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            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      In the Etheric Federation, the terms “Barrister” and “Lawyer” are synonymous.

      

      Judges preside over trials.

      

      Magistrates are barristers/lawyers who also judge and mete out punishment. They are Judge, Jury and Executioner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ZERO – MEET RIVKA ANOA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Onyx Station

      

      

      “I hear that an All Guns Blazing franchise has just opened on Onyx Station,” Charumati said.

      “Your appointment with Rivka is in ten minutes, so you had best be on your way.” Nathan Lowell, President of the Bad Company, stood to shake their hands.

      “How much money did you lose?” Terry Henry Walton asked. He sat up straight and listened intently.

      “More than I’m willing to admit. You have defeated me. I thought you were completely incapable of controlling yourself. You’re a Marine, for fuck’s sake! Fuck, fuck, fuckity, fuck. Can’t you hear those words forming in your mind, ready to explode with color and imagination from the mouth that has issued a million orders over the years? ‘Give it to them hard and dirty,’ Patton said. You are this generation’s Patton, TH. You know you want to fuck-bomb the unwashed shit-suckers out there.”

      “I’m not Patton, and for the record I’ll take that in cash, but that’s not how things work in this Star Trek universe of yours. Post the credits to my account, my friend. Tips are always appreciated.”

      “Tips? Don’t bet against Terry Henry Walton. That’s the best one I have.”

      “Rivka?”

      “She’s recently arrived as an intern.”

      “An intern? You have got to be kidding me?” Terry replied.

      “I know you wanted to say ‘shitting me,’ so let it out, Terry. Let the inner you blossom before us.”

      “No can do, Nathan,” Char interjected, stepping between the two men. “His self-control in not swearing for months is what’s going to pay for the franchise. I don’t want to lose that now, so we’ll be off. But an intern? I hope she knows what she’s doing.”

      “She’s more than meets the eye. I call her ‘The Queen’s Barrister,’ if that means anything.”
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        * * *

      

      A young woman wearing a fashionable spacesuit approached. Terry wasn’t sure whether it was armored. He resigned himself to the fact that she was new, like her spacesuit. She approached, offering her hand.

      “My name is Rivka Anoa, and I’ll be working with you on your franchise contract for All Guns Blazing. Do you have any questions before we start?”

      “We’d like to see the All Guns Blazing before anything else. Are you old enough to go in there? You look pretty young,” Terry told her.

      “So do you,” Rivka deftly replied. She was shorter than Char by half a head, with blonde hair, hazel eyes, and pale skin. “I’m twenty-five, I’ll have you know.”

      “I’m not twenty-five, and I’d like to see what I’m going to spend Nathan’s money on,” Char said.

      “What are you, thirty-five? That’s not that big a difference.”

      “I think I’ll be...” Terry stopped and started counting, ticking off his fingers as he went. “Round it up to one ninety. You know what that means! Somebody is going to hit the big two-oh-oh this year.”

      “Why?” Char rolled her eyes and groaned. “Why did you have to bring that up?”

      “Because I need to throw you a surprise party,” Terry replied nonchalantly.

      Char turned to Rivka. “Which way to the bar? I could use a drink.”

      “Follow me, please.” She winked at Char before shielding her mouth from Terry Henry. “I can get a wheelchair for the old guy if you’d like. I know you’re not a year over twenty-nine. You look magnificent! I love your eyes.”

      Char loved the infectious exuberance of youth. “Lead on, Queen’s Barrister. Wherever you go, we shall follow—as long as you’re going to All Guns Blazing. If you’re not, we’ll find our own way.”

      They took an elevator to the promenade level, where Rivka held the doors for them to exit.

      “This looks the same,” Char said.

      “All Guns Blazing is a brand new addition to Onyx Station. One of the signature elements is the seven by twenty-meter window looking into space. It is made using proprietary technology that will be part of the contract. The beer vats and brewing system must be purchased through The Bad Company. There is no proprietary technology there—it’s just beer—but the style of vats is unique and trademarked by AGB Enterprises.”

      “Stop right there, barrister.” Terry crossed his arms, puffed up his chest, and pushed out his biceps. “It’s never just beer. There’s an AGB Enterprises?”

      “Of course. That’s who owns the franchise rights, who you’ll have the honor of paying a straight twenty percent of your revenue—not profit—and who you’ll also have the pleasure of buying your stock materials from. It’s all in the contract.”

      Terry deflated. “Is there any room for negotiation?”

      “None, but I will remain your representative for as long as the contract remains in force.”

      “What if you kill somebody and can’t be a lawyer anymore?”

      “That is a most bizarre question. Although barristers often mete out Justice under the Yollin Accord, we don’t kill people. Should I be unable to continue my duties for whatever reason, you will be provided comparable counsel from the firm. It’s in the contract.”

      “We mete out some Justice, too,” Terry started, “but I expect it’s a little different from what you do.”

      “I’ve heard about what you do. I’m not sure I’d be bragging about it.”

      “So what do you think we do?”

      “Assassins. You come in the dark of night and remove people perceived to be a threat to the Federation’s power. I’ll tell you what, buddy, my door is locked and I can defend myself!” She pointed a finger at the two.

      Terry and Char stepped back and looked at each other in confusion. “That’s not what we do. We’ve had exactly three missions so far. We ended a civil war on Poddern, we broke a blockade at Alchon Prime, and we closed an interdimensional rift and eliminated the Skrima, a race of demon-like aliens who had come through it.

      “Oh, okay!” she replied happily.

      “Aren’t lawyers supposed to take their clients without judging them? But more importantly, aren’t lawyers supposed to research stuff? You know, get to the truth?”

      “I am still new at this, but there are rumors about you and your Direct Action Branch. They’re not pretty.”

      “What the hell?” Terry turned to Char. She shrugged. “Is Nathan fu... messing with us?”

      “I hope not,” Char declared, and her expression softened. “You look like you could use a beer.”

      Terry’s ears perked up. “Could I ever! A nice dark one. Cold. Big. And then another one that looks just like it.”

      “I think you’re going to like All Guns Blazing. It’s the most popular place on Onyx Station.” They turned a corner and Rivka waved her hands as if making the bar magically appear.

      There was a fight going on at the entrance. Rivka held her hand up, signaling for them to stop.

      “Wait a minute,” Char said. She and Terry pushed past the barrister and ran for the entrance. Half the Bad Company warriors who had arrived with Terry and Char were inside the bar playing a drinking game, and the other half were already drunk and trying to get in. The bouncers were having none of it.

      “We’ve been here thirty minutes! How can they be drunk already? How can they be in a fight? How does crap like this happen?”

      Terry grabbed the closest warrior and hauled him backward. The man tried to throw a haymaker as he swung around, but TH dodged it and slammed the man on his face. Char rabbit-punched the next man. Terry kicked the third in the back of the knee. When the man started to stumble, Terry punched him on the top of his head.

      The fight ended quickly after that. The bouncers were unscathed and stood with their arms crossed, watching Terry and Char with wary eyes.

      “Form up, you knotheads,” Terry growled at them. Six men and three women, all drunk and bruised, responded with alacrity. “You lasted a grand total of thirty minutes. That’s not a record, so, while you’re confined to the War Axe, be comfortable in the knowledge that there are people in this universe who are stupider than you. How in the hell did you get drunk in thirty minutes?”

      “A killer drink in one of the sub-level bars. The Supernova Hellspawn something or other,” one of them mumbled.

      “Get back to the War Axe. I will have Smedley track you, and if any of you geniuses get lost, you won’t be confined to the ship. You’ll be in the brig, don’t pass go, don’t collect two hundred dollars, and don’t ever enjoy one minute of liberty for the rest of your natural-born days.”

      The group looked contrite until one of the women started puking. She remained at attention throughout the affair, leaving a splatter on the deck before her and a trail down the front of her shirt. The others started to giggle.

      “You had best get back to the ship. Right. Now.” Terry waved at them angrily. They started to run, but they had turned in different directions. Two fell, but all avoided the spew. They helped each other up, decided on the way to go, and dashed away.

      “Isn’t the hangar deck the other way?” Char asked.

      “Yup.”

      Rivka stood to the side, covering her nose with her hand to avoid the smell. Terry grinned at her. “Not our finest moment, counselor. If you wondered about any night-sneaking by steely-eyed ghosts, what you saw here today should put those rumors to rest. And you’re probably thinking we can’t fight our way out of a wet paper bag. To the untrained eye it may seem that way, but these people have been in combat for a long time. They’re blowing off steam, that’s all.”

      Continuing to cover her nose while turning so she didn’t have to look at the mess, Rivka asked, “Maybe you can teach me a move or two? That was pretty good, how you disarmed three of them in three seconds.”

      “They weren’t armed,” Terry countered.

      “You know what I mean,” she huffed. She nodded to the bouncers, who waved them in. “After you.”

      Terry opted for seats at the bar, with his back to the window. He would look at space later. He needed to observe the bar and understand the potential.

      Rivka waited patiently as he inspected everything in sight, methodically looking from one feature to the next.

      “He’s memorizing all of it.”

      “I’ll transmit a complete portfolio of pictures. They come with the franchise license.”

      “Sure, but he already has the whole bar committed to his eidetic memory. After one hundred and ninety years you’d think his brain would be full, but it’s not. Maybe when he gets to be my age...”

      “I heard that,” Terry interjected. “Nothing you can say will get a rise out of me, not while I’m here in this beautiful thing.”

      The bartender handed over a perfectly-pulled pint, so dark that no light passed through the glass. Terry looked at it as if he were in love. He closed his eyes as he sipped it, keeping the glass close as he licked his lips and took another long, slow drink.

      “I may never swear again,” Terry suggested after he had finished the beer and called for a second.

      “Bullshit!” Char declared. “Once the bar is up and running, you’ll be your old self. If you’re going to drink the profits, I’ll cut you off!”

      “What?”

      “Our bar. It’s our bar, not Terry Henry Walton’s private watering hole.”

      “Ooh.” Rivka pursed her lips and brought up the contract on her pad. “I’ll need to make some changes.”

      “Charumati Walton, co-owner. Equally, if you please,” Char specified. Terry took a big gulp and coughed before smiling.

      “It’s every man’s dream. I get to own a bar with my woman!” Terry declared loudly.

      “For fuck’s sake! What kind of barbarian is this turning you into?” Char leaned back on her barstool to glare at Terry.

      “There’s the woman I love. Co-owners of a wildly-successful business enterprise, bringing entertainment, food, and drink to those who want to enjoy themselves for a brief period of time.

      “You two are weird,” Rivka remarked without looking up.

      Char stood and motioned for Terry to finish his beer, which he dutifully accomplished with little fanfare. “We’re going shopping. Buzz us when you have the documents ready. I think All Guns Blazing is exactly what we need. And a new pair of shoes. Maybe an outfit to go with them. A purse, too. I almost never carry one, but who knows? Especially if it’s a good match for the outfit.”
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        * * *

      

      “By all that’s holy in this bald monkey-ass world, don’t make me sign any more papers!”

      “I assure you that no one is making you do anything. That premise alone could void this packet of contracts. Are you making that accusation?”

      “No,” Terry admitted sheepishly. “I meant to ask if we will we ever be fucking done signing our fucking lives away?”

      “You are an angry man,” Rivka told him. She climbed down from the barstool and stood to her full height, and she was still shorter than a sitting TH. “I have a job to do, and I don’t think you respect it! Nathan asked me to do this as a personal favor. Yes. I’m an intern. Yes. I’m a woman. Get over that and do your job, and I’ll do mine!”

      “He doesn’t have anything against you being an intern or a woman,” Char clarified, pointing at the sheaf of papers. “He despises bureaucrats who embrace paperwork as the epitome of productivity.”

      “You think I like this?”

      “How could you not?” Terry declared.

      “Okay, maybe I do, but it’s in the sense of putting a puzzle together so that there are no holes. You will be able to defend your bar before the Queen and the universe! No one can take it away from you, except for AGB Enterprises if you violate the branding or fail to make your purchases from them or fail to pay them, although you’ve made that payment automatic by agreeing to use AGB Enterprises’ Accounting and Banking system as declared on this form.” Rivka dug halfway through the stack and pointed to a page.

      Terry didn’t bother to look at the document. He was amazed by the victorious look on her face.

      “I feel like there should be a fist-pump or something.”

      Her smile evaporated, and she repeated, “You are an angry man.”

      A drunk patron pounded on the bar, demanding service. The bartender waved him off, refusing to serve him. The drunk man slid close to Rivka.

      “Whatcha got there?” he asked as he pushed Rivka and reached a dirty hand toward the pile of papers. Rivka caught him by the wrist.

      “Don’t touch the contract,” she told him, her voice low and steady.

      “Don’t touch me!” he replied and grabbed for her. She let go, caught an ear in each hand, and pulled his head downward. She drove her leg upward. His face met her knee, and that was the end of the confrontation.

      “Assault, battery, and interference in a confidential attorney-client conversation.” He moaned and held his face. She kicked him in the ribs. “Justice is served.”

      “Holy crap!” Terry looked at her with newfound respect. “You can do that? Judge, jury, and executioner?”

      She looked at the man rolling around on the floor. “No one was executed, but yes I can. We are authorized to mete out Justice when the cases are clear-cut, like this one. There’s video. He’s guilty, so fuck that guy.”

      “If someone messes with our bar, are you going to fuck them up, too?” Terry asked with a big smile.

      “Not if you don’t sign those contracts,” she countered.

      TH turned to Char. “I love my lawyer.”

      “Of course, you do, now keep signing.”
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        * * *

      

      Terry Henry’s contract was the last legal matter she completed as an intern. In the eyes of the Queen, she had never been just an intern. Rivka Anoa had always been the Queen’s Barrister, a gifted champion for Justice...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The Judge flowed through the door to loom over the court. The trial had come to a close, and it was the moment of truth, or maybe the moment of Justice. Barrister Anoa had built a sound case and argued well.

      The jury would have to put him away. She nodded politely to the defense. Atticus “Custer” Tikabow, her old friend, had been her opponent, although the lawyers themselves didn’t look at things that way. They argued different points of law. The jury decided, and the counsels wiped their hands of it all and went back to their offices. Or the golf course. The Judges had to mete out punishment. In cases without a jury, they heard the evidence, ruled, and ordered the punishment carried out instantly.

      Punishment up to and including death. Custer’s client was slimy and came across as a weasel. He sat closest to the jury, so they had to see it. His mere presence had been enough for them to decide. Her brilliant arguments had been frosting on the cake.

      She remained standing, confident and proud.

      “Would the jury read the verdict?” the Judge ordered. The courtroom remained standing while the Judge leaned back in his recliner.

      “The jury finds the defendant not guilty.”

      “What?” Rivka blurted as her eyes shot to the defendant.

      Custer and the man were hugging. He winked at her over his counsel’s shoulder. She was furious, and her head started to swim. She leaned on the table to keep from falling over.

      “My appreciation goes to the jury for your work in this case. You are released from your duties.” The Judge intoned the words as he did at the end of every jury trial. “Defendant is free to go.”

      A phrase rarely heard, since the evidence was usually clear by the time it went to court. People pled to lesser crimes to avoid the harshness of a trial sentence.

      The Judge stood and walked out.

      Rivka looked frantically around the courtroom. A din of voices filled the air and visitors were filing out the back. The jury was leaving by a side door. The defendant and Custer were arm in arm, chatting like old friends.

      “But he did it!” she blurted.

      “Nope,” Custer replied. Her colleague was easy on the eyes. He’d won, and she’d lost. She shook his hand as decorum dictated, but she wanted to crush it.

      And him.

      The defendant leaned past his lawyer to grab Rivka by the arm and yanked her toward him. Emotions and images flooded her mind. Overwhelming joy at being set free. Disdain for the system that couldn’t find him guilty, when he had done it! She saw the murder clearly in his mind, and she knew he was just getting started.

      He had hissed something at her, but she didn’t hear it since the images were so overwhelming. The Queen had known of her gift, but Rivka generally kept her hands to herself. She considered it an invasion of others’ privacy to see their random thoughts—but sometimes the thoughts weren’t so random.

      “Murderer!” she snarled. The defendant started to laugh and winked again before thanking his lawyer one last time and walking away.

      Custer looked at her, but her expression told him to hold his tongue. He nodded curtly and followed his client out.

      What the hell just happened? Rivka wondered. A fucking murderer walks free? “No!”

      The courtroom’s paneled walls absorbed the sound of her anguish. Sometimes the law doesn’t always do what we want. Better that nine guilty men walk free than one innocent man goes to jail.

      She recalled that from her law-school lectures, as well as the old adage, “You can’t win ‘em all.”

      It didn’t make her feel any better.

      “I deserve a drink!” she declared to the empty court. “If it would please Your Honor, I’m outta here. Maybe through the dull pounding of a hangover, I can figure out what the fuck went wrong. If nothing else, tonight I’m going to drown that shit.”
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        * * *

      

      Rivka blinked the fog away. A bloody knife was in her hand, and she looked at it stupidly. “Where’d you come from?” she asked the blade. It didn’t answer.

      The blood was fresh; still crimson, not yet starting to darken. She shook the knife, and a couple of drops flew off.

      “Damn!” she exclaimed when one hit her pants. She shook her leg, but there it was —a stain she’d have to wash out. When she put her foot down, she saw the body. She’d almost stepped on it. “Where’d you come from?”

      She crouched near it and checked his neck for a pulse with her left hand. Still warm. No rigor mortis.

      And no pulse. She looked at the knife still clutched in her hand. She tossed it away and looked closer at the victim. “Oh no,” she moaned when she saw who it was. “You deserve to die for what you did, but not here. Not like this.”

      Her boots were in the growing puddle of blood, and her fingers were stained. Her prints were on the knife. “Oh no,” she moaned again, ramming her eyes shut as she forced her mind to tell her what happened.

      Booze. Rage. The murderer!

      She saw herself follow him. He’d led her into an alley where he’d confronted her; asked her if she knew what it was like to make love to a winner. The rage had taken over. The knife was his. He had tried to defend himself with it.

      And failed.

      Her mind raced. Actus reus, the act of committing the crime, had been completed. Mens rea, her mental state, was irrelevant. Prima facie, “on the face of it,” as the Latin would describe, she was guilty as sin.

      “Fuck this,” she told the corpse. “See you in court, bitch.”

      She stood and started to walk away, but her knees were weak. She wasn’t like him, okay with killing in cold blood. He had pulled the knife, but she had already attacked him. Would she lie to protect herself? No—but she wouldn’t incriminate herself either. When the authorities came, she’d stay silent. The burden of proof was on them.

      It wouldn’t take much.

      “You fucker,” she growled. “Not happy with taking one life, you have to take two.” She wanted to spit on him, but didn’t want to leave her DNA. She picked up the knife and wiped off the handle, then dropped it back on the ground.

      She sneered as she walked past the corpse.

      I could use a cup of coffee, she thought with false bravado. Her head started to swim. Guilt. Pain. His emotional cry of victory still ringing in her mind. She staggered as if drunk, although since the effects of the booze had already dissipated, she shouldn’t have been. She raged against it, stopping to collect herself.

      “A cup of coffee will be good,” she said aloud as if trying to convince herself. With a calmer spirit she walked from the alley, stopping when a police unit pulled up. An officer jumped out and fixed her with a stare. “Can I help you?” she asked.

      “Yes, by getting on your knees and putting your hands on top of your head.”

      “Well, that’s not how I expected this night to end,” she remarked weakly.
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        * * *

      

      Rivka knew where she was the instant she awoke. She didn’t remember them stunning her, or the chase which had quite likely preceded it, but she did know where she was.

      A Federation holding cell, gray and cramped and silent. She had seen them often enough, but never from the inside.

      It was a tiny windowless thing, and the metal of the walls was unadorned save for a small digital screen to her left, momentarily blank. It was protected by a shield of shatter-proof glass.

      Below it was a single line of script: Etheric Federation Intergalactic. She frowned.

      She was in a holding cell in the intergalactic quarter, which meant they were taking her into space—which was well outside the norm for an open-and-shut case. She tried to think through the implications, but the cell felt like it was closing in. She needed her office. Her datapad. Access to the legal database. She needed freedom and information, neither of which were available.

      She was left with speculation, which was the worst way to think.

      Rivka saw two possibilities.

      One, they were sending her to Jhiordaan, the penal planet of the Federation, and––if the stories were true––a living nightmare.

      That option seemed unlikely. Her killing of the man had not only been unjustified, it would leave a deep scar on the reputation of the Federation. Lawyers weren’t supposed to kill defendants who had been found not guilty.

      Not ever. Although not guilty was a far cry from innocent.

      Two, public execution. She had thought they would be as eager as possible to punish her, to dispel any doubt as to their integrity.

      Option two seemed most likely, yet she was in an intergalactic holding cell. She needed more information.

      The door to her cell hissed open and she greeted the sound like a breath of fresh air. She stood with her hands behind her back, ready to interrogate whoever entered to get the information she needed to better understand her situation and better plan her future.

      “What the hell?”

      Custer.

      “You!” She spat the word with all the hatred she could summon, lips twisting in a vicious snarl. “That man was guilty, damn you! How dare you come here? You, who defended a murderer and let him––”

      “I came to say goodbye.” His voice was barely above a whisper, yet it sliced somehow through the fury of her words. “You’re going to see the High Chancellor, Rivka. I don’t know why, but I know that much. It could be good for you. I figured you’d like to know.”

      How she hated him for this compassion when he should be the one to hang.

      He sighed and shook his head. “Perhaps they will let you live. I cannot say, but we can hope––”

      “I don’t want your hope!” she yelled. A volcano of inner rage threatened to erupt. “You defended a murderer, Custer! You helped him beat the system!”

      “I was doing my job, just like you,” he countered. Anger flashed across his face before his expression softened. “I thought it was a losing case, too. I don’t know what happened.”

      “One day the truth will come out!” she yelled. “One day they’ll know. They’ll see what you defended! One damned day, the world––”

      He shook his head and turned away, slamming the door in her face.

      I need information and what do I do? All the talking. I’m a dumbass. I could have asked why I’m in an Intergalactic cell. Who is hearing the case? What does the public know? So many questions and I squander them on a self-righteous “fuck you.” So, I’ve got that going for me, she thought.

      The High Chancellor? What could he possibly want? But only silence answered her. She did a set of pushups, then sit-ups, then more pushups. Don’t want to be all flabby when I say goodbye in the sparky chair.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Why would Custer stop by? It wasn’t to taunt her. They’d been friends, of a sort. Maybe colleague was a better term, but they had been that before becoming two people who could enjoy each other’s company over a beer.

      That was before he had defended a murderer. Could she separate the person from the act? Maybe someday, but not today. As a lawyer, he was well-versed in massaging the truth. Some would say “lie,” but not Rivka. She knew how to see through that. She had been trained for it, but she was gifted in it, too.

      “I love the law,” she told her cell. And it was that very same law that was going to condemn her. She embraced the title of Barrister. It made her sound stately.

      And old. She liked the impression that left with people. The Queen’s Barrister. People expected an old guy, but then she showed up—short, smiling, and young.

      Too young to be executed.

      The cell door hissed open. She waited with her hands behind her, thinking calm thoughts to help her keep from biting the next person’s head off. She hoped it was Custer. Not to apologize. Never that. But to ask the questions she wanted answers to.

      This time it was the guards she had expected last time, the ones who would take her to her fate. To her legally-delivered Justice.

      A hulking Federation guard leaned in, ready with a stun club. She tilted her head. The man was twice her size. She couldn’t try to run past him since he filled the doorway.

      “Really?” Rivka blurted before holding her hands in front of her so she could be cuffed.

      “Really?” he parroted as he flexed the muscles of one arm. He stepped aside and pointed to the doorway. She let her hands fall to her sides.

      “Am I supposed to run so you can shoot me while trying to escape?” she asked, backing deeper into the cell.

      “And I thought I hated fucking lawyers on the outside. The High Chancellor wants to see your dumb ass.”

      “You know what they say,” she started. He looked at her blankly. “Everybody likes a little ass, but nobody likes a smartass. I’m not sure about a dumbass, though.”

      The man shook his head as he chuckled. He jabbed a thumb toward the door after adopting an angry scowl.

      “What does the High Chancellor want with me?” she asked.

      The guard rolled his eyes, shook his head, and herded her toward the door. Three guards waited outside, each more massive than the one before. Resigned to her fate, she shuffled into the corridor and assumed her position in the middle of the man-box. Together they stepped off, the guards looking straight ahead.

      She studied them as if their demeanor would suggest what was coming. None of them gave anything away. Her mind was free from intruding thoughts. She brushed against one of the guards, hoping contact would help her see what he was thinking. He pushed her away from him, but not before she saw the image of someone in his mind. She checked his ring finger and saw the gold band. He was thinking of his wife.

      “Are you allowed to speak?” she persisted, wishing she were taller.

      “There’s nothing for us to talk about. Nothing that matters, anyway.” The man who flanked her on the right sounded as if his mouth were full of gravel.

      Well, that’s cheerful. Rivka stopped trying. “I have plenty to talk about and lots of questions. Maybe you can answer some for me: why am I being held in the intergalactic section?”

      She had not worked on this side––the disciplinary side––of Justice; she had only helped determine who was guilty. She left sentencing to the Judges. Sometimes that meant capital crimes; crimes for which a person could be executed.

      She had never wondered what it was like for the men who executed prisoners; who saw the sentences carried out. The guards were only tools of Justice, just as she was. Knives to carve the cancers, as the legal system determined them to be, out of society. Cancers, as she told juries they were.

      She’d never imagined she might be the one cut by the very blade she had touted as sacrosanct.

      It was a short walk to the High Chancellor’s office, but her mind raced through a broad range of possibilities. None of them made any sense. All were bald-faced speculation, the type barristers despised because it served no purpose. Distill the evidence and present it to the jury, who determined what fact was and wasn’t. That was how it worked.

      “What kind of music do you listen to?” she asked to fill the void.

      “How about you shut the fuck up and hear the sound of silence?”

      “That’s a good one. How about we add a big bucket of blow me to the playlist?” Rivka wasn’t good at taking a miscarriage of Justice lying down. If she was going to be sent to Jhiordaan or executed, she had nothing to lose. “We could play Hall of the Mountain King.”

      “I do like that one,” one of the other guards agreed as he stepped aside to show her into the High Chancellor’s chambers.

      Rumor had it that High Chancellor Wyatt was a vampire. Rivka didn’t know. She had seen no evidence one way or another. In person, he seemed human. Some said that he did not drink blood. Others said he feasted on prisoners before they were executed, and that was why the execution count was so high in his jurisdiction. They were the High Chancellor’s buffet. Rivka doubted it.

      Bullshit, she thought. He looks like a normal guy.

      Seated in his ornate mahogany chair and dressed in the somber black robes of his office, he looked casually over the top of a datapad he’d been reading. His eyes seemed to glow red as he looked at Rivka and she froze in place. It was terrifying, but in a bizarrely civil way. Perhaps it was the Judge’s accoutrements that softened the blow.

      The High Chancellor was supposedly an ancient creature, steeped in years of courtroom battle. Backroom whispers claimed he had been hand-picked by the former Empress Bethany Anne herself for biological enhancement, his body programmed with nanocytes that gave him many of the same physical and mental capabilities vampires of old had enjoyed.

      Even among lawyers there was little known about him—other than the fact that he was stern and merciless and commanded a flawless knowledge of Federation law. He had been promoted from his position as a human prosecutor on Yoll after an impressive series of courtroom victories. After rising to High Chancellor, he had reportedly enjoyed complete success in enforcing Federation Justice throughout the empire.

      Vampires, it turned out, received less resistance than humans.

      “Rivka Anoa. You have killed a man.” His cheekbones, ears, and slanted eyes were illuminated by a pair of yellow-shaded lamps flanking his massive desk. “You are a lawyer of the Federation, and you killed a man judged not guilty?”

      His eyebrows were high, pencil-thin, and arched in silent accusation.

      Rivka had planned on remaining silent, but this wasn’t the court. He didn’t need her testimony to judge her and execute her on the spot. The guards had gone. Her hands were free. The High Chancellor pointed to a chair, but she remained standing.

      “Yes,” Rivka replied. “Yes, High Chancellor. I…I killed him. He was cleared, free to go. And then I killed him.”

      How could this possibly go well? What in all hells had Custer been raving about, with all that talk of sparing me? “I’m a damned lawyer—a barrister—and I killed an innocent man. Or one judged innocent, at least, although he most assuredly was not…”

      Rivka’s diatribe trailed off, jaw tightening as she realized how absurd she sounded. She didn’t have the slightest chance. “He was guilty, High Chancellor!” she blurted desperately. So much for protocol. “He was guilty, and I felt it. I knew it, though I can’t explain why.”

      The High Chancellor frowned, a grave but mild twisting of the lips which morphed gradually to a deeper scowl. He shifted in his chair, and one slender-fingered hand rose above the surface of his desk. In it he clutched a graceful jeweled dagger, double-edged, which he twirled lightly. He seemed not to notice in the slightest, but Rivka found herself transfixed, staring at the weapon. Did he mean to frighten her?

      I’m about to die, she lamented bitterly. Am I not frightened enough already?

      “You knew he was guilty, but you cannot explain why. Unfortunate. If you killed a man without explanation, how can Justice save you? If you killed a man with legal justification, however...” He shrugged with theatrical vagueness.

      What? Rivka stared at him in mounting bewilderment. Justice wasn’t supposed to save her, not her specifically. It was supposed to save society; ensure that rightness prevailed. “If I killed a man without legal justification, High Chancellor?”

      “Laws can be adjusted. Hearts, some say, cannot.” He grinned. She wasn’t sure if she had seen vampire’s fangs. “If you killed a man and had any sort of explanation, lawful or unlawful, then I would hear it, Barrister.” The dagger spun in his ancient fingers, blade glinting yellow in the gentle lamplight.

      “It was like I…” She stumbled for a moment, grasping for words which would not make her sound insane. “Like I fell into his mind and brushed against his thoughts. I couldn’t hear them, not really, but I could feel them…” She shook her head helplessly.

      “I don’t know what it was like!” she conceded before boldly meeting his crimson eyes. “I felt his emotions, his joy at having gotten away with murder, his arrogance that he was above the law, and I knew that he was guilty. I also knew he would do it again, so if he walked away, more innocents would lose their lives.”

      She waited for a chain of straining heartbeats, confident in her conviction but afraid it would not sway him. He seemed to be staring into and through her, and yet at the same time had forgotten she was there. The knife spun between his fingers, utterly silent and never slowing.

      “High Chancellor?” she began tenuously. “I felt his guilt, but…” She tried not to sound like an idiot. “I still don’t know why I killed him, not really. I was shocked after the trial. I needed some time to get away, to walk, to have a drink. I have no idea what compelled me to confront him or why I decided to kill him, but I did. I remember it clearly enough. I expect I’m supposed to feel bad about it, but I don’t. Does that make me a psychopath?”

      The High Chancellor finally looked away. “It makes you something,” he said vaguely before leaning forward to fix her with his piercing gaze again. “You hear things in your mind, you say? Feelings and thoughts?”

      “No. I mean, yes, High Chancellor. It hasn’t happened before, at least not as intensely as this. And not proper thoughts, in the sense of words and sentences. More like random emotions and images.” She struggled to find the words. “I can feel each distinct individual and sense their emotions, but it all blurs together. It’s such a storm I can hardly tell one person from the next, let alone pick out what they are actually thinking. It’s more of just a––”

      He interrupted her by coughing once and raising a hand for silence. With ease he stopped spinning the dagger, although he still grasped it by its glittering hilt. In the space of a breath, it vanished somewhere into his robes.

      She couldn’t feel anything from the High Chancellor; no emotion, no random thoughts. It was as if she were standing by herself in an empty room.

      The High Chancellor stood and rolled back his billowy sleeves with businesslike resolve, snatching a quill and paper from his desk. Rivka stifled a flutter of surprise, realizing he had been slouching the entire time, his figure hidden by his robes. And those forearms! She had thought him as an old creature, still sharp of mind but fading beyond his physical prime. All worn and ragged corners and angles, like a desk with years of varnish rubbed away.

      But beneath the thickness of his robes, High Chancellor Wyatt was huge, a looming specimen of a man with a trim waist and a chest as broad as twice her shoulders. Even performing such a simple task as lifting the pen his forearms rippled with muscle, traced by a network of veins so prominent she was surprised they did not burst from his skin.

      Rivka wondered distantly what he did in his free time to maintain such a body which so perfectly reflected physical power.

      “Rivka Anoa,” he began mildly, the words incongruously gentle for a vampire. The rumors… But then again, what if the rumors weren’t true? “Are you aware that the Queen’s Rangers have been disbanded?”

      What? “I am,” she stated simply. What does that have to do with anything?

      “Yes, indeed.” The High Chancellor nodded. “The Queen’s Rangers were deemed a hazard and a liability to Federation integrity. They were too obvious a violation of the universal accountability we hope to maintain over our constituency. There were numerous complaints. Talk of convictions made without the law, of action without oversight and nonexistent consequences. The title ‘Rangers,’ it seems, spoke far too much of vigilantes in the night.”

      Rivka nodded, and her mind raced in a new direction.

      As the man said, the Queen’s Rangers had acted completely without oversight and left in their wake both chaos and peace, a storm of bureaucratic destruction which had been torturous for Rivka’s branch to remedy. She had always entertained the private fancy that if she ever met a Ranger, she’d punch him squarely in the face and then ask him if that helped him see the need for lawyers.

