left her on the deck. The three departed.

Lindy followed them out, stopping at the door. “It’s not winter, is it?” she asked.

“I think Groenwyn was being kind. Our little Floyd has gotten a tad pudgy, living the good life here in the jungle.”

“No kidding. What didn’t she eat?” Lindy closed the door behind her.

Rivka could have left the galley as it was but moved everyone’s dishes to where the cleaning bot could most easily recover them to recycle and return to service.

With one last look at the space, she smiled and walked out. Groenwyn was right. The journey toward a better place had started with a small first step. She pursed her lips to whistle a tune.

Magistrate, you better get over here, Lindy requested.

Rivka cursed herself for celebrating and started to run. A few moments later, she reached the airlock where the maintenance bot maintained the cable to lower people to the ground.

Master Dee hugged the inside bulkhead, refusing to stand in the doorway. “What’s going on?” Rivka demanded, looking at Dee.

Red tapped her on the shoulder and pointed past her head and into the trees, where Yangorians lined the branches, aiming their rifles at the opening. SiQuan had already descended and was nowhere to be seen.

“This is what I get for trusting a Yangorian!” Master Dee declared.

Cole, suit up, Rivka ordered. “Chaz, locate the Keeper of Bora Vale.”

“I’ve been tracking her, Magistrate. She is in a group of twenty-four Yangorians. Based on her body agitation, she is arguing with them.”

Ready, Magistrate, Cole reported.

“Damn!” Red exclaimed. “That was quick.”

Get on the ground as soon as you can, Rivka told him.

“Master Dee, there are thousands of Yangorians down there who are skeptical of anything to do with the Yindle. Did you think they would embrace you? And now, it looks like they won’t even accept the word of their own leader because she talked to you. This is a hard world, with people who don’t like to change. Breaking down those barriers is going to take time,” Rivka pleaded with the master before adding, “Much longer than I originally thought.”

A bullet ricocheted off the ship’s hull, then a second one.

“Securing the hatch!” Red declared and slammed a big hand on the red button. The hatch started to swing outward, threatening to cut the maintenance bot’s cable. Rivka acted without thinking.

She jumped through the opening, bracing herself for impact with the ground thirty meters below.

Red, slapped the red button repeatedly to stop the hatch from closing. It slowed as the cycle was interrupted. He muscled the door open and vaulted through. Lindy and Groenwyn remained with Dee.

“Shit,” the bodyguard complained, holding the Yindle out of the Yangorian line of fire.

At least no one else was shooting, but the Magistrate and Red were now on the jungle floor in the midst of thousands of angry and confused Yangorians.

Battleship Anthrax, Interstellar Space

Ted remained on board his advanced ship, Ramses’ Chariot, allowing Plato to fly the battleship to Wyatt Earp’s last confirmed position in interstellar space. Ted worked the information systems to recreate the experiments Ankh and Erasmus had been running prior to their last Gate.

“Cloaked jump, undetectable shields, weapon systems activations. Standard stuff,” Ted mumbled. Underlying it all, Ankh had built a backbone architecture on which all the experiments rested, drawing power, siphoning heat and surges as a safety valve to the extremes that their experiments created. Ted worked within his three-dimensional holosuite as he assessed how the experiments had interacted with his friend’s ship and the surrounding environment.

“Plato, calculate the potential that Wyatt Earp slipped into the Etheric and now exists on that dimension.”

“A four-point-one percent chance,” the AI replied.

“A ninety-five-point-nine percent chance that the ship remained in this dimension. We’ll work from that premise. What would prevent the ship from reporting in?”

“Complete destruction, destruction of ship systems, incapacitation of crew, and interference with Etheric systems.”

“You didn’t mention hostile takeover,” Ted noted.

“In case of a hostile takeover, there would have been time to send a distress signal or an emergency broadcast. I’ve consolidated interference with Etheric systems followed by crew incapacitation under that premise.”

“Chance of complete destruction?”

“Nine percent.”

Ted displayed the data to prioritize their efforts. “Etheric interference is the most likely cause of the lack of reporting.” Ted studied system data. “Tanglewood. Date of travel. Enhance the neighboring systems and detail spatial anomalies.”

The supernova jumped out of the display like a flare. “Analyze. Time of Gate and astral shock wave.”

“Confirmed,” Plato replied. “Etheric interference based on the intensity of the gamma radiation.”

“Lingering effects in-system?”

“The Federation does not have advanced monitoring available for Tanglewood.”

“Change Gate coordinates to twenty-seven AU from Tanglewood.” Ted wanted to stay well outside the heliosphere to minimize the impact should the lingering radiation from the supernova affect their power systems. “Evaluation before heading into the system. Use ship sensors to establish safety parameters before Gating into the system.”

“Of course. Coordinates locked. Activating the Gate drive,” Plato announced.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



Tanglewood, Wyatt Earp

The mech shredded the foliage on its way down. Cole decided not to activate his boot jets so he could maximize the impression he made on the natives through a thunderous impact. The ground shook when he hit, but the mech also sank up to its shins in the soft earth of the forest floor.

He tried to extricate himself, but the suction held him tight. He started to topple. Cole activated his jets. The suit slowly lifted. One boot freed itself, but the other held fast. The mech tipped and the second boot popped out, but Cole was already parallel to the ground. Both boots were jetting on full, and the suit accelerated into the underbrush.

Cole deactivated the jets before twisting to land upright. He slammed into a tree and bounced sideways, rolling to a stop. He hurriedly stood up to see if anyone had seen him.

Rivka and a group of Yangorians had started to run away from the out-of-control mech, stopping when he hit the tree. They watched him closely from no more than ten meters away. Red stood close to the Magistrate, hovering over her while wondering what Cole was doing.

Nice entrance, buddy, Red quipped while keeping his eyes on the Yangorians.

The Magistrate plowed through the Yangorians surrounding the keeper. “Is there anything I can do?” Rivka asked.

SiQuan pushed a larger male away from her. “I think I have it handled now. There was a lack of understanding about what I am going to do.”

A few of the Yangorians grumbled and mumbled.

“Master Dee is afraid to come down. He thinks he’s been betrayed,” Rivka explained.

“I don’t blame him!” SiQuan replied, glaring at the Yangorians surrounding her.

“I can send Cole with you as an escort to make sure everyone plays nice,” Rivka offered.

Cole took a step forward so the Yangorians could see who the Magistrate was talking about. A couple started laughing and then walked away.

Cuts me deep, Cole said.

I bet Chaz has video of that. I’m going to be a web hero after I post it, Red replied.

Come on, man! Don’t do that shit, Cole pleaded. What’ll it cost me? Never mind. Clodagh, sweetie, can you make sure Red can’t download that video?