      High Chancellor Wyatt smiled at her confusion, fangs bright white against the ruby hardness of his lips. “Complaints, yes. Some claimed they enacted violence without the clarity of law.’ ”

      Just as they had done, so had she. “And the Rangers were punished accordingly, High Chancellor?” Of course. She should have seen it coming.

      “No.” He smiled unnervingly. “The Rangers themselves claimed they enacted ‘Justice without the twisting of the law,’ so we changed their names. We formally disbanded them, retrained them, and reassigned those people. They are now called ‘Magistrates.’”

      Rivka blinked. “You took Rangers and made them lawyers?” She had always thought of Rangers as a horde of trigger-happy cowboys set loose upon the universe.

      “Meting out Justice is not for the faint of heart.”

      The High Chancellor studied her intently, and she grunted uncertainly. “I guess I never…” she started to say, but stopped when he shook his head.

      “I have business to attend to!” He smiled brightly. “You have given me much to think about. Guards!”

      The door opened and the guards filed in, surrounded her, and led her away.

      She replayed the conversation in her head start to finish, and then again. By the time they showed her into a cell, she realized that she was in a different place. She had been so absorbed, she didn’t remember which way they’d come.

      “Dammit!” she exclaimed.

      “There she is,” the first guard said, giving her a hearty push and closing the door behind her. It whooshed shut with a certain finality. Gone were days of a large deadbolt slammed into the frame with the forlorn click of a heavy lock.

      “Fine!” she yelled after them, shaking her head at her failure to gather information. She chided herself, “You might be a good barrister, but you suck as an investigator.”

      She made a face and stuck out her tongue at the closed door.

      “You suck, too,” she told no one in particular.

      She sat on the floor of the barren cell and began to explore her mind, looking for hidden answers to her questions. The High Chancellor’s words played over and over. He had told her everything and nothing at the same time.

      The epitome of a barrister’s conversation.

      When she finally fell asleep, it was to the constant thrum of Rangers stealing through the night wearing the robes of a Magistrate.
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      Rivka awoke with a start. “Son of a bitch,” she grumbled when she realized that she was still in her cell.

      The door was open and light flooded in.

      “What now, butt stains?” she asked when a pair of guards entered.

      “Let’s go,” one of them ordered, and they led her into the corridor. Silently one of the guards grasped her by the elbow, helping guide her down the corridor.

      She felt no anger or subterfuge from him. She wanted that to calm her, but it didn’t. The only sound was the echo of their boots on the metal floor. A forlorn noise, harbinger of a one-way trip.

      She tried to maintain her dignity as they walked, even though she was unsure the last time she’d had a shower. And she had to pee.

      “Potty break for the perp?” she asked. They stonewalled her and kept walking.

      As her eyes slowly adjusted, Rivka realized they were leading her to the transport hangar. If they had been moving her somewhere on the planet, they would have taken her a different way.

      They are sending me to space.

      She glanced sideways at her guards, knowing they wouldn’t tell her. Rumors of the penal planet Jhiordaan leapt into her mind. Speculation, the destroyer of all reason. “Fuck off,” she mumbled.

      Rivka also cursed within her mind, wishing she could have a few more moments with the High Chancellor. Just a few more…but it wasn’t to be. Lamenting the past was as useful as speculation. Like her impending trip to Jhiordaan.

      Not going to Jhiordaan, dumbass! she tried to tell herself. What’s your game, High Chancellor? Some of us don’t play as well as you.

      Some of us aren’t even in the same stadium. Or the city where the stadium is located, she corrected.

      Her guards were distinctly grim and silent—even more so than the last, if that were possible. Jhiordaan for sure, she thought with dread, studying their stony gazes. No execution for me, but I have been condemned to something worse than death as an act of mercy for the mad.

      But men did not become this hard from taking prisoners just anywhere. Men became this hard from taking prisoners to hell over and over and over again. It no longer bothered them, as she’d thought when earlier she had touched the guard.

      They were insulated from the pain. She fought to maintain a barrister’s dignity—do the crime, do the time—yet her knees grew weak.

      A guard grabbed her arm and half-carried her to a waiting motorized cart. He unceremoniously dumped her into a seat and slid in beside her, bumping her into the middle. The other guard climbed in the other side.

      “I’m not liking this man sandwich,” she remarked, looking at them. The guards refused to meet her gaze. “Can’t you fuckers talk? What the hell? I’m on my way to some shithole, and you give me the stone face.”

      “Stop that.” One of the guards shook her roughly, but she saw his eyes soften with compassion.

      So they weren’t completely devoid of feeling.

      The transport hangar was a colossal place, with a high vaulted ceiling reinforced by enormous ribs of steel. Beneath its spreading dome were dozens of varied spacecraft arrayed in harmonious chaos. Sleek and silvery fighters lined the flanks of the room, positioned for speedy departures. Hulking freighters towered above her in the very center, three of them with loading doors swung wide and a steady stream of hovercarts ferrying cargo to and from. Scattered around was a motley collection of lesser craft—transports and interplanetary cruisers. There were even a couple deep-space Seekers.

      Rivka remembered her childhood fascination with Seekers. That was the common term for the Empire’s exploration ships, the ones outfitted to venture into uncharted quadrants far beyond the range of standard intergalactic travel. She had always dreamed of joining a Seeker crew one day, and perhaps even piloting the ship herself.

      Her smile slipped, then broke. She didn’t think they recruited Seekers from Jhiordaan.

      Silently the cart wove through men bustling about with hovercarts or boxes or bundles of hoses. One company of blue-suited pilots trotted in formation across the cart’s path, straps flapping loosely from the white uniform helmets in their hands.

      They saluted her guards as they passed, but Rivka hardly noticed. It all became a soundless blur—colors without meaning—as she traveled closer to the next step in her incarceration.

      They took her to a tiny intraorbital shuttle, nothing more than a cockpit and a single passenger’s seat into which she was manacled, facing aft.

      One of the guards was apparently a pilot, because he buckled himself into the cockpit in front of her and dismissed his comrade with a wave. The ship’s thrusters engaged with a steady hum and the craft slid smoothly towards the vast open portal of the hangar.

      Rivka wondered desperately how hard it would be to free herself. Perhaps she could feign unconsciousness, or wait until they landed and the man came back to free her. Maybe they would still be alone in the moments before he led her outside wherever they landed. Her hands would still be bound, of course, but perhaps she could lash out with a foot and kick his pistol away, leap across the gap between them and smash him in the––

      Idiot! He’s armed and trained to handle violent criminals. These men had her trussed, and she was as helpless as a kitten. She couldn’t try anything even if she wanted to.

      The pilot’s body blocked her forward view, but a tiny square window was set into the cargo door of the transport. Through it, she could make out the hangar’s organized chaos as they pulled away.

      The ship swept into the open sky and the city that had only recently become Rivka’s home dwindled away beneath her, a massive sprawl of stately domes and gleaming spires interwoven with hordes of lesser buildings, squat and tiny, clustered close together like so many child’s blocks.

      Rivka stared out the side window as the ship raced upward, marveling at the chaos and insignificance of it all. It was so small. And then it too was gone, melding into the tangled patchwork of hues and textures that defined the surface of her world. Shining cities and barren wilderness and scraps of drifting cloud obscured from Rivka’s eyes. Land stretched away in all directions, and the metal borders of her tiny window blocked the horizon from her view.

      Farther still, and she could see the globe itself. They drifted away from it with a smoothness and silence and finality that made her breath catch.

      She knew there were other things out there, of course. Countless things. Worlds and races and entire other galaxies.

      Rivka had known, all her life that it was the Queen’s vision to see them connected. She had heard the stories and watched the videos. She’d known, in a vague and detached way, that she was contributing to something larger; something which stretched beyond the narrow, winding streets where she pursued her work.

      But to see it all rush away beneath her?

      There was a sudden tiny click, barely perceptible, and Rivka realized that the ship had stopped moving. She waited, forcing her mind away from speculation of the next horrible thing, and then the next. Rivka collected data, the information she would use to shape her perception and make her case. That was what barristers did. It was her comfort zone.

      “Let’s go.” The pilot stood and approached her from the cockpit, grabbing her by the arm and unshackling her from the chair. He dragged her to her feet as if she weighed no more than a whisper. “Out.”

      “Where are we?” she managed to ask, but he didn’t answer. He led her to the hatch, and she clambered up the ladder at his direction. He followed her up, watching her warily. Her shackles weighed her down and she was unable to resist, although she wasn’t sure she even wanted to. Rivka had more data to collect before she could pass judgment. Speculation was the mind-killer, and her mind was fresh and vibrant. It was her strength.

      It wouldn’t fail her now.

      The ship quivered slightly from a force somewhere outside, and the chamber echoed with a series of metallic clicks. After a moment the hatch slid open to reveal a boarding corridor attached to the top of the shuttle.

      We didn’t land, she realized. We are outside of another ship or we—

      Two pairs of muscled arms hauled her out, setting her not ungently on her feet. “Where are we?” she asked in as firm a voice as she could muster while trying to peek out around the massive bodies of her two new guards. The broad windows of the corridor revealed nothing except the void of space and a scattering of feeble stars. Her stomach lurched.

      The hatch leading to the shuttle closed. Her previous guard would be returning home. Being handed over to the new guards felt like one more nail in her coffin. She sighed heavily and trundled along with her keepers, powerless to do anything besides wait and see what there was to see.

      Gentle as they might have been, they did not answer. Without so much as a nod for the pilot who had brought her here the two men marched her down another long metallic corridor and through a series of chambers.

      All around her people scurried or stood in earnest conversation, peering into monitors and chattering into headphones and gesturing toward an assortment of display screens on the wall. There were windows in several of the chambers, and through one she saw the tiny blue-green orb of the planet, swept by pale clouds which looked as solid as ice from such a distance.

      It’s so small! she marveled, and wondered at the countless millions that comprised just the known universe.

      Rivka’s curiosity spiked when they led her to a tiny white-walled chamber and left without a word. A long mirror lined one wall, and there was a single table in the center with two chairs, one on each side. There were no decorations on the walls. An interrogation room?

      She had expected to be taken to a cell to wait for the transport to Jhiordaan. Speculation.

      The door slid smoothly open, and a man walked in. A soldier, Rivka judged, taking in the toned lines of his body and the hardness of his face. His barrister’s uniform was crisp and well-cut. He folded his arms in front of him.

      What does the data tell you? she asked herself.

      “You’re not a barrister,” Rivka told him evenly. “Not like the ones I’ve met, anyway. You’re a Ranger.”

      Not a question. Don’t ask a question you don’t know the answer to. Lawyer 101.

      He raised a finger to his lips. “We don’t say that word anymore, Barrister. Nobody does, and one day we hope it will be forgotten.” His eyes were stern, but they held an unmistakable warmth.

      Hope. That spider silk-thin tendril she grasped had become a rope, maybe even a ladder, and she felt herself climbing toward a radiant light.

      “I see you have a million questions. They’ll get answered in due time,” he interrupted calmly, motioning for her to sit. She did so, leaning forward in her seat, her attention focused like a laser on the man before her. “I’m not a fan of ultimatums, but there are two possible outcomes here. One is completely in my control. The other is outside it.” He grunted and trailed off for a moment, studying her with casual indifference.

      Desperately she strained to calm herself. If this were a test, she had to pass. She steeled her nerves and donned a mask of confidence.

      “If you wish to keep your position as Queen’s Barrister, you will join us. You will learn how to handle yourself in a fight, and how to use a variety of weapons.” He chuckled ever so slightly. “You’ll become the sort of person I’m guessing your type usually curses as the spawn of chaos—the seed of the universe’s bureaucratic nightmares.”

      “’My type?’” She smiled before ducking her head. “Maybe you’re right. I’ve heard stories about your type, too.”

      He held a finger to his lips once again and lost his fight to keep his face neutral. His smile flickered and died, and he leaned forward with frightening intensity. “When you see the filth that’s out there you’ll understand why we need proper killers, not just anointed executioners.”

      She studied him as if waiting for a punchline. The words raced through her mind but blurting an answer didn’t seem right, not when she hadn’t heard all the options.

      “Option two. You face your fate as a prisoner of the Federation, convicted of capital murder. You and I part ways. Your life becomes little more than a document in our legal system, ferried from one desk to the next until the right authority finds an excuse to stamp it out.

      “If you choose to join there will be a test, of course––” again his eyes swept her face appraisingly, “but I think you will pass. You have the look of someone with a sharp mind that’s been drowned in too much paper, not a complete incompetent.” He chuckled. “God knows you’ve got the spark of Justice in you, given that stunt that brought you here. You’ll have to interrogate three prisoners to show us how you think. You’ll determine the veracity of the charges against them, and enact the appropriate punishment.”

      When he finished speaking he settled back into his chair, evidently expecting a slew of questions.

      Rivka didn’t so much as take a breath. There was nothing to ask, really. The man had said it all, and her choice was already made. However frightening the concept of hybrid Ranger-Magistrates, any chance of joining them was far better than being sent to Jhiordaan from which the only respite was death. Or maybe they’d return her to the planet and execute her.

      The prison planet option had only been in her vivid imagination. No one else had said she was going there.

      She closed her eyes and collected her thoughts.

      “I would love to meditate on this issue, but the fact that I’ve never meditated before could be a hindrance to a successful outcome. I suspect you won’t give me time to study appropriate techniques under a guru?”

      He started to chuckle, shaking his head.

      “I thought as much, but figured it wouldn’t hurt to ask. Upon contemplation of my fate and in consultation with my buddy karma, I have decided to accept your offer—with certain conditions, of course.”

      He raised one hand and held up his middle finger. She laughed and raised her shackled hands to return his gesture. “I think I might like this side of the law,” Rivka said.

      The man pulled a key from his pocket and removed her shackles.

      “You aren’t worried that I might try to escape?”

      “What the hell for and how? On this side of the law, as you so aptly put it, people try to escape from us, not the other way around.”

      She rubbed her wrists and rolled her shoulders.

      “Let’s get those tests done, Barrister.” He extended a calloused hand. “And then I’ll welcome you to the team. If you’re still with us, that is.”
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      Rivka walked with her head held high as she followed her unnamed benefactor, even though she still wore prison garb. He didn’t seem interested in offering her new clothes, so she didn’t bother asking.

      “What’s your name?”

      “How about you call me Grainger?” he replied.

      Rivka fought against rolling her eyes. “Well, Grainger, I see that you’re no stranger to danger.”

      “Is that the best you have, Barrister? I may have to revise my opinion of you and your abilities.”

      “I’m just getting warmed up.”

      “Save it for the perps,” Grainger advised warmly.

      “You haven’t exactly caught me at my best.”

      He looked down at her. “Holy crotch goblins, you look like an inmate. Right turn, harch!” Grainger made a sharp right down a side passage, and two turns later he used his palm print to open a door that had no signage on it.

      Rivka stopped at the doorway, refusing to go in. He saw her hesitation. “You are safe with me, but you can’t be sure until you are.” He pulled a dress and a Magistrate’s jacket from a standing wardrobe.

      “Those clash,” she told him.

      He tossed her the jacket. “Makes no difference to me.” She looked at the dress that he had laid over the back of a chair.

      “Give me a minute.”

      He left the room, and she went in and closed the door. Trusting, but he’s right. Why would I try to run? She quickly surveyed the place. There was nowhere to go. She threw her prison clothes on the floor and stood on them as she put on the dress. It was a little big, as if they’d had her size before her brief incarceration and hadn’t anticipated that she would quickly lose a great deal of weight. She left her prison sandals on the floor, opting to go barefoot before wearing anything that reminded her of jail.

      She opened the door to find the corridor beyond empty. “What the hell?” She hurriedly retraced their steps to find Grainger waiting in the main corridor. “Is everything I do going to be some kind of test?”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.” He looked over her head. “Not as far as you know, anyway.”

      She felt her middle finger quivering as if it had a mind of its own, ready to jump into action. He watched her wrestle with her thoughts for a moment before tipping his head in the direction they’d been going.

      She needed to clear her mind for the upcoming test, so she focused on his back until it became a blur. As with any case, she would study the information she had, taking care to note any and all anomalies. Did the statements match? What about timelines? Were the elements of the crime present, and what could be proven? But in this case, she would have to learn all of that from the interrogation of a single person.

      “Will I see any materials regarding these cases before I interview the suspects?”

      “No written materials, just a verbal brief. Here’s your brief, counselor. Perp number one is accused of capital theft of a piece of artwork. There is a datapad you can access to ask specific questions regarding procedural issues and such, but your focus must be on the perp.

      “The second case involves assault and battery. Open and closed case since the man has confessed.”

      Rivka held up one finger to interrupt the briefing. “Not so open and shut. I will be the final arbiter of Justice in his case.”

      “You will. The third case is capital murder. A Yollin. There’s video,” Grainger ended abruptly. “Here we are. Good luck. If you need anything… Well, don’t need anything. This is your test, not mine.”

      Three interrogations. Three separate determinations of Justice, and then deliver the appropriate punishment.

      He opened the door and a man within hastily rose from behind the table. He couldn’t stand up straight because of his shackles. Grainger touched Rivka’s arm, stopping her. She turned to find a key dangling between his fingers. “Your call about removing the shackles before, after, or never.”

      “You’re not being unreasonable.” She winked at the Magistrate. With a flair, she strode into the interrogation room, flipping the door closed behind her.

      She motioned for the man to sit and tapped the datapad to see what she had access to. Rivka hoped that the man would start talking; establish a baseline she could use to ask other questions. Anything he had prepared for her would be of no value except telling her what seed he was trying to plant.

      “I took it,” the man admitted softly.

      Rivka stopped accessing the pad but didn’t look up.

      “Didn’t think it were worth that much. No way, Jose!” he blurted.

      Finally Rivka met his gaze. His eyes were wild, like a trapped animal’s. She looked at him without blinking, making him think she was peering into his soul. He rocked back and looked away.

      “Capital theft means that the death penalty attaches. There are multiple elements to your crime. Actus reus has been satisfied since you just told me that you did it. The mens rea, the mental aspect of this crime, is that you intended to permanently deprive the owner of his property, which is valued in excess of one hundred thousand Federation credits. Since you tried to sell that painting, I believe the mens rea has also been satisfied. You intended to permanently deprive the owner of his property. How do you plead?”

      “What?” The man pulled against his shackles. The wildness returned to his eyes. “I’m not pleading to any theft that kills me!”

      “You’ve chosen ‘no contest’ then?”

      “What the hell does that mean? This is a rail job. I’m being railroaded. Fuck off!” His voice rose to a high pitch as he approached hysteria.

      “I think you need to settle the fuck down.” Rivka glared at him.

      He started to bounce up and down rattling his shackles against the eyelet to which they were attached. Rivka stood, leaned across the table, and punched him in the forehead, driving him into his seat. He glared as she slowly sat down.

      “That’s better. Let’s take a good look.” Rivka accessed the case file that Grainger had led her to believe didn’t exist. She studied a picture of the painting’s rightful owner, who looked like a bureaucrat. We hate bureaucrats, don’t we?

      “Ricciardo Domesta owns the painting. Let’s see how he acquired it...” She tapped a few spots on the screen and mumbled to herself as she got lost tracing the painting’s provenance.

      She canted her head at the screen. “What made you steal this painting in particular?”

      “I looked around. It seemed valuable, in a nice frame and all, and it was easy to get.”

      Rivka rubbed her chin. “Did you see any other artwork that looked valuable?”

      “No. The other doors were locked. This one was in the hallway.”

      “Does that make any sense to you?” she asked.

      The man’s lip curled as he started to get angry. “You calling me stupid?”

      “I make no accusations. I’m trying to get to the bottom of this, and you’re not helping. The easy answer is for me to declare you guilty, which you are, and walk out. Some nice gentlemen will collect you and flush you out an airlock. That’s the easy answer, and if you keep giving me shit you’ll be out the airlock before you can say ‘boo.’”

      He leaned his head almost to the table so he could scratch his scalp with his rough and dirty nails. It made Rivka wonder how long the man had been in custody.

      “I don’t know how rich people live. It was the first house of that type I’d ever been in.”

      “How did you get in?” she wondered.

      “I was at the bar having a drink. Just one, because I been down on my luck and all, then this butler type shows up all pissed off at his boss. He says it’d serve him right to get rolled.”

      Rivka was incredulous. “That was all it took?”

      “Fuck, no! How easy do you think I am, lady?”

      The Queen’s Barrister bristled.

      “He bought me a couple drinks, and next thing I know I’m in the house. Everything looks shiny and new, just like the song.”

      Rivka’s mind had been drifting. She was thinking through the crime as if she were trying it in court. His statement caught her attention as if someone had physically tapped her head.

      “How did you get into the house?”

      He shook his head. “Can’t ‘member.”

      “So you say,” Rivka replied, taking everything a suspect asserted with a grain of salt. They were incentivized to lie. But he had admitted to taking the painting.

      “The doors in the hallway were locked. I assumed you tried them all before deciding to take the painting?”

      “Yuppers. All locked and bolted; they wouldn’t budge.” The man raised his arm as much as he could with the shackles and flexed to show a larger than average bicep. Rivka shook her head and looked back at her datapad. She wasn’t getting anywhere.

      She activated the voice command override. “AI, I could use your help.”

      “I am Lexi Malachi at your service. How can I make you smile today?” a pleasant young man’s voice asked.

      Rivka and the perp looked at the datapad.

      “I want to know the provenance of the painting on the screen, please. It’s owned by a Mister Ricciardo Domesta.”

      “Working,” the happy AI reported. “There’s nothing I like more than answering questions, solving riddles, or getting to the bottom of a troubling conundrum.”

      “Just report when you can give me the chain of custody for at least two owners prior to Domesta.” Rivka looked at the pad, but there was nothing new to see. She lifted her head and locked eyes with the suspect. “What was the man’s name who bought you drinks?”

      The perp shrugged.

      “Did you ever see him outside of the one night in a bar?”

      “Never before. Never after, although after was limited to the cops hauling my ass in here.”

      “Yours could be the worst one-night stand story I’ve ever heard. What did you do after you took the painting?”

      “Went to the pawn shop to sell it.”

      Rivka rubbed her temples to ease the growing pain behind her eyes.

      The man started pulling at his shackles again. “Settle down,” Rivka ordered in a tired voice, finally feeling the ill effects of prison life. She wondered how much sleep she’d gotten as the lack thereof suddenly caught up with her.

      “You and your types trussed me up like a prize bistok calf, serving me up for slaughter to feed to the homeless. Ain’t that some crap? Well, lady, you can suck my balls!”

      Rivka’s eyes narrowed. She could feel the fire rising within, so she reached across the table and grabbed him by the throat. Images rushed into her mind. The man at the bar, a blackout, waking in a chair in the hallway, the only thing not nailed down was the expensive painting, a hole-in-the-wall resale shop, the painting getting destroyed when the police came for him, and then being led away in handcuffs.

      She let go. “I believe you. Lexi, what have you found?”

      “Working,” the AI replied once again.

      Rivka leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms to wait. The man started to look around frantically.

      “Calm down,” she told him for the third time.

      “When in the history of all humanity has anyone calmed down because they were told to?” the man shouted in a hysterical voice. “Let me go!”

      “You already admitted to the crime, and you understand that I am authorized to mete out punishment up to and including your execution. Are you in such a hurry for that to happen, or maybe we can wait a little bit longer and see if we have our facts straight?”

      The man slumped into his chair, head hanging as he looked at the floor.

      “Mister Domesta purchased the painting from the artist for five hundred credits eighteen months ago,” Lexi reported. “He insured it for over one hundred thousand credits immediately thereafter, using an appraisal from an individual whom I believe is not real.”

      “What does that mean?” the perp asked.

      “It means that the elements of the crime of which you have been accused have not been met. Stealing a painting worth five hundred credits is a misdemeanor, and a minor one at that. I’ve already punched you in the head, and I don’t feel like doing it again. Do you promise not to steal?”

      The man vigorously nodded, eyes wide and eyebrows raised to show his sincerity.

      Rivka went around the table to unlock his shackles, and he jumped to his feet. The Queen’s Barrister kicked him behind the knee and slammed him back into his chair.

      “I’m not finished,” she said calmly as she returned to her side of the table. “If I see you in here again it will not go well for you. Keep your nose clean, and don’t accept drinks from strangers. And one final note, if it seems too good to be true, it is. Now, fuck off.” She stabbed a thumb at the door. The man ran out.

      She wondered where he’d go, since they were on a ship or a space station. She wasn’t exactly sure.

      “Lexi, issue a warrant for the arrest of Mister Ricciardo Domesta on felony insurance fraud. Use your research to build the case file to share with the local Magistrates.”

      A slow clap sounded from behind her. “Looks like you’re one for one, although I have to question the oft-tried calm-the-fuck-down technique. Appealing to the wisdom of the perp has never worked. We’re usually a little more hands-on, but hey…you may help us to see the errors of our ways,” Grainger mused, leaning casually against the wall.

      “I could use a shower, some chow, and a little sleep in a decent bed.”

      “Couldn’t we all.” Grainger crossed his arms, making no move to accommodate her.

      She waited, as did he. She kicked back, putting her feet on the table and lacing her fingers behind her head.

      “Nice try.” He leaned away from the wall and started to walk out. Over his shoulder, he told her in a soft voice, “Perp number two will be in momentarily.
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      Rivka quickly stood, brushed her clothes straight. She’d forgotten that she was wearing a dress, the color of which didn’t suit her, and the Magistrate’s leather jacket. She liked the soft feel, and the emblem of the Magistrate’s office was a small pin on the lapel.

      The jingle of shackles came from the corridor beyond the open door. A man shuffled in, pushed roughly by the same guards who had escorted her a short while earlier. “Easy!” she ordered, using her authority. They nodded in unison, pushed the man one step farther into the interrogation room and closed the door behind them.

      “Sit down, please.” Rivka pointed to the recently vacated chair. Once he was in place, she sat down and accessed the datapad and the man’s case file.

      “I did it. I beat that guy within an inch of his life. If they hadn’t pulled me off him, I might have killed him.” The man’s words were barely above a whisper, his eyes glistening as he delivered his own eulogy.

      “Why did you do it?”

      “He pissed me off, made me as angry as I’ve ever been.”

      “About what?”

      The man shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “They are just words, but they can hurt, can’t they?” she said, showing empathy to get him to talk more.

      “I did it. I beat him like a rented mule.”

      “Even a rented mule doesn’t deserve to be beaten. Why did you do it?”

      “He pissed me off,” the man said, putting an inflection as if it were a question.

      “Not good enough. We don’t get to go around pummeling people, no matter how big of an asshat they may be.” Rivka steepled her fingers before her, elbows on the table. The case file had been no help. It was three sentences stating that the perpetrator beat the victim.

      “What did he say?” Rivka was curious, even though it was irrelevant to the case. They only needed the act, not the mental state, but that had been proven through his repeated confession.

      The man shrugged again.

      “Bullshit. You’re covering for someone aren’t you?”

      “Say what?” The man looked confused.

      Rivka watched his body language, which showed no subterfuge. Maybe he wasn’t covering.

      “What am I supposed to do with you?” she asked. “You seem to know more of what you need than I do. You understand the crime of which you’re accused, and I expect you understand what kind of punishment you could be subjected to.”

      “You’ve got to lock me away from other people. I can’t be trusted around them. They make me angry sometimes, and I can’t control it.”

      “Bullshit, you hick-ass dumb fuck!” she yelled, slapping the table and jumping to her feet. He rocked back in his chair. She hadn’t hooked his shackles to the ring on the table. “What kind of chickenshit are you? You’re an adult! Fucking act like it!”

      “But I get angry,” he whined.

      “You look like a spoiled child who didn’t get his way.” She walked around the table and pushed him. With her touch, she felt his emotions surging. She balanced on the balls of her feet and pushed him again.

      He roared and reached out, but his shackles held his hands back. Rivka turned away, continuing her momentum with a back kick to his stomach. He bounced off his chair and landed in the fetal position, cradling his mid-section.

      Rivka straightened her clothes and returned to her seat. “Please sit down.” She pointed to his chair.

      He gingerly got to his feet and crawled slowly into his chair.

      “If you had killed that man there would have been nothing I could have done for you, but you did not take that final and fatal step. I believe there is hope for you, so I am sentencing you to anger management and rehabilitation.” She tapped on the datapad. “Lexi, please put the prisoner on probation and schedule him for daily anger management therapy.”

      “So let it be said, so let it be written, so let it be done,” Lexi declared.

      “Does that mean yes?” Rivka wondered.

      “Mister Strathbourg has been scheduled. The times and directions will be included in the wrist monitor he’ll wear at all times as part of his probation.”

      Rivka pointed a finger at the man. “Go forth and anger no more, my good man. When you find the root of your fury, you’ll be able to douse it and take control of your life once again. Be excellent.”

      She unlocked his shackles, and they joined the first prisoner’s set on the floor. The guards met him at the door and affixed an oversized device to his wrist. The pleasant voice of the AI greeted him. Lexi recited the man’s schedule as they went down the hall until Rivka could no longer hear the AI’s voice.

      She tapped the datapad, trying to read the third case file before the final prisoner arrived.

      “One left. Are you going to let him go too?”

      “It would be ill-advised to make a decision without going through the process. The process works, if we only give it a chance,” Rivka replied.

      “Sounds like something a self-licking ice cream cone of a bureaucrat would say.” Grainger relaxed on one leg with the other braced against the wall, leaning back with his arms crossed.

      “The universe needs bureaucrats,” Rivka countered, trying to get the Magistrate’s goat.

      “Like the universe needs pimples on its ass.”

      “The universe needs us, too—those who uphold and enforce the laws made by people wearing expensive clothes and looking down their noses at the ones who do their bidding. But we get to be more hands-on, did you say, in the laws we enforce? Stupid laws will die because they won’t be enforced.”

      “And stupid bureaucrats will find themselves on the wrong end of Justice,” Grainger snarled. His cheek muscles bulged as he clenched his jaw.

      “What is the Magistrate’s role in providing input to the bureaucrats?”

      Grainger made fish lips at Rivka. “Your Yollin has arrived. Good luck. At the end of this one you’ll get your shower and hot chow, but will it be as a Magistrate or as a prisoner? The jury is still out.”

      Rivka wanted to give him the finger, her automatic response to most of the things Grainger was telling her, but stopped as a shackled two-legged Yollin appeared in the doorway. He was taller than her and had a carapace. Mandibles extended from the sides of his head.

      “Take your seat,” she directed, pointing.

      “I didn’t do it,” he snapped.

      Rivka kept her face neutral and refused to answer him.

      “Did you hear me? I said I didn’t do it,” the Yollin said loudly.

      The door closed behind her. She looked at the datapad, one which the case file was already loaded. She tapped the link to the security footage. High definition video showed the Yollin before her driving a metal spike into another Yollin’s head. After the victim fell, the attacker kicked the spike to drive it deeper, throwing his head back and laughing while he strolled casually away.

      “Did you fucking hear me, dickface?”

      Rivka raised one eyebrow. “Why did you do it?” she asked in a level voice.

      “I didn’t.”

      “Looks to me like you did.”

      “All Yollin look alike, but your stupid dickface can’t see that. Jumping to conclusions, it’s what dickfaces do.”

      “I am utterly appalled at your language and demeanor and by the violence with which you murdered that man. You did it, and I am your judge, jury, and executioner. What do you think about that, Yollin?” Rivka asked as the heat rose from her neck to her face.

      “Dickface,” the Yollin repeated. “I didn’t do it.”

      Rivka forced her eyes back to the datapad. “Lexi, can you compile profile pictures for all Yollin within one kilometer of the murder site for the time period one hour prior to one hour after.”

      “Working,” the AI acknowledged in its young male voice. She leaned back and crossed her arms. The Yollin was shackled, but not locked to the eyelet. He was much bigger than Rivka, his carapace scratched and scarred from a hard life. She wondered if Grainger was nearby in case this Yollin decided to take matters into his own hands. His mandibles clicked as he watched her.

      “Dickface. I didn’t do it,” the Yollin repeated.

      “Two legs. You’re lucky the Yollin people allowed you to live, so substandard are you. Basically an animal among the real Yollin.”

      “If you are trying to provoke me, you’ll have to try harder than that. I didn’t do it, and won’t give you the satisfaction of fitting me up for something else.”

      “I think you can fit yourself up just fine without my help.”

      “Done,” Lexi reported. Four images filled the screen. Rivka looked them over, then tapped to access the next four. Seventeen screens of Yollins.

      “None of your people look alike. More importantly, there were only three with two legs in the area all night.”

      “One of the other two must have been the killer. All I know is that it wasn’t me.”

      “There’s the rub, dickface,” Rivka started. “The other two were females. It was you, all right.”

      “Bullshit! I didn’t do it!” the Yollin huffed, and grunted his dismay. He clicked his mandibles in annoyance, opening them wide as Yollins did to intimidate an opponent.

      “Bullshit. You did it.” Rivka glowered at him. She didn’t know why she didn’t feel the need to dig deeper. She’d made her decision. Was Grainger right in thinking she would decide too quickly?

      “Why am I being judged by humans? I demand a Yollin court!”

      “Shut your pie hole. I need to think.” Rivka flipped from screen to screen reading the statements, watching the video, and looking through the images of the other Yollin. She didn’t find anything that suggested a different course of Justice, but she had one other trick up her sleeve.