What are you willing to pay? the engineer asked.

“Cole,” Rivka interrupted. “I’ll need you to go with the Keeper of Bora Vale and Master Dee to make sure he gets to Barrier Peak in one piece.”

She spoke loud enough for all to hear. The keeper started to protest, but this was an order Rivka had no intention of rescinding.

“Be one with the jungle,” Rivka told SiQuan, bowing deeply to her before yelling at the ship to lower the cable.

SiQuan motioned in one direction, then repeated her gesture facing the other way.

Red pointed to the ground. When the external hatch closed, it had cut the cable that had been outside the ship.

The hatch opened and Lindy leaned out tentatively, checking the nearby branches for people pointing weapons. Once certain they were safe, she wrestled with someone out of sight before tossing him out the hatch. He fell less than a meter before she lowered him the rest of the way, the cable tied around his back and under his armpits. He flailed his arms and legs until he reached the ground, where Rivka helped free him from the cable.

His eyes darted around the area. Everyone stood casually and waited for him. The mech took a couple of steps to position itself between the Yindle and the bulk of the Yangorians.

“Cole will go with you to make sure you stay safe.”

“There are too many of them. You can’t guarantee that!” Dee said in a panic.

Rivka leaned close and whispered, “Remember my crew who were poisoned by balaca fruit? They live and are forever armored against it because of what the Pod-doc did for them. Same for you. The nanocytes in your body will protect you from the Yangorians. Just don’t let them know you’re not vulnerable.”

She winked at him. He leaned away from her as he contemplated the words. A grin spread slowly across his face, and he winked back. Dee threw his shoulders back, and with head held high, strolled up to SiQuan.

“I’m ready whenever you are, Keeper of Bora Vale.”

SiQuan looked at Rivka, wondering what she had said to change Dee’s mind. The Magistrate shrugged.

Cole saluted and followed the keeper and Dee as they started their journey to the Barrier Peak.

Red stayed close to the Magistrate and waited with her until the entourage disappeared into the jungle. “Time to get back on the ship?” he asked.

Rivka breathed deeply and walked in a circle in the small opening where the Yangorians had gathered.

“So much potential for health on this planet. Can you smell it?”

“Fresh, humid, with bugs,” Red replied flatly, waving at something that was trying to land on his exposed arm. “You know that’s not how the nanos work.”

“Dee doesn’t know that.” Rivka stopped to consider her bodyguard. “You don’t have any weapons.”

“You didn’t give me much choice but to come as I was to this party.” Red gestured toward the cable.

“I know,” Rivka said. “Back to the ship.” Red smiled and glanced around the clearing before making sure the Magistrate firmly gripped the cable. She started moving upward.

Lindy waved from the ship above while watching the tree branches opposite the ship’s hatch. Red looked for threats, but there wasn’t anything he could do if he saw something.

But the Yangorians had departed, at least from plain sight.

Battleship Anthrax, Tanglewood Space

The battleship slipped over the event horizon into regular space. The Gate sparked shut behind them.

“Space shows clear. No non-natural objects within active scanning range.” The bridge crew looked at the empty captain’s chair, continuing to make their reports as if Jean-Paul Argeaux were there. Ship’s systems worked of their own accord as Plato took over the ship’s operations. It had once been a ship that functioned almost entirely under the direction of an AI. It had been refitted to support both manned and unmanned operations. The crew had hoped for an active shakedown cruise and were disappointed by their reduced roles.

Jean-Paul strode back onto the bridge. “Report!” he barked, looking from face to face. The crew instantly perked up and delivered their status station by station.

“This is still a shakedown cruise, people. We have systems to cycle and bugs to find.” The captain went to the food processor and looked at it a long time before ordering a cup of coffee. As expected, it arrived in a frog-adorned sippy cup. He removed it, embraced it lovingly in two hands, and took a drink. “I could get used to this. Imagine consoles without coffee rings.”

He took the captain’s chair and saluted his programmer, holding his cup high before taking another drink. “Don’t worry about reprogramming unless we can get a redesign of the cup’s logo. How about a skull and crossbones, white on a black background?”

“That process is not locked out,” she confirmed. “After the first system diagnostics are complete, I’ll make it happen.”

The captain tapped his console. “Ted, when do you want to move in-system? Engines are nominal, and the Anthrax crew stands ready to support whatever you need.”

“Stand by,” Ted replied.

The captain took another drink and settled in. He had heard stories about working with Ted, and he understood patience and a thick skin were called for.

“Gate forming,” the pilot reported.

“I guess we’re going,” the captain joked. “Standard procedures, people. Execute.”

“Shields are in place and one hundred percent,” the combat systems officer noted.

“Crew is at battle stations,” Comm reported. They had not stood down from battle stations since the last Gate transit.

“Where are we going, Nav?” the captain requested.

“In-system, Tanglewood orbit.”

“Very well,” Jean-Paul replied. He took another drink as he watched his ship enter the energy vortex that allowed travel across the galaxy in the blink of an eye. Or travel across a system that would have taken a day or longer.

As soon as the ship reentered normal space, the power flashed and went out.

“Helm is down,” the pilot reported.

The captain didn’t order the pilot to get it back since that wasn’t in his capability. It would be the huge number of engineering systems already engaged in resolving the problem that would return control of the ship to the pilot. Emergency lights flicked on, and consoles determined to be non-essential blinked out. Others shaded to low-power mode. Environmental controls ported to emergency status, providing an absolute minimum of oxygen and heat.

“Hoods,” the captain ordered calmly. The crew pulled their shipsuit hoods into place in case of atmosphere loss.

“Use thrusters to maintain a stable orbit,” Ted ordered.

The pilot’s station lit up with minimal systems engaged. “Thrusters online and at my command,” the pilot stated, tapping buttons. The low-light image on the main screen stabilized, showing the planet as it should be when the ship was neither heading into space nor descending through the atmosphere.

“Hangar bay door is opening. Ramses’ Chariot has launched.”

The captain watched it track across the screen before turning toward the planet.

“Scans? Passive systems?”

The system specialist started tapping her console. “Internal systems are functioning in emergency mode. They are on backup power,” she reported before switching to scanners. “Active scans are offline. Passive is receiving an emergency distress beacon from Wyatt Earp. Ramses’ Chariot is headed toward it.”

“How is he able to fly when we cannot?” Captain Argeaux asked.

“He is Ted,” Plato stated simply. “Anthrax does not have the necessary equipment to defeat the Etheric rift around this planet. The Chariot does. Ted will take care of it upon his return.”

“Systems, add that to the shakedown log. Whatever systems that little ship has that Anthrax does not, I want them.”

Tanglewood, the Deep Jungle between Bora Vale and Barrier Peak

Master Dee tried to act nonchalant as he walked through Bora Vale, but he’d never seen such a magnificent and expansive city. The Yangorians called it a village because that was what it once was.

“I live over there,” SiQuan said, pointing in the general direction of her tree.

“Such a place.” Dee tried to look everywhere. “We have nothing like this. Only small villages, some so close together that you cannot tell where one ends and the other begins, but they are separate.”

“The rest of Yangor has such villages,” SiQuan replied before proudly adding, “There is only one Bora Vale.”

They were through the village quickly and on the trail toward the Central Wood. Most of the damage from the mech had grown over, but some remained visible. Dee snatched a glance backward at their metal escort, which continued its unwitting assault on the undergrowth.

“The aliens,” Dee started. “Are they right?”

“They are different, the most alien of anyone I’ve ever met.” SiQuan watched the ground as they walked, thinking through her words. “But they easily break down barriers because they refuse to accept such things exist.”

“Both friendly and extremely violent.”

“Time is their enemy.” SiQuan met Dee’s gaze. “They have a galaxy to deal with and no time to get things done. I understand why they seem to be in a hurry. I can’t imagine how much ground they cover. Groenwyn said that they have been to thirty planets, each with more people than ours. They’ve been chased, shot, cut, beaten, boiled, and hated, all for the simple reason that they carry the Federation Law with them to help civilizations thrive.”

“We are not civilized by their definition, but we aren’t violent either, not like they’re used to,” Dee admitted.

“If you point a gun at them, you should not expect to survive. I am happy that I was able to save my people by getting them to stop trying to use more violence than the Magistrate and her people are capable of dealing. I don’t want them to die.”

“The Magistrate?”

“I meant my people, but yes, not the Magistrate either. When good people come into your life, you must embrace them fully.”

“How do you know who’s good?”

SiQuan stopped walking. “Actions. Trust those who do what they say they’re going to do.”

“And those who risk their lives to save yours,” Dee suggested. “Someone willing to do that has earned the benefit of the doubt.”

On the trail ahead, the Keeper of the Central Wood waited with the Keeper of the Barrier Peak.

“Join us,” SiQuan requested pleasantly.

“Join a Yindle?” DeWan wondered, holding his hands out.

“No. Join a fellow inhabitant of Tanglewood and join me as we take a pleasant walk through our jungle home.” SiQuan glared at the other keeper until he backed off the trail.

“I will accompany you,” Antwan offered. He held out his hand as the humans had done.

Dee looked at it, twisting his face before taking the keeper’s hand and shaking it. “So much touching.”

“We’re learning,” Antwan replied before letting SiQuan and Dee take the lead up the transit corridor on their way to the Barrier Peak. “I look forward to visiting Yindle someday.”

He didn’t say he looked forward to walking the Peak without having to carry a rifle.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



Wyatt Earp, Tanglewood

“Message coming in over the distress beacon,” Clodagh almost yelled over the shipwide broadcast. Rivka bolted out of her quarters and sprinted for the bridge. Red appeared behind her.

When the Magistrate arrived on the bridge, the message had finished.

“I’ll replay it.”

“I’m on my way, Ankh,” Ted stated. “Reverse the propagation of the Etheric dampener, the one we used on Benitus 7. That will nullify the effects that have been hampering your systems.”

“Sometimes it’s like we don’t exist for those two.” Rivka looked for anything that would tell her when Ted would arrive. “Can you raise him?”

Clodagh hesitated. “I’m not sure we want to do that. Ted shared what he thought we needed to know. Imagine Ankh with less patience. That’s Ted.”

“That bad?”

Clodagh shrugged. “Maybe see what Ankh’s up to? I don’t know what they used on Benitus 7, but Ted assumes we have the equipment. I’m supposed to know what systems run on this ship, yet I do not. As your chief engineer, I need to rectify that.”

Rivka laughed. “I didn’t know we had a second refrigerator.”

“We have a second refrigerator?” Clodagh looked confused. She gripped her forehead and started rubbing her temples. “Engineering?”

“After you, Engineer.” Rivka stepped aside to clear the way. Clodagh walked out, still rubbing her temples.

“The trials and tribulations of working with geniuses. They don’t bother to sully themselves with explanations for us minions,” Clodagh complained.

“They treat us all like that, so it’s not an exclusive club. I learned that they don’t mean anything by it. Ankh is one of our crew. He will do anything that needs to be done. The challenge is convincing him what needs doing.”

Clodagh completed the thought. “But once you convince him, you can be sure it’ll be done, and probably far different and better than what you envisioned.”

When they reached the engine room, they found Ankh hooking up a small box to main power, which was currently non-functional. He did not look up from what he was doing to acknowledge their arrival. Once finished, he hurried across the space to tap emergency power, running a cable back to the box, where he jury-rigged the connection.

He activated the box. Clodagh and Rivka expected to feel a rush of energy, like electricity dancing across their bodies to raise the hairs on their arms, but there was nothing.

After a few seconds, Ankh unhooked the cables from the backup power supply, which he shut off. Clodagh winced, thinking the ship would be cast into darkness, but instead, they were treated to the systems coming back online as the main power supply began operating at one hundred percent.

“From zero to hero in five seconds flat,” Rivka muttered.

“That means we can get out of here,” Clodagh replied. She stepped to the main console. “All hands to stations. Power has been restored. Prepare the ship for immediate departure.”

Ankh finally recognized that he had company. “Not yet,” he told them. “There is some structural damage that needs to be repaired before traveling exo-atmospheric.”

Clodagh frowned but didn’t modify the order she’d given to the crew.

“You’ve clearly gotten the word that Ted is inbound. Will he be able to help get us airborne a little bit sooner?”

Ankh looked at Rivka with his usual blank expression. She thought he might not reply, as he usually didn’t when the answer was obvious—at least to him—but he surprised her.

“Of course. He’s Ted, and he’s here.”

Rivka clenched her jaw, unsure of exactly what that meant.

She went with her comfort zone. “Fine.” She left the engine room on her way to the bridge to sulk. From mediator of a dispute between two nations to lackey in the space of a few breaths; everyone had their place, which was dependent upon time and the situation. Right now she needed Ted, not the other way around.

She activated the now-functional communication system. “Chaz, get me the Tanglewood planetary government.”

The AI added a couple of snaps and pops so the line sounded active. “Tanglewood Central. This is a priority channel, and you have no business being on it. You have been warned.”

Rivka raised one eyebrow and dismissed what she was going to say, opting for a different approach.

“I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa. I’m on my way. You have been warned.” She drew a finger across her throat, and Chaz cut the line as the entity on the other end started sputtering.