      She leaned forward to study the Yollin, and he moved toward her and growled. She lashed out with her hand and grabbed him by the wrist and he tried to grab back, but he was too slow. His shackles caught as she pulled him sideways.

      His darkness invaded her mind and tore at her soul, and she gasped as she released her grip. Spittle flew toward her when the Yollin spread his mandibles wide and roared. There was fire in front of her eyes. She jumped up and, twisting like a gymnast, drove both feet into the Yollin’s chest. With a crack and snap, he flew backward, hit the wall, and slumped to the floor.

      She was over the table in an instant, flying through the air with her knees tucked to her chest. She stomped hard as she came down on the Yollin’s chest with all the fury in her body.

      The crack echoed through the small room. Rivka staggered off the prisoner’s chest, and he gurgled for a moment before exhaling his final breath. His eyes started to glaze.

      The door to the room opened, and Grainger rushed in. He didn’t need to bend down to see that the Yollin was dead, his carapace cracked and driven into his organs.

      “What did you do?” he demanded, his face grim, and she gaped. It had happened again—she’d lost control after seeing the horror within another creature.

      Rivka closed her mouth as she recovered her wits. The fury faded, and she brushed her clothes off and straightened herself. “The evil in that one would have tainted anyone he touched. The universe is better without him in it.” She lifted her chin defiantly.

      Grainger’s scowl turned to a smile as he extended a hand. “Welcome to the team.”

      “That’s it?” Rivka’s lip curled of its own accord. “You bastard!”

      “What did I do? If I had an ex-wife, I think she’d sound just like you.” He pulled his arm back. “You don’t get to shake my hand.”

      “What?” Rivka looked at the empty space between them as if a hand would materialize any second.

      “Come on. Chow, a hot shower, then rack time. You have an appointment with the Pod-doc first thing tomorrow. You showed some strength in there, but that’s not enough. Not all perps are cuffed.”

      Grainger signaled to the guards.

      “Dispose of this garbage,” he instructed them, pointing at the corpse without looking at it.

      “Yes, Magistrate,” the one replied.

      “Collect those shackles and put them where they can be used again,” Rivka added, trying to assert some authority.

      “Yes, Magistrate,” the other replied.

      Grainger left without a further glance. Rivka hurried after him. “Wait, I have questions...”
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      Rivka woke with a start. She didn’t know the time or where she was. She bolted upright, looking around as she tried to get her bearings.

      “Lights,” she called. Her room slowly illuminated. It was a single with all the amenities of any hotel room, but she wasn’t in a hotel. She was on a space station in orbit over a planet where she’d had a budding career as a barrister. That had ended when she became a murderer.

      And her new career had begun—in space. She had become a Magistrate. Beyond a barrister, more than one who argued the law. She was judge, jury, and executioner, and she’d already carried out her first execution with extreme prejudice.

      She hadn’t been wrong. She’d seen into the nightmare that was his dark soul. Would that hold up in court?

      “It doesn’t have to,” she told the empty room. Rivka got up, went to the sink, and splashed water on her face before taking a long drink. The little things. Yesterday she had been a prisoner. “What the hell have I gotten myself into? Uphold the law, but use voodoo tricks to do it?”

      The Yollin probably would have been convicted. The video had been convincing, but his denial would have carried weight with many juries. Criminals loved to confess. What they didn’t know is that most would get off if they simply denied everything and gave the prosecution nothing to work with. Forensics were limited, and there was always contamination.

      But not in the soul of the accused.

      “What is happening to me?” she asked, but no one answered. She was alone and the clock said she was up too early, but it was too late to get any meaningful sleep. She decided another shower was in order, along with a cup of coffee. The room’s hot water dispenser turned the dehydrated crystals into a cup of joe. She winced when it first hit her tongue but decided that for its therapeutic value it was good enough.

      Grainger had improved his estimate of her size, based on how well everything in her wardrobe fit. It was like she had acquired her own personal concierge. She dressed casually in jeans and a stylish off-the-shoulder shirt. She started to walk out, but stopped. Her Magistrate’s jacket was hanging over one of two chairs at a small table. Rivka liked how it felt.

      And the status—it screamed “Magistrate” loud and proud. She wrapped herself in the jacket and headed out the door to learn more about the station that would apparently be her training ground.

      Corridors upon corridors and levels upon levels. Rivka hadn’t known that such a place existed. When she finally found an external wall, she looked through a small window at the planet below. So close, yet so far away.

      Why? she wondered. Seeing the guilty for what they really are and meting out Justice—I can see why the Rangers received a bad rap. It would be easy for those without the responsibility to envy those with it, but for most, the burden of Justice would be too great.

      A Magistrate’s life.

      She took in her surroundings, the space station and its people. There was nothing else. There was nothing natural about living in space. The people kept the station alive and the station kept the people alive, and together they did more than survive. The bustle and the energy—they were hope. She hadn’t known what it was like to be without hope until she’d been jailed. Rivka took a deep breath. Free air smelled good, even if it was recycled.

      She looked at her datapad. Time to meet Grainger.

      Rivka strolled down corridors and up levels with a sense of purpose. She found the door, knocked, and entered without waiting to be admitted.

      Inside, she found a cross between a weight room and a dojo. Grainger was sitting on a bench, sweat running down his head and a towel wrapped around his neck.

      “You just come flouncing in here like you own the place?”

      “I don’t flounce,” Rivka shot back, putting her hands on her hips in defiance. “Wait, how do you define flounce?”

      “Sashay with plenty of sass.”

      “If I could do that I would, but I can’t so I don’t—although I’m not above trying. Wait, how do you define sashay?”

      “So this is how it’s going to be, huh?”

      “Have to have shared definitions if any conversation is going to move forward.”

      Grainger smacked his lips slowly and pointed to a locker. “Get dressed. It’s workout time.”

      “I thought I was going into the Pod-doc...” His look silenced her. She headed for the locker to find that there was no privacy, only a shower behind them where they changed in the open.

      “What’s the problem, Magistrate?” Grainger asked, turning back to the weights and adding two plates to the stack.

      “Nothing,” she mumbled. She carefully hung her jacket, removed the rest of her clothes, and tossed them in. She put on her gi and wrapped the annoyingly white belt around her waist, cinching it tight. She turned back, expecting Grainger to be watching, but he wasn’t. He was breathing in rhythm with his repetitions, his muscles bulging with his efforts.

      He finished his set and cleared the bench, using his towel to wipe up the sweat.

      “How long have you been here?”

      “How long were you flouncing around the station?”

      “Probably as long as you’ve been here, but the world is out there. And I think we’ve already established that I don’t flounce.”

      “Says you. If we don’t train in here, we won’t be ready for what’s out there. You have to be smarter, faster, and stronger than any person or creature you come up against. And most of the time, criminals run in gangs. You don’t come up against just one. You get to fight the whole fucking mob of them.”

      Grainger pulled up his shirt to show a buff and tanned body with a rock hard six-pack. Rivka wasn’t sure what she was supposed to be looking at.

      “Here,” he said with a snort, pointing to a faded line across his chest. She leaned closer and saw a number of lines. Some wrapped under his arm to cross his back.

      “What happened?”

      “A gang that got the smart idea that we were vulnerable to silver, so they silver-plated all their shit.”

      “Silver? How is that possible? Are you a Were?” she asked in a rush.

      “Yes. Silver cuts through the nanocytes that course through my blood. Hurts like a motherfucker, and leaves one hell of a mark.” He pointed to the smooth skin around her neck and on her arms. “You’ll get your own scars.  Pod-docs can’t fix everything. And anyone carrying a silver weapon? That’s cause for arrest and on-the-spot judgment. Those fuckers are out to hurt someone from the Federation.”

      He removed most of the plates from the bench-press machine and motioned for Rivka to lie down. She took her place, lifting her feet to the bench instead of straddling it. She tested the weight and then started the set. The first three weren’t too bad, but after that she ran out of power quickly. The seventh rep never happened. She pushed at the bar balanced across her chest, but nothing moved besides a single vein that started throbbing in her forehead.

      She hadn’t even broken a sweat.

      “You’ve got some work to do, Lightweight,” Grainger told her with a scowl.

      “How did you do on your first day?”

      “My first day doesn’t compare to yours. I was already Ares, God of War on mine. Your best day will not be as good as my first day.” He stared her down.

      “Holy shit!”

      He started to laugh. “Just kidding. On my first day I was a total lost cause, just like you are, Lightweight.”

      “Take your ‘Lightweight’ and shove it up your ass!”

      “I don’t want you up my ass.”

      “What!” She rolled off the bench and came to her feet, fists raised.

      “You don’t want to do that.”

      “I clearly don’t have your respect, so maybe a little girl slapping you right in your mouth will change your attitude.” She waited for him to blink before lashing out. Her hand barely left her side before a sledgehammer of a fist hit her in the forehead. Rivka went down like a jumble of bricks.

      “You have my respect. What you don’t have is my experience or training, dumbass.” He walked toward the lockers, his gi dropping on the deck before he reached the shower. He slung his towel onto a hook before ducking under the water.

      “You are a strange man,” Rivka mumbled. She closed her eyes and willed the pounding in her head to go away. “What have I gotten myself into?”
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        * * *

      

      “Would you look at those knuckle marks? Epic, my man, epic,” the technician said while studying Rivka’s forehead.

      “Sometimes training is hard.” Grainger leaned close, stifling a snort. “And realistic.”

      “Into the Pod-doc with you,” the technician ordered.

      Rivka undressed and climbed into the device. The case closed and the AI started to work its magic. It sampled her DNA and started to program the nanocytes to make Rivka’s body stronger and heal itself faster; help her do all the things she could do already, but orders of magnitude better.

      “Did she want to be taller?” the technician asked.

      “Sure. Plus her up a little,” Grainger replied. “Anything else?”

      “I’ve got it from here. It’ll take a few hours to grow her bones and add muscle mass without too much pain and anguish.”

      The Magistrate reached the door and stopped. He spoke over his shoulder. “Give her something fantastic to change how she sees herself. Maybe the eyes. Give her eyes like no one else’s.” Grainger chuckled as he walked away.

      “Will do, boss.” The technician browsed the database, securing the door to the chamber before accessing restricted sites. Pornstars had a proclivity for the extreme. He pulled up a few—cat’s eyes, single-color eyes—and then there they were, simple yet exotic: a golden-blue hazel with oversized irises. He input the settings for those, and also added a greatly improved ability to see in the dark. “Pretty eyes that are functional, although they are like someone else’s. They’ll never find out about Midnight Sass.”
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        * * *

      

      Vered sat in the small coffee shop, his back to the flimsy partition that acted as a wall between the restaurant and a women’s accessory store. He watched people walking by, examining them quickly to determine whether they were a threat or not. Some saw it as a game. It had become so ingrained in his being that it simply was.

      Personal security for the rich and famous wasn’t something anyone could turn off, even if the current clientele were neither rich nor famous.

      The large man looked out of dark brown eyes from beneath a heavy brow. He had caramel-colored skin with jet black hair, all of which came from a melting pot of ethnic influence—exotic beauty in a seductive man-candy package. He was the hired muscle, assuming he could get hired. He had arrived early for his interview. This was just another client, but this time it was for long-term employment, not the usual one-off.

      He nursed his coffee as he waited for his potential employer.

      A man wearing the jacket of a Magistrate walked casually through the common area. His eyes bored into Vered’s, and they sized each other up as the distance between them closed. Vered stood, even though he didn’t want to. He was willing to be less dominant when looking for a job. Once he was hired, he’d take control to keep his client safe.

      He’d get paid because they would survive as they always did, but inevitably he’d piss off the wrong person and be casually let go.

      I need to up my game. Maybe having a Magistrate as a client would give me the culture chops. He laughed at the thought.

      Grainger stopped before him with a curious expression on his face, and Vered sobered as the two men shook. Each gripped tightly, and the contest was on. Grainger smiled as he applied pressure, and Vered grimaced when the bones in his hand started to grind together. He bowed his head, and each released his grip.

      Vered rubbed the circulation back into his hand. “You don’t look like you have the guns, but I have to give it to you.”

      “Give what to me?” Grainger asked innocently.

      “That you’re stronger than me. But I have other skills, too.”

      “And that’s what we’re here to talk about, Vered. May I call you Red?” Grainger pulled the chair out and sat down.

      “That’s my preferred nickname, so sure—especially if it’ll give me bonus points to get me hired.”

      “I already know about you. I want to hire you, but you better be sure you want the job. You should be interviewing me, not vice versa.”

      “Vice? Are they here? I haven’t juiced in a long time, but I still don’t like answering questions from cops.”

      Grainger stared open-mouthed. He composed himself and explained, “I want to hire you as a bodyguard for a new Magistrate. She needs to be constantly training in hand-to-hand combat. You’ll find that she’s unnaturally strong.” Grainger stretched his fingers out and curled them back into fists. “She has a nice ship waiting for her that she has yet to learn about, and she’ll travel the galaxy to adjudicate various legal issues. It’ll probably be a month before she goes out on her own. Between now and then you’ll partake of all the physical training she does, and you’ll watch out for her while she’s on this station.”

      “Sounds too easy. You’re going to pay me to work out?”

      “I’m going to pay you to help her work out, but you’re going to need to get stronger…and probably faster, too. You will have nothing to do with her legal work, but you will need to watch her back while she is embroiled in the law.”

      “I have to babysit?”

      “Yesterday she killed a Yollin with her bare hands.” Grainger put his elbows on the table and rested his chin on his hands.

      “A Yollin? It’s a start, but I’ll reserve judgment. I would like the job if you’ll have me. I can watch out for one of your legal people. Lawyers, the fungus that grows on the slime of the universe.” After the words had come out he slapped a hand over his mouth, but it was too late.

      Grainger thumped the big man on his bulky shoulder. “No sweat, I don’t like lawyers either. You’ll see that we’re a little bit different in what we do. There’s probably going to be a bit more hands-on than you would expect. As Magistrates we not only defend clients, we mete out Justice.”

      “Sounds like you’re the judge and executioner.”

      “We’d like to think we’re fairer than that. Judge, jury, and executioner.” Grainger removed a datapad from his coat. “Here’s our arrangement in writing. Please have your lawyer review any contract before you sign.”

      Red held out his thumb. Grainger scrolled to the end where the bodyguard affixed his thumbprint in lieu of a signature, having not read a single word.

      “Don’t fuck it up,” Grainger advised. “You don’t have to worry about getting sued for breach of contract. You’ll need to worry about getting killed. As of right now, you need to bring your ‘A’ game.”

      “That’s the only game I got, Mister.”
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      The lid on the Pod-doc raised, and Rivka blinked rapidly to clear her vision. The room had been darkened—she knew it had—but everything was in vivid focus. She sat up slowly and the technician handed her a robe, but she didn’t put it on.

      “It’ll take a little while to get used to the new you.”

      “How much changed?” she croaked, reaching for a jug of water nearby. She drank the whole thing.

      “You’re five centimeters taller, about fifteen kilos heavier, and your eyes are a different color,” the technician replied in a neutral voice.

      “Fifteen kilos?” Rivka stood up, growling as she fought to gain her balance. She looked at her new body. “Holy shit.”

      She ran her hands over her still-lean form. “I don’t see fifteen kilos.”

      “Your muscles are far denser now. You’ll have to get used to those so you don’t accidentally break stuff. Hold out your hand.”

      She showed her left hand, palm up. The technician dragged the point of a sharp blade across her palm.

      “What the hell, jagoff?” she exclaimed, cradling her hand. As she watched, the blood stopped flowing and the skin knitted back together. The technician waited until she’d internalized what she’d just seen.

      “The new you.” He showed her to a mirror. She twirled a finger at him so he’d turn around and looked at herself in the buff before noticing her eyes. She leaned in close.

      “What happened to my eyes?”

      “Computer selection as an optimal enhancement. Your night vision is far beyond any normal human’s capability. It rivals that of cats.”

      “Cats are optimal? Is that what I heard?”

      The man shrugged. “At least the knuckle marks are gone from your forehead.”

      “At the very least, and thanks for the reminder. I may never live that down.”

      She put her clothes on. Her Magistrate’s jacket was a touch tighter across the shoulders and her jeans were a little short, but everything would do. She tossed the robe across a chair and turned to leave.

      The door opened, and Grainger walked in. “It’s about time,” he griped by way of greeting.

      She threw up her hands and made a face at him.

      “Come on. You need to get used to those big muscles before you break your head.”

      He waved at her to follow. She casually walked up behind him and gave him a hard push, and he stumbled forward. “Not bad, lightweight.” He headed out the door and turned left.

      They walked in silence until they reached the unlabeled area she thought of as the Magistrates’ gym. There was a large man already there.

      “Say hi to Red, your personal bodyguard, then get dressed. Weights followed by sparring.”

      “I have a bodyguard? What the hell for?” She looked sharply at the man, who closed his eyes and started a new set on the military press machine.

      “Don’t ask me, I’m the hired muscle.”

      “Because you need to focus on the law. He’ll make sure no one sneaks up behind you.” Grainger faced his locker as he dressed. “Do you understand what you’re getting into? We don’t deal with white-collar crime or petty criminals. That Yollin yesterday? He’s on the weak-sister end of where we go. Get it into your head that the entire law-breaking universe is better off if you’re dead.”

      He faced her, jaw set.

      “You’re not kidding.”

      “About something like that? No, unfortunately not. At least I don’t have to see their evil like you do with your gift, if you can call it that. Maybe it’s your curse, but it has brought you to the ranks of the Magistrates. For that, I’m thankful.”

      “I don’t even know what we do,” Rivka admitted. She sat on a bench and frowned at the floor.

      “In due time, Lightweight. Hey, would you look at that?” Grainger pointed to the bench press.

      Rivka followed his finger and shook her head.

      “Those weights are not lifting themselves. Get dressed. Those weights need you to save them from a boring life of proving that gravity exists.”

      “You are a strange man,” Rivka reiterated as she put on her gi.

      Grainger smiled and nodded to the corner. “Changing room.”

      “Has that been here this whole time?”

      He shrugged and joined Red to throw some serious tonnage around. Rivka took the bench and started light. After nearly launching the bar through the ceiling, she added six plates, then four more. She giggled as she powered through weight she’d never imagined she could lift. She finally flipped the lever for the entire stack. She gritted her teeth and grunted. Gravity held it back, but her new power took over. It started slowly moving upward.

      “You might want to take it easy...” Grainger cautioned.

      The tendon snapped with a sound like a balloon popping. The weight stack crashed to the bottom of the slots, and the bar slammed down hard centimeters from Rivka’s chest. She howled in agony.

      “Don’t think you’re getting out of sparring,” Grainger warned her.

      She looked at him through features contorted with pain. “How will that be possible?”

      “Give it five minutes. I expect your nanocytes are already racing to your injury and they’ll have you right as rain. You need to build your physical mass more through exercise before you try to lift the whole world. The nanocytes give you greater strength, but they also give you a greater belief in your ability. The Pod-doc gave you fifteen kilos of more dense muscle, but it isn’t ready to go all-out. You’ll spend the next month building up so you’ll be ready.”

      Rivka rubbed her elbow. The pain was lessening with each passing moment.

      Grainger stretched. “Since we have a little time before you get back to it, here’s your schedule. Five in the morning, chow. Then weights and sparring. By nine am, more chow. After that, back to school, Magistrate. Noon is lunch. After lunch, more sparring, this time using regular and improvised weapons. Then chow, then more class, dinner, and firing range. The evenings are yours to do whatever you want. That will start around eight.

      “I have nine hours to myself each night? Generous. And what’s with all the food? I’ll get fat.”

      “You’re on the crash course. One month to both get in shape and become self-sufficient as a Magistrate. You will not get fat. The nanos will draw most of their energy from your body, with alternate power coming from the Etheric dimension. You won’t get fat, even if you grow lazy—as lightweights are wont to do.”

      “Me, lazy? I’m pretty sure that won’t happen.” She flexed the bicep of her undamaged arm. “I like what I see.” She turned back to Grainger and fixed him with a serious expression. “I know what the alternative would have been for me—death or imprisonment on Jhiordaan. You’ve given me a new lease on life, so don’t think me ungrateful.”

      “Show your gratitude by doing a good job, Lightweight.” Grainger waved at Red to join Rivka. “Make sure she stays on the training regimen, as in, no more exploding tendons.”

      “Can I get some of those nano-things?” the large man asked.

      “No.” Grainger started a yoga routine, twisting his body and holding the position through a number of slow breaths.
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        * * *

      

      Rivka faced Grainger, fists up. Red adjusted her stance, moving her feet closer together and tucking her elbows in.

      Grainger waved her forward, and she moved in. Red stopped her and adjusted her position again. “If you keep your feet too wide you can’t adjust quickly enough. If you keep your elbows out, you expose your ribs and weaken your strikes because you have less leverage.” Grainger nodded at the bodyguard approvingly.

      She waded in and started flailing, and Grainger blocked every blow. When they were tangled up, she drove a knee upward. He turned his body and knocked her knee away with his, then twisted her around, wrapping her with her own arm and slamming her face-first into the mat.

      He backed away and assumed his ready position.

      Red picked her up off the floor as one would a child and deposited her on her feet. Even with her extra fifteen kilos, she was nothing to the big man.

      “What did you do wrong?” Grainger asked between his raised fists.

      “Overexposed. Less leverage because of shorter arms.”

      “Your physical size is never a shortcoming, because it won’t change. Don’t ever look at your body as something that’s wrong. It’s simply what you have to work with. Your advantage is that you are a smaller target, so you’ll have to get close to an opponent. We’ll help you figure out how to make that work for you.”

      Rivka nodded and powered in for round two.

      By round seventeen, she lay on her back where she had fallen. “I feel like shit.”

      “Time to recharge those overworked nanocytes.” Grainger walked to his locker and got dressed.

      “Could you at least have the grace to sweat?” Rivka mumbled. She rolled to her stomach and pushed up, then swayed on her weak legs. She went to the shower and closed her eyes as she let the hot water run over her. She heard a noise and looked into the training room to find Grainger beating the crap out of Red. She grabbed her towel and rushed over.

      Red held up his hands in surrender, and Grainger let the man up. The anger on the Magistrate’s face was clear, but faded quickly with the bodyguard’s submissive pose.

      “Nothing to see, just finish and let’s go. I’m hungry.”

      The bodyguard backed away and went to his locker, then sniffed under his arm. “Do we have time for me to get a quick shower, sir, ma’am?”

      “We do,” Rivka answered instantly, watching Grainger for a clue. He gave nothing away. She took her clothes into the changing room. By the time she was finished  Red had showered and was getting dressed.

      The three left together, Rivka and Grainger side by side and the bodyguard following at a distance, where he could intervene if they were attacked while giving them their privacy.

      “I suppose you’ll tell me what that was all about?” Rivka whispered.

      “Somebody spent a little too long watching something he didn’t need to be watching.”

      “So you’re my protector, too?”

      “I’m training both of you. He needs to watch for threats, no matter how much skin you flash. You two will be working closely together. He has his job, and that’s to protect you; nothing more. There can never be anything more.”

      “Not my type,” Rivka said, glancing over her shoulder at the hulking man behind them.

      “He now knows that beyond a shadow of a doubt. He’ll be a good member of your team.”

      “Oooh! I get a team?”

      “Do you think this is the Wild West? We aren’t sending Magistrates to the frontier with a gun and a prayer. You’re going to get a state-of-the-art combat ship with an Entity Intelligence, an EI.”

      “I didn’t hear the word ‘sidekick.’ I’m feeling put out.”

      “Okay, Batman. You’re just going to have to work without a sidekick, like the days before Robin.”

      “Crushing my dreams. I always wanted to have a Robin.” Rivka twisted her mouth from side to side.

      “Bah! He was more trouble than he was worth. It’s Alfred you really want backing you up.” Grainger nodded at his analogy.

      “I’m going to have to contemplate that in my free time.”

      “You’ll need less sleep now, if you haven’t already guessed. We’re halfway through today’s schedule. Afternoon chow, then legal training. The AI is set up to run you through the legal wringer.”

      “Chow? Such an unappealing word. As lawyers, we should have a finer command of language. Breakfast, second breakfast, elevenses, lunch, afternoon tea, dinner, evening meal, and snacks. Why do you call everything chow?”

      “Military training, and because it is. Don’t glamorize the chow until you see it, counselor.”

      “I can’t simply call it ‘chow’ because of one witness. I shall reserve judgment until I see it for myself. I shall call it a late lunch for now.”

      “Touché.”
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      The first two weeks passed at glacial speed but the last two weeks flew by. Rivka was getting antsy. She raced through her reps and stood with her hands on her hips, waiting for Red to catch up. He finished and stood, stretching out his muscles while he scanned the room, left to right, up and down, the way he’d checked out every room they’d entered. His eyes barely ever rested on Rivka.

      Grainger had trained him well. Better, he had taken the training as a professional and applied it to his daily routine.

      “What are they paying you?” she asked.

      He pulled his right arm over his head to ease the pressure on his lats. “You don’t know?”

      “No. As a matter of fact, I don’t know what they’re paying me, either. Hey! What are you paying us?”

      “Need to know, and you don’t.”

      “I don’t need to know what you’re paying me?” she asked.

      “He doesn’t need to know what you’re being paid, and you don’t need to know what he’s being paid. No one needs to know what I get paid. You know what they say, don’t you?”

      “I’m not sure I want to even try.”

      “Ignorance is bliss.”

      “No, it isn’t!” she retorted. “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

      “I think it’s time that we go see your corvette. It arrived a few days ago.”

      “When the fuck were you going to tell me that?”

      Grainger looked shocked. “Just now. Damn, Magistrate, sometimes you ask questions that add zero value to the conversation. I’m not sure there’s enough time in all the universe to help you with that foible.”

      “I may not have many foibles, but they are magnificent,” Rivka countered. “But I have a corvette. I guess I make good money, then.”

      Grainger stopped what he was doing. “The Federation has a corvette and suggests you don’t damage it. Should you do so, you’ll be an indentured servant for the remainder of your days as you hope in vain that your paltry pay will one day cover the cost of your egregiousness.”

      “It’s called indemnification, and that clause is in my Magistrate package. If the poor corvette gets a boo-boo, it’s in the line of duty. Indemnified, bitches. The Federation will cover it. Don’t bluff a bluffer.”

      Grainger clasped his hands together and bowed deeply. “That, grasshopper, is your final test. Into the universe with you. Go forth and do great things in the name of Justice. Your chariot to the gods awaits.”

      She gave him the finger.

      When he stood his hands were unclasped, the middle fingers of each hand touching, the other fingers folded back. The classic double-bird.

      “And I still don’t know what I get paid. If I try to buy lunch somewhere will my card be rejected?”

      Grainger shrugged and gave her a half-smile. “Some lessons are best learned first-hand.”

      “I used to like you,” she replied as they each chuckled at the humor of it. Red went into the corridor first before allowing the Magistrates to pass.

      SOP that Rivka couldn’t take for granted. She was getting ready to deploy on her first mission and had no idea what to expect. Her nerves were on edge.

      “You need to go somewhere and do something. Your coat still smells new. It looks new, too.”

      “It’ll get broken in soon enough,” she replied.

      Grainger shook his head and removed his Magistrate’s jacket. “Here.”

      “That’s yours.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You are a master at stating the obvious.” He pushed the jacket toward her until she had to take it or stumble forward with it draped over her face. He snapped his fingers and pointed to her jacket.

      They stopped while she changed. His was as soft as butter and a little big, but not as voluminous as she would have expected. She’d thought it would hang on her like a bag. It was faded just enough, and smelled of something that she couldn’t place. It carried the small pin she had on her jacket. Grainger put it on. Hers looked too small on him, but she figured no one would say anything.

      “Thanks,” she mumbled.

      “As you so succinctly stated, that jacket is mine. I’m giving this one to the cleaners. They’ll give it that weathered look you desire.”

      “”I desire.’ Interesting. I desire Justice for the universe, and you know what else? I desire my nanos to fix this broken tooth you gave me yesterday.”

      “Let me see,” he demanded, and bent down to look into her mouth. She pointed with her tongue.

      “No shit. That shouldn’t happen. I’m going to talk with the Pod-doc technician. You go see a stomatologist and get that taken care of. You can’t deploy with a bad tooth. How will you eat your chow?”

      “No way! This isn’t a disease, just a chipped tooth.” Rivka waved off her mentor and shook her head. “I think a dentist will be fine. And for the record, the only way to stomach the chow is by shoveling it in. Does my corvette have a chef and real food?”

      Grainger started to laugh. Unable to speak, he stumbled away.

      She went to a nearby monitor and tapped the screen. “Please direct me to the nearest dentist.”

      “Doctor Toofakre is one level down.”

      “Doctor Toothacher? Come on, be serious.”

      “Toofakre.” The AI displayed the spelling on the screen.

      “Is there anyone else?”

      “Doctor Payne is on the other side of the station.”

      “Toothache or pain, pick your poison. I’ll give Toofakre a shot. If he hurts me, well, I’ll make him feel it.”

      The barrister took the stairs down, preferring not to be trapped in an elevator. She wasn’t a fan of strangers, and even less of being confined in a tight space with them. Red was with her, but she didn’t have to put up with others.

      When she reached the next level, she saw the sign—a big picture of a tooth. Just the thought of it made her mouth hurt, but she had already cut her tongue once on the sharp edge. She didn’t need to do it again. She committed and strode briskly to the door, and it opened as she approached.

      “Magistrate Rivka, we were notified you were coming. We’ve been expecting you.”

      “For all of two minutes?” Rivka wondered if her fellow Magistrate had set her up.

      “We were informed as soon as you asked, so yes—for all of two minutes. We don’t get many celebrities, you see.”

      “I’m hardly a celebrity,” she countered.

      “But people of your station have nanocytes that usually repair the damage. For whatever reason, yours have not. Please come into the back and let’s get you fixed up.”

      “Are you the dentist, Dr. Toofakre?”

      “Yes, that’s me. An unfortunate family name, but I’m Tyler Toofakre the Fifth. I don’t have much choice.”

      “But you don’t look like a dentist.”

      “How am I supposed to look?”

      “I don’t know, but you look like a normal person. You don’t have any bodies hidden in the back, do you?”

      Toofakre laughed and brushed his hair back from his forehead. “I’m afraid not. If I go to jail, it won’t be for that.”

      “What will it be for?” She fixed him with her piercing gaze and lightly touched his arm. In her mind she saw flashes from his life, but no crimes. Looking into someone’s mouth, watching a movie, playing a video game, and drinking a beer with dinner.

      “For being too boring, Barrister. I have to admit that I enjoy a life that’s less exciting. It’s nothing like yours. I suspect you chipped that tooth while bringing a criminal mastermind to Justice, delivering his punishment as he begged for mercy. Don’t hurt me! Aha, Doctor Evil, your tidal wave of terror is over. You have crashed against the bulwarks of Justice!”

      Rivka raised one eyebrow and contemplated going to Dr. Payne.

      “Climb into the seat, and let’s get that tooth of yours sorted so you can be on your way, keeping peace on the station and delivering Justice throughout the galaxy.”

      “I don’t like pain in my mouth.”

      “That makes two of us. I have this pen-shaped syringe that makes it easy to deliver the anesthetic. You shouldn’t feel a thing.”

      “I can’t take you seriously as a dentist.” Rivka held up a hand as the doctor leaned toward her, with his safety glasses firmly in place. The magnifying lenses had been flipped up, and he held his instruments steady a few finger-widths from her mouth.

      “Why not?”

      “Because you look and act...normal.”

      “If you want Max Loony, you’ll have to see Doctor Payne.”

      “So my choice is Toofakre or Payne?”

      “Yes. Seems clear to me. Shall we?” The dentist motioned for her to open her mouth.

      Rivka hesitantly complied. “But, normal,” she mumbled as he went to work. Red stood against the wall with his arms crossed and watched the door.
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      The corvette was too big to fit in the small hangar bay of the station, even though it was only designed for a maximum of twelve crew and passengers.

      Grainger led her to the top of the station, where a long access tube terminated at a closed airlock. As the group approached, it popped open and they walked through. The ship’s hatch before them opened while the airlock door behind them closed. Grainger bowed and waved an arm toward the corvette. “Your ship.”

      Rivka hesitated only a moment before entering. She stopped and breathed deeply of the dry but clean recycled ship’s air. She ran a finger over a horizontal surface and looked at it.

      “I assure you, Magistrate, that the ship is immaculate. The air-handling system removes all of the dead skin and cat dander before returning oxygenated air back to you,” a voice said over speakers placed throughout the ship. “Welcome aboard, Magistrate Rivka.”

      “Nice to be here, whoever you are.”

      “My sincere apologies, Magistrate. I’m Charles Woodworth the Third. Most people call me Chaz.”

      “Nice to meet you, Chaz. Let’s have a look at how beautiful you are.”

      Vered cleared his throat. “Magistrate? Cat dander?”

      “I heard it. I ignored it, since Grainger has accused me of stating the obvious. Clearly, there is a cat on board.”

      “I hate cats.”

      “What about dogs?”

      “Dogs too. They’re vermin, no better than rats. Can we have him removed?”

      “Blasphemer!” Rivka shouted in an unusually loud voice, pointing one accusatory finger at her bodyguard. “We most certainly will not remove the cuddly kitty from the ship. We’ll consider that little fuzzball as standard government Issue. Anything happens to him, he’ll be replaced by two more. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, but I don’t like cats or dogs.”