“Tell Ted, and I assume Plato, that Red, Lindy, and I are going to need a ride to the other side of the planet. I’m in no mood to be denied.”

“I’ll take care of it, Magistrate.”

Red and Lindy, gear up, Rivka ordered. We have to go see some people who have pissed me off.

Full load? Red asked hopefully.

Oh, yeah, the Magistrate confirmed. She thought she heard him whoop as she stepped into the corridor. She stopped and leaned back into the cockpit. “Chaz, send a message to Grainger, High Chancellor Wyatt, and Lance Reynolds that my team and I are alive and well. I expect someone noticed I was missing since Ted himself showed up to help us.”

“There’s a Bad Company battleship in orbit as well, Magistrate.”

“Of course, there is. You better send that message to Terry Henry Walton, too.”
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“Remember, Ted’s a werewolf,” Rivka told herself after the initial rejection of her request for a ride.

Ramses’ Chariot—named after Terry Henry’s and Char’s son-in-law, Cory’s husband, who had passed away on Benitus 7—settled on top of Wyatt Earp. The cargo bay door opened, and shortly, a rope dropped. Ted descended and stepped onto the ramp.

Young and good-looking, with sparkles in his eyes, he glanced at Rivka and Red, then past them as if they were nothing more than fixtures. His expression brightened when Ankh walked in, while the Crenellian’s remained fixed. The two walked up to each other, stopping when they were within arm’s reach. Their eyes glazed as they communed, using their chips at a far higher rate of conversational speed than what was possible through verbal communication.

Ted started to laugh and nodded.

Red turned to Rivka and rolled his eyes. She elbowed him.

Ankh walked out, with Ted following closely behind.

“Wait!” Rivka shouted, running to grab Ted by the elbow. “I need your ship because I need to rip the planetary government a new asshole.”

Ted looked at her hand on his elbow. “Take your own ship.”

“Ankh said we needed structural repairs first.”

Ted pointed at the ship filling the cargo bay.

“But it’s only flying on thrusters,” Rivka countered.

Ted pointed at a maintenance bot hovering above the open cargo ramp. “Open the door to your ship. The bot will take care of the rest, and you’ll be able to fly normally.”

Ted stepped into the corridor. “Are they always like this?” he asked.

“Always,” came Ankh’s muffled reply.

Lindy stood in the corridor watching them go before joining Rivka and Red.

They looked at each other without saying a word. Red opened the hatch to Destiny’s Vengeance, and the maintenance bot hovered inside and headed for the aft access panel, an area they had been using for storage. It set the small device on the deck and dug behind the panel, hooking up the device to the ship’s power.

Clodagh, send me a pilot ASAP. Destiny’s Vengeance is cleared to fly.

Light footfalls sounded in the corridor, and Kennedy ran in. They stepped aside as she jumped into the lone pilot’s chair.

“Take us out,” Rivka ordered.

“Thank you for trusting me with this,” Kennedy said.

“Why wouldn’t I?” Rivka countered.

“Running through pre-flight. Take your seats and keep your arms and legs inside the vehicle at all times for your own safety.” Kennedy started talking her way down the short checklist, working with Chaz to ensure that the ship was ready to go. “All systems check. Full power is at my command.”

The ship started to hover, moving slowly into the trees and branches beyond the cargo bay door. Using the now-functioning laser weapons, Kennedy carved an opening to the sky and followed it upward, not allowing a single branch to scrape the already-thrashed hull. Once clear of the jungle canopy, Destiny’s Vengeance vaulted skyward, nosed over, and accelerated toward the horizon. Music started to play throughout the ship—Willie Nelson, from old Earth.

Red covered his ears. “Make the ugly noise stop!” he pleaded, looking at Lindy. She waved him away as if chasing a mosquito off her arm and ran through a quick gear check. Red scowled but followed her lead. When he reached his knife slot, he grumbled, “Sahved owes me a knife.”

“We’ll see Dee again. We’ll ask him about it, unless you want to donate it to the greater good.”

“But it’s my knife,” Red whined.

“I’ll get you a new one, big guy. Better than your other one,” Rivka told him. “For this, I expect them to act like that asshole who answered when I called earlier. We’ll put the fear of the gods into them, and then I want some information. How did this ass-backward place get into the Federation as a full member? Their population is mostly illiterate. That’s a bar to full entry right there, so that tells me they lied, and then misled the team that assessed their application.”

“The law says that’s bad?” Red caressed his railgun.

Rivka stared him down. “You don’t get to shoot anything, not until there’s no other choice.”

Red shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. This is a vacation, so there are no betting pools on us. Or are there?” The bodyguards looked at each other. Lindy tapped the comm panel in the small galley.

“Chaz, is there any betting regarding blood or running during our vacation?”

“You won’t be angry, will you?” Chaz asked.

Rivka groaned. “Don’t tell me you’ve already reported blood and running.”

“The information was in the queue. It transmitted as soon as the interference was removed.”

“Did any of my crew place a bet?”

“Only Ankh, but I can explain.”

Lindy covered her face with her hands. “When you’re in a hole, Chaz, stop digging.”

“Maybe I can’t explain,” the AI corrected.

“Who won?” Rivka conceded.

“Looks like Terry Henry Walton was within five minutes of first blood, that being the Yangorian bullet that clipped Red’s arm.”

“How did he guess that?”

“He purchased a number of slots.”

“Entering the capital city’s flight zone. We should be settled in the government compound in five minutes,” Kennedy relayed.

Rivka started clenching and unclenching her fists. “Chaz, do we have transportation lined up?”

“You will have an escort to the chancellor’s hall. It appears the government was energized by your earlier communique.”

“I’m good with that.” She looked at Red and Lindy. They gave the thumbs-up without having to be asked if they were ready. She reached into her pocket to make sure she carried Reaper with her. It was too hot on Tanglewood for her to wear her jacket, so she had her datapad in her hand. It was the only thing she carried.

“Touchdown,” Kennedy called from the cockpit. Rivka moved down the corridor to give Red space to open the hatch. He tapped the button and stepped aside. Once the hatch was open, he stood in the doorway and scanned the scene. The ship sat on a well-manicured lawn. Modern buildings of modest height surrounded the area. It looked as welcoming as almost any planet in the Federation. A small party of locals shifted nervously as they waited.

Red stepped out and walked toward them. Rivka filled the space behind him so the aliens couldn’t see her. Lindy brought up the rear, staying in the hatch, where she commanded a better view. Red moved to the side when he was two steps from the welcoming committee, and Rivka strolled up to them.

Slight like the Yindle and Yangorians, but their skin pigment was tan.