      “That is a colossal improvement!” Rivka declared. “From hate to don’t like. We’ll take that as a win.”

      “But, but...” Red stammered.

      “Carry on with the tour, Chaz.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” the EI replied. He walked the group to the bridge first to wow them with the technology.

      “Nice, Chaz, but we don’t have to fly the ship, do we?”

      “I will fly the ship for you, but you can fly it too, if you wish.”

      “Maybe someday, but today is not that day. Nor is tomorrow, for that matter.” Rivka looked at Red. “Do you fly?”

      He pointed at himself with both hands and shook his head. “If I’m flying the plane, who’s guarding the client?”

      “I might suggest that if you’re flying the ship, the client doesn’t need to be guarded.”

      “Client always needs guarding. You leave that part to me and flying the ship to your new bestest buddy.”

      “That’s me,” Chaz replied. “I shall fly the ship while you partake of your human concerns. Next stop, the mess deck slash recreation room slash living room slash anything not sleeping or flying room.”

      “Do I hear you saying that there are cabins for sleeping, the bridge, and one other space on board this tub?”

      “There is a storage area as well, but that’s filled with stuff that needs to be stored.”

      “Lead on, kind EI.” Rivka made big eyes at Grainger.

      He yawned. “But it’s a corvette.”

      “Sounds sexy until you get in,” Rivka replied. The mess deck was open, with various elements that could be extended and retracted, like a table with bench seats. Six recliners were tucked into the side bulkhead. They folded out to face a wall screen on the opposite side.  A weight bench could be raised from the deck. There was a single bar and no weights.

      “What the hell am I supposed to do with this?” Red asked, picking up the bar.

      “It’s magnetic,” the EI replied. The bar was yanked toward the metal deck, taking Red with it. It hit and stuck. The rings on each end kept his hand from being pinned underneath. He picked himself up from the deck, looking around sheepishly.

      “I guess we’ll try to make that work,” Red said softly.

      The kitchen contained a food processing unit and one drink station. “This is for twelve people?”

      “It will service twelve people without any problems.”

      “As only an EI can say it. If there were twelve people squeezed aboard this thing, there would be problems. By the way, what’s her name?”

      “Federation Corvette Seven Seven Four.”

      “That’s a hull number. What’s her name?” Rivka pressed. Grainger shook his head. “Looks like we get to name her.”

      Red pointed at Rivka. “You get to name her. I don’t give an upside-down flying goat-fucking nut roll whether this tin can has a name.”

      “I’ll take care of it. I can’t have my baby without a name. Maybe Lucretia.”

      “Two seconds ago you were hating on your ride and now she’s your baby?”

      “Yes. It’s just how things are going to be. Oh, Chaz, darling, lead me to the luxury Magistrate’s suite, please.”

      “Prepare for disappointment.” Grainger wouldn’t look at her.

      “Buzzkill,” she shot back.

      “Down the corridor. There are six cabins on the port side.”

      “I thought this ship could carry twelve people?”

      “Now she’s starting to get the picture.”

      “Everyone doubles up? The barbarity of it all. You’d think The Queen’s Magistrate would be treated better. I’ll have to send Bethany Anne a personal note stating my dismay.”

      Grainger raised one eyebrow. “I doubt the Queen will have any sympathy. You get a cabin to yourself. Stop whining and cradle your baby to your bosom.”

      Rivka gave Grainger a five-second stink-eye. Red squeezed past the Magistrates and started opening doors. “These are better than my first apartment.”

      “How’s that?” Grainger asked, staring without blinking at Rivka’s golden-blue hazel eyes.

      “No rats.” He tossed his jacket in the last berth and opened the door to the small cargo storage area. A white cat with gray spots shot past him up the passageway and stopped when it saw the Magistrates, bouncing sideways with an arched back and hissing at Grainger.

      Rivka bent down. “Who is this pretty kitty?”

      The cat stopped hissing, and she scooped him up before he knew what hit him. She cradled him expertly, holding his claws at bay and tickling his neck until he started to purr. Red slammed the door to his cabin and worked his way back to the side hatch, where he stood vigil to make sure no other undesirables entered the corvette.

      Grainger waved and headed for the exit.

      “Where are you going?”

      He rolled his eyes and threw his arms down in dramatic exasperation. “Not with you, clearly. The EI has your briefing.” Grainger stood up straight and turned serious. “It’s time to go, Magistrate. You’ve been training with me for a month, but you’ve been training to do this job your whole life. Now is the time to embrace your gift and use it for the good of the universe. You are licensed to judge innocence or guilt and mete out punishment. I know you don’t take the job lightly, but take it you must, and now is the time.”

      He waved, nodded to Red as he passed, and yelled over his shoulder, “Chaz, take her to the Intripas System, best possible speed.”

      “Yes, Magistrate Grainger. I will Gate the ship from within the system. We should be at our destination in less than thirty minutes.”
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      On the ship’s main screen, a brownish-blue planet rotated beneath a heavily clouded sky.

      “Looks serene, don’t you think?” she asked.

      “I wouldn’t know,” Red replied softly, not because he was evasive, but because he didn’t know. He had no interest in aesthetics.

      “What motivates you, Red?” Rivka asked while reviewing the case file.

      “A good workout. The hot dancers at an All Guns Blazing bar. The usual stuff.”

      “That’s not what I mean.” She looked up from the screen. “What is your motivation to do what you do? You know, be a bodyguard?”

      He turned toward the planet’s image, but he wasn’t looking at it. His eyes were unfocused as he stared and narrated as if he were talking to himself. “All my life I’ve been keeping people safe. I knew I wasn’t smart enough to be a leader, but I’m smart enough to know that they can’t do it alone. As a child, I was bigger and faster. That has value. I sold my services way back then and protected whoever could pay, bullies or bullied alike. Didn’t matter to me.”

      “You’ve been a bodyguard your whole life? I guess it’s true that sometimes a profession chooses you and not the other way around. If you don’t mind me getting personal, what happened to all the money you’ve made along the way?”

      “I do mind. I’m not a gambler or a big drinker, but it went somewhere that mattered to me.”

      “That’s good enough for me. Sorry to intrude.” Rivka returned to her file.

      Red glanced at her from the corner of his eye. He didn’t want to share that he had used his money to bail his mother out of a series of bad debts, and then she had died as soon as she was free. The whole affair had left him bitter, and the last thing he wanted was to talk about it.

      Rivka flipped another page on her datapad and…Criminal Mischief? Why the hell are they sending a Magistrate out here to deal with a misdemeanor?

      “Because the perp is the governor’s daughter,” Rivka remarked aloud. “They’re sending me to deal with a family squabble. Ain’t that some shit?”

      Vered didn’t reply. It wasn’t his place to comment on legal matters, plus, he didn’t think she was talking to him. She often talked to herself. It was the curse of the lonely.

      “Since this is the first case and my chance to prove myself, I’ll treat it just like anything else. We’ll interview those involved, collect data, and make a ruling. Should there be punishment, I’ll have to take care of that since I can’t pass it to dear old dad. Should she go free, I better be able to explain why in words the general population will understand. Words that don’t start with ‘governor’s daughter.’ Yup. That’s what they sent me here for. Thanks, Grainger. I won’t let you down, and afterward I’ll take the opportunity to call you creative names I have yet to come up with.”

      “We are entering orbit. Please secure yourselves in case something goes awry,” the EI suggested.

      “Will it?” Rivka wondered.

      “It hasn’t yet, but one can’t be too careful.”

      Red took one of the three seats on the bridge that wasn’t the captain’s chair, which he had directed Rivka into because it had the best workstations and he could secure the bridge from the back. He wasn’t sure what he was securing it from.

      The corvette bumped across the upper atmosphere, and the screen faded out for a few moments as the ship’s energy diverted to the heat shields. A miniaturized Etheric power supply propelled the small vessel and juiced her systems. It gave her the ability to Gate from one end of the universe to the other in a single jump. The power supply would change the Etheric Federation.

      Rivka didn’t think about any of that, just accepted that the ship took her where she needed to go. Although the ship had fantastic capabilities, she took it for granted. The one who had designed the systems and made them available would have been appalled.

      The ship bounced back into a high-orbit, coming at the space station from below.

      “Shall I coordinate the landing protocol?”

      Rivka held her hands up. “Of course,” she finally agreed. Sarcasm would be lost on the EI so she saved it, thinking of ways to improve her point and counterpoint with Grainger. “Let us know when we’ve docked. I have a list of people I need to interview, and I’d like to start those as soon as possible.”

      “You can contact them now if you would like.”

      Rivka looked at her notes. “Do that, please. I’ll start with the governor, and we’ll work our way backward.”

      “Communications channel is open,” Chaz replied.

      “Good morning, Magistrate. I’m Governor Flikansador, and I’m surprised that the Federation sent someone of your station to deal with this issue. Pleasantly surprised and quite honored, if I may say so.”

      Rivka heard the politician in his voice. She was afraid she’d sound young and he’d be patronizing, but she was the Magistrate and wielded authority that superseded his.

      No matter how young she was.

      “I’m not amused at being here, Governor. There are real crimes in this universe that warrant a Magistrate’s attention, but what I see here is a family squabble wrapped in politics. No matter. I’m here, and I will deal with this. I’m forwarding a list. Bring each to an interrogation room sealed from all outside intrusion and keep them isolated until I call for them.”

      “Very well,” the governor agreed softly. “I expect you’ll keep us appraised while the process is ongoing.”

      “I will not. You will find out the adjudication at the same time as everyone else–when I make it public, and not before. When you called in the Federation to resolve your personal problems you handed all authority to us, and to me in particular. Magistrate Rivka out.” She drew a line across her throat to close the channel.

      “I can slap the shit out of him if he crosses you again,” Red offered.

      Rivka chuckled. “He sounded like a weasel. I could probably slap the snot out of him until he was begging for breast milk.”

      “I will watch your back. Men like him have people like me.”

      Rivka pursed her lips as she contemplated the wisdom of Vered’s observation. “I am comfortable knowing that you have my back. I also see why Grainger hired you. You’re a good man, Red. Thank you for taking the job.”

      The ship settled into a berthing slot and an extendable tube clamped to the airlock.

      “Now, what do you say we go resolve this bullshit so we can go home?”

      “Stay behind me, ma’am. You know the SOP.”

      “Which means that I won’t see anything except your back.”

      “Probably better that way, ma’am. You will have enemies on this station before you say your first word. You will gain enemies as they spread lies of what you’re doing, and whatever you decide, you will earn even more.”

      “Is there any way I can do this without creating so many new enemies?” Rivka was concerned. She hadn’t thought about an army of people who wished her ill when all she wanted to do was adjudicate the crime and deal with the criminal. “I have more to weigh than just the criminal mischief. I thought I would, but I didn’t think it would have such a broad impact. I’ll chalk that up to my inexperience. Thank you for your insight, Red. It means a lot to me.”

      He unbuckled his belt and stood, then stretched before putting on his armored vest. He added a loose jacket on top of it to conceal the hardware he carried. He had demonstrated his abilities with firearms on the shooting range. Rivka could generally hit what she was aiming at, but he always hit it, and often in the bullseye. He shook off the accolades she had tried to give. “It’s different when they’re shooting back. Way different,” he’d said every time.

      Rivka had excelled with improvised weapons, which gave her new confidence. Wherever she looked, she saw something that could help her survive if a situation went into the toilet.

      Red led her off the ship, through the airlock, and onto the space station of the Intripas System. Red grunted and stepped aside.

      Her eyes darted everywhere at once after she saw the small group before her. A man in front, clearly the governor. His wife to the side and one step back. On the other side and two steps back was a lackey. They stood in a corridor with no decorations; nothing to use in case of a fight. She appraised the three before her as Red looked down the corridors beyond. He wasn’t concerned about the greeting party.

      Rivka offered her hand. “I’m Magistrate Rivka,” she said coolly.

      “Governor Flikansador,” the man replied, shaking her hand. He tried to give her hand a manly squeeze, but she squeezed back until he winced in pain before she let go. Neither of the other two offered to shake hands.

      “I’m the governor’s wife,” the woman said.

      “Surely you have a name,” Rivka replied.

      “Flutterby.” The woman looked uncomfortable as she spoke her name.

      Flutterby Flikansador. I guess I wouldn’t tell people my name either, Rivka thought. “Flutterby is a beautiful name.” Rivka smiled easily at the sad face. She’d seen too many women in the shadows of their men. Flutterby looked like she deserved better.

      “I’m Superintendent Thidney,” the other man said from behind the governor.

      “If I had to guess, Thidney, I’d say you’re my handler, ushering me wherever I need to go and reporting back to the governor at every turn. No, thank you. I’ll find my own way.” She tapped the datapad in her hand.

      Governor Flikansador’s face turned sour. “If you need anything, anything at all, please don’t hesitate to ask.” He turned with a flourish and strode briskly away, his wife and the superintendent hurrying to keep up.

      Rivka wanted to say something smart, but Red was occupied by his job. She was probably being recorded, so maintaining her decorum took on new importance. “Chaz, show me the way,” she ordered the datapad.

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t know the way,” the EI responded. “The governor didn’t share where the room was.”

      Swallowing her pride, Rivka took off running after the official and yelled, “Governor!” She slowed to a dignified walk before he turned. “On second thought, I may have been hasty. I would be honored to have the superintendent escort me.”

      The governor let a smirk creep into his expression before he wiped it away. He snapped his fingers, and the superintendent nodded. The governor and his wife walked away arm in arm, at a much slower pace than before.

      “Lead on, Super.” Rivka motioned for the man to lead the way. He pointed behind her.

      “Superintendent Thidney,” he corrected as he brushed past. She clamped her mouth shut and glared at the back of his head as he took her through a maze of corridors. She had kept her datapad out and had run a live feed to Chaz the entire time. She didn’t want to rely on the government of the space station any more than absolutely necessary.

      She wanted to take a shower to wash away the station’s stains.

      He finally reached a corridor with chairs outside a single door. The people sitting next to each other watched the Magistrate approach. She tapped the superintendent on the shoulder. “You and I have a vastly different definition of the word ‘sequester.’”

      The man shrugged. Rivka didn’t know what else to expect by way of an answer. “Stay out here and make sure they don’t talk to each other. Red, stay with him and block the door. I’ll be fine in there with whoever I’m talking to at the moment, although the first person on my list isn’t here. Please have him report within the next ten minutes.”

      “The governor will not talk to you here!” the superintendent exclaimed.

      “He sure as fuck will.”

      “Or what?”

      “I leave and report his obstructionism to the Federation. Next thing you know, the station will be looking for a new governor. From what I’ve seen, I’m not so sure that would be a bad thing. Nine minutes and fifty seconds. I’ll be inside.”

      Rivka went into the room. Cameras looked down on the table from each of the four corners. The Magistrate pulled a challenge coin, a coin with the logo of the Magistrates’ Office, and threw it at one camera, shattering the lens. She recovered her coin and dispatched the other three cameras. She flipped the coin in the air, caught it, and slapped it onto her forearm. “Heads, you lose,” she declared before returning it to her pocket.

      She took a seat and accessed her datapad. Rivka looked at the screen but didn’t see anything. Her mind was focused on the questions she needed to ask the governor. Her mind played and replayed numerous scenarios before Governor Flikansador walked in.

      He wasn’t alone.

      “I brought my lawyer. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all, as long as he doesn’t speak. One word comes out of his mouth, I will throw him out of here and hold you in contempt. Please be seated.”

      Rivka sat on her side of the table, and the governor sat on his. There weren’t any other chairs.

      “When were you first made aware of the vandalism to the shops on the station?”

      The governor looked at his lawyer, who nodded. “About a month ago. I’m sure you have the reports in your pad. They’ll give the exact date.”

      “They give the date the report was made, but when were you made aware?”

      “When the report was filed. I get a read-package each morning, so it would have been the day after the report was filed.”

      Rivka tapped her screen. She wasn’t writing anything down. She only wanted him to think she was. “When did you come to believe that the damage was caused by Jayita Flikansador?”

      “Jay told us herself after we received the fifth or sixth report.”

      “And what did you do?”

      The governor looked to the lawyer, who shook his head and held a finger to his lips.

      “Under the advisement of my legal counsel, I won’t be answering that question.”

      Rivka closed her eyes, counted to ten, and stood up. She walked slowly around the table to face the governor’s lawyer. He puffed out his chest, and she smiled and delivered a punch that tagged him right on his twig and berries. The man collapsed. Demonstrating the strength of the nano-enhanced, she picked him up like a piece of luggage, lumbered to the door, opened it, and tossed him into the corridor. She closed the door softly behind herself, flipping the deadbolt before turning to find the governor standing. Rivka pointed to his chair and stabbed her finger at it until he sat.

      She resumed her position in the interrogation, the position of Federation authority. “What did you do when your daughter told you she was responsible for the vandalism?”

      “I grounded her,” he whispered.

      “Did you know for certain that she did it?”

      “What?” He looked confused and started fumbling with his fingers. “I never questioned it. I believed her. It seemed to fit.”

      “Did she stay grounded?”

      “She’s seventeen. What do you think?” Rivka rolled her finger. “No. She was out before we could finish dinner.”

      “Do you have any hard evidence that weighs against your daughter?”

      “There’s video.”

      “I need to see it.”

      “Lots and lots of video.”

      “Fine, transmit it to my ship. Chaz will examine the footage.”

      The governor pulled a pad from his pocket and tapped the commands. His shoulders slumped and he leaned heavily on the table, looking down.

      “What did you expect when you summoned a Magistrate to deal with a misdemeanor?”

      “Not this.”

      Too bad, Rivka thought. This is what you got. “I’m going to cut to the chase. Send Jayita in, please.”

      The man left without making eye contact or saying another word, leaving the door open. There was a scuffle in the corridor. Rivka leaned back in her chair and waited. A young woman with glowing pink hair walked in, looked at the table, and crossed her arms as she leaned against the wall.

      “Close the door and take a seat, please,” Rivka directed.

      The young woman dialed up her middle finger and held it in front of her.

      Rivka casually walked to the door, closed and bolted it, and turned to the young woman. “Just take a seat.”

      The woman held her middle finger in front of her as if it were a shield.

      The Magistrate moved too quickly for the eye to follow. She grabbed the middle finger and leaned into it, and  Pink Hair dropped to her knees. With a quick twist and pull Rivka dislocated the offending digit, then used it as leverage to drag the screaming woman to the table and dump her into the chair.

      Rivka sat down on her side of the table and motioned for the woman to hold out her hand. The young woman looked furious, but the pain gave her pause. She winced as she stretched her hand out, and Rivka took it and popped the finger back into place.

      During their brief contact, Rivka could feel the emotional turmoil within the woman, her trials, and her spirit. Rivka knew what she had to do.

      “We need to have an understanding if this has any chance of getting resolved in all our best interests. I expect that I am now your father’s mortal enemy, possibly your mother’s, and also yours. I’m not a fan of being anyone’s mortal enemy, so what do you say we get to the bottom of this, wrap it up, and we all go home? I expect that you are Jayita.”

      “Jay,” the woman corrected softly while massaging her hand. “I did it. I did it all. I saw no other way to escape. That’s all there is, so take me away.”
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      “That’s not how it works.”

      “I think it is. You’re a Magistrate. You make the ruling, and you mete out Justice. You have the authority.” Jay reached across the table and grabbed the Magistrate’s wrist. “Save me!”

      Rivka pulled her hand away and leaned back in her chair, steepling her fingers before her. “Prison sucks.”

      “How would you know?”

      “I’ve been there. It sucks. I was accused of murder. I have a temper, you see, but it was in the course of Justice, so here I am, wondering why I’m here.” Rivka leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table so she could look into Jay’s eyes. “Why am I here, Jay? This is a free universe. Walk away. Leave. Join a freighter’s crew. Take control of your life. Jail is just someone else telling you what to do, another place with no control.”

      “But they won’t let me go!” she blurted.

      Rivka accessed her datapad. Chaz had his report ready from the videos. There was no doubt; the evidence showed that Jay had damaged the shops. That, combined with the confession, was enough to convict her, but the criminal mischief charge had been manipulated by the governor. The damage reports had been amended to lesser amounts. The insurance adjusters quoted much higher figures, high enough to turn a cry for help into a felony.

      “You’ve put me in a bad position.” Rivka stood. “Jayita Flikansador, I’m charging you with Felony Misconduct and Making Terroristic Threats. You will be temporarily incarcerated on my ship while I collect more information.”

      Jay hung her head. “Jhiordaan?”

      Rivka clenched her jaw. “I haven’t determined that yet.”

      The young woman looked relieved, but Rivka didn’t know which part had caused it and she didn’t ask. The Magistrate swept up her datapad and headed for the door, crooking a finger for Jay to follow. When she opened the door, the witnesses were still in the corridor, including the governor and his red-faced lawyer.

      “I don’t need to do in-person interviews. Thank you for your patience and understanding.” Rivka addressed Red, who watched the people grumble as they shuffled away. “Take her to the ship and secure her in the holding cabin.”

      “No can do,” Red replied as he glared at the governor.

      “What’s going on? What is the ruling?” the man asked.

      “It’s still in process. I am securing the prisoner until I can make a final determination,” she replied to the governor before turning back to Red. “What do you mean, ‘no can do?’”

      “If I’m securing the prisoner, I can’t guard you. My job is to guard you, so it looks like all three of us are going to the ship.”

      Rivka appraised him before motioning for Jay to lead the way. With her head proudly in the air, the young woman marched down the corridor. Rivka followed the flowing pink hair, and Red fell in behind where he could watch in front as well as check behind them. The governor started to follow.

      “Governor is following us,” Red whispered.

      “Governor?” Rivka yelled over her shoulder. “I will meet you and your wife in your quarters. Please send directions to my ship so I can get myself there.”

      Red pointed at the governor and shook his finger, making it clear that the man wasn’t to follow. He stopped, and Red watched until they turned a corner. When they reached the next corner, Red declared them free of a tail.

      “Listen, Jay. I don’t have a cell on board my ship. I have an EI called Chaz who will answer any questions you may have. Make yourself at home, and by all that’s holy, don’t break anything.”
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      “What does she want?” Flutterby demanded.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know anything. This situation has spiraled out of control. I thought we’d have a nice dinner with the Magistrate and let him put the fear of God into Jay, then he’d leave. I never imagined they’d send someone who actually would try to do the job!”

      The governor’s wife started slapping his arm and shoulder. “You moron! You think you can control everyone, but you can’t control jack shit. This was the worst gamble you’ve ever made. What’s going to happen to me when you get removed from office?”

      “What’s going to happen to us, you mean? We’ll move, start a new life elsewhere. We have friends,” he told her dismissively.

      “When you’re not governor, you’ll find that you have no friends. And I meant me, not us. I like this lifestyle, and if you have to die to keep providing it for me then you will,” she replied coldly.

      “Honestly, Flutter, I have no idea where this hostility is coming from.” The governor used his most soothing voice.

      “Don’t project your political crap on me. You’re such a dick.” She stormed away, slamming the door to their bedroom. The governor looked at the closed door for a moment before pouring himself a drink.

      “How to get out of this minor issue. Time heals all wounds, as they say, so with a few deft touches it’ll be like the Magistrate was never here. Or maybe we could offer something of value. Can Magistrates be bought? Maybe not. I better not try that, but the witnesses? We already tried once. Maybe we can pay off all the damage. No, no, no,” he argued with himself. “I’d have to take out a loan to do that. Let’s see what she has to say. You’ve always been good on your feet. Show her what you’re made of, but take care she doesn’t knee you in the balls.”

      The governor chuckled at the memory of his lawyer’s face when the Magistrate had tossed him into the hallway. Simpering fool.

      “I’ll have to play the High Chancellor card.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Are you sure she’ll be okay by herself? You could cuff her to the bed.”

      “I’m not sure, but I’m not cuffing her to the bed, either. I saw into her mind, Red. In the safety of the ship I think she’ll find solace, a peace that she may never have had.”

      Red didn’t argue. “Let me enter the ship first when we return to make sure she hasn’t set any traps for you.”

      “Deal,” Rivka replied.

      They followed the map the governor had provided. His quarters were on the far side of the station, forcing the Magistrate to traverse it all on her way. She noted that there were ship berthing locations much closer to his quarters. All part of the game, she told herself.

      They continued in silence, Rivka nodding pleasantly to the people she passed. She couldn’t see the expression on Red’s face, but most people moved out of the way of a large man walking with a purpose. He had a striking beauty that drew the eye of many, and Rivka smiled to herself as she watched. Red didn’t show that he saw, but he had to notice.

      The man seemed to see everything. The more he was around, the safer she felt. She reminded herself never to take that for granted. He would use his body to shield her if need be. Rivka wondered what he would accept as a bonus. She thought about an All Guns Blazing gift card, but when would he be able to use it?

      She jerked herself back into the moment. The governor and his wife were waiting for her. When she demanded to see them, she didn’t have a plan in mind. She only wanted to touch the woman and see what was in her mind. She still needed to ask questions to make it official.

      When they arrived, they found two armed guards outside the entrance. One of them held up a hand. “You’re armed,” he declared, nodding toward Red’s jacket.

      “No shit,” Red deadpanned. “Magistrate is here to see the governor, and she always travels with an armed guard. Announce the Magistrate and open the door.”

      “You can’t enter the governor’s presence armed.”

      “I’ve already been in the governor’s presence armed. Why don’t you guys travel with him around the station if there is such a threat to his life?”

      “We do, but you don’t see us.”

      “If I didn’t see you, it’s because you weren’t there.” Red pointed over his shoulder with his thumb. “The Magistrate is waiting.”

      “But you can’t enter while you’re armed.”

      “Who else is in there?” Red demanded, looming over the man.

      “Just the governor and his wife.” The man tried to push the bodyguard away, but he was too big.

      “Good enough. I’ll wait out here where you two can make me feel safer,” Vered said. He winked at Rivka as he studied the corridor around them. The guard clicked the buzzer, and the door popped open. The guards stepped aside, and she walked through.

      “Magistrate!” the governor called from across a large and lavish space. He put a drink down and hurried to offer his hand. “I hope we can start again on a new footing.” He smiled broadly, showing a row of perfect teeth. “What news do you have of my daughter?”

      “I’d like to talk with Flutterby, if I may.”

      As if summoned, a door opened and the governor’s wife walked out, striding gracefully in a mid-length dress and heels as if she were headed for a cocktail party. The governor wolf-whistled and she stopped to take a bow.

      Rivka stifled a gag and fought the urge to roll her eyes, deciding to smile instead. She needed to make physical contact if her gift was going to be of use. She walked forward and held her hand out, but the governor’s wife brushed past her hand.

      “We’re huggers here,” she declared before embracing Rivka. When their bare necks touched, the images started to flow. They were disparate and carried too much darkness to see clearly. The woman had a troubled soul, but was it driving her or she driving it? Rivka didn’t have enough control over the visions to know. She wondered briefly if she would ever have control over her gift.

      Flutterby suggested they sit on the overstuffed couch and matching chairs. I wonder what it cost to bring those behemoths way out here, Rivka thought as she picked a chair facing the station’s First Couple. She settled in and smiled deeply. “This is nice,” she commented graciously.

      “We get by,” the governor replied. Rivka ignored him.

      “I have some disturbing information that I hoped you could shed some light on,” she started. The governor and his wife looked at each other before turning their concerned faces toward the Magistrate. “Someone changed the official numbers in the police reports so the damage seemed less extensive. The insurance reports suggest the crime is felony misconduct, not the misdemeanor of criminal mischief.”

      Flutterby was shocked, but quickly regained control over her expression. The governor slowly adopted a look of surprise. “An overzealous aide, no doubt,” he suggested smoothly, but sweat started to bead on his forehead. “I’m sure there is a middle ground somewhere that doesn’t raise this to a capital crime.”

      “It’s not a capital crime. No one will be executed for this.”

      “Whew, what a relief. We have a jail here on the station and will immediately incarcerate the prisoner. How long is the sentence?”

      “I am still looking into extenuating circumstances.”

      “But surely you have enough already?” The governor struggled for words.

      “What I have is an incomplete report. We all answer to someone, don’t we, Governor? The High Chancellor will expect a thorough report, and I refuse to disappoint him.”

      “How is old Wyatt? We talk every week, my friend and I, but this week we’ll have so much to talk about!” The governor smiled broadly. His wife assumed an artificial smile as she sat motionless.

      Rivka didn’t take the bait. “Jay was driven to those acts by you, wasn’t she, Flutterby?”

      The smile never cracked. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

      The governor started to lose his carefully-manicured composure. “You did what?” he asked incredulously.

      “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” Flutterby reiterated.

      “I don’t need you to answer. I already know.”

      No one spoke. The governor and his wife wondered if it was a bluff. So did Rivka.

      “I should go. Thank you for your time,” Rivka said abruptly.

      “That’s it? What’s the adjudication?” the governor blurted.

      “Oh, that!” Rivka assumed the thinker’s pose as she tapped her lips with one finger. “She has already confessed to the act, which was felony misconduct, plus the videos showed her making terroristic threats, so two felonies, carry the one, subtract seven for time served already...” Rivka let it linger as she looked around the governor’s quarters. “Nice place you have here. Too bad your daughter will spend the rest of her days on Jhiordaan.”

      Rivka’s jacket swirled as she turned to head for the door.

      “Wait!” the governor yelled in a voice laced with hysteria.

      The Magistrate kept walking although she heard the slapping running feet behind her. When they got close, she dodged to the side and grabbed a lamp to use as a club. She crouched and prepared to fight. The governor and his wife pulled up short, their hands held in front of them with palms out.

      Rivka put the lamp down. “What?”

      “You can’t commit her to Jhiordaan!”

      “I most certainly can.” Rivka’s lip raised in a half-snarl.

      Flutterby screamed and broke into tears, then flopped onto the floor and held her face in her hands as she started to sob.

      “Whatever you did to her,” Rivka pointed at Flutterby and the governor, “her way of getting back at you was to destroy herself, the one person who should have brought you two closer together. Jay is coming with me, and I will personally mete out her Justice. Now, get out of my way. I have a report to write.”

      She elbowed the governor on her way past, throwing the door open and storming out. Red fell into step behind her without comment, his eyes constantly scanning the route and all access points to it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Rivka tapped her foot impatiently as she waited for Red to verify that the ship wasn’t boobytrapped. “It’s clear, but you’re not going to like it.”

      “What now?” she grumbled, walking to the bridge, then to the main room. The beginnings of a mural had been painted on the wall. She looked closer; figures were outlined for future work. “We had paint on board?”

      “I had it delivered. I hope you don’t mind,” Jay said, holding a small palette and paintbrush.

      “Chaz,” Rivka called conversationally. “Please undock the ship and take us home.”

      “I’ll wait in my room,” Jay suggested.

      “Why? You have a mural to finish.”

      The young woman perked up. “But what’s going to happen to me after I finish?”

      “I guess the mural of your life will never get to be finished then, will it? I have a report to write, and everyone is stopping me from doing it.” Rivka strolled down the corridor and entered her cabin. After she closed the door, she went to her pull-out sink to splash water on her face. Her hand had a small tremor, something she’d never had before. “What the hell is going on with me? Damn nanocytes are making me weird.”

      She sat down on her bunk and looked at the plain metal walls. You were weird before the nanos, She admitted to herself.

      Rivka remained in her cabin after the corvette passed through the Gate and returned to the station she thought of as Magistrate Central.

      “Chaz, open a secure channel to Grainger.”

      Static crackled through the speaker. Etheric-powered devices didn’t crackle like that. She assumed the EI was adding the sound so the humans knew he was doing what had been requested.

      “You’re back already?”

      “Now who’s asking the obvious questions?” she asked, sighing with relief at the familiar banter.

      “Not really. That was a guess, since you could have called me from anywhere and you’d still sound the same. That Ted guy is a genius when it comes to this stuff. We have it all, thanks to him.”

      “I don’t know that Ted guy, but I’ll buy him a beer for making my life easier—assuming I’m still in a position to buy him a beer.”

      “That sounds ominous. What did you do?”

      “I counted on my insight to find the real perp, and I punished her and her husband by telling them that their daughter was condemned to Jhiordaan when I simply added her to my ship’s crew.”

      “I thought it was a misdemeanor?”

      “And I thought Magistrates didn’t deal with trivial crimes.”

      “Point taken. It was a felony.” He made it sound like a question.

      “The governor, I think it was him but didn’t bother to gather evidence on it, cooked the books to make it look like a misdemeanor. Their daughter did a lot of damage to get back at her parents. There’s nothing wrong with her. She just needed a change of environment and to get away from that toxic wasteland she called home.”

      Rivka could hear Grainger breathing, but he didn’t reply.

      “I guess I’m not cut out to be a Magistrate. My first case, and I wreak havoc on a Federation member’s space station. I jacked his lawyer in the ghoulies.”

      “Lawyers are bastards! We should probably fire them all.”

      “Hey!” Rivka countered. “In any case, we’ll be docking shortly. I’ll turn in my jacket and submit myself for punishment for my original crime.”

      “Like bullshit, you will. If anyone has to apologize, it’s me. I threw you into the middle of a domestic squabble at High Chancellor Wyatt’s request. He knows that governor is a self-serving meathead.”

      “Plausible deniability? No matter what I did, it would show that the High Chancellor was doing something. He saves face, and if it went south, it was my fault.”