“I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa,” she told them. “I’ve been on your planet for six days, and I am not happy with what I’ve seen.”

“I am Chancellor Betagow, and I apologize for your rough landing and loss of contact. We didn’t know you had arrived, but that is no excuse. We were aware of your itinerary, but no one noticed you had not shown up. We didn’t have you on our schedule today, but such an eminent representative of our mother Federation should still be treated with the greatest respect.” He bowed deeply.

Fucking politicians, Red grumbled. Rivka turned to him. He maintained an innocent expression as he scanned the area for threats.

“Shall we retire to somewhere less public?” Rivka suggested.

“Of course!” The chancellor beamed and gestured for Rivka to walk beside him as he headed for the nearest building.

Red and Lindy took positions where they could keep an eye on the locals. The rest of the area was devoid of living creatures.

Once inside, they led Rivka to an immense chamber with a small table in the middle. It had only two chairs pulled up.

Red and Lindy stood at either end of the large open space surrounding the central area. The other members of the chancellor’s party sat in a row of chairs well away from the table. Lindy adjusted her position so she could keep them in her line of sight.

The chancellor sat down and smiled pleasantly, motioning for Rivka to take the chair on the opposite side of the table.

She deferred, sitting on the table in front of him.

“Chancellor Betagow, I believe that an unacceptable percentage of your population is illiterate, which means your application for membership to the Federation contained inconsistencies.”

“Are you talking about Yindle and Yangor?” the chancellor asked, looking relieved. “Our last survey showed less than ten thousand total souls among both those populations. We have over two hundred thousand on this side of the planet, which marks less than five percent of the population as possibly illiterate. They know what they need for the lives they live.”

He smiled pleasantly.

“They know what they need…” she repeated. “Does that include the manufacturing knowledge to make rifles?”

“Those were for self-defense purposes only. They have this vicious creature over there called a kinga. The rifles are to keep the beasts in check.”

“Kinga. Those are good eating,” Rivka said slowly. “Cook them over a slow and smoky fire.”

The chancellor didn’t have an answer since she hadn’t asked a question.

Rivka leaned close and whispered, “Bullshit. You gave them rifles so they could fight each other and maintain a status quo where they never grew enough to challenge your authority. I am going to revert your membership to a pending status until we can fully review Tanglewood and all the people who live here. I have sufficient facts supporting your failure to notify the population of their obligations under Federation Law. We were out there, and each of those groups tried to take us prisoner until we explained things to them.”

The chancellor looked skeptical. “Explained?”

Rivka made a finger gun. “It’s amazing how superior firepower can gain you a captive audience.”

Chancellor Betagow leaned away from her.

“Right now is a great example. I didn’t have to threaten you to maintain your full attention because you know you were in the wrong and got caught.”

She touched his arm. Her mind was flooded with thoughts of how he could cover up the process, destroy records, and make people disappear for the time Federation investigators were active.

“I have no idea what you are talking about,” the chancellor said smoothly.

Rivka put her datapad on the table and tapped the screen. “Chaz, record the following. There is a backup digital file in the safe in the chancellor’s office. It opens with his handprint, or secondary code of fifty-one, seven, forty-three, and nine. That contains the actual data before it was manipulated to meet Federation guidelines. The secretary is a key witness. She is scheduled to go on vacation, starting today. Cancel that and have her remain at her desk until I can take a statement. Chancellor Betagow, care to revise your formal application for membership to the Federation?”

“Yes, Magistrate. Our application may have been put together a little too hastily. We need to verify some of the information before we resubmit.”

“Before your successor resubmits, you mean.” Rivka stood, picked up her datapad, and waved at Red. “Take him into custody. Falsification of Federation forms.” She leaned close to the chancellor, whose face had taken on a distinct pasty pallor. “You probably won’t be in custody for longer than an hour or three, but since you’ve already been found guilty, your record will prevent you from engaging with the Federation in any formal capacity from here on out.”

Rivka walked toward the remaining members of the group. “You.” She pointed to the one female in the group. “Can you take me to the chancellor’s office, please?”

“Of course.” The older female smiled.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



Tanglewood, Capital City

With the evidence in hand and the chancellor’s crimes formally on the record, Rivka reconvened Tanglewood’s planetary leadership.

“Your membership in the Federation has been formally suspended. The good news is that you no longer need to comply with Federation Law. The bad news is that all trade with Tanglewood is also suspended until separate agreements can be put into place since the Federation no longer backstops compliance with the trade deals. I’ve outlined a few steps you’ll need to take if you want to get back in; first and foremost is that you treat the Yindle and the Yangorians like equals on this planet. I’m no DNA expert, but I suspect you shared a common ancestor.”

The body language of a couple of members of the delegation suggested they took umbrage at that statement.

Rivka stepped close. “Cool your jets. You know we can test samples from each of you and have an answer back today that confirms it. I have no time or patience for bullshit. I’ve been out in that jungle for six days because of your hubris and the disinformation you gave the Federation.”

She didn’t bother to mention the anomaly that affected the Etheric-powered equipment.

“I’m going to request a special delegation from the Federation to expand our diplomatic presence in order to help you fulfill your requirements, should you desire to rejoin the Federation.”

None of those present disputed Rivka’s plan.

“Dispute,” she said aloud. “I have taken a personal interest in the dispute between Yindle and Yangor. I am going to see it to its conclusion, to the resolution of the dispute. I’m considering the dispute between you and the Federation closed following the conviction of Chancellor Betagow. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to be on the other side of your beautiful planet.”

She didn’t bother shaking hands or acknowledging the authority of the remaining leaders. The Magistrate simply walked away, with Red and Lindy in tow.

“We got geared up for that?” Red whined.

“Yes. It went much better than I expected. They were appropriately cowed from the outset. Maybe they do have consciences, despite the way they treat their jungle-dwelling counterparts.”

The hatch popped open as they approached Destiny’s Vengeance, where Kennedy was patiently waiting.

“Take us back to Wyatt Earp, please,” Rivka requested.

The pilot hurried back to the cockpit.

“I’m glad she’s back with us,” Lindy said.

“Bruised but not broken.” Rivka watched the cockpit and how the young woman worked.

“She has a new lease on life, and we have a responsibility not to dump her in the middle of a jungle on a strange planet,” Lindy suggested.

Rivka shook her head. “We have the responsibility to keep checking to make sure she’s comfortable in our home, that being Wyatt Earp, or wherever we might end up. I think the jungle was the catalyst that made her question why she wanted to be on this crew.”

Lindy turned to the galley, where Red was banging on the food processor because he was hungry. “I’m not sure I want to be anywhere else, but that’s just me.”