      “Something like that, but we had the utmost confidence in you. Sounds like you reached a solution that will work. I’ll talk with the High Chancellor, but I expect he’ll support your story. As for you, I look forward to your final report, but you will want to pick up fewer strays unless you want to buy a bigger ship out of your paycheck.”

      “I can afford a bigger ship?” she asked.

      “No, you can’t. Ha!” He laughed uproariously.

      “I used to like you,” she told him as she prepared to leave her cabin.

      “I’m the funniest guy I know. Wait until I’ve had a few Supernovas and really get going!”

      The ship settled into its berth, and the now-familiar clunk of the retractable access tube sounded throughout the corvette.

      “Going ashore, Chaz,” she declared.

      “I’m sorry, but we are still in space.”

      Rivka walked down the corridor to where Red was waiting to lead her onto the space station. “Come on, Jay. Let me introduce you to the team, and we need to buy you some new clothes.”

      “I’m not going to jail?”

      “Of course not. Why would I put a member of my crew in jail? And you’ll probably need to change your hair color too, just in case prying eyes are looking for you.”
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        * * *

      

      “What if I don’t want to go into the Pod-doc?” Rivka asked. Grainger shook his head and sighed.

      “You have to, because,” he replied as if that was explanation enough.

      She stared at him, hands on hips, unmoving.

      “A little bigger, a little stronger, and fix your shit so you don’t have to go back to the dentist. There was a minor glitch in your previous nano load.”

      “You sent me into the cosmos with glitchy techno-bugs?”

      He furrowed his brow and pursed his lips, then nodded once. “Yes, I did.”

      She looked back and forth to make sure no one was near enough to hear. “Are you making this shit up as you go? I’m not feeling the confidence.”

      “And now you know why those folks with titles that sounded like ‘Grainger’ were given such a rough reception.”

      “But the law...”

      “The law doesn’t change. Interpretations may vary, but the law is the law. It is the foundation on which we built this universe. What you did in Intripas reinforced that. No one is above the law. No one can interfere with getting to the bottom of an issue. And when it comes time for Justice, no one gets in our way.”

      “I thought Bethany Anne built this universe based on force of will and a vicious roundhouse.”

      “And we’re here to keep it running smoothly when she’s not around. The Queen counts on us.”

      “Fine.” Rivka undressed and climbed into the Pod-doc, closing the door behind her. The technician started spinning things up.

      “A porn queen’s eyes?” Grainger whispered into the man’s ear.

      “Hey, don’t sneak up on a guy like that.” He scrubbed at his ear as if it had been tickled. “You wanted exotic and unique. Well, there’s only one porn star with those eyes. Why do you know that?”

      “I’m a Magistrate. We know everything.”

      “Your AI probably told you.”

      “A Magistrate never reveals his secrets,” Grainger replied. “Add two more centimeters in height, improved hearing, and give her the full combat package.”

      “A full combat package? Have you been watching too many RoboCop reruns or something?”

      “Sorry, she’s not a cyborg, but imagine if she was!”

      The technician waved at Grainger to go away. “It’ll take about an hour,” he called to the Magistrate’s retreating form.
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        * * *

      

      Red grunted as he hit the mat. That was three engagements in a row that Rivka had gotten the drop on him. “I like getting paid to work out, but I’m not good with getting paid to be a punching bag.”

      “Or get beaten up by a girl.”

      Rivka glared at Grainger.

      “I didn’t say it,” Red replied, still lying on his back. “Magistrates are beating up on me. I see nothing else. Maybe I can get some Pod-doc time.”

      Grainger didn’t say no.

      “Maybe,” Rivka suggested as she returned to the weights and powered through another set.

      “Where’s your crewman?” Grainger asked.

      “This isn’t for her,” Rivka answered.

      “She needs to be in shape.”

      “Jay is recovering. The solitude is her choice, plus, she’s putting a nice touch of paint on the inside of the ship.”

      “Did you name it yet?”

      Rivka shook her head and wrapped her hands quickly to prepare for another sparring round.

      Red crouched, balanced on the balls of his feet with his hands raised. Grainger nudged him out of the way. “My turn.”

      Rivka shrugged, then dropped and spun trying to sweep the Magistrate’s leg. He stomped on her leg, which stopped her cold, and danced backward to give her space to get up.

      She stood, keeping her eyes fixed on her opponent. She waded toward him, feinting to draw his attack, but he didn’t bite. He moved cautiously around the circle, working her impatience until she made an ill-advised attack. But she had learned a great deal in their matches, improving each day.

      Rivka moved with him, remaining balanced and staying just out of reach.

      Red made snoring noises and snapped his head as if waking up. “You guys are killing me. Get on with it while we’re still young enough to enjoy our off-time.”

      The opponents continued to circle.

      Grainger jumped forward, closing to within arm’s reach. Rivka delivered a flurry of blows, most blocked by her opponent. She shouted when a random uppercut caught him on the chin, but her joy was short lived. He fell away from her to clear space for a back kick that sent her flying out of the sparring area into the weight machine.

      Rivka rolled to her back. Red paced from the spot of the kick to the machine. “Seven meters, give or take. That was a good one!”

      The bodyguard headed for the shower, with Grainger close behind. No one helped Rivka to her feet. “Thanks for that,” she grumbled and closed her eyes, willing her nanos to repair the bruise to her coccyx.

      And ego.
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        * * *

      

      “A meeting of Magistrates?” Rivka asked.

      “Yes. There will be five of us. You’ll get to meet a few of your peers, but there won’t be time for socializing. We’ll review new assignments, and by the end of the day I think all of us will be on our way out there to do our jobs and make the universe a safer place,” Grainger replied. “Let’s stop here first. I have something for you.”

      “I hope it’s chocolate. This latest round of enhancements has given me a sweet tooth something fierce. I am shamelessly eating a pound of E&Es a day.” She wondered if she should worry about her seeming addiction to the newest product from Knox Chocolates, but decided to worry about it later. She had more important things on her plate.

      “It’s not chocolate!” He shook his head as he pointed to a door and hurried that way.

      “You made me this way with your damn techno-bugs.”

      “They’re not mine. They’re the Federation’s bugs, and you better be nice to them.”

      “I’m not sure I can demonstrate any higher respect for them than by feeding them nearly endless supplies of chocolate. And Coke. I find that I like the sugar in the Coke. Are you buying me a Coke?”

      “No Coke!” He stopped to give her a hairy eyeball. “Can you think about something other than your stomach?”

      “Sure, but not right now. I’m hungry. It’s been what…a good two hours since I last ate? Gotta keep the furnace stoked. That’s what it’s like when you run as hot as this little engine.” She thrust one hip out and stuck her nose in the air.

      “I should have sent you to Jhiordaan,” Grainger muttered, grinning before motioning with his head to keep going. In the small storeroom, Grainger dug out a Magistrate’s jacket. He snapped his fingers and she handed his back to him.

      “Nice! And it’s already a bit weathered.” She held it up to herself before trying it on. She sniffed it, but couldn’t place the smell. She turned left and right, admiring how she looked in the properly-fitting jacket. “Where’d this one come from?”

      “That belonged to Magistrate Felcario Renaldo Squitieri. He died in the line of duty.”

      Rivka started to remove the jacket, but Grainger stopped her.

      “What greater testament to what we do than to have the tools of our trade carry on? These jackets let everyone know who we are. Perps who challenge us will find themselves on a slab in the morgue or breaking rocks somewhere. If you don’t make it, someone else will pick up the torch and keep going. What would the Federation be without the rule of law? Anarchy? Chaos? There would be no Coke, no Knox Chocolates, nothing being traded from one system to another if we didn’t have a legal framework in which business could be conducted and in which decent people can live their lives free from the intrusion of others.”

      “I love the law,” Rivka stated. “I like fair pay for fair work. I like it when people aren’t afraid. We are their champions, standing between the lawless and civilized society.”

      “People shouldn’t have to take up arms to protect themselves, so we do it for them. The only ones who should be afraid when they see this jacket are the criminals.”

      “Especially when those criminals are the ones who are supposed to enforce the law.” In her memories, Rivka saw the governor and his wife sitting on their overstuffed couch in their decadent quarters as they tried to manipulate the law to their advantage. “Fuck those guys.”

      Grainger nodded. “Indeed. And now we have a meeting to get to.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      “They call me ‘Cheese Blintz,’” a short man told her, flashing a broad grin. He laughed at Rivka’s curious expression. “Chi Siblinz is my real name, but these Neanderthals can’t seem to get that right.”

      She leaned close. “Embrace the chi,” she told him, and winked.

      “I like you already!” He made way for the other two in the plush meeting room.

      “I am Jael,” a woman said in a deep voice. They shook hands.

      “I’m Rivka. Rivka Anoa.”

      “Rivka Rivka Anoa is a bit of a mouthful, but if that’s how your tribe names its kids, who am I to argue?”

      “No, it’s just Rivka,” she replied, confused.

      “Well, which is it? ‘Just Rivka,’ or ‘Rivka Rivka Anoa?’” the woman pressed.

      “Neither!”

      “Now we’re getting somewhere. Meet Nether, our newest Magistrate!” the woman declared, stepping aside and motioning for Rivka to step forward.

      “Now you see why I’m Cheese Blintz. He should have warned you.” Chi pointed at Grainger, who looked over his shoulder to see who Chi was pointing at.

      The man offered his hand. “They call me Bustamove.” He was the same size as Grainger, with blond hair and piercing blue eyes. A thin scar showed white around the top of his head. He caught Rivka staring at it. “Almost lost my head in one of these meetings. They can be so boring.”

      “Sorry,” Rivka mumbled quickly. “What’s your real name? I am not calling you ‘Bustamove.’”

      “Buster Crabbe. My parents named me after some ancient movie star, or so I’ve been told. And the scar? Don’t mess with the trilobites. They’ll cut you.”

      “But trilobites are tiny sea creatures...” Rivka started, and the other four laughed. She instinctively looked for Red, but he was in the corridor. It struck her that no one else had a bodyguard. “Why am I the only one to have a bodyguard?”

      “You’re under the new budget. We’re old budget, so we have to get along without. You can thank me for getting it included,” Grainger told her smugly.

      “Let’s all get in line to kiss your ass,” Jael said. “Liebchen.”

      “Liebchen? Is that your real name?” Rivka wondered.

      “Lieblen Schlongheim is my real name,” he admitted, enunciating slowly, “but that can never leave this room.”

      “You gotta be shitting me.” Rivka looked from face to face.

      Grainger shrugged and pulled out the chair at the end of the table. The others took their seats. Rivka sat in the last empty spot. They put their datapads on the table and started to tap commands.

      Rivka kept her hands in her lap. Grainger stopped, turned to her, tapped something on his screen, and pointed to her datapad.

      “Access Granted to Rivka Anoa: Magistrate Case Files.”

      She touched the icon, and a full library appeared. She was fascinated by the sheer volume of information that was available. Even in law school, she hadn’t had access to an entire universe’s legal proceedings, precedents, and laws. She reached out a finger to start browsing when an icon popped up, turned red, and started spinning. Her only choice was to select that one.

      She found Grainger smiling at her.

      “I’ve put five files in the pending case directory. Take a quick look and then let’s discuss.”

      The Magistrates started reading. Lawyers, doing what they did best; reading, assessing, fitting the actions within the legal framework, and seeing where they stepped outside of it. Some were easier to reconcile than others.

      “Who’s up for a serial killer?” Grainger asked.

      “Torah 7,” Jael replied. “I haven’t had a capital case in a while, and this culture is different. Look at how the law is written. It’s legal to kill people as long as the killer meets certain conditions under the law. Homicides, the killing of one person by another, are a daily occurrence, but murders, an illegal killing, are rare. And here we have a bunch of them. I think it’ll be a nice getaway.”

      A nice getaway. Rivka picked her jaw up off the table.

      “It’s all you, Jael,” Grainger agreed. She gave him the thumbs-up and stood.

      “Time to get to it, then. I’ll see you on the flip side, Liebchen. Nice to meet you, Nethers.”

      “Hey,” Rivka replied weakly, returning the thumbs-up. The Magistrate left the room.

      “And then there were four,” Grainger said ominously.

      “Schlongheim?” Rivka wondered.

      Grainger rolled his eyes and looked at the next case. “We have an R2D2 research facility that the brass thinks has been penetrated, but they expect it’s an inside job. Someone needs to go play computer forensics until you find the meat sack behind it.”

      “Ooh, me! Pick me,” Buster exclaimed, throwing his hand in the air. “Pick me!”

      “Why do you want it? You hate computers.”

      “My EI has ascended. Philko is now fully intelligent, so he’ll do the heavy lifting. I want to see what kind of toys they’re working on, maybe get myself the newest model of a Jean Dukes Special pistol. You know they go to eleven.”

      “I know. Philko, huh? Is he up for it?”

      “Couldn’t be upper,” Buster replied.

      “Bustamove it is. Wait one.” Grainger tapped and swiped furiously. “Your clearances have been transferred. Upon arrival, you’ll be given unrestricted access to everything in R2D2. Philko has the coordinates of the facility since they aren’t near a Gate, so you can jump right next to them.”

      Buster waved to everyone while whistling an unsavory bar tune. He left without a word.

      “I’ve heard of this crap,” Grainger started, making a face. The case file on the screen simply said Blood Trade. “It’s a holdover from Earth, the Blood Trade. Michael, Terry Henry Walton, and Valerie all fought against it, but it seems to have made its way out here. Entrepreneurs are kidnapping anyone who is enhanced—the more enhanced they are, the better it is—and then the scumbags are draining their blood to sell on the black market. Drinking enhanced blood boosts life and strength without having to go through a Pod-doc.

      “These are rich people who don’t want to go to the Pod-doc or can’t because they are criminals. They get some of the benefits without any of the exposure. Once they start drinking the blood, they can’t stop. It’s addicting, so it becomes a drug crisis on top of the vileness of it all. Blood addicts are the worst sort—complete disdain for anyone else.

      “I’m going to claim executive privilege and go after these bastards. Looks like the planet Yoll for me, the seat of the Queen’s empire. I’ll hire some Yollin toughs to accompany me...” Grainger tapped the interface to request the funds and contacts. Having only glanced at the case, he already assumed the Yollins were behind it. He hoped to find facts to the contrary, but wasn’t confident that he’d be proven wrong. He had a nose for these things.

      “Next up is a cozy murder mystery on Shaiboloa. The reason they’ve asked for our help is that it’s within the ruling circle. Ten of them went on a leadership retreat, but only nine returned. The location was secure, so it suggests one of the inner circle is the murderer.”

      “That sounds interesting,” Rivka remarked.

      “Mine,” Chi blurted.

      “You know the rules. First to claim it gets it.”

      “What rules? I don’t know the rules. How about ‘ladies first?’” Rivka wondered.

      The two men started to laugh and high-fived each other. “Now you do. Congratulations Cheese Blintz, you’re going sleuthing on an island getaway. Better go. They’re in a hurry.”

      “Nice.” Rivka pouted as she looked at the last file. “You suck.”

      “Gotta go, Nethers. See you when we get back. Since the Shlongmeister won’t tell you the rules, here’s another one you need to know. After one of these, first back buys the first round, to be reimbursed by the last one back. The best story gets to pick first next time. Capital crimes buy shots. And there’re a few more. I’ll shoot you a list before I Gate out of here.” Chi shook Rivka’s hand, gave Grainger the finger and walked out.

      Grainger pointed to his datapad. “Let’s see what the universe has in store for you.”

      Rivka started reading the file. “You have got to be shitting me.”

      “It’s a trade dispute that could escalate into a war between neighboring planets. That is a big deal. We would usually send a more experienced Magistrate, but that’s not what this one needs. Pretarians and the Keome are aliens who have a common ancestor, but they’ve both developed on their own worlds. Both are hotter climates than humans are used to. Part of your last upgrade in the Pod-doc will help you deal with that. Pretaria is an arid planet, desert-like, while Keome is rocky. You’d think they’d get along famously, but they don’t. This accord is their first attempt, and it has gone off the rails in a big way.

      “Magistrates to the rescue as part of the Federation arbitration commitment. We do it, not the usual toadies and lawyers, in case there is any subterfuge. As Federation signatories they are both obligated to comply, and should we find one of the governments conducting illegal activities to contravene the agreement, we can mete out immediate punishment. We are in a unique position to stop governments from playing that game. They all try it, but we make sure they don’t get away with it. Punish the individual and let the government save face before they return to the negotiating table. On a personal note, I’m curious how your gift will work with aliens other than Yollins. These folks are both very tall and very alien.

      “All righty, then! I’ll see you when you get back. Good luck, fair winds, and peace, fellow human.”

      Rivka opened her mouth as if to ask a question but Grainger swirled past, slapping her hard on the shoulder, and was gone.

      Red entered the room to make sure that Rivka was okay. He shrugged and headed back into the corridor, closing the door quietly behind him.

      “All righty, then,” Rivka repeated. “What the hell does that mean? What if my gift doesn’t work, motherfucker? I get a sore neck from looking up at angry aliens? That sounds cool. Trade dispute, could lead to war. Very alien. Good luck. Let me get a big bucket and fill it with hopes and wishes and see how long that will last us,” Rivka told the empty room. She cradled her head in her hands for a moment.

      “All righty, then,” she repeated with as much sarcasm as she could muster.

      Rivka scrolled through the case file quickly, instantly memorized the salient points of law from both Pretaria and Keome, and left the room. “Come on, Red, we’re going to stuff our faces with real chow before we have to eat that garbage on our ship.”

      “I like the ship’s food,” Vered replied as he headed toward Rivka’s favorite restaurant.
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        * * *

      

      The EI moved the ship away from the docking port and flew it into space.

      “Chaz, take us out of the main shipping lanes and hold station,” Rivka requested.

      “Of course. May I ask why?”

      “You can always ask, but I may not always answer, so please don’t take offense.”

      “I can’t take offense. I don’t have emotions as you understand them.”

      “I want to finalize some things with my crew before we Gate to Pretaria. You are so efficient that once we start the process, we’ll be there in fifteen minutes. I’m not ready to be there that quickly, so let’s hold up until we are.”

      “Thank you, Magistrate.”

      Rivka looked at the speaker from which Chaz projected his voice and shook her head. EI, my ass. He is as smart and as sentient as I am. I’ll play along, though. I wonder if EIs get lower pay than AIs?

      “All hands on deck!” Rivka called. Red had checked the ship thoroughly to ensure there were no stowaways, as well as no traps. He kept a wary eye on Jay.

      Red cradled his hand oddly, and Rivka nodded toward it. He uncovered it to reveal three parallel razor-thin lines from which blood seeped.

      “What happened to you?”

      “I fucking hate cats.”

      “It looks like Hamlet doesn’t like you much, either.”

      “You leave him alone!” Jay called as she put the finishing touches on a character in her mural.

      “That’s taking shape nicely, Jay. What do you call it?”

      “I call it the ‘doesn’t-have-a-name mural,’” she replied, setting her palette aside and heading for the sink to wash out her brush. “Until it does.”

      Rivka sat in one of the recliners, which conformed to her body automatically. She sighed. “I could get used to this.”

      Red was running the food dispenser. “You just ate!” Rivka exclaimed.

      “I don’t eat like I want to when I’m on the clock, no matter how much you tell me to.” He studied the food as microwaves heated it. Jay glanced furtively in his direction before making a face at the concoction getting nuked.

      “Fair enough.” Rivka accessed her datapad. “We are going to arbitrate a trade dispute. No kidding, that’s what we got for a job, but as with all jobs, we’re going to do the very best we can to be fair to all parties within the confines of the law. These two worlds are on the brink of war, which would be disastrous to both. The Federation likes having access to their space, so a war would put a crimp in Federation trade. They want this resolved peacefully, but they weren’t willing to commit the Force de Guerre or the Bad Company. I guess Magistrates come cheap.”

      Rivka continued to scroll through the case file, then transferred part of the data to the mess deck’s viewscreen.

      “Here is a graphic of the two worlds. They are in an identical orbit, but separated one-hundred and eighty degrees. They are both hot and dry, being equidistant from the same sun. The people are descended from a common ancestor, but those on each planet have evolved some unique traits. They are all seven to nine feet tall. The Pretarians have leathery orange skin with kidney-shaped yellow eyes. The Keome are tall with chameleon-like skin, but they developed multiple long arms and have eyes on both sides of their heads.” She flashed pictures of both races on the screen.

      “What are those?” Jay asked, pointing at the neck of a Pretarian.

      “They have a penchant for wearing a lot of clacking beads,” Rivka read. “That’s what it says right here. Clacking beads. That’ll be interesting.”

      Red watched with mild disinterest as he shoveled his food into his mouth.

      “For you, Red, it looks like there may be some subterfuge between the parties. I think in these kinds of negotiations, there always is. I have no idea what or who. We’re going to have to root that out. Each group is allowed to bring five people into the arbitration. Our translation chips have their languages uploaded, so our interaction with them should be seamless.”

      “I’ll stay closer to you than usual until we find out what kinds of attacks are possible.”

      “’Possible’ is a pretty broad range,” Rivka suggested.

      “That’s what I got to work with,” Red countered, pointing to a note at the bottom of the screen. “Says Keome and Pretarian foods are toxic to humans. Your nanos will help if you ingest it, but it’ll put you into a world of hurt. I insist you don’t eat or drink anything they offer.”

      “That goes for all of us,” Rivka agreed.

      Jay finished cleaning her brush. “All of us?” She twisted her mouth back and forth. “I’m going with you?”

      “Yes. Watch what there is to watch. I need someone to bounce ideas off. Between you and Red, I think we’ll be able to work through this.”

      “Who is going to take care of Hamlet while we’re gone?”

      “We’ll return to the ship to eat and rest, so I think that answer is ‘all of us,’” Rivka told the girl.

      “Not me,” Red replied definitively through a mouthful of something unidentifiable.

      “You said you hate dogs, too.” Rivka looked up from her pad.

      “Yep. Dogs, too.”

      “You know that the other Magistrates are werewolves?”

      “I knew there was something off with that bunch,” Red declared, getting up to return his dish to the food unit for recycling.

      “You did not!” Rivka laughed. “And it doesn’t matter. We each have our secrets and special skills. It’s what makes us who we are. Chaz, prepare to Gate. We have two worlds to save.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Pretaria, looking brown and uninviting, filled the main screen.

      “It’s amazing that life evolved in such a place.” Rivka rubbed her chin and clutched her datapad tightly. She wondered how long it would take her to feel confident when starting a new case. “Do you have clearance to land yet?”

      “Not yet, Magistrate. No one is answering my request.”

      “I’d say keep at it, but you already know that. I’ll be in my lounger. That’s right, all of you heard it. I’m claiming that chair as inviolably mine.”

      “Inviolably?” Red wondered

      “Means ‘don’t touch it.’”

      “I figured as much.” Red never took his eyes from the planet’s image. Rivka could see the wheels turning—what kind of threats come from a desert planet or a chameleon-like race of multi-armed creatures? “How many aliens will be in the negotiations, and who is in charge of the site’s security?”

      Rivka shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ll have to ask. You may need to coordinate with their security.”

      “I’ll do that before we touch down,” Red replied and walked briskly away, calling back over his shoulder, “I’ll be on the bridge.”

      Rivka stayed in her recliner and reviewed the information on the monitor, scrolling through screens of Federation law regarding arbitration.

      Jay cleared her throat. When Rivka blinked and looked up from the screen, she found Jayita staring at her from a turned-around chair.

      “That looks like the most boring shit I could imagine.”

      “It’s the law: the ins and outs of the process, pitfalls to avoid, and points to keep before all parties. It’s the roadmap to civilized society.”

      “So you say,” Jay countered. Rivka didn’t want to argue. Jay wasn’t that much younger, but they were worlds apart when it came to experience with the universe. “They aren’t going to play nice.”

      “What do you mean?” Rivka leaned forward, put her elbows on her knees, and held her face as she fixed her eyes on the young woman.

      “Everybody wants something, and all of them are willing to lie to get it. When you understand what they want, you’ll be able to shape your lies to counter theirs.”

      “Is that how you think?”

      “Everybody lies,” Jay affirmed softly.

      “To some extent, yes,” Rivka agreed. She kept her focus on Jay. “What are you proposing?”

      “Nothing. Just keep your eyes open. Assume the words are lies, but watch what the body does. It can’t lie—unless the aliens don’t act like humans, but I’ve never seen that. Everyone, human and alien alike, gives their shit away.”

      “You are thinking of something. Do you want to be my eyes? Watch the aliens for tells and let me know when they aren’t being completely truthful? I can pin them down. What good is my authority if I don’t use it?”

      Rivka didn’t want to pull rank or flash the badge or do any of the variety of things that would declare superiority without actions that had earned respect.

      Jay shrugged.

      “You’ll be with me, but try not to yawn.”

      “Trapped in a conference room with two groups of angry aliens arguing over a document. That sounds like a great time!” The sarcasm was heavy.

      Rivka took a deep breath. “The paper is simply a vehicle by which they can vent and fume. It keeps them from attacking each other. If it breaks down into a fight, get behind me. We’ll let them duke it out until we can seize control of the situation. I hope it doesn’t devolve into that.”

      The Magistrate shook her head. The only thing she could think about was an alien scrum instead of the arbitration that was supposed to happen. Or maybe a hockey match would break out. She wasn’t sure which, but if that was what happened, the other Magistrates would change her name from “Nethers” to “Brawling Betty.”

      “I have the security detail on track. We’re heading to the landing coordinates now, Magistrate,” Red yelled from the bridge.

      “There is an intercom,” she replied.
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        * * *

      

      Rivka didn’t argue with Red when he led the way from the ship. As soon as the hatch popped, a wave of heat boiled through it. The big man leaned into it as if walking into a hurricane, but there was no wind, only the intense heat.

      “Buck up,” she told Jay. The young woman gritted her teeth and nodded tersely. Red motioned, and they walked out side by side. Rivka’s golden-blue hazel eyes adjusted instantly to the near-blinding light and her pupils contracted to pinpoints. Jay shaded her eyes with a hand. She blinked quickly and squinted against the brightness, even after her hand blocked most of it.

      A small delegation of Pretarians was waiting for them. Using her peripheral vision, she took in her surroundings. A small landing field with three total ships. Three were spaceworthy: hers, the Keome vessel, and the intra-atmospheric transport belonging to the Pretarians.

      Rivka thought she was prepared to meet creatures that were seven feet tall, but every member of the delegation was at the high end of the scale at nine feet, and they wore platform boots as well, making them even taller.

      “Everyone lies,” Jay whispered craning her neck at the Pretarian delegation.

      “I bet the Keome sent their tallest as well.”

      Jay nodded. “Couldn’t be outdone by those stubby Pretarians.”

      Red finally stepped aside to allow the women to pass and a new blast of hot air hit them in the face. Jay gasped, but Rivka kept her features neutral as she struggled against the heat, her nanocytes kicking into high gear to help her compensate. Neither Red nor Jay had that crutch to lean on.

      Rivka tipped her head slightly in the way of a Pretarian greeting. Each in turn did the same,  nodding their heads by swinging their necks, their beads clicking and clacking. The sounds were unique to each individual. Rivka wondered briefly if she would have been able to pick up the differences had her hearing not been enhanced, then accepted what was.

      “That was a beautiful greeting. Thank you for sharing the sound of your art.” Rivka nodded once again. The Pretarians repeated their ritual. They didn’t offer a hand since shaking was a human custom, but Rivka needed to touch them.

      “We humbly welcome you to Pretaria, the lead planet in the Pretarian system,” the tallest and widest of the reception committee said. “I am Delegate Maseer, and this is the team Pretaria has entrusted with these most delicate and critical negotiations.”

      “The human custom is to shake hands to greet each other, and we do it when we make agreements, too. It keeps us grounded.” She thrust her hand out and Maseer looked at it, then at his fellows.

      “We’ll work on that,” Rivka offered after it became uncomfortable. She smiled and made to slap him on the shoulder, but it was out of her reach.

      “Meet Rhonali, Tinashi, Ngobo, and Sinraloo.” Maseer pointed as he said their names.

      One by one she nodded as she walked down the line. The last one, Sinraloo, held out his hand. Rivka hurriedly took it, smiling at the Pretarian as she did, despite the alien thoughts that washed over her. Just like the planet, Sinraloo’s mind was awash in browns and despair. His abject hatred of the Keome blazed vividly at the front of all his thoughts.

      Rivka let go. “Shall we?” she asked as she forced herself to look away from the angry one.

      Maseer led the way toward a nearby structure.

      “I hope they have air conditioning,” Jay whispered.

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” Rivka muttered in response. Red closed in behind them, and Rivka turned back to find him sweating profusely and turning pale. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine,” he rasped, not sounding fine.

      Rivka glanced back and forth between him and the building, which didn’t seem to get closer as they approached. Red started to stagger, and she leaned back into him just as his eyes rolled back in his head. She stumbled beneath his weight but balanced him until she could let him fall over her shoulder. She hefted him in the fireman’s carry. Jay was starting to sweat.

      “If we could hurry,” Rivka called as the delegation moved ahead. Maseer picked up his pace without looking back. The long legs of the Pretarians helped them to move quickly, and Rivka found herself running to catch up. Jay jogged alongside, her breathing getting more ragged with each step.

      They entered the building to find that the temperatures weren’t much different, but they were protected from the pounding of the sun.

      “Humans appear to be ill-suited to our climate. Maybe the Federation can send one of its more robust species?” Maseer suggested.

      Rivka ignored him as she forced Red to drink all the water he and she carried. Jay drank all that she had.

      “If you would be so kind as to turn the temperature down a few degrees, we’ll be fine. We would appreciate extra water as well, and would like to meet the Keome contingent as soon as possible.”

      At the mention of the Keome, the Pretarian delegation hissed and stamped their feet.

      “We will call for water, but can’t be sure when it will arrive,” Maseer told her.

      Rivka stood as tall as she was able and still had to lean back to see the Pretarian, like a child looking at her parent. “According to the Federation Rules of Arbitration, when an arbitration is requested, the host is required to provide appropriate physical accommodations. You were made aware of our needs. Failure to provide means that I will be required to rule in default of the other party. If I don’t have water in here in five minutes, the Keome delegation will be awarded primacy. Period. A Magistrate’s ruling in this arbitration would be final. Is that clear?”

      Maseer didn’t answer.

      Everyone lies. The words came back to Rivka. But this isn’t a bluff, you goony bastard.

      She kept her name-calling to herself, given the dignity of the Magistrate’s position, the authority, and the representation. The Rangers-turned Magistrates might seem to take a devil-may-care attitude toward their work, but she had been a barrister first, and that was still how she thought of herself.

      She pulled her datapad from a pocket inside her jacket, which she had insisted on wearing despite the heat. “Chaz, move the ship closer to the building. It looks like we’ll be leaving early.”

      “You cannot park the ship close to the building. It is forbidden,” Sinraloo interjected. Maseer held up a hand.

      “There is no need to move your ship. I have been informed that water is on its way and will be here momentarily. There was a miscommunication with our support staff, which will be corrected.”

      “Chaz, move the ship, please.” Rivka glared upward at the Pretarian, and he waved urgently at the others. Sinraloo crossed his arms and stamped a foot. Rhonali hurried away, going through a door leading into the building from the main reception area. She returned shortly carrying a tray with three small glasses half-filled with a murky liquid.

      Rivka clenched her fists and started to shake with the fury that threatened to take over her being. She closed her eyes and tried to think.

      The rules of arbitration. Pretarian law. Everyone lies. Pretarian law. Water was sacred and not to be wasted. Rules of arbitration.

      She opened her eyes and took one of the offered glasses. “I thank you very much for sparing this much of your planet’s sacred resource for us mere visitors. We will move our ship close to supplement our needs. We require far more water than Pretarians.”

      Rivka saluted with her glass and drank it slowly. It tasted like mud, but she powered through it. “Jay, once the ship moves, if you would be so kind as to bring a jug or three I would greatly appreciate it. Then we can start what we came here for.”

      Jay wiped her brow. “It’s a little hot in here,” she stated, and started to laugh.

      “Yeah, just a little.”

      “Fuck,” Red exclaimed succinctly.

      “There you are, sunshine. Are you okay? Do you need to go back to the ship to cool down?”

      Red’s skin was flushed, and he looked angry. Actually, he looked a mess. “I’ve gotten heat exhaustion one too many times, and now when I start getting hot, my body shuts down. I’m sorry. How did I get in here?” Red looked at the impatient Pretarian delegation.

      Jay pointed to Rivka. “She carried your big ass.”

      “Fuck!” he reiterated. Rivka shook her head.

      “Language,” she cautioned with a wink. “We’ll have a great deal more water shortly. When we get back, I’ll recommend that you get Pod-doc time. Can’t have me using your body as a shield again.” She motioned for him and Jay to take the two other glasses of water, and they drank, grimacing.

      The ship landed, and Jay went to the door. She took a deep breath as if preparing to dive into a pool and ran out. She lumbered back shortly with a five-gallon jug of water. She also had a bag.

      She put the jug on the floor, and from her bag she removed five glasses and set them on the tray. Using a small pump attached to the top of the jug, she half-filled the five glasses and offered them to the Pretarians. She filled the three glasses from before and shared them with the humans.

      Rivka smiled broadly. “Well done.” She turned to the Pretarians. “Here is to a successful arbitration. May we leave with our dignity intact and an arrangement that is mutually beneficial.”