Rivka hugged her bodyguard before yelling at the galley, “You better not break that. Ankh will have your ass.”

“You can’t send this freight train to the stars without fuel!” Red stuck his arm through the door and flexed a massive bicep.

Lindy grabbed it and did a pull-up.

“For the record, Magistrate,” Red started, “your vacations suck. There’s been too little food, no real ass-kicking, and no sex. In other words, no vacation.”

Rivka made a sour face. “Vacations are meant for inner reflection, seeking and realizing peace for your soul.”

Red returned Rivka’s expression. “That is some serious bullshit you’re slinging, Magistrate. Vacations are for decadence, pampering, food, more pampering, and massive quantities of pleasures of the flesh.”

Lindy nodded vigorously. “Massive.”

Rivka backed slowly away. “I’ll be in the cockpit.”

Red stuck his tongue out like an old lecher. “Yeah, me, too.” He dragged a play-fighting Lindy into the small galley and closed the door.

“We’re going to be there in ten minutes!” Rivka yelled.

“More like twenty,” Kennedy corrected.

“Make it thirty,” Rivka ordered. “I’d like to think my bodyguards are in top shape.”

Wyatt Earp, Tanglewood

Ankh and Ted were both immersed in Ankh’s new holographic workshop in the engine room. Rivka watched with her arms crossed until she finally gave up. They didn’t look like they were going anywhere else anytime soon.

Ramses’ Chariot’s bots were fully engaged in fixing the ship, using additional stores that Ted’s ship ferried from the orbiting battleship once he had recovered the Etheric dampener he had let Rivka borrow for her trip to the other side of the planet.

They only had to wait.

Rivka wandered to the bridge, to find Ryleigh and Kennedy tapping screens while going through procedural manuals. They stopped what they were doing and stood when the Magistrate entered.

“You guys staying busy?” Rivka asked, hoping that others weren’t as bored as she had become.

“Of course.” Ryleigh beamed. “We’re doing what we love to do. Virtually, but still, this ship is amazing!”

“We’re stuck in the top of some trees.”

“That’s a temporary blip.” Kennedy waved the setback away. “With the new dampener, cloak, screens, shields, and anything else you can think of, we should be able to travel unseen and unmolested throughout the galaxy.”

“You can’t touch this!” Ryleigh declared. Chaz started playing the song from eons past. The bass thumped, and the music blared. The pilots started dancing. Rivka backed off the bridge.

“I’ll leave you to it, then.” She waved as the hatch closed behind her. She headed for the galley, thought better of it, and continued to her quarters to change. The gym sounded like a better option until she saw Sahved ambling down the corridor, head down in a datapad. He stumbled past Rivka without seeing her.

“Sahved,” she said softly.

He nearly jumped out of his skin. “Magistrate,” he replied, regaining his wits.

“How are the studies going?”

“Coming,” he replied. “The studies are coming along nicely. I’m glad they are not going. I fear I would not catch up. They are coming at me like a river falling over a ledge, crashing into the chasm of my mind.”

“I’m glad… What?”

“Your law is hard,” he admitted.

“But just,” Rivka countered. “A hard but just framework within which multiple worlds with disparate foundational cultures can operate without discord. It will be complex, but it must also be simple and flexible enough that people who aren’t criminals don’t get thrown in jail.”

“We must never throw people who aren’t criminals in jail.”

“What if they break the law?” Rivka leaned against the wall. Sahved wove and bobbed as he searched the library shelves in his head for the answer.

“Then they are criminals,” he finally answered.

“Like SiQuan and Dee?”

“No, of course not.”

“They broke the law,” Rivka stated definitively. Sahved started mumbling to himself. He tapped the screen using all three of his fingers, scrolled, twisted, and staggered away.

“Your law is hard.” He stopped at the galley door, looked up, and smiled. “Oh! Hungry.” He disappeared inside in his search for food.

“If I said I was the head lunatic in this asylum, I fear no one would dispute it.”

“I wouldn’t,” Red remarked from behind.

“Since when did you get so light-footed?” she asked as she turned to face him. He wore his workout clothes, a torn t-shirt and gym shorts. Lindy was behind in a small tank top and tight leggings. Both were covered in sweat. “I was just heading to workout. Getting soft while on vacation.”

“That reminds me…” Red leaned down to look her in the eye. He gripped her shoulder so she could see his mind. “Your vacations suck.”

She jerked free.

“Holy shit, Red! Don’t ever do that to me again.”

“Woohoo!” Red and Lindy cheered and high-fived. “Do what?”

“Show me your warped, pleasures-of-the-flesh mind.”

“You showed her what?” Lindy jabbed a finger into the middle of Red’s back.

“Wait, you were supposed to see Lindy and me heading out on our yacht on our own private vacation, with you and the others waving goodbye. Don’t include us on your next vacation, Magistrate! Take that dentist buddy of yours. He can patch you up after you fail to protect yourself.”

“That’s not what you showed me. Maybe you need to join Sahved for some mental discipline training.” He slowly reached for her. Rivka ran.

She pounded down the corridor, made the U-corner at the bridge, and headed back toward the engine room. She pulled up when she nearly ran into Ted and Ankh. They walked past her and kept going. She turned around and followed out of idle curiosity.

They continued to the cargo-bay-turned-hangar-bay, which was mostly filled by the bulk of Destiny’s Vengeance. Ankh strolled to the Pod-doc and climbed in. Ted started manipulating the controls. The cover closed, and the equipment started to operate.

“Is Ankh injured or sick?” Rivka asked.

“No,” Ted replied.

Rivka saw where Ankh got his personality foibles. “I meant, why is Ankh going through a Pod-doc procedure?”

“To further upgrade his body against damage. He was seriously injured during the crash landing. We cannot risk losing him and Erasmus, so he has been incrementally upgrading his body over the past ten days. This should be the final procedure to give him additional bulk, strengthen the bones around his head and vital organs, and improve his nanos’ ability to respond to catastrophic damage and restore the ones within.”

Rivka had noticed that Ankh looked different but hadn’t been able to put her finger on exactly why. She nodded without further comment. Ted continued working the Pod-doc controls until he stopped to commune with his AI. Rivka thought he looked like a mannequin while he stared into space, unmoving. She wondered how Felicity had put up with him for the last century, but their relationship was legendary.

Rivka thought about leaving for the gym, but if Ted was waiting, so would she since her curiosity about Ankh’s transformation got the best of her. She lost track of time while she sat on the deck and read reports on her datapad. She didn’t see the cycle end, but she heard the cover open.

Ankh stepped out and took a deep breath.

“You look the same,” Rivka stated, studying him. Small body, maybe not as small, with a big, bald head and perpetually emotionless expression.