      The Pretarians critically looked at the liquid in their glasses, and Maseer signaled to the others that it was okay. He drank his first, and the rest of his delegation followed.

      “Thank you. That was very good. Maybe we can talk separately about bringing water to our planet.”

      “Once the arbitration is complete, we will be more than happy to talk about that and other potential goods or processes for expanded trade with the Federation. Do you know that there are entire planets of nothing but water?”

      Maseer didn’t respond in a way Rivka understood. She studied his body language, but couldn’t tell if his answer was yes or no.

      The language outside the words would be critical to finding a resolution to the dispute with Keome. If the anger that Sinraloo had exhibited was representative of what the entire delegation felt, she didn’t have high hopes.

      I won’t fail! she declared, steeling herself.

      “The Keome are waiting in the negotiation chambers,” Rhonali stated.

      “When did they arrive?” Rivka wondered.

      “They’ve been there this whole time.”

      That’s how it’s going to be, huh? “I think it best we not keep them waiting any longer. Red?”

      “I’m fine,” he assured her and stood up. Jay wrapped an arm around his waist to steady him. She searched for a place to hang on that wasn’t lumpy from the weapons concealed beneath his vest. He tensed as he leaned against her. He wasn’t one for such a public display of weakness.

      Rivka walked to the door Rhonali had gone through earlier. “Shall we?”

      Maseer led the way and Jay and Red forced their way forward to walk behind Rivka. The Pretarians shuffled their feet. Rivka now recognized it as their way of showing dismay.

      When they reached the doorway, which was secured by two armed Pretarian guards, Rivka touched Maseer’s arm to hold him back. His emotions rushed against her before disappearing as she stepped aside. He wasn’t angry like Sinraloo. He was disappointed, and carrying a bone-deep sadness that he didn’t share. His persona was gruff and hard. The sadness weighed on him.

      He looked at the spot on his arm that Rivka had touched.

      This is going to be more difficult than I thought. “Maseer, I know that your people are angry with the Keome. I’m sure they are angry with you too, for whatever the reason. But I am asking if you would look at this through fresh eyes. See it as I see it. Let reason guide you in the way that is best for your people.”

      He pointed to the door. “See for yourself before asking me to see as you do.”

      She contemplated his words for a moment before nodding and motioning toward the door.

      “I’ll wait out here with my two newest friends,” Red told Rivka, freeing himself from Jay’s grip to lean against the wall. It was cooler in this area, at least tolerable considering there was a jug of water to drink.

      “Where’s the bathroom?” Rivka asked as she looked at the jug of water.

      Maseer pointed to a door behind Red. “And there’s one in the conference room too, but we won’t use that once the Keome have. I hope you understand.”

      “I don’t, Maseer. I don’t understand at all, but that’s what we’re here for. I think it’s time.”

      Maseer took a deep breath and opened the door, jumping back immediately. Rivka looked inside. Five Keome jumped up from their seats at the table and started to yell. One rushed toward the door, waving his multiple arms. Rivka stepped in his way, but he kept coming. She braced herself and struck with all the strength her enhanced body could muster.

      Her forward punch hit the Keome mid-stride, throwing him back into the two who followed. They caught him, and that stopped the momentum of the three.

      “STOP!” she roared. She straightened her jacket and began anew in a more controlled tone. “I am Magistrate Rivka Anoa. I’m here to arbitrate your dispute. Physically attacking a Magistrate is a crime in the Federation, for which I can mete out punishment. Is that what you want? To be embarrassed in front of the Pretarians? You will conduct yourselves as official representatives of your respective planets, not iron-age barbarians.”

      “Why did you make us wait? We should have been allowed to greet the Magistrate outside in the fresh air and not in this ice cave,” the only Keome who was still seated asked.

      “Read the law. It’s the host’s responsibility, not yours. You have no say in this.” Maseer stretched himself taller to loom over the Keome.

      The representative finally stood. He was nearly as tall as Maseer, but the four arms made him appear more imposing. As he turned, the eyes on the back of his head came into focus. Rivka found the four eyes far more disconcerting than the extra limbs. For reasons only evolution knew, the Keome had developed differently from the ancestor they shared in common with the Pretarians.

      “We have an equal say, as parties to this negotiation and treaty.”

      “As of right now, we start fresh. Anyone who brings up something from the past that had no resolution will be docked against the final arbitration. Is that understood? Please introduce me to your delegation so we can get started.”

      “I am Yus, Primary for Keome. My second is Miento.  Suarpok provides spiritual counsel, and Ome and Yutta are the Commoner representatives.”

      “Yutta, I trust I didn’t hurt you too badly. Control yourself, and I will forget about your assault and battery. Please, everyone, take your seats. I’ll need a second chair for Jay, and have a chair delivered for my bodyguard in the corridor.”

      The lone female Keome bowed and slid her chair toward the end of the table. She stood behind the others of her delegation.

      “Thank you, Ome. That is very kind.” Rivka looked at the chair, whose seat was even with her belly button. Jay made eyes at her before climbing into the chair, where her legs dangled a long way from the floor. Rivka climbed into her chair and fought the sensation of feeling like a little kid.
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      Rivka instantly hated the room arrangement. The Pretarians were directly across from the Keome, allowing the two sides to glare at each other, while she was at the end of the table with only her shoulders and up visible. It was like a kid sitting at the adults’ table during Thanksgiving. She leaned back in her chair.

      “We need a different venue. A round table that will seat twelve, please.” She turned to Maseer.

      “My apologies, Magistrate,” he started, “but we do not have such a table. I am not trying to stall the negotiations.” Rivka smiled at his defensiveness. She’d made him take more care in his attempt to manipulate her and the arbitration.

      Jay shrugged. “Then we will all stand,” she declared. “Help me turn this table on its side and move it against the wall.”

      The members of both delegations slid their chairs away from the table as Rivka stood and signaled which way to turn it. Maseer held out a hand to stop the efforts, but it was too late. The Keome were more than enthusiastic in dumping the Pretarian table on its side. They pushed it at the Pretarians, who jumped from its path.

      “Enough!” Rivka yelled to get everyone’s attention. “Here’s the new arrangement.” She walked from body to body and pointed where she wanted them to stand. She positioned two chairs between the ends of the arcs. Both groups now faced her more than each other.

      Jay nodded in approval, staying to the left and half a step behind Rivka.

      “Isn’t this better?” Rivka asked, not waiting for an answer. “This is how we will be arranged for the remainder of the arbitration. Let me go over the ground rules. You will not bring up anything from the past that can’t be resolved in the present. You will not call names. You will not resort to violence of any sort. And most importantly, you will listen when I speak.”

      She didn’t bother to get an affirmation of the ground rules because the full rules were in the Federation’s Law of Arbitration, to which both planets were signatories. She was being concise. She didn’t want to beat them over the head with the rules; she wanted the rules to provide a framework within which the parties could negotiate in good faith.

      Rivka opened her datapad. There were forty-seven contended points out of a grand total of forty-eight.

      “Let’s start with the single point not in contention,” she began with a smile. Her smile disappeared as she read the sentence. “The planets that are bound by this treaty are called Pretaria and Keome.”

      “The fact that you could agree on that point, although it may seem ridiculous, is a start. From that foundation, a house shall be built. Moving to point two.”

      She looked up before continuing. Both groups stood still as statues. She glanced at Jay, whose eyes darted around the room as she looked for patterns from the aliens’ body movements, but they were giving nothing away. She shook her head just enough to let Rivka know she hadn’t found anything.

      Rivka started to read. “The party of the first part shall receive the first Federation shipment, from which the following shipments shall alternate on a schedule aligned with Ingranalla’s Tide, highest which, thereunto...” Rivka stopped. “This could be the absolute worst sentence I’ve ever read in my entire life.”

      “We are the party of the first part,” Maseer informed her.

      “You cannot be. Keome is the party of the first part, since the tide rose upon the arrival of the first ship, which has already been graciously unloaded and been refilled with fine Keome products.” Yus swept his four arms as he bowed.

      “No,” Maseer shot back in a much louder voice.

      “Stop,” Rivka ordered, walking between the two. They continued to glare at each other over her head, and she held up her arms to get their attention. “Time for a break. I will return to my ship with Jay and Red to contemplate the next steps. We shall return in thirty minutes.”

      Rivka smiled and waved before walking out. A chair had been delivered, but it sat empty. She crooked a finger at a surprised Red, who had been leaning against the wall. He followed the Magistrate and Jayita to the ship, and once inside they closed the door.

      Hamlet yowled for attention and Jay scooped him up on her way to stand in front of the air vent.

      Red poured himself a protein shake and drank it down, chasing it with a glass of water.

      Rivka went to the bridge to sit alone in the captain’s chair. She closed her eyes and reviewed everything that had happened since they’d stepped off the ship.

      Everyone lies. The thought kept coming back to her. All parties dealing with the law lied until it was to their disadvantage. Reward the truth and remove the incentive to lie.

      The hatred. Sinraloo was as angry as Yutta. She’d seen the flashes when she punched him, but their contact had been too brief. She needed to get Maseer alone. Maybe Yus, too. That was her right as the Magistrate. She’d insist on that after a rewrite of the next nine points.

      “Knock them down just like bowling pins,” she mused aloud. “Point two. The next shipment comes to Pretaria. How hard is that? If they’re going to argue over who’s first, then no one is first, and all that matters is who’s next. If the Keome are lying about having already received a transport, then they will lose that point, because the party of the first part will no longer be in the treaty. Would you boneheads focus on what’s important! Chaz, can you confirm whether a Federation transport has made a delivery to this system?”

      “Six transports have passed through this system,” the EI replied.

      “I’ll be damned. Show me the arriving and departing manifests.”

      “There is no difference between the two. The ships did not transfer any products to either planet although all six ships stopped at both planets.”

      “You think they would have shared that little fact.” Rivka bit her lip as she thought about her next move.

      “Rivka?” Red called from the entrance to the bridge.

      She rotated one-hundred and eighty degrees because the captain’s chair could do that.

      “It’s been twenty-five minutes.”

      “Time to go back. Thanks, Red, and I have to say, you look a hell of a lot better.”

      “I hate the heat.”

      “And dogs and cats. Fresh wound?”

      Red jerked his hand out of sight. “I handed a glass of juice to Jay while she was holding that hellspawned vermin.”

      “Kitty!” Rivka smiled. She punched Red in the shoulder as she passed and waved to Jay, who was still holding a purring Hamlet. She put him down in the chair, getting scratched for her effort before joining the Magistrate as the hatch opened to the boiling heat.

      They hurried inside and toward the conference room. Before they reached it, they found Sinraloo waiting. He wanted to talk with the Magistrate alone.
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        * * *

      

      Rivka leaned against the counter with her arms loosely crossed. The Pretarian’s hostility permeated the air, adding to the stifling heat of the small room. Rivka could feel the nanocytes drawing energy to dissipate the heat. She breathed slowly and stayed still to let them do their jobs.

      A courtesy she wished Sinraloo would grant her.

      After his diatribe and wild arm-waving, he finally paused for breath.

      “Are you done?” Rivka asked, straightening herself to leave.

      “I haven’t even started. The Keome transgressions are numerous, and must be understood if you are to conduct these negotiations in good faith!”

      “Stop,” she ordered, and held out her hand. He must have been unfamiliar with the gesture since he continued without pause. She tried to get past him, but he barred her way. “Let me by.”

      He put his back to the door and started a new monologue.

      “By order of the Magistrate, you will open that door.” She balanced on the balls of her feet and raised her fists. Sinraloo finally stopped talking, but didn’t move. “I hold you in violation of Section Thirteen of Federation Code, Chapter Nine, Paragraph Six. Kidnapping.”

      The Pretarian’s expression didn’t change. She started to spin, blurring with the speed as she jumped. Her roundhouse kick connected with Sinraloo’s jaw, and he started to fall. She hit the floor and followed through with a heel strike from her left hand as his face passed hers. Once he was on the floor, she straddled him and drove her fist toward his nose, stopping before it hit. She grabbed his head in both hands and absorbed his muddled thoughts.

      He was too stunned for any of it to be of use. She picked him up, finding the alien much lighter than she would have thought for one of his size and threw him into the wall across the room.

      She opened the door and stepped out. Red had his shotgun out and was ready to kick the door in. She looked over her shoulder. “Justice is served, you piece of shit.”

      Rivka stormed down the hallway until she reached the room set aside for the arbitration. She ripped open the door to find only the Keome delegation.

      “Where are the... Never mind. Yus, can I talk to you alone, please?”

      He started to walk toward the door, but Yutta stopped him. “How can we know she can be trusted with your safety, Primary Yus?”

      “Because she’s a Magistrate. The entire planet’s safety is in her hands, so I will be safe with her. Why are you so worried?”

      “I should come with you,” Yutta insisted.

      “No.” Rivka put her hands on her hips and looked up at the tall multi-armed aliens.

      “No,” Yus confirmed. He opened the door for Rivka with one arm and held Yutta back with two of his other arms while gesturing with his fourth.

      Rivka looked at the two guards. “I need an empty room,” she told them. Neither moved nor answered. Red pointed to the bathroom. “It’s nice, and no one’s in there.”

      “Good enough.” Rivka went in.

      Yus took one step and stopped. “But this is a toilet.”

      “It’s a place for privacy, is it not?”

      “It is,” the Keome conceded before following her in. They didn’t bother locking the door since Red was on the other side, barring entry.

      “What do you really want from this treaty?” Rivka asked. Yus didn’t answer, so she continued, “The treaty as written is a piece of garbage concocted by bureaucrats who want to stab pins into voodoo dolls.”

      “I don’t know what a voodoo doll is, but you are correct in that Keome has an agenda and has tried to force this treaty. They are ready to go to war, you know. Not over this treaty, but to be the supreme power in the system. We call it Keome System and they call it Pretaria System. That alone is enough to go to war over. Whoever names the system determines its fate. Water for us, thirst for them.”

      “I don’t agree, but I see. You still haven’t answered my question. Your words represent someone else’s position, not yours. You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t able to speak for your people, so I implore you to answer. What would be acceptable to you?”

      “That the Pretarians don’t look at me like I am a bug to be squashed.”

      “That’s not asking for a whole lot.” Rivka cracked the door. “Red, can you have Maseer join us?”

      “He’s not here. None of the Pretarian delegation is.”

      “Tell one of those guards to go get him. I don’t know what the hell they’re guarding since people are walking around this place as they please.”

      “Will do, Magistrate,” Red replied. Rivka eased the door closed as Red delivered a profanity-laden stream of orders to the two Pretarians on the other side of the hallway.

      “You said earlier that you had already traded with the Federation. You and I both know that isn’t true. Neither of you has traded anything. Why?”

      Yus shuffled one foot. Rivka was learning that the movement was tied to anxiety. Whether angry or upset, it told her something. She had also learned that the tall aliens were patient and slow to speak, and even then, it wasn’t because they parsed their words. She waited.

      The Primary never answered her, but he stopped shuffling his foot. The door opened slowly and Maseer peeked in.

      “Please join us, Maseer,” Rivka requested pleasantly, waving the Pretarian forward. He watched Yus closely as he entered and Red shut the door behind him. “We were having what is known as a candid conversation.”

      Maseer and Yus both looked down on the human.

      “In law school and then as an intern, I learned that to get to the core of an issue you have to strip away all the distractions. In the end, it reveals the one thing upon which everything else is built. Sometimes I found that thing was missing, and in a puff of smoke the issue was gone. We have here the three who can make this deal happen. Build it from scratch and implement it in a way that benefits Keome and Pretaria equally.”

      Neither delegate answered.

      “I’ll take silence as consent. The best thing to do would be to talk. I think what you have in common is that no one has anything the rest of the universe wants. This trade deal is smoke and mirrors. You have nothing to trade, so as long as the treaty is tied up in this ridiculous feud, you both save face.”

      “I take exception to that,” Maseer argued. “We have something to trade. We are master builders. From the desert, we have formed cities that stand against the wind and the sand.” He vigorously bobbed his head, his beads clacking in rhythm with his movements.

      “We are also master builders, carving our homes from the cliff faces,” Yus countered.

      It dawned on Rivka why the Keome had extra limbs and eyes.

      “Your export is your people?” Rivka needed to review the diplomatic limitations for the aliens of the system to move around the galaxy. “Is this the foundation we need from which to build the framework for a stronger future?”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Maseer replied.

      Rivka moved to the side so she could “accidentally” brush against Yus. She stayed in contact while gesturing toward Maseer. “The foundation must be strong,” she said slowly. Yus angled away from her, but the touch had lasted long enough.

      Fear. He was afraid of being killed by his own delegation.
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      Rivka sat in her recliner, rocked back until she was almost horizontal. An old movie played on the screen.

      Red had buttoned the ship against all intruders and was relaxing in the recliner next to hers. He snorted and laughed at the show. When she looked at him, he mumbled an apology before resuming his snort-laughing.

      Jay was nowhere to be seen. She was probably taking a bath, reveling in the decadence of using so much water.

      The Magistrate got up and went to her cabin. She closed the door and enjoyed a few moments of peace and quiet, then a meow shocked her from her reverie. “Hamlet. Don’t scratch me.”

      The cat watched Rivka carefully as the human gave him plenty of room on her way to open the door. He walked to it and sat down in the doorway. She tried to nudge him out with her toe, and he wrapped himself around her shoe and started to gnaw on the sole while scratching madly with his back claws. She tried to shake him free, but he clung to her foot as if part of her shoe.

      She laid him on the ground. After he had declared victory over the evil shoe monster, he cleaned his face and headed back into her room.

      “No, you get out!” she told him. He vaulted onto her bed and curled up on her pillow. Rivka pulled her chair to the side of the bed so she could stare at him. She locked her eyes on him and stayed there, breathing as loudly as possible. His fur fluffed with each exhale.

      After five minutes she gave up and went to the bridge.

      She lounged in the captain’s chair, leaning back while keeping her eyes on the main screen which showed a view outside the ship. “Chaz, bring up Federation immigration law with any mentions of Pretaria or Keome.”

      The screen started to scroll. “Start at the beginning.” It returned to the top, and she began to read. She heard a thump and found the cat standing on the chair next to her. She’d been out of her room for a grand total of thirty seconds. “What?”

      Hamlet started to purr, and he climbed into her lap and curled up. “I’m Magistrate Rivka, and by the power of the Federation, I demand that you obey me or you will be punished to the full extent of the law!”

      She scratched his belly. He raised one leg without opening his eyes.

      “All that I am, and all that I will ever be, is minion to a cat that doesn’t like people. There’s my epitaph. Note that, Chaz and continue to scroll—slowly, please. Stop. What is that I see?” She started to lean forward but caught herself before upsetting Hamlet.

      “Nice. Continue scrolling.” Absentmindedly she stroked the cat’s soft fur, and he started to purr even though she would have sworn he was asleep. Brighter thoughts raced through her mind and made her smile. “I love the law.”
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        * * *

      

      The morning heat was as oppressive as the mid-day sun. Both sought to destroy human life by reducing it to cinders. The Magistrate’s team hurried from the ship to the building, finding that one type of heat had been replaced by another.

      “Did they turn off the a/c or what?” Jay asked. Red started to flush, and he splashed a canteen over his head to expedite the cooling. He had already drunk his fill aboard the ship. Rivka led the way through the inner doors and down the hall toward the meeting room. When they arrived, there were no guards or delegates. Inside, the conference table had been righted and returned to the center of the room.

      “What time do you have, Red?”

      “I have that we are right on time.”

      “Jay, any thoughts?”

      “Lots of them, but none are good. This looks like a setup. If I were back on the station, I’d be running for my life right about now.”

      Rivka thought of her pink hair flowing behind her. She had changed it at Rivka’s request, and it was now a golden blond that seemed to suit the young woman better. It was the same length and would flow behind her when she ran, regardless.

      “Good call. We’re out of here. We can call them from the ship to find out what happened.”

      Rivka walked quickly toward the door, but when she pushed through it she found the two guards in the entry area. They had their weapons in hand, although they weren’t aiming them.

      “You have no need of your weapons with us,” the Magistrate told them.

      “We were instructed by Lead Maseer to make sure you remained, since the delegation was unavoidably detained.”

      “I’m sure holding us hostage wasn’t what Maseer had in mind. And what about the Keome?” Rivka inched toward the guards.

      “What about the Keome?” the upstart asked.

      Rivka used her enhanced speed to cover the last meter to the guards, ripping their weapons from their hands before they could react. Red had his shortened shotgun up and aimed at the head of the closer Pretarian. Rivka held the weapons behind her for Jay to take.

      “Why did you detain us?” She grabbed the guard’s arm and held it. He tried to pull away, but she was stronger. His emotions flashed through her mind. Foremost was fear, but the images were jumbled. She had yet to figure out how to parse the alien memories. He had no family that she could tell. His existence was based on his duty, and he felt like he was failing.

      A spy! Rivka removed her hand, immediately wanting to return to the ship and wash with bleach.

      “Call us when Maseer and Yus have arrived.” Jay was first to the door, with Rivka close behind. Red held his shotgun close to the guard’s face as he passed.

      “Try something, shit stain. I want to see how Pretarian brains splatter.” The guards did not give him the opportunity, just remained motionless until after Vered had backed through the front doors and raced into the ship.

      The hatch closed, but Red continued to aim his shotgun at it.

      “I think we’re good,” Rivka suggested.

      “What in the hell is up with these dickweeds? I can’t figure them out, which gives them the upper hand. I hate that.”

      “And dogs, and cats, and the heat. Next time, we’re going to request a special parking spot just for you.”

      Red pointed at the deck. “What do you call this?”

      “The deck?”

      “A parking spot right next to the building. You’re welcome,” he told her as he slung his shotgun over his shoulder and headed for the lounge.

      Rivka couldn’t argue. She took the captain’s chair on the bridge while the others went about their business, efficiently killing time until being called back into action.

      “Chaz...” she started to say before he interrupted her.

      “You have an incoming video communication from Maseer.”

      “Onscreen,” she directed in a low and commanding voice.

      “Magistrate! Good to see you. We must have just missed you, like two desert schooners passing in the night.”

      “I’m sure it was just a minor mix-up where the clocks of your entire delegation failed you all simultaneously. No matter. Call us when the Keome delegation arrives, and then I need both of you to wait for us in the lobby. Thank you.” She signed off before they could respond.

      “Chaz...”

      “You have an incoming video communication from Yus.”

      “Onscreen.”

      “We are here, and you are not. We won’t be trifled with!” he shouted at the screen.

      Rivka angled her head. She hadn’t expected such theatrics. His eyes darted to the side and back to the screen. “We were there on time and left one minute after the appointed meeting start time. I will not tolerate further obstructionism from Keome! I am on my way in right now.”

      She didn’t want to come across as too demanding; make it look like she was forcing Keome to be subservient. Let him save face.

      “Time to go,” she yelled toward the lounge. Red and Jay both appeared. Red held his shotgun, and Jay had one of the two guards’ weapons. “What are you going to do with that?”

      “Protect myself?” she answered with a question. “These people seem pretty hostile. It’s like they are channeling their anger away from each other and onto us.”

      “The enemy of my enemy,” Rivka offered. “Leave the weapon here, please. I need you focused on them. Your idea to share water was a great way to break the ice, not that there is any ice on this planet. We need to start each day that way.”

      She motioned toward the hatch, and Red took his cue and dove headlong into the heat. He marched quickly across the intervening space and went inside, then stuck one hand back out and gave the thumbs-up.

      “Showtime,” Rivka decreed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The two delegations stood as far as possible from each other. Rivka walked into the open area in between. “Would you share water with me?” she asked.

      Jay produced a number of thin steel stackable glasses and started to pour. No one else moved. She half-filled the glasses as the Pretarians had done when they first arrived. Rivka thanked her and picked up one glass.

      “Will you join me?”

      The two delegations stood like statues, unflinching in their resolve.

      Rivka fought back her growing anger. She took a sip of the water, let it run over her tongue. Then she drank the remainder and turned the glass over as she returned it to the small table. She started to pace slowly, with her hands clasped behind her back. Red leaned against the entry door and watched the delegations, wondering where the two security guards had gone. Jay studied the aliens, looking for their tells.

      “Travel requires movement, which starts by putting one foot in front of another. How long are we going to stand here? You are both wasting all of our time. This grandstanding accomplishes nothing, except forcing me to exercise my further rights under the Law of Arbitration. I am designating a single delegate from each party. I will work with those two only, in private, until the arbitration is complete. This is the only way we move forward. If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go far, go together. Well, my esteemed colleagues from Pretaria and Keome, we are about to go far.”

      The foot-shuffling began.

      Rivka took another glass of water and drank it. She swapped the empty for another full glass and strolled up to Sinraloo. “How’s that jaw?” she asked him and walked to the Keome. She looked at Yutta. “How’s that gut? I didn’t hurt you too badly, did I?”

      The Keome loomed over her. “You surprised me.”

      “As you surprised me. No one expects to get barbarically attacked while on an official mission and in formal diplomatic chambers. That does not reflect well on your people.”

      She walked back to the open space.

      “Yus and Maseer, we will go to my corvette. That is where the arbitration will take place. Follow me.”

      “No, wait,” Yus said. He pointed at the door to the conference room.

      “Absolutely not. My ship. Now.” She held the door and the heat entered in waves. Red grimaced and moved farther into the room. Jay picked up the glasses and poured the water back into the jug, then replaced everything in her carry bag.

      Rivka glared at the two delegations. “I will give you five seconds before I hold you both in contempt. I didn’t come here to deliver punishment, but you’ve already forced me to twice judge lawbreakers. Is that going to be you, too? Do you even know what you signed when you joined the Federation?” She shuffled a foot in the way the aliens did.

      She began her countdown “Five. Four.” She moved closer to Maseer. “Three.” She grabbed him by the front of his shirt and yanked him nearly out of his boots. “Two.” She started to drag him across the room. Yus stepped back. “Come here, criminal,” she growled. “One.” She lunged forward and grabbed Yus. She propelled both of the tall aliens toward the door with as much shove as she could manage.

      They both stumbled two steps and stopped.

      “FREEZE!” Red roared and slapped the handgrip of his shotgun.

      Sinraloo and Yutta, Rivka thought. She bit her lip to keep herself from laughing. Freeze, on a planet where the average temperature was that of a good cup of coffee.

      “Go!” she ordered. The two aliens exited the building, and Rivka backed out after them. She didn’t take her eyes from the room until she was outside. Red signaled for Jay to precede him. When he reached the door, Red fired into the ceiling and ran out.

      “Woohoo!” he shouted as he vaulted up the short stairs and through the hatch. “Just like Koreanis Four. Hot damn!” He secured the hatch and turned to find Rivka scowling.

      “Well, it was,” he muttered softly.

      She snickered. “’Freeze?’”

      “What?” he shot back, standing up straight and throwing his shoulders back.

      “Talking about freezing, get our guests a couple of coats, please.”

      “No can do. Busy guarding the boss.” Red remained where he was.

      “That ship has sailed. These two are no threat. You dealt with the ones we need to worry about.”

      “But, keep your friends close and your enemies closer?” Red wondered.

      “Not in this case. These two are our friends, and they will make this work. Now go get a couple of coats. I’m sure they are freezing in here.”

      “Already taken care of, Magistrate,” Jay told her. Rivka turned left at the corner between the bridge and the mess deck. Maybe it was the lounge. More likely the negotiation chamber.

      The tall aliens squatted on the low human-sized chairs as they huddled with two heavy blankets wrapped around their shoulders. They were still shivering from the brief time they had been on board before Jay took care of them.

      Rivka sat in front of them, leaning forward to study the two delegates. “Gentlemen. This is where the magic will happen. The spies who are listening to your every word have been removed from the equation. We can work in the peace and serenity of my ship. The ship with no name,” she added.

      It wouldn’t make a good plaque. The Treaty to end all treaties was signed on this spot aboard Corvette Seven Seven Four.

      “The Peacemaker. The Arbinator,” Jay offered softly. Rivka looked at the floor and closed her eyes to better gather her thoughts.

      “My name is Yus. I come from Ekmone, from family Ekmone. I am here because Keome didn’t want someone they could trust. They wanted someone they could control. My family is at risk if I don’t come back with a treaty that denigrates Pretaria and awards all trade to Keome.”

      “All?” Rivka asked, wondering at the extreme nature of the word.

      “All. Which is impossible, of course, as my Pretarian counterpart will confirm.”

      They both looked to Maseer. “I am Maseer, and I am the Primary of Pretaria. I speak for my people. They know not what is best for them, but they will mob the government if we do not put Keome in its place. I am in charge, but not in charge of anything. No Primary ever has been. We are elected by a popular vote that is readily manipulated even though the winner matters not, since nothing will change unless those in charge want to change it. The business and religious leaders call the shots.”

      “Your businesses are stymied without Federation trade. Expand to the universe and see what’s possible.”

      “Our people think they want what Keome has.”

      Yus watched Maseer closely. “We have nothing anyone wants, which is why Keome wants what you have.”

      “It appears that the grass is greener on the other side of the fence—until you get there and find that it is not, and never has been.” Rivka stood up and waved at the screen. “Chaz, if you would be so kind, please bring up my notes from last night.”

      Federation law appeared in its tight and small font, while a larger window highlighted the key points.

      “Interesting,” Yus and Maseer said together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Red volunteered to go, but Rivka wouldn’t let him. “We’ll call it in. Nothing like some good takeout. It’d be great if it weren’t toxic to humans, so we’ll settle for good and eat our own slop.”

      Red tried not to look offended.

      “What would you like to eat, gentlemen?” Rivka interrupted. The Pretarian and the Keome were head-down, jamming an entirely new treaty that Rivka would declare her work and force both parties to comply with while secretly knowing that the representatives had crafted a treaty together—something that was in their own best interests.

      They had reduced the number of points from forty-seven to ten, whittling away the incessant denigration that each society had demanded and focusing solely on what each society needed. The upper hand? Neither had that.

      “Are you sure?” Maseer asked.

      “Researched, double-checked, and verified,” Rivka replied. She gave him the thumbs-up.

      “Human gestures are so very odd.” Maseer tried to replicate the gesture by holding up two of his five fingers and failed.

      “I agree. It is both stultifying and mesmerizing.”

      Rivka nodded. “What do you want to eat? I’ll order you something, since our food units don’t make anything you can eat.”

      “Turbid Pie, please,” Yus said without hesitation.

      “I think we have something similar. I’ll take that, too, please.”

      “Coming right up.” Rivka returned to the bridge. “Chaz, show me the definition of the word ‘stultifying.’”

      “1: Cause to appear foolish. 2: Render ineffectual by degrading means. 3: Allege or prove to be of unsound mind (legal).”

      “I’ll be damned. I think I’ll have to use that word more, especially as it relates to Grainger. Thanks, Chaz. Please call the Pretarians and have two orders of Turbid Pie delivered to the ship, quick as they can.”

      “Of course, Magistrate,” the EI replied pleasantly.

      “Connect me with Grainger, please.”

      The interstellar communications device tapped through the ship’s systems. The miniaturized Etheric power supply helped it connect instantly.

      “Nethers. Is it war? Do we need to deploy the fleet? The end of all life as we know it? Or are you stuck and need a sage and guiding hand?”

      “That is so very stultifying. You should be ashamed!”

      “You think I’m of unsound mind? I can’t imagine what I have or haven’t done to earn that label, but I’ll take it! It’s much better than Schlong-Man, a most unsavory alternative. But I am interrupting. Pray tell, what brings your feather-soft words to my undeserving ears?”

      “You have to be one of the weirdest individuals I’ve ever met. To your most undeserving ears, I deliver unto thee my status report.”

      “Shoot,” Grainger encouraged.

      “Both sides lied, and their treaty was a total pile of garbage. We’re rewriting it in its entirety. I expect to have signatures on it later today or first thing tomorrow.”

      “Everybody lies!” Grainger exclaimed. “That’s our first assumption whenever we talk to these people. I thought I hired a raging bull and methinks we have a naive school girl instead.”

      “You are such a bawdy fuckwit-fondler. When I get back, with the crisis successfully avoided and the treaty intact, you will buy me a beer. On a completely different note, since we are talking about someone looking foolish, you have to give Red some nanocytes. He is susceptible to heat like you can’t believe. Walked a hundred meters in this blast furnace and keeled over like a dead cactus. I had to carry his big ass into the first meeting. I don’t mean arm-over-my-shoulder, either. Fireman’s carry. I should get a bonus for that.”

      “You should! Too bad you won’t. I’ll consider Pod-doc time for Red, but we’ll have to tie him to a long-term contract. Can’t have people trained to his degree getting enhanced and then being turned loose upon the universe. I think he’ll probably be fine, but I want to be sure before we do. Can you get into his head and check?”

      “I don’t like doing that,” she replied.

      The silence was pure. There were no errant crackles or pops. The only sound on the bridge was the gentle hum of the air-handling system. It was warmer than they usually liked it, but still about eighty degrees cooler than the aliens were used to.

      “It is completely your call. Just let me know when you get back, and we’ll dial him up a set of hot pants.”

      “I don’t think that means what you think it means. He did tell them to freeze, though, so he wouldn’t have to shoot them.”

      “Was that before or after you carried him?”

      “After...” she drew the word out, wondering what Grainger was thinking. It didn’t take long.

      “You tell Chilly Willy we’ll hook him up.” Rivka snorted. “Anything else?”

      “How are you doing on your mission? And the others?”

      “I’ll be damned if Cheese Blintz isn’t already back. It took him less than an hour to break down the crime and catch the perp. When you have nine suspects and a small area within which to work, it makes things easier.”

      “What about Jael?”

      “She’s chasing ghosts. The deeper she digs, the more bodies she finds. It’s giving her more to work with, and still dead ends. It’s not going well. The people are afraid.”

      “Understandable,” Rivka agreed.

      “I’m on Yoll. Still.” Grainger didn’t share anything further.

      “I see how you are. I’ll take the high road and be home long before you. Magistrate Rivka Anoa, out.” She signed off. The others were fighting the good fight, but Chi was already back, maybe out on another mission already. There was no end to lawlessness.

      “ETA on chow, Chaz?”

      “If I didn’t know better, I would think you were speaking in tongues,” the EI replied. “The food for our delegates will arrive in sixty standard minutes.”

      “Another hour? Are they making it from scratch?”

      “I am led to believe it is a lengthy process. Turbid Pie is considered a delicacy and is very expensive. I have charged the cost to your card, Magistrate.”

      Rivka’s face fell. “This is how it’s going to be, huh?” She pulled herself from the captain’s chair. It wasn’t as comfortable as the recliner, but the aliens had that blocked. Their tall bodies, wrapped with blankets, seemed to completely fill the space on the mess deck.

      Rivka leaned against the bulkhead and watched the aliens work. The white cat was coming from the short corridor where the cabins were located. He looked at the veritable mountains in the middle of the room and hissed before sniffing. He jumped onto the blanket and started climbing upward. Yus looked over his shoulder, and his eyes shot wide as plates when he saw the cat. He bolted upright, throwing the blanket from his shoulders.

      He slammed into the overhead and crumpled to the deck. Hamlet shot into the corner, dashed over him, turned sideways, and finally bolted back toward the crew’s cabins. Maseer was petrified by fear.

      “Primary?” Rivka called as she waved a hand in front of his face. “Are you going to be okay?”

      “I have never been so terrified. You have a creature on board your ship?”

      Rivka checked the bump on Yus’ head.

      “A cat. His name is Hamlet. There are those who say they are the greatest predator in the universe, but since they’re only five kilos, they’re perpetually pissed off. He’s also very cuddly.”

      “Cuddly? I don’t know this word.”

      “I feel sorry for all Pretarians.” She sat on the floor cradling the Keome’s head while Jay draped the blanket over him again. “And I think all Keome, too. It’ll be an hour before the Turbid Pie arrives. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “An hour.” Maseer kept his eyes fixed on the corridor down which the cat disappeared. “I hope they aren’t taking shortcuts. It is a delicate process to make the dish properly. One hour is barely enough time.”

      “Hamlet is one of my crew,” Rivka told him as Yus started to stir.

      “You keep a terrifying creature as one of your crew? What is its role?”

      Rivka opened her mouth to defend Hamlet, but the words didn’t come. Red and Jay both held up hands showing razor thin scabs where they’d been scratched. Her claw marks had healed, thanks to the power of the nanocytes.

      “Advanced combat techniques with non-bipedal life forms. He’s also my ship’s morale officer.”

      “Morale?”

      “Yes. He makes me happy because he makes Red sad.”

      “I’m not sad...” Red started to say.

      Jay punched him before blurting, “I love him!”

      Yus spasmed as he sat up. He twisted his head back and forth and up and down as he looked for his enemy.

      “Relax,” Rivka told him. “I should have mentioned Hamlet. He’s not as terrifying as all that. You don’t have cats, clearly. Do you keep pets at all?”

      “Pets? I don’t know the word. We have no mammals on Keome besides us. We have insects, of course, hexapod invertebrates being the most prevalent, but nothing like that horrendous creature.” Yus snaked a hand from under his blanket to point down the corridor Maseer continued to watch.

      “Where did it go? Will it come back?”

      “He. His name is Hamlet, and he lives here. Jay, can you bring him out?”

      Jayita put her hands on her hips. “He’s a little bit scared right now, and I’m not a fan of donating my flesh and blood for a group hug.”

      Rivka could not disagree. “He is my friend,” Rivka began. “Even though he’s only been in my life for a couple days, I am happier for it. Same with you two. I know what you are both struggling with. For some insane reason, your two societies want to hate each other. People with nothing looking across the fence and thinking that the other guy has something they don’t. Neither of your planets has anything, but they have everything they need to thrive. I’m not talking handouts. I’m talking about being able to make your own way. Leave envy behind, since it does neither of you any good.”

      Maseer finally looked away from the corridor. “But my people...” His thought stopped.

      Yus looked down at the blanket. “I think I can get up,” he told Rivka, who had continued to cradle his head in her lap. The tall alien unwound his long arms and legs from the blanket, stood, and then rewrapped it around him. “I can’t believe how cold you prefer it. I would think your bodies would stop moving and freeze in place. The heat is such a wonderful lubricant for the joints. You should try it.”

      Red didn’t look like he agreed.

      “There is someone outside the ship with a delivery.”

      “Turbid Pie!” the delegates said in unison.

      “I’ll get it,” Red told them, not inviting argument. He reached into a pack that he kept in the common room and pulled out something that Rivka hadn’t seen before. “No bugs.”

      “That could be a problem, because Turbid Pie is made from the largest of the hexapods.”

      “Not that kind of bug. Listening devices, although I suspect that Chaz can prevent any emissions from inside the ship. We have a power source that helps the ship to do many unexpected things.”

      The group cleared the small counter in the kitchen while they waited for Red to return. He put the box in the empty spot and held up two small devices. “Someone doesn’t like not knowing what’s going on.”

      “One from each of our delegations?” Maseer suggested.

      “Probably. It looks like they may be starting to agree on something—that they can’t control us.” Yus passed the first of two boxes to Maseer, who thanked him and waited for Yus to get his own. They opened them together.

      “Smells just like Mom used to make.”

      “Me, too,” Yus agreed.

      Rivka stifled a gag. Red swallowed hard. Jay was nowhere to be seen.

      “I’ll be on the bridge,” Rivka told them.

      “I’ll be somewhere else,” Red added.

      The delegates never realized that the others had left since they were consumed with the delicacy. They ate it standing up, savoring every bite.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I think we’re ready to share the new treaty with both your worlds. Now that the framework is established, what are the next steps?”

      “Since we’ve demanded arbitration, our respective governments have to simply accept what is written. There is no opportunity to dispute the treaty. This will cause many of our people to get upset,” Maseer explained.

      “The time to get upset was before requesting that the Federation get involved. What I mean is, what will they do to you?”

      Maseer looked at Yus.

      “Me? My family will probably be in prison before the day is out, and when I return, I shall join them.”

      “I fear my fate will be similar. We agree, my friend Yus and I, that we will be vindicated in time. We may never see it, but this is the right thing to do for both our planets if we are ever to move forward. Joining the Federation was a great thing, but each of our planets had a selfish reason to do so. It was the right thing to do, but for the wrong reason. This treaty changes that.”

      “And you will both be punished for doing right by your people.” Rivka sighed heavily. People made sacrifices all the time, for their families or for their beliefs. Martyrs for the cause. She knew it was the right thing to do, but she couldn’t agree with letting the two delegates shoulder the burden. “How can we convince them that this is my document and you argued violently against it?”

      “We are the ones who will have to sign it. Our signatures will be our final words.”

      “You don’t have to sign it. Maybe we do it that way. You refuse, but the arbitration will be complete and enforceable under Federation law. No, you will both refuse to sign it.”

      She looked from one to the other. She had to know, so Rivka touched Yus’ arm, held it for a moment, then touched Maseer.

      A spark of hope springing from a black pit of sadness. Their thoughts were nearly identical. They were both willing to give their lives for what they believed in, but it made Rivka sad that they thought that way. Trade agreements shouldn’t be life or death for their champions.

      “Your worlds could not have selected better representatives. Maybe there is hope for all of Intripas. I am honored to have worked with you.” She turned toward the bridge. “Chaz, please inform the official representatives from both delegations that we will be joining them in the conference room momentarily.”

      “It is late at night,” Yus exclaimed.

      Rivka frowned. “Does anyone know what day it is?”
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        * * *

      

      Red waited in the corridor. Two guards were stationed there, different from the ones from whom Rivka had taken the weapons. Jay and Rivka sat in the conference room chairs with their legs dangling. The delegates sat on their respective sides of the table. Their heads were in their hands, and they both looked to be asleep.

      “We should have brought Hamlet with us. He would have made things exciting.”

      “Can cats survive heat like this?” Rivka wondered. “And no, we can’t terrorize the locals with all five kilos of our little killer.”

      Jay chuckled. Rivka jumped down and started to pace. She hadn’t realized how tired she was until she stopped moving. “I should have waited until morning, but if we can wrap this up now, then we can go home. I have beer waiting for me.”

      “And me,” Jay added.

      “You’re not old enough yet. Shirley Temples for you, but you can join us. You’re my crew.”

      The door opened and remaining members of both delegations forced their way into the room, snarling at each other as they hurried to their respective leaders. They all talked at once, but Yus called for calm and Maseer followed suit.

      Rivka yelled, “Shut it!” She jumped back into the chair and then stood on it to be at eye level with the tallest of the aliens. “This is the treaty that I’m going to force down your throats. Both Maseer and Yus have refused to sign, and I don’t care. Their signatures are not required for this treaty to be binding on both your people. Take a few minutes to read what I am committing you to.”

      The room turned deathly silent. Yus slid his pad to the side to allow the delegation to read it. Maseer handed his to Rhonali, his deputy. Each side started reading, snorting and grunting as if they were undergoing the trials of Job.

      “I’ll sign it,” Maseer whispered. “On behalf of all Pretaria.”

      “As will I,” Yus said. “Keome comes to this in the best interests of its people.”

      The delegations started yelling, filling the room with noise. Rivka could not make out individual conversations. Yus held his head where the bump from his impact with the ceiling was barely visible. Maseer stood, and then sat, too tired to fight the others. He looked at the table and tried to tune them out.

      Jay dove off her chair and Rivka turned, wondering what she was doing. The bomb exploded from somewhere near Yus. The table heaved upward, throwing both delegations into the walls.

      Why? Rivka thought as her body was flying into the ceiling on its way to the wall, ending with darkness on the floor.
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      Red held her eyelid open. She tried to blink, but he had it solidly in place.

      “Thank God you’re alive,” he said before letting go. She finally mashed her eyelid closed and blinked the world back into focus. Her tear ducts worked to flush the dust and debris. “How long?”

      “Seconds. The bomb went off less than a minute ago.”

      “Damage?” she asked as she tried to get up. Red held her down.

      “Yus is dead, and the others are pretty fucked up.”

      “Jay!” Rivka rolled her head as she tried to see past the massive body of her guard. Jayita’s face appeared at Red’s elbow. Rivka nodded, which sent a wave of pain through her brain. “You saw it. What happened?”

      “A box appeared beneath Yus’ hands. It came out of nowhere. I hadn’t seen anything like it since we arrived. I’m sorry.” The young woman started sobbing.

      Red looked over his shoulder. The guards were coordinating the assistance that was starting to arrive. They removed the first delegate, carrying him to the hall.

      “Don’t cry,” Rivka told her firmly as her head stopped throbbing. She chalked it up to the nanos racing through her system to repair the damage. “Someone tried to kill us. We will find out who, using the law as our sword and shield, and then Justice will be served. No one brings a bomb into my house. No one.”

      Red helped her to her feet. The conference room was wrecked, debris from the table scattered throughout and the walls painted with blood. Maseer was unconscious. Rivka kneeled by his side and watched a Pretarian she didn’t know wrap a brace around his neck. The alien glanced at her with angry eyes before returning to her work.

      Rivka felt helpless. The Pretarians brought stretchers to carry the five members of the Pretarian delegation. They had workers bandaging and helping the Keome, but they were going to be moved second. Miento, Yus’ secondary, was horribly injured. Sinraloo was barely scratched, yet had been carried out first.

      “Grab her feet,” Rivka ordered. One of the Pretarians started to protest but decided it was best to step aside. Red wrapped his arms under the victim’s legs. On three they lifted, taking care to keep her steady. They hurried out, following the stretcher carrying Sinraloo. He started shaking a fist at them.

      “You better not be shaking that at me,” she shouted. He laid back, but never took his eyes from the Magistrate. She glared back. Your days are numbered, you bastard. You are Suspect Number One.

      She wished he could hear her thoughts.

      A line of stretchers waited at an elevator. It arrived, and two more went in. Sinraloo and Miento were next. “Looks like we have the same ride,” Rivka told him.

      He finally looked away and closed his eyes. The two carrying his stretcher appeared to be uncomfortable but didn’t engage the Magistrate’s withering gaze. “Since we have a few moments, Sinraloo, what did you see in there right before the blast?”

      The Pretarian slowly opened his eyes.

      “Red.”

      “My bodyguard was in the corridor,” she replied, confused by his answer.

      “Not the minion, the color. Fury from the grossly unjust trade agreement you are foisting on us! The Federation...” He let the word hang as if it were poison.

      “Who brought the box with the bomb, Sinraloo? My first guess is that it was you. Your answer suggests it was you. I could declare you guilty right now and mete out punishment. Would you like that, Sinraloo, being condemned to death for your crimes and then on top of it, getting your ass beaten by an ice-veined human?”

      “Even with my low regard for the Federation, I don’t think you’d condemn an innocent. For the record, it wasn’t me.”

      “Then tell me what you saw.” Rivka wanted to touch him to see the truth, but her hands were full with the Keome.

      “Red.” Sinraloo’s eyes remained closed. The elevator arrived, and four Pretarians rushed out carrying two empty stretchers. Sinraloo’s bearers headed into the elevator first. The nearest Pretarian blocked the entry. Red elbowed him in the side.

      “Make room,” Red growled and forced his way in. Miento groaned with the jostling. The elevator ride was tense, with the humans glaring at the Pretarians and Miento’s pain causing her more and more anguish.

      When the elevator stopped Rivka went first out, blocking the exit until Red cleared it. She looked over her shoulder to see where she was going, walking quickly backward until she entered the ad hoc infirmary set up in what looked to be a dining facility. They laid Miento on the next open table. A Pretarian acting as an orderly pointed to the other side of the hall where there were fewer people and no equipment.

      Rivka puffed out her chest and stood between the Pretarian and the Keome and the alien soon walked away. There was no space for Sinraloo. The stretcher bearers stood there looking at the table on which Miento lay.

      “Take him over there.” Rivka pointed to the side that was set up to provide minimal care. “There’s nothing wrong with his candy ass that can’t be handled over there. She needs the best care you can provide.”

      Sinraloo spoke. “We don’t care for the Keome, not in the way you are demanding. We will provide minimal medical assistance, only enough to keep them alive.”

      Rivka thought for a moment. “I think she’s dying. She needs assistance.”

      “The doctors will determine that,” Sinraloo replied, keeping his eyes closed and looking like he was asleep. “In due time.”

      Rivka and Red waited, relegated to the role of observers. “Make sure no one dies. I need to think.”

      Red grimaced, keeping Rivka between him and the wall as he spoke over his shoulder. “Not sure how I’m supposed to do that, but I’ll do my best to keep you from dying, although that’s turned into a total shit show. I expect I’ll be fired when we get back.”

      “Not if I have anything to say about it,” Rivka replied without looking up from her datapad. She continued, but Red knew that she wasn’t speaking to him. “Planetary law is superior in local issues, and in regard to immigration Federation law would supersede, except these two planets are in the same system. Federation law contemplates this situation through separate agreements but... Precedent. The courts were designed to be an intermediate body between the people and the legislature, in order, among other things, to keep the latter within the limits assigned to their authority.”

      Alexander Hamilton, Rivka thought. So old, but telling of a higher purpose—creating a legal buffer between the governed and those who govern, with separate and ultimate authority in the interpretation of the law.

      “I don’t see anything we can do,” Rivka whispered as she put a hand on Red’s shoulder and watched the first two stretchers arrive with the Keome. Two Pretarians picked Miento up from the table and moved her to the other side of the room. Sinraloo got up from his table and moved to the spot, waiting for another to wipe it off before he laid down. He never took his eyes from Rivka.

      She clenched her jaw so tightly her face shook. She wanted to scream. The law was her friend, until it wasn’t. But no amount of fist-shaking would change the here and now. She looked back to her pad. Pulled up the treaty. It was less than four hundred words. At the end of the clause on equal treatment, she added, “Injured sentient creatures, regardless of origin, shall be treated in order of medical priority. Any deaths shall be subject to Federation review and the treatment center subject to sanction for misprioritization, as determined by competent Federation medical authority.”

      She pressed her thumb to it and hit transmit.

      “Maybe not the cleanest legal language, but challenge it, and I’ll see you in court. Welcome to your new commitment to the Federation, motherfuckers,” she snarled loud enough for Sinraloo to hear.
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        * * *

      

      With her second mission completed—implementing an agreement arrived at under arbitration—Rivka started her new case: find the perp and bring him, her, or them to Justice.

      She, Red, and Jay had returned to the conference room, secured it, and started searching.

      “I should have paid more attention in my forensics class,” Rivka told them as she sifted through the bloody debris. “The crime scene is contaminated.”

      Red stayed less than an arm’s length from Rivka at all times. He continued to express his remorse in not protecting her from the bomb by failing to keep it from entering the conference room.

      “Trust aliens to do my job, and this is what I get,” he lamented.

      “Let it go, Red.” Rivka put a hand on his arm, only to be pummeled by his thoughts of self-recrimination. He was ashamed. She stepped back, wound up a haymaker, and swung for his head. He ducked out of reach.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Meting out punishment. You won’t forgive yourself, so let’s get this over with so we can get back to work.”

      Red cocked his head and smiled. “Make it good.” He leaned forward and closed his eyes.

      Rivka kissed him on one cheek while gently slapping the other. “Justice is served. Now find me that fucking bomb.”

      Red looked confused, but Rivka waved him away and returned to digging into the debris. Blood mixed with dust had made a plaster and clumped disparate pieces together. She used a splinter from the table to separate the components.

      “There were eleven datapads in the room. I have mine. Where are the other ten?”

      “I thought we were looking for a box?” Red asked.

      “If we eliminate all the electronics from pads, then whatever is left will be part of the bomb.”

      “What if they were carrying other stuff with them—communicators or key rings or who knows what?” Jay suggested.

      Rivka wasn’t pleased with the idea. “We have to start somewhere, and that is the best I got,” she said in a tired voice.

      “I’m not finding any datapads,” Red told them. “Or electronic keychains, for that matter.”

      “The perps cleaned everything up. A conspiracy?” Rivka wondered.

      “Had to be the Pretarians. The Keome were in no shape to remove anything.”

      “Sinraloo,” Rivka snarled. “I need to touch him. It would help if I had evidence to back me up, but it’s not critical. Complete the search, then we’re off to the hospital. I want to talk with Maseer, and I need to offer a helping hand to Sinraloo.”
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        * * *

      

      When Rivka, Red, and Jay walked from the conference room, they found two guards waiting for them.

      “We’re to escort you wherever you go,” the one told them emotionlessly.

      “Fine. Are you guys any better than the two who allowed a bomb into that room?” Rivka pointed. The Pretarians didn’t answer.

      The injured had been transferred to a hospital, which was attached by a tube train to the complex in which the conference room was located. One guard led the way, with Red at his side. The other guard brought up the rear while Rivka and Jay walked in the middle.

      “Can’t see anything,” Jay complained.

      “Such is the life of a DV. A distinguished visitor.” Rivka fought to keep her emotions under control. She was raging mad at the Pretarians for their treatment of the Keome, but none of the others had died. Only Yus, because the blast had happened right under his nose. Even with her quick addition to the treaty, the Federation would not have been able to intervene in any review of the Pretarian actions following the explosion.

      They need to be put in their place, but I can’t wish for someone to die so I can beat the Pretarians over the head because of their mindless bigotry.

      Rivka scowled as she walked. When they arrived at the train platform, she found it incongruent with what she’d seen elsewhere in the complex. It was colorfully decorated and teeming with life.

      “Maybe there’s hope for the Pretarians after all.”

      Red signaled for Rivka to stop as he backed up close to her. A contingent of Pretarians started chanting as they approached, shoulder to shoulder to block Rivka’s way.

      “There she is! Keome-lover. Keome-lover,” they yelled in unison.

      “Let me talk with them, Red,” Rivka asked, but the big man wouldn’t let her by. “Let me shout over your shoulder, then.”

      Red dipped his leg so she could stand on his calf and see the crowd before her. “I love Pretarians, too!” she yelled.

      They continued, unconvinced.

      “I have a cat named Hamlet. He’d make you all run for your lives, all five kilos of him. Please allow me to pass so I can find who bombed your delegation.”

      They weren’t listening.

      She turned to the stoic guard beside her. “I need to get to the hospital.”

      “It doesn’t look like you’re going to make it,” he replied. The guard behind her adopted the same pose.

      “I wonder how they’ll react to loud noises?” Rivka whispered into Red’s ear before hopping down.

      Red checked the overhead, pulled his shotgun, and fired into an area devoid of pipes and cables. The chanting finally stopped.

      Rivka dodged from behind her bodyguard and started to shout. “I am a Federation Magistrate on official business. You will disperse, or face the course of Justice.”

      “You will go home!” a bold Pretarian yelled back. Rivka strolled forward.

      “Dammit!” Red muttered, but he stayed right behind her, his shotgun aimed over her head at the angry alien line.

      Rivka approached the vocal member of the crowd.

      “What makes you so angry?”

      “The agreement! There was no agreement. We didn’t sign it, so we are not obligated to follow it. You have no authority here, now go away.”

      “Is that what you’re being told? That it is patently wrong. Your government joined the Federation, and your government requested Federation arbitration.” She pointed to herself. “That’s me. If Pretaria wanted to simply hate the Keome, Pretaria should have gone to war with them without signing a treaty.”

      The Pretarian thought for a moment. “Down with Keome!”

      “Protesting is your right. I judge that to be within the law, but preventing me from investigating a crime is illegal. You will allow me to pass.”

      “Go home!”

      “Three,” Rivka began. A train was approaching the station, and some of the Pretarians left the protest to get in line to board.

      “Two.” The train pulled in, but the remaining Pretarians blocked her way.

      “One.” They held their ground.

      Rivka jump-kicked the speaker in the chest, followed by punches to the left and right. A hole had been created, and Red plowed into the fray.

      “Come on, Jay!” Rivka yelled from the front as she ran for a train car’s open door. Jay skipped by the guard and accelerated. She grabbed Red’s jacket as he butt-stroked another Pretarian with his shotgun. When he and Jay jumped into the car, Rivka stepped across the threshold.

      She turned back to see the chaos on the platform.

      Red studied the Pretarian faces on the car. All of them were watching the humans. He wiped the sweat from his face with a sleeve.

      “I’m not sure you endeared yourself to them,” Jay whispered.

      “History will show that their hatred was wrong, but in the interim, let me be the lightning rod. If they can’t respect the Magistrate, let them fear her.” Rivka held her head high and returned the aliens’ stares until they looked away.

      “Do you know where we’re going?” Jay asked.

      Rivka pointed at the receding platform. “I was following them.” The guards and those remaining on the platform disappeared as the train eased around a corner.

      Jay smiled at the nearest Pretarian. “Can you tell us the way to the hospital?” She waited. “Please?”

      Nothing.

      “You’d think with all this heat lubricating their joints they’d be more talkative,” Red offered while keeping his eyes on the others in the car.

      Rivka saw that he was still cradling his shotgun. “Put that thing away.” She shook her head and accessed her datapad. The map that the Pretarians had provided ended at the train platform. “I’m getting a bad feeling about this.”

      “What’s the plan, boss?” Red asked.

      Rivka blew out a breath. “Off at the next station, and we’ll go from there.”

      The train started to slow. “Is this the right time to point out that your plan sucks?”

      “Tell me something I don’t know,” Rivka replied, shifting her weight onto the balls of her feet and clenching and unclenching her fists.

      “They shouldn’t have poked the bear,” Jay suggested.
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      Rivka walked off the train, smiling congenially. Red walked at her shoulder, head swiveling. The Pretarians stared but didn’t get in her way.

      “Looks like word has already spread,” Rivka remarked, continuing to smile as she walked. “Does anyone see any signs?”

      “None,” Jay replied. Red didn’t look for signs. He only watched the Pretarians.

      “There’s one who doesn’t look like he hates us.” Red pointed with his chin at an elderly alien, slumped, and barely taller than Red.

      Rivka made a beeline for her. “Can you tell us where the hospital is?” she asked. The old Pretarian pointed with a skeletal hand toward a nearby walkway. “Thank you.”

      Rivka walked in that direction. “How do you know she’s not leading you into a trap?”

      “Worse than the last one our supposed guards walked us into? Or into a conference room that was supposed to be secure? I think the more quickly we move, the better off we’ll be.”

      “Concur,” Red agreed succinctly.

      The three huddled close as they walked. Jay kept her head down, using her peripheral vision to see what was going on.

      “I don’t like this,” she murmured.

      “Me either, but we do the job and then we get paid,” Rivka replied, soldiering forward through the throng of Pretarians.

      “I get paid?” Jay asked.

      “I suppose, but now you make me wonder. Damn! Do you get paid out of my pay—and I still have no idea what I’m getting paid—or do you get paid directly by the Federation, which seems unlikely at this point since they don’t know I hired you unless Grainger did it for me. Follow?” Rivka looked back and forth as she walked. “Why don’t these people believe in signs?”

      “They know where they’re going,” Red answered. “It’s just one more way to show their superiority over aliens and visitors.”

      “I have to admit that I’m beginning to share your low opinion of our hosts.” Rivka looked down side tunnels as they passed. “Hospital?” she asked loudly.

      She watched a couple heads look in the same direction. Without pause, she turned that way. Red followed, shaking his head.

      “I’m not liking our chances in getting out of here.” Red watched the Pretarians gather in the humans’ wake.

      “Then we’ll go a different way,” Rivka suggested, dismissing his concern.

      “I’m not liking our chances of finding a different way out of here.”

      Jay chuckled, which made Rivka smile.

      “Do you smell that?” Rivka asked. Red shook his head.

      “I do,” Jay replied. “Smells like the area where they brought the injured.”

      “Exactly. Follow that smell, Beauregard!” Rivka pointed forward.

      “Who’s Beauregard?” Red wondered.

      “My favorite bloodhound.” Rivka strode past a door and then stopped. She came back to it. She and Jay sniffed at it. “This is it.”

      “I’m not liking this at all,” Red muttered as he pulled his shotgun from inside his coat. “This better be it, or we’re fucked.”

      A mob of Pretarians was lining up behind them. Rivka opened the door and jumped inside, and Jay dove in right after her. Rivka reached back and pulled Red in. The door closed and they collectively breathed a sigh of relief, which ended when they turned around.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m a Federation Magistrate!” Rivka declared from within the room, which appeared to be carved from the living rock. Red stood in front of the door, ready for it to open. Jay sat on the floor with her arms crossed.

      “You told them that in the hospital. I think those were your last words when they hit us with the barrage of stun bolts. It impressed them then as much as it appears to now,” Red deadpanned.

      “They took my datapad.”

      Red turned around. “I feel for you.” He had been stripped to his underwear and stood there in his boxers. Jay started to laugh while trying not to get caught looking at Red’s body. “It’s hot as fuck down here. Up here? I don’t know where we are.”

      “I’ll take the blame,” Rivka told them softly. “They can’t possibly think they are going to get away with this. Can they?”

      Red turned back to the door and shrugged.

      Jay hung her head between her knees and tried to think cool thoughts.

      “They are going to kill us,” Red suggested. He sat down next to Jay, sweat running from him. Rivka alone was tolerating the heat. Jay was flushed.

      “Grainger, I wish I had accepted your offer of help,” Rivka said. She checked on her two friends, then took off her shirt and started to fan them. Red leaned back and let the hot air evaporate the sweat, providing a brief respite. “I want my jacket.”

      “You’ll get what they let you have,” Red muttered.

      “Do you have any secret lock-picking skills?” Rivka asked.

      Jay shook her head. “Not that I know of.”

      “When we get out of here, what do you say we take a quick trip to Keome? I wonder if they hate the Pretarians as much as the Pretarians hate them.” Rivka sighed.

      “That’s usually the case. It’s hard to like someone who hates you,” Jay added.

      “I feel like shit,” Red offered. He leaned to the side and puked. He straightened up before wiping his mouth on the back of his hairy arm. “There we go. Heat exhaustion, round forty-four.”

      “Heat ex becomes heat stroke, then you die,” Rivka said matter-of-factly.

      The door to the cell opened. Two guards stepped in, aiming their weapons at the humans.

      “Really?” Rivka stated.

      Sinraloo appeared behind the two. “It’s good to see that you are still with us. Humans are so frail. I am surprised you survived the explosion. Not my bomb, by the way.”

      Rivka leaned toward the Pretarian, but the guards kept her from getting too close.

      “Let me touch you,” she offered. “I can tell just by touch whether you are telling the truth or not. You don’t have to, but if you do, I can turn my investigation in a different direction. There’s nothing more important than finding the bomber.”

      “You think you are still investigating a crime. How quaint!” Sinraloo backed into the corridor. “You are to return to your ship and leave Pretaria immediately.”

      Rivka wanted to bite the alien’s head off, but the look of Red and Jay on the floor gave her the obvious answer. “We will. Please show us the way. I’ll need my datapad and jacket. Red will need his clothes.”

      “I’m sorry. After your run-in with the vagrants when you were saved by our illustrious security force, none of the things you describe were with you. They brought you here for your security. You should thank them.”

      “My apologies, Sinraloo.” Rivka choked back the snark that was ready to erupt. She had no choice but to hold back. She pulled Jay to her feet, then Red. The women each took an arm to help him walk. With one guard in the lead and one behind, they embarked on the longest and most painful walk of their lives.

      When they finally arrived at the entrance, Jay was staggering and incoherent. Red was unconscious and balanced across Rivka’s shoulders. The guard opened the door to let the heat waft in. “Do yourself a favor and rescind that treaty before you leave our system.” Sinraloo turned and walked away.

      “You missed your calling,” Rivka said.

      He stopped. “How so?”

      “The job of Instigator pays good money on prison worlds. Maybe I can find you a spot.” Rivka grabbed Jay’s arm with her free hand and lumbered toward the ship. The hatch opened as she approached and she hurried toward it, using all she had left to get inside and button up the ship. She deposited the two in the lounge area and drew them large glasses of water. Jay could drink. She had to lean Red back and pour it down his throat.

      She found the ship’s medical kit. “Chaz, I need to hook Red up to an IV. Show me how to do that.”

      A video started to play, showing each step of the process. She followed along, cleaning the spot on his arm. With his low body fat and dehydration, his veins were almost bursting through his skin. She found the one she wanted, lined up the needle, and shoved it in. She taped it onto his arm as she hung the IV bag above the unconscious man. “That’s twice now, Red. Who is whose bodyguard?”

      “Chaz, get me Grainger.”

      After a short delay, a sleepy voice answered. “Nethers. You need a clock on that ship of yours.”

      “They threw us in jail and took all our stuff,” she told him without preamble.

      “You’re not in jail now, I suppose, unless those folks have mastered the interstellar communication system, which they haven’t. What did you do?”

      “I tried to investigate the bombing.”

      “Do or do not, there is no try,” Grainger mumbled.

      “Nice reference. This planet hates the Keome with every fiber of their being, and now they hate humans, too. You’re welcome.”

      “Did you lose your Magistrate’s jacket?”

      “Yes, they took that while I was unconscious.”

      “I would have razzed you about it, but that’s not how you treat one of my Magistrates. I’m on my way.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Because.” He sounded more alert.

      “I have not lost all control of this situation,” Rivka countered.

      “I’m glad you caveated that. I was wondering if you’d lost most of your dignity, or all of it. Thanks for clarifying.”

      “Don’t be an ass,” Rivka shot back. “This planet is home to the most hostile species I’ve ever met. Their idea of a treaty is they tell Keome they are assholes and the Keome agree and beg forgiveness. That’s it. They have zero business sense. They are fueled by rage.”

      “Do you know who did it? Who bombed the meeting?” Grainger asked.

      “No. I’d like to think it was Sinraloo and his cronies, but I’m not so sure anymore. I think it may have been the Keome, but I couldn’t get close to them or Yutta, especially following the blast. I had issues with him from Day One. I wouldn’t put it past him to have sabotaged the process by killing one of his own. I need to touch these guys, and it figures that they are allergic to physical contact or some such bullshit.”

      “You tried to touch them?”

      “Of course.”

      “Like, with your arms out, staggering toward them, groaning for brains?”

      “What?”

      Grainger started to laugh and kept going. “Oh, God! Oh, Nethers, you’re killing me, but you are ‘Nethers’ no more. Ha!”

      “What in the holy fuck are you talking about?”

      “Zombie. You are now Zombie. After Jael hears this story, you will be known as nothing else.”

      “And I thought the heat melted my brain. You are a total cross-eyed glory-hole whale-wiper.”

      “Nice try, Zombie. Back to business, since you’re cutting into my beauty sleep and you know how much I need that. When it comes to your case, you don’t know anything?”

      “Not a damn thing. They were holding Yus’ family hostage. Once he agreed to sign the treaty, their lives were forfeit. Maybe he suicided as a way out.”

      “Those are quite the range of theories. Why are you calling me?”