Ankh fixed her with his unblinking gaze. “But I am not.” He and Ted shared a thought before Ankh hurried from the cargo bay. Ted headed for the ramp. A maintenance bot appeared, and he climbed on top like an airwave surfer. The bot hovered out and up, taking Ted back to Ramses’ Chariot.

She heard the ship undock from Wyatt Earp, and the slight whine of intra-atmospheric propulsion quickly faded as it left for the stars.

“Are we ready to go?” Rivka asked the empty cargo bay.

She closed the ramp, secured the hatch after leaving, and strode toward the bridge. “Magistrate to the bridge,” Clodagh requested over the shipwide broadcast. Two seconds later, Rivka was there.

“There you are,” Clodagh said.

“I was on my way here. Are we ready to go?”

“Wyatt Earp is cleared for interstellar travel.”

“We have one stop to make first. Take us to the Barrier Peak. We have some unfinished business.”

“You heard the order,” Clodagh relayed to the pilot and navigator. Floyd bumped into Rivka from behind. “Prepare to get underway.”

Absentmindedly, Rivka picked up the wombat and started stroking her fur.

Keeper? the little girl asked.

“Yes! I hope we see the keeper and the master. We’re going to set up a shelter where they can discuss the way ahead.”

Whee! Floyd cried.

Groenwyn appeared with a yapping Tiny Man Titan.

“New friends,” the platinum-green-haired young woman said.

“I sure hope so.” Rivka one-arm-hugged Groenwyn, and the Magistrate was flooded by emotions of hope and joy. She let go quickly but felt better, as she always did from Groenwyn’s positivity.

The ship lifted off, cracking small branches on its way upward. Once it cleared the treetops, it turned for the Barrier Peak, flying slowly over Bora Vale.

“Give me external broadcast, please.”

“Given,” Chaz replied.

“Please meet us at Barrier Peak.”

Rivka shrugged. She hadn’t been trying to be profound. She pointed forward and the ship flew on. “Continue into Yindle territory.”

Once there, she repeated her message to the jungle.

Wyatt Earp returned to the open area of Barrier Peak, settled to the ground on its landing skids, and opened the cargo bay door.

Rivka, Groenwyn, Red, and Lindy strolled into the fresh air.

“Looks different.” Red pointed to the trees. Most had already grown over, but the big splintered trees had become a part of a heavy new barrier to the Yindle jungle. “Maybe we can use the Vengeance to haul some of the deadfall out of there?”

“Big man has a conscience,” Rivka teased. “I agree, but we’ll ask Master Dee.”

“They shot me,” he pointed toward Yangor, “and they shot you.” He pointed to Yindle. “I don’t feel that bad, more like beating up the biggest bully in the little kids’ playground. He needed his ass kicked, but he’s still small and insignificant. Also, while we’re baring our consciences,” Rivka winced, “I was underwhelmed by your efforts to rip the chancellor a new one. You slapped a parking ticket on his forehead.”

“Beating up the little kid, Red. Once I got there, I saw that for Tanglewood, he might have been a premier politician. You know, a scum-sucking river eel who thought he was getting something for the planet. He’s in his place now. I punished him by having him removed from power. It’ll be someone else’s name attached to the Federation paperwork.”

“Have we seen the last of him?”

“He won’t be back. He might have been a big fish on Tanglewood, but he has no power off-planet. He was judged and found wanting. He is a criminal and will forever be. He has been punished. Maybe he’ll be the one carrying our luggage when we get to the resort.”

“Hang on!” Red blurted.

“What?” Lindy asked, leaning close so she didn’t miss the answer.

Groenwyn walked away, chuckling. Floyd and Titan ran ahead.

“We have three days left. It’s not what I envisioned, but it’s better than nothing.”

“No, Magistrate, it’s not better than nothing. I’m not going on a vacation with you. Your vacations…”

“I know, I know! My vacations suck.”

“That’s settled, then. What’s our next mission?”

“Case,” Rivka corrected.

“You say tomahto, I say tomayto.” Red tipped his chin toward the Yangorian jungle. The Keeper of the Barrier Peak appeared, waved, and hurried toward them.

“Great to see you and your magnificent ship!” the keeper greeted them. He shook hands all around.

From the Yindle side, Minor Yee tentatively stepped into the open. Groenwyn intercepted him with a kind greeting of her own. Floyd bounced around the Yindle while Titan yipped and yapped. He held his hands up to keep from touching the animals. Groenwyn escorted him to the top of the hill.

“Greetings from Master Dee. He is on a journey through all of Yindle to tell our people of the outreach by Yangor and our agreement to talk in the hopes of burying our differences,” he began formally.

Red tried not to look at the Yindle with disdain. The last time he’d seen him, he was running for the jungle.

Minor Yee pulled a knife from behind his back and offered it pommel-first to Rivka. “I believe this is yours. The master asked me to return it.”

Rivka took it with a slight bow and handed it to Red. He slipped it into the empty sheath on his combat vest.

“Come, let us sit in the shade and talk,” Antwan offered. Rivka gestured toward the cargo ramp of her ship, but the Yangorian shook his head. “We have prepared a meeting place over there under a border tree in the cool and calm of the jungle.”

“As have we under the treefall, the memorial to the damage done during our first meeting.” Minor Yee held his ground.

“As the Federation’s mediator in this matter, you will rotate from one spot to the other, but who is first? I suggest we flip a coin, but I suspect no one has one.” Lindy and Red both shook their heads. “So let’s go with the knife toss. Red, spin it and see which way it points.”

Red removed his knife, and with a deft twist of his wrist, set it spinning. It bounced once and settled, pointing directly at the ship, ninety degrees to both Yindle and Yangor.

“The first meeting will be right here on the ramp,” Rivka declared. Next will be in Yindle, then Yangor. That is how it will be.”

She did not give them time or space to argue, instead leading them to the ramp, where they sat on the edge. “Introduce yourselves and talk about your families. What meal did you have this morning? We’ll go from there.”

“I thought we’d talk about something more substantive,” Antwan started. Rivka held up her hand.

“You need to know where you came from before you can decide where you want to go. This isn’t a trip you’re taking alone. It is the journey that’s important, not the destination. What you’ll find is that once you start, your destination will change, but the path behind you will not. Make yourselves proud to look back and see the ground you’ve covered. Together.”

The End

Judge, Jury, & Executioner, Book 8

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 over to the Judge, Jury, & Executioner series page to see if any new volumes have been published.

US - My Book

UK - My Book

Australia - My Book

Canada - My Book

And if you use a different store search it for this ASIN - B07G69MBTV

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


The story continues with book 9 in the series, RISE OF THE AI, available now at Amazon and through Kindle Unlimited.
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Available at Amazon and Kindle Unlimited


AUTHOR NOTES - CRAIG MARTELLE
WRITTEN JANUARY 1, 2020
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You are still reading! Thank you for staying on board until now. It doesn’t get much better than that.

This story came to me at the end of The Art of Smuggling. I thought we needed to see more and tighter bonding between the crew. Plus, I love a good island castaway story. We got to see a lot of growth between the crew without getting caught up in too much backstory. Our three pilots are maturing into their roles on the Magistrate’s crew. I wanted to give them a little primetime.

Ankh also needed to see what he was made of. “Sterner stuff than that” is the answer.

My wife and I spent New Year’s in Australia, as we usually do since my son married into Adelaide. If I want to see my grandkids, that’s where we have to go. It’s much easier for us to travel there than a family of four flying to Alaska. In the winter.

We prefer going someplace warm. The temperature difference was rather extreme this year. When we left, it was a brutal -37F in Fairbanks. It was 73F in Hawaii as we traveled through, and when we arrived in Fiji, it was a balmy 86F. You did the math right. That’s a 123 degree difference. It made Fiji seem hot, but we powered through with a nice beach view on Denarau Island. Breaking up the flights into six-hour chunks makes the trip much easier on me. I don’t like long flights because I can’t sleep well on a plane. I nap, but for only a few minutes at a time because I stop breathing due to low oxygen on a plane.

I can hang tough for six hours, write, watch a movie, all those good things that help pass the time.

Many words in Dispute were written on the plane. It was a good flight from Fiji to Adelaide. And then many more words were written early in the morning in the hotel room before we headed out for the day to spend time with my son and his family.

I always work. The challenge of being a workaholic while I’m supposed to be retired. But there are so many stories to tell, and I enjoy helping people escape from the rigors of everyday life. This, like all my stories is what I call escape fiction. I want to make you think just enough to immerse yourself in the story and the characters, but not make you work too much at it. You should be able to simply enjoy the story. I hope I’m accomplishing that with this series as well as all with all my books.

The cause of freedom is not the cause of a race or a sect, a party or a class, it is the cause of all sentient creatures. It is their very birthright. This is a take on the quote by Ann Julia Cooper on pages 26-27 of the new US Passport. I thought it appropriate.

The name of Tanglewood comes from Kurtherian Gambit fan Michael Barr who offered Tanglethorn. I went with Tanglewood as the jungle did not become an antagonist in this story, but simply a canvas upon which the story was painted, one more element that the crew and natives had to work with.

While we were in Fiji, I took a number of pictures of an actual jungle so you can get an idea what I saw in my mind’s eye regarding the density and hostility of moving through and fighting within the jungle. It would be a challenge on the best of days.

Dispute will publish on January 13th, 2020. I have an appointment with my cardiologist on that day to prepare me for heart surgery on the 14th. It’s an ablation, a fairly common procedure, but not simple. They’ll stick a wire into my heart and fry a couple nerves that are making it beat out of sync. The procedure is outpatient. I’ll get to leave the same day they perform the operation. The risk is low, but my heart has been wonky for the past eighteen months. I hope it goes as they expect and solves the issue so I can get my energy and life back.

If something goes way wrong, what if this is the last book I ever write? Will I have done the genre proud? I would like to think so and that Rivka continues into the foreseeable future. I surely want to see Rise of the AI (Executioner 9) on people’s favorite reading lists:).

Thank you for reading my stories. This series is my favorite and will continue for the foreseeable future. Superdreadnought is finished at six books, Metal Legion will end at eight books (I’m writing it now), Nightwalker at eight books (I have two left), and Bad Company at seven books (I have the outline for Bad Company 7 & 8 which I will combine into one superhuge book). Those series will all be finished by sometime in 2020. I’ll write a new Judge, Jury, & Executioner in between wrapping each of the others because Rivka will live on. I enjoy these stories far too much to stop writing them.

And next year, we’ll be bringing out a new series that’s not set in the Kurtherian universe. Look for weretigers learning the galaxy’s secrets.

Peace, fellow humans.
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Please join my newsletter (www.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.


BOOKS BY CRAIG MARTELLE


# - available in audio, too

Terry Henry Walton Chronicles (#) (co-written with Michael Anderle)—a post-apocalyptic paranormal adventure

Gateway to the Universe (#) (co-written with Justin Sloan & Michael Anderle)—this book transitions the characters from the Terry Henry Walton Chronicles to The Bad Company

The Bad Company (#) (co-written with Michael Anderle)—a military science fiction space opera

Judge, Jury, & Executioner (#)—a space opera adventure legal thriller

Shadow Vanguard—a Tom Dublin space adventure series

Superdreadnought (#)—an AI military space opera

Metal Legion (#)—a military space opera

The Free Trader (#)—a young adult science fiction action adventure

Cygnus Space Opera (#)—a young adult space opera (set in the Free Trader universe)

Darklanding (#) (co-written with Scott Moon)—a space western

Mystically Engineered (co-written with Valerie Emerson)—mystics, dragons, & spaceships

Metamorphosis Alpha—stories from the world’s first science fiction RPG

The Expanding Universe—science fiction anthologies

Krimson Empire (co-written with Julia Huni)—a galactic race for justice

Zenophobia (#)—a space archaeological adventure

End Times Alaska (#)—a Permuted Press publication—a post-apocalyptic survivalist adventure

Nightwalker (a Frank Roderus series)—A post-apocalyptic western adventure

End Days (#) (co-written with E.E. Isherwood)—a post-apocalyptic adventure

Successful Indie Author (#)—a non-fiction series to help self-published authors

Monster Case Files (co-written with Kathryn Hearst)—A Warner twins mystery adventure

Rick Banik (#)—Spy & terrorism action adventure

Ian Bragg Thrillers—a man with a conscience who kills bad guys for money

Published exclusively by Craig Martelle, Inc

The Dragon’s Call by Angelique Anderson & Craig A. Price, Jr.—an epic fantasy quest

A Couples Travel—a non-fiction travel series

For a complete list of Craig’s books, stop by his website—https://craigmartelle.com


BOOKS BY MICHAEL ANDERLE


For a complete list of books by Michael Anderle, please visit:

www.lmbpn.com/ma-books/


CONNECT WITH THE AUTHORS


Craig Martelle Social

Website & Newsletter:

http://www.craigmartelle.com

Facebook:

https://www.facebook.com/AuthorCraigMartelle/

Michael Anderle Social

Website:

http://www.lmbpn.com

Email List:

http://lmbpn.com/email/

Facebook Here:

https://www.facebook.com/TheKurtherianGambitBooks/
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