      “The heat nearly killed Red and Jay, and I’ve been kicked off the planet. We’re taking a short trip to Keome to see what they think about all this, then I’m coming back here to set things right.”

      “You mean mete out Justice.”

      “Exactly.”

      “So you don’t need anything from me except comic relief?”

      “Exactly. First beer is on me.”

      “I think the first beer will always be on you. I’m calling it right now. Grainger out.”

      “Wait!” she said, but it was too late.

      She prepared a second bag for Red’s IV. “Chaz, take us to Keome, please. Best possible speed.”

      “The Pretarians have not granted us clearance to depart. I have requested it, but they inform me it will be a few hours before we can go.”

      “Is there a safety reason why we can’t, like a meteor shower or something?”

      “Nothing that I can detect.”

      “Take off, on my authority. Ignore the Pretarians. They don’t get to detain a Magistrate, not a second time in one day, anyway. Bring weapons online, activate the gravitic shields, and prepare to fire.”

      “On whom should I fire?”

      “Any Pretarian ship that tries to stop us.”

      “As you wish, Magistrate. Lifting off. Next stop, Keome.”

      The ship lifted away from the planet and arced into the sky.

      “Anything?” Rivka asked.

      “Clear space ahead, Magistrate.”

      “At least they had the common decency for something.”

      The ship rocked and juked. “Beginning evasive maneuvers. Ground fire. An ion cannon’s energy bolts are bracketing us. Leaving the atmosphere. We are in space. Preparing to Gate across the system. Gate is formed. Entering the Gate. We are over Keome.”

      “Damn, that is what efficiency looks like. Thank you, Chaz. That ground fire wasn’t close, was it?”

      “Not in the least, Magistrate,” the EI responded.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Outside temperature?” Rivka asked.

      “Cooler than Pretaria by four degrees,” Chaz answered.

      “A cold spell. How will we manage?” Rivka shook her head. “What the hell is up with these planets? Chaz, I promise you that I will check ambient temperatures before I accept my next case. This blast-furnace climate is intolerable. No wonder they don’t have wildlife! I’m surprised any life evolved here.”

      “A welcoming committee is outside the ship, Magistrate.”

      “All ashore who’s going ashore!” Rivka called. Red was on his second bag of saline and barely conscious. Jay was slumped in a chair, rhythmically stroking Hamlet. “When that bag is done, give him a third one. Our big boy is thirsty. I won’t be gone long.”

      Jay didn’t have enough energy to argue.

      “Close and lock the door after me, Chaz,” Rivka called as she headed into the heat. It was every bit as oppressive here, maybe more so because of the humidity. Rivka did her best not to make faces.

      She approached the tall multi-armed aliens. “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa. I’m pleased to meet you,” she began, with little enthusiasm.

      One of the Keome stepped forward. “We appreciate your efforts to save the lives of our delegation to accursed Pretaria.”

      Here we go, Rivka thought.

      “But we must condemn your arbitrated treaty in the strongest terms.”

      “Do you know how your people are doing? When will they return to Keome?”

      “When they are able to travel; maybe a few more days. Thank you for asking. Now, let’s talk about this ill-advised treaty.”

      Let’s not and say we did, she thought. “What rankles you the most about it?”

      “It treats Keome and Pretaria as equals, and we most assuredly are not!”

      Rivka breathed slowly, happy to find that the Keome didn’t get under her skin. “What does Federation law say on this issue? Because disputes between two planets who are both in the Federation surrender to the superior law—Federation law—to which Keome and Pretaria are both signatories.” She smiled pleasantly before raising her voice. “What does the law say?”

      “I’m sure I don’t know!”

      “Then find out, because the treaty was arbitrated according to Federation law. That happens when you request arbitration, which Keome and Pretaria did. There is nothing further to discuss. If you would like to challenge the arbitrated treaty, you can do that. The process is contained in the Federation’s Law of Arbitration, the penultimate section. Good luck with that. Now, I have some questions regarding the attack on the delegations. I’d like a private place to conduct my interviews, and I expect to start seeing your people in about fifteen minutes.”

      The welcoming committee’s spokesman looked like he no longer wanted to speak for the group. Another stepped up. “Of course. Please come this way.”

      “I’m sorry. I need to contact my ship.” The Keome pointed to the corvette, parked immediately behind her. She ignored him. “Chaz, I need you to stay in constant contact with me. If you lose contact, start destroying this planet and continue blowing things up until contact is restored.”

      She turned back to her hosts. “Shall we?” Rivka motioned for them to precede her.

      “Wait!” the original spokesman exclaimed. “What was that for?”

      “On Pretaria, I failed to install a safety protocol, and I was blown up, attacked, robbed, and jailed. I will now implement that order whenever I meet with anyone in the Intripas system. People who hate aren’t to be trusted, because their emotions override their reasoning. If you aren’t like Pretaria, you have nothing to worry about. Shall we?”

      One of the aliens stepped away from the group and hurried into the nearest building. Unlike Pretaria, most of the Keome structures were aboveground. They were low, but extended in both directions for as far as Rivka could see.

      She started to follow the alien who left, but the rest of the group waved at her to go with them. The angled toward a different building.

      “Where did he go?” Rivka asked the first spokesman. He didn’t reply. “Makes me think the Keome were planning something untoward. It pains me to see subterfuge. A very smart person told me that everyone lies, and I have found that to be true. What mistruths are you going to tell me?”

      The alien continued to look forward, actively ignoring her questions. She looked to the others, and no one would meet her gaze.

      “No matter. I will find out, the crimes will be tallied, and the guilty punished.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Where’s Rivka?” Red mumbled as he came to. He shivered, and it felt good. He was in the ship’s mess deck, the lounge, the rec room; all the things they called the corvette’s communal space. “What the hell?” He noticed the IV. “Not again...”

      “Yup, again. Rivka is with the Keome.”

      “I have to get out there.”

      “Nope. She said to stay here, plus I can’t see where she’s gone, but Chaz is in constant contact with her. She gave some weird order that if we lost contact with her, the ship was to destroy the planet.”

      “Can it do that?” Red asked skeptically as he yanked out the IV and held a finger on the puncture wound.

      “Hey!” Jay slapped at his hand to take a look, then she carefully took the needle, tube, and bag and dumped it into the recycler. “I don’t think it can. I suppose it was a bluff because the Keome seemed to be as friendly as the Pretarians.”

      “Are we on Keome?” It finally dawned on Red that they’d left Pretaria.

      “Right again. Rivka said the climate was worse here. A few degrees cooler, but the humidity makes it stifling. She didn’t say it, but I will. You wouldn’t last thirty seconds out there. Me neither.”

      “Is that your attempt at cheering me up?”

      “Did it work?”

      “Not really,” Red told her.

      “Then no. I’m not sure what we’re supposed to do while she’s gone. She didn’t say.”

      “You said Chaz is in constant contact with her.” Red stood on unsteady legs, stretched, and continued to the bridge. “Chaz, I want to listen in on the Magistrate. Please pipe the feed to the speaker.”

      “I believe there is a privacy clause that comes into play here: attorney/client privilege,” the EI responded.

      “But they aren’t her clients. They are all suspects in an ongoing investigation, unless she’s doing something different. And still, they wouldn’t be her clients. Regardless, I’m her bodyguard, and I’m in here and not out there protecting her. If something happens, I’ll hear it and be able to respond.”

      “You will now be able to listen. Please inform me if you wish to speak to her, since our microphone is muted.”

      “Thanks, Chaz. You’re one of the team.”

      “Is this a compliment?” the EI asked.

      “It is, now stay quiet. I can’t hear what’s going on.” Red leaned back in the captain’s chair and closed his eyes to focus his attention.
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        * * *

      

      Rivka walked into the building, immediately thankful that an air conditioning system was functioning to remove most of the humidity and some of the temperature. Still nearly as hot as a cup of coffee, but it was a reprieve.

      The room to which they led her was empty, without a table or chairs or decoration of any sort. It was little more than a closet.

      “Here is a room you can use for your interviews,” the Keome said, dragging out the last word.

      “Thank you. The first interviewee will be the chairman of the welcoming committee, which would be you. The next will be Yus’ spouse. I need information that only she has. After I talk with her, I will give you the remainder of the names. There shouldn’t be more than three or four, I suspect.

      “But I had nothing to do with anything. I happened to be close when we received the call that a human had arrived...”

      Rivka interrupted him. “Thank you for the information, but I’d like to start the interview. The others can go.” She shooed them away and closed the door, leaving her alone with her surprised guest.

      “I have nothing to say,” the Keome told her.

      “That sounded like something.” Rivka reached toward the alien and stopped when she recalled Grainger’s near-hysterical laughter. Zombie. She shook her head and kept approaching the alien.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Sounds like you have plenty to say, for someone who has nothing to say.” She trapped him in the corner and he held his four hands in front of him, but she parried the defense and grabbed him by one wrist.

      Horror! Getting touched by a Pretarian-lover. Hide the truth. They had worked with the Pretarians to torpedo the treaty. The hated Pretarians! But they had agreed on one thing—they couldn’t work together. Villains and scum!

      Rivka stepped back. “You have got to be shitting me! Does that make any sense at all?”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” the Keome muttered weakly as he rubbed the spot Rivka had touched on his arm .

      “You worked with the Pretarians to prove that you couldn’t work with the Pretarians. They expelled me from their planet, yet you call me a Pretarian-lover. I’ll let you in on a little secret: I’m a Federation lover. A Magistrate in love with the law. The treaty, dutifully and legally enacted as part of a lawful request for arbitration, will remain in effect and be enforced by our considerable Federation assets. In other words, it sucks to be you.”

      “I didn’t say a word!” the Keome shouted.

      “I don’t need you to say anything, and it helps if you don’t. You’re kind of a jerk, and it’s painful enough to see the bigotry in your mind. I don’t want it slamming into my eardrums too.”

      “But I didn’t say a word!”

      “You said a shitload of words, most of them stupid and some of them demonstrating your complicity in a crime—the terroristic act of bombing the delegation, which leads to a second charge of murder. Since you and your cronies used a bomb, that falls under the reckless disregard for life standard, which makes it a capital crime. Do you understand the charges as I’ve stated them?”

      “What? What is this? I am Governor Prikasor, and I will not participate in this charade!”

      He tried to push past her, but Rivka was first to the door and blocked his way. “With four arms, you guys must be hellacious at Charades,” she remarked, leaning back, putting a foot against the door, and crossing her arms.

      “No!” he wailed.

      “Capital murder.” She glared at him. His veneer started to crack as he contemplated his role in the affair.

      “No,” he whispered.

      “Capital murder.” Rivka held her pose. “You do understand that I can carry out sentencing right now. You could have seconds to live.”

      The governor sat on the floor so he could bury his head in his hands. “What do you want?” he mumbled between his fingers.
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        * * *

      

      Yus’ wife was elderly. She limped into the ad hoc interview room looking for a chair, and was disappointed to not find one. Rivka leaned into the corridor where the governor faced the wall, shaking. “Hey! Get her a chair, and be quick about it.” The governor waved at someone beyond him.

      Rivka went back into the room. “I’m so sorry for your loss, ma’am,” Rivka started. She’d never had to have the talk with anyone before. “I worked with Yus for only a short time, but found him to be a Keome of honor. He had a vision for the future that doesn’t seem to be popular—one where the Keome and the Pretarians work together. He knew what had to be done, and did it. The new treaty? He drafted that, in conjunction with Maseer, the Pretarian delegate. I believe they became friends.”

      “I told him it would get us killed, but I thought they’d want to make him watch as they tortured me. I expect they still will do something to me. The people are very angry.”

      “Help me to understand, because I don’t. I don’t know why the Keome would rather shrivel up and die than engage in a joint trade deal with your sister planet.”

      “And that is where you err. Not our sister planet, but a cast-off; the refuse of what we were. We have nothing in common with them.” The door opened slowly and someone slid a chair in. Rivka hurried to move it closer to the elder.

      “The only thing you have in common is everything. You descend from a common ancestor, and most importantly, today you are both in a state of decline. If something isn’t done, both of your races will die. You would die for your hatred?”

      “Everything dies,” she said glumly.

      “An idea can live forever.” Rivka leaned over the woman, brushing her hand against the back of the elder’s arm.

      Sadness. And hope.

      “I promise you that I will find who did this, so we can show two worlds that there is a better way. The way of Yus and Maseer.”

      The Keome didn’t nod their heads, but the old woman raised hers and smiled. “I trust you, human, as my husband said he would trust you.”

      “Who do I need to talk with to root out the truth? Who would know? Tell me, and I will have them brought here.”

      “I cannot. My husband protected me by making sure I knew nothing of those who opposed him.”

      “But they can’t risk it. They’ll assume you know. You have no leverage over them. I’m sorry.” Rivka ducked her head as she tried to think. “You have to know a name to get me started. I’m pretty good at getting information.”

      “Klobis,” she whispered.

      Rivka leaned toward the older Keome. “I’ll take care of it. For your husband and for all Keome, I’ll get to the bottom of it.”

      She helped the woman to her feet, and they walked out together.

      She watched the elder shuffle away before finding the governor. He tried to turn away, but she caught one of his arms. She pulled him down to her. “Bring me Klobis,” she growled.
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        * * *

      

      “Whatcha listening to?” Jay asked, entering the bridge carrying Hamlet.

      “The Magistrate. She asks questions and they don’t answer, but she hears them anyway. Is she a telepath?” Red scrubbed at the start of a beard. He needed to shave.

      Jay shrugged. “Does it matter?”

      “I guess not, but I don’t like the thought of other people in my head. I think weird shit.”

      “And sex, I suspect.”

      “I’m a guy,” Red replied.

      “Are you going to put some clothes on?”

      Red looked at himself, realizing that he was still in his boxers. “I’ll be damned. Where are my clothes?”

      “Really? You went this whole time and never realized that you are parading around the ship in your underwear?”

      “I’ve been preoccupied. My client is out there, and I’m not protecting her. The least I can do is listen and try to be comfortable that she’s not in danger when I know that she is.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because.” Red wanted to leave it at that, but decided that Jay deserved more of an explanation. “Despite the extra arms and eyeballs, these people are just like the Pretarians. They can’t be trusted.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      “If you tickle a wombat they will laugh.”

      Jay opened her mouth as if to reply. Red laughed until he heard Rivka start to talk, then held a finger over his lips and leaned closer to the speaker.
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        * * *

      

      “Klobis,” she said dryly. The alien was huge. Not tall, but wide, in contrast to the other Keome Rivka had met. His was a decadent life, one that didn’t require manual labor of any sort. Add that to eating too well, and the result was Klobis.

      “I heard Yus’ bag suggested you talk with me.”

      “Yus’ bag? Is there no end to your putrescence?” she asked.

      “Since you have to ask, no. Why am I here?” the alien asked, trying to loom over the puny human. Rivka stood her ground.

      Just a little bit closer. “Why did you coordinate with the Pretarians?” she asked and grabbed him by his closest arm. She leaned forward, expecting him to pull away, but he pushed toward her instead.

      Power. Control. Leader of a world in decline was better than having a good life and being no one.

      She staggered backward as he sought to pin her against the wall, then twisted sideways, using her small size to dodge him and then used her immense strength to throw him face-first into that very wall. She twisted one of his arms behind him while trying to kick his legs apart, but Klobis wouldn’t budge.

      The huge Keome used his other three arms to push himself clear. Feeling herself falling, she lashed out, driving the toe of her boot between his legs. She connected, and the fight ended with the Keome curled on the floor, whimpering. Rivka rolled him over and grabbed him by the ears to stare into the eyes on the back of his head.

      “I know why, but how did you do it?”

      Leverage. Threaten the families. Hostages. Luxuries. Sometimes both.

      “Who planted the bomb?”

      An image of Yutta jumped into Klobis’ mind. A willing martyr. He wanted nothing more than to keep Keome from falling under Pretarian power. Klobis handing over the components of the bomb. Klobis giving the order. Klobis talking with Sinraloo, plotting a backup in case Yutta failed.

      “Don’t you understand? Neither of you has anything. Both of your planets are poor, and your people suffering. The treaty will change all that. You are fighting to be the king of the anthill while the throne on the mountaintop stays empty. You could have climbed something that mattered, but you chose to wallow in the cesspool of your own filth. Klobis, I, Magistrate Rivka Anoa have found you guilty of terrorism, conspiracy to commit murder, multiple counts of attempted murder, and the murder of Yus. Your plea is irrelevant. I sentence you to death for crimes against your people.”

      “Wait,” the Keome cried, before finding his last vestiges of strength and shouting, “I SAID WAIT!”

      Rivka reached around his head and tucked her elbows close to her body as she pushed and pulled while driving upward with her legs. The Keome’s neck snapped with surprising ease, and she almost fell over.

      “Justice is served,” she panted.

      Her chest heaved, not from the effort, but from the power of the emotions flooding through her. She slowed her breathing, straightened her shirt, and opened the door.

      Rivka motioned for the governor. “You have been manipulated your whole time in power by people like him. It’s time to think for yourself. The Pretarians are not your enemy, only creatures like Klobis. Clean up that mess in there, or not. It’s your call. My job here is finished.”

      The Magistrate forced her way through the crowded hallway and outside into the heat. “Chaz, fire up the ship. We’re going back to Pretaria.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      “Where in the hell did those ships come from?” Rivka demanded.

      “I don’t know, but they are interfering with our ability to Gate. Our gravitic shields are in place.”

      “Are they going to fire on us?” Jay asked in alarm. She started to tremble.

      “It’s okay. Dying in space is quick and easy, so there’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Holy shit, Red! Is that your idea of being comforting?” Rivka risked a quick glance over her shoulder before returning her attention to the main screen. “Open a comm channel, Chaz.”

      “Channel open,” the EI reported.

      “My fellow spaceships,” Rivka started, hesitant to call them enemy or friend or anything that would grant them legal status. She was confusing herself. Red groaned. “We interpret your activities as a prelude to attack. Please cease your emissions immediately.”

      The Magistrate waited. “They’re not answering.”

      “The channel is open, but I can’t be sure they received the message,” the EI replied.

      Rivka swallowed and pursed her lips. “Repeat the message and send a call for help to the Bad Company just in case.”

      Jay cried out and ran from the bridge.

      “Not everyone takes their impending doom well,” Red suggested before he took another bite from one of the noxious protein bars he found so appealing.

      “Can you tell if these are Keome, or Pretarian, or something else completely?”

      “Those are Keome vessels, and if my records are complete, they represent the entire Keome fleet. The interference has ceased.”

      An image appeared on the screen. Four arms and chameleon-like skin—a Keome. “We had a request from Keome to detain you for questioning.”

      “Who did the request come from?”

      “Governor Prikasor.”

      “Please connect me to the governor, if you would be so kind.” Rivka smiled at the screen. The Keome considered the request before waving one of his arms at someone behind him. With eyes in the back of his head, he didn’t need to turn to face them.

      The image was instantly replaced by a new one. The governor looked at her.

      “You have a lot to answer for!” he shouted.

      “I do, but not to you. I have conducted myself in accordance with Federation law, which are the rules that guide my actions. Do you want me to come back down there? Because if I do, I’ll be charging you with conspiracy? I know you were in Klobis’ pocket.”

      “I was not!” he denied adamantly.

      She had been bluffing. His response led her to believe that he wasn’t associated with Klobis, but someone above him had been.

      “Who do you answer to?” she asked.

      “The Keome in the capital province. I answer to them every two years when they vote.”

      “Klobis was guilty as sin. Defending him doesn’t make you an associate, but it does make me wonder about your understanding of what’s going on under your nose.”

      The image appeared to freeze as the governor assumed a statue’s pose.

      “Who are your advisors—the ones who tell you what is going on, and where to focus your energy?” Rivka asked. No one is giving orders, but they are manipulating him nonetheless.

      “You have been cleared to leave and good riddance,” the governor finally managed before cutting the link. Space appeared where his image had been.

      Rivka wanted to do something about the governor, but wasn’t sure what. Incompetence wasn’t a crime. “Chaz, take us back to Pretaria.”
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        * * *

      

      The corvette slammed into the upper atmosphere, shields glowing as Chaz forced the ship downward.

      Red had finally dressed. He was carrying one of the two Pretarian guards’ weapons. Jay carried the other. “You two think you’re going along?”

      “Of course. I hear the third time’s a charm. I’ve never had a woman carry me back to her house before, let alone three times. It’s like the holy trinity for a man.”

      Rivka looked down her nose at him. “Next time I’m going to leave your big ass on the ground. Maybe think about eating a salad every now and then.”

      “What are you talking about? This is Grade-A prime bistok.” He gave her his most winning smile.

      “You’re miffed because these are aliens and you can’t win them over with a smile and a toss of your silken locks.”

      “I’m miffed because it’s like the hellfires of Hades out there, and in here we got a cat. Everywhere I turn the universe has conspired against me.”

      “Only one of us returned to the ship in our underwear.”

      “I’m never going to live that down, am I?”

      “Probably not. Are you people ready? Sinraloo and Yutta are the conspirators. Yutta pulled the trigger, but Sinraloo was the backup plan. They are both going to answer to me.”

      The flight smoothed once the ship made it through the upper atmosphere, but Chaz continued his steep descent. The ion cannons fired again, this time much closer.

      “Return fire, Chaz. Take out that cannon.”

      Two missiles popped out of their canisters on the top of the ship, fired their gravitic thrusters, and raced away from the ship. Their engines kicked in, and they accelerated downward. Even without a warhead, a ballistic projectile traveling at hypersonic speed would do a great deal of damage to a weapon as delicate as an ion cannon.

      In moments, the firing had stopped. The corvette raced downward, pulling up at the last second and landing in the same spot they had been before. The door opened, and stairs descended while the ship was still settling. Rivka stormed off, followed closely by Red and Jay.

      She rammed through the doors and was surprised to find the entry empty. “Chaz, contact the Pretarians and tell them I’m waiting for Maseer.”

      “He is still in the hospital. It was barely a day ago that he was severely injured.”

      “It’s been less than a day?” Rivka replied, turning to Jayita and Vered. She finally noticed how tired they looked. “When is the last time I slept?”

      “It has been thirty-eight hours, Magistrate,” the EI replied, no concern in his voice.

      “I’ll be damned.”

      “Maseer has agreed to come,” Chaz added. “It will take him a while since he’ll be in a wheelchair.”

      “I need all of the members of the delegation.”

      “Stand by.”

      “There is a direct elevator to the hospital. I can fly you there,” Chaz offered after communing with the Pretarians.

      “Back to the ship,” Rivka ordered. “And tell them we’ll be there shortly. No one goes anywhere. And tell them to bring our stuff. I want my fucking jacket.”

      Rivka kicked the door open as she led the way back to the ship. When they boarded, she found Red sweating heavily.

      “You are on the sidelines for the rest of this mission.”

      “I’ll be fine,” he tried to argue.

      “I’m calling bullshit! The bullshit lever has been pulled. Show Jay how to work that thing, because you’re staying here.” Rivka waved at the weapon.

      “But...”

      Rivka closed with her bodyguard. “You know I’m right. In your condition, you’re a liability. We’ll get you fixed up with the Pod-doc when we get back, but for now, you need to stay here. I think the next planet we go to will approach absolute zero.”

      “I’m good with cold.”

      “Compared to here? I think I’ll take cold, too,” Jay agreed.

      “Prepare for landing,” Chaz told them.

      “Same rule as last time, Red. If we drop out of contact, start blowing shit up until we get back in touch. Chaz, do as Red tells you.”

      “Roger.” Red wasn’t feeling great about being left behind. What made it worse was that he knew Rivka was right. He’d never been a liability before.

      “I’m not sure I like that rule,” the EI replied.

      “You don’t like something? How very AI of you. I don’t want you to start laying waste to the planet, but sometimes, people need to be put in their places. Arresting a Magistrate? No. Hell no, and fuck no. That was a dumbass move that they will pay for.”

      The hatch opened and steps extended to the ground. Rivka and Jay followed them down. A single Pretarian waited at a lone entrance to the building. He used a key and went inside. Without a word, the three climbed aboard the elevator. It took them down farther than Rivka remembered going.

      “Chaz?”

      “Your signal is growing weak, Magistrate. Shall I start blowing shit up, as you put it?”

      “Not yet. Wait for Red to give you the order.”

      Jay raised one eyebrow.

      “Blond looks good on you,” Rivka told her.

      “And you, too. I do like mine longer, but this heat is making me reconsider. Next time, if you have any influence over the process, pick a tropical paradise instead of the surface of the sun.”

      “We’ll wrap this up soon and go back to the house. I need a shower, as much from my own sweat as the hatred that leaves a bad smell on everything.”

      The elevator stopped, and the doors opened. The Pretarian waited, allowing the humans to go out first. “Oh, no,” Rivka told him. “You go first. I don’t trust your people. Please don’t take it personally.”

      When the Pretarian left the elevator, the corridor was empty. He walked to a door, opened it, and went inside. Rivka hurried after him. When she peeked inside, she found that they were at a back entrance to the hospital. She waved for Jay to follow. She saw who she was looking for.

      The hospital was a wide-open area separated by equipment and a few curtains. The area for the Keome was clearly separate from the Pretarians. That was where Rivka was going. Yutta was standing outside the curtains.

      Rivka shot across the hospital floor, never taking her eyes from the Keome. Pretarians tried to intercept her, but she wasn’t having it. She pushed them out of the way as she brazenly plowed ahead. Yutta backed into the area and disappeared behind a curtain, and Rivka started to run.

      She signaled for Jay to go wide and block him from escaping. Rivka ripped the curtain aside as she crouched, ready to be attacked.

      Yutta stood there holding all four hands out. Stop.

      “You have no place here, human,” he told her. Miento was on a gurney with her eyes closed, but her chest moved slowly. An IV was hooked to one of her arms. The others, Suarpok and Ome, were in their beds, but looked at Rivka with alert eyes.

      “You have no place anywhere, Yutta. I, Magistrate Rivka Anoa, have found you guilty of terrorism, conspiracy to commit murder, attempted murder, and the murder of Yus.”

      Miento’s eyes fluttered open. “What?” she asked weakly.

      “I’m sure I don’t know what she’s talking about. You know humans. They make stuff up, just like that treaty. A complete fabrication. A Federation lie.”

      “You received your direction and the bomb from Klobis. We have his testimony on record. We have already adjudicated his case.”

      Yutta turned to the others, who were no longer looking at Rivka.

      “You killed Yus?” Miento mumbled. She tried to sit up, but the pain was too great. “You were willing to kill all of us, too?”

      “Wait!” Yutta cried.

      “Interesting,” Rivka mused. “That was Klobis’ last word.”

      Yutta looked around rapidly. He’d boxed himself in. “Federation lies!” He pointed a long finger at Rivka. “She’s the enemy. The Federation is our enemy.”

      “The Keome and the Pretarians have more in common than we let ourselves see,” Maseer said from a wheelchair behind Rivka.

      Rivka stepped back where she could see Maseer and Yutta. “Sinraloo and Yutta were partners, as bizarre as that sounds. They worked together to show that they couldn’t work together. I can’t fathom their logic.”

      Yutta jumped, trying to get over the wheelchair to run for freedom. Rivka let him go. Where could a Keome hide on Pretaria?

      It didn’t matter, since he was blocked from leaving the hospital. Pretarian guards closed in from all sides and he went down under a barrage of stun weapons, the type that Rivka, Jay, and Red had been subjected to.

      “How are you feeling, Maseer?” Rivka asked.

      “Betrayed,” he shared. “I don’t know why Sinraloo would be involved.”

      Rivka shrugged. “When we find him, we’ll ask.”

      “He’s not here, but this is Pretaria. He won’t be able to hide for long.”

      “Assuming he’s in hiding.” Rivka waved to the others from the Pretarian delegation. The three joined Maseer. “If you haven’t been told, the treaty has been transmitted and is in place. Did any of you have a chance to read it before Yutta and Sinraloo’s subterfuge?”

      “The main guarantee in the treaty is that a percentage of your people will have the opportunity to work out in the galaxy. It is only a temporary solution until your two planets can establish viable exports. What you do have is people who can work in extreme heat. The main point of law is about the importation of labor. The Federation guarantees work visas across all its planets. You will be advised by an immigration delegation that I’ve already requested.”

      “The treaty simply gives both people the right to self-determination; that their future is theirs to shape. What is wrong with that?” Maseer intoned. He held his chest after he spoke. Beneath his hospital gown were wounds beyond the physical.

      A small commotion at the door drew Rivka’s attention.

      “Sinraloo!” she yelled and started to run, dodging around Pretarians and equipment alike. Sinraloo casually stepped back through the door. Rivka screamed her fury.

      “Follow the traitor!” Maseer called as loudly as he could manage.

      A guard reached for Rivka, and she punched him in the face without slowing down.

      “Not her, you idiot! It’s Sinraloo!”
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        * * *

      

      Rivka burst into the corridor and saw Sinraloo running in the direction of the train platform. She accelerated, using all the power of her enhancements to propel her forward. She heard the guards behind her, but they couldn’t keep up. She danced left and right as she ran, the Pretarians less than congenial in getting out of her way.

      Sinraloo disappeared into a side room. She rammed through the door and was greeted by a length of pipe that caught her in the chest. She felt something break as her feet came out from under her. She flipped head over heels and landed on her face. Someone jumped on her back and slammed her face into the floor.

      “The universe will forget you ever existed,” Sinraloo snarled from behind her.

      Rivka pushed up and twisted. A bolt of pain shot through her chest, but the weight fell from her back. She launched herself forward and rolled. More searing pain. She popped upright and balanced on the balls of her feet as she tried to figure out a way to fight her enemy.

      Sinraloo picked up the pipe, which was the length of a baseball bat. He wound up to swing and Rivka backed up, her eyes darting at the stuff around her. Improvised weapons. There was nothing sharp. There was nothing easy to throw. Rounded desks without chairs. It looked like a storeroom without much stuff in it.

      “I need your pipe so I can beat you with it,” she told him.

      “I think I’ll hang on to it a little while longer,” he replied. “Listen! Do you hear that?”

      Rivka continued to adjust until she had a desk between her and Sinraloo.

      “It’s the sound of the guards running by. They aren’t selected for their intelligence, but they serve a purpose—just not for you.”

      “I’ll have my coat back, too. You can keep the datapad. You can’t access it, so fuck you.”

      “Is that the best you have, Magistrate?” He sneered, then feinted one way, swung, dodged and swung again. Rivka leaned forward, and he lunged. She slapped the pipe down and powered through a right cross that exploded Sinraloo’s nose. As he started to fall, she grabbed the pipe and leapt to the side.

      She gripped it in two hands and swung overhead, bringing it down like an axe on the back of his head. Sinraloo collapsed on the desk, his skull crushed.

      “You’re not coming back from that one.” Rivka spoke one word with each breath. “You have been judged and found wanting.”

      She tossed the pipe on his back, but it rolled off and clattered to the floor. She walked slowly to the door, stopped, and turned.

      “Justice is served,” she whispered before entering the corridor and walking back to the hospital, nodding and greeting the Pretarians as if they were old friends.

      They didn’t respond in kind. Someday you’ll thank me, but today is not that day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t thank you enough, Maseer, for your support of the process,” Rivka said, offering her hand before quickly pulling it back. “Sorry, shaking hands is a human thing to do.”

      “Human physiology may not be best suited for our planet, but your psychology is just what we need. I thank you, Magistrate.”

      “I am not going to miss the heat, but I am going to miss you, my friend,” Rivka told him with a smile.

      Jay nodded her agreement.

      “At your request, Yutta is being transferred to Keome custody. We would be more than happy to deal with him if you need us to.”

      “No. You don’t need new reasons for tension between your planets. You still have a long way to go.”

      Maseer watched the humans from his wheelchair. “I’ve asked the guards to search Sinraloo’s office. We shall see what they find.”

      “Will they do it?”

      “As you’ve seen, news travels fast on Pretaria. Sinraloo’s complicity in the attack and his willingness to work with the Keome to discredit the arbitration is going to have the opposite effect from what he intended—it adds credibility to what we’ve done. I am sorry that Yus had to die and miss seeing the fruits of our efforts.”

      “Talking about missing...” Rivka started slowly. She held out her hand and Jay put a datapad into it. “I added a couple things before I transmitted the treaty. The first bit here,” she pointed to the screen as she held it where Maseer could see it, “is about equal medical care. It is amazing that Miento is still alive, but thank goodness. Pretarian doctors needed to treat her sooner. And then this last part. It came from a movie I like and think is hilarious. They aren’t wrong.”

      “Be excellent to each other?” Maseer asked.

      “It’s what we barristers call ‘precatory language.’ It’s nonbinding, but it is there nonetheless. There’s no remedy if one is not excellent to another, but it is my desire. As you have been excellent to me, I hope that I have been excellent to you.”

      “You have. It has been quite some time since I had Turbid Pie.” Maseer stopped. He hadn’t just eaten a meal, he had shared it with a new friend—a friend who was now gone. “Damn. I understood Yus. I will miss him, and the conversations we would have had.”

      “I’ll be here for a while,” Miento croaked. Jay poured water into a glass on a side table. Miento drank the whole thing, cradling the glass in two hands while holding herself upright with the other two.

      “Extra arms must be convenient,” Maseer observed.

      “It’s all the fashion where I come from,” Miento replied.
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        * * *

      

      Jay and Rivka waited in the small room at the top of the elevator. The corvette was parked outside within spitting distance.  A Pretarian guard stood with them, his expression neutral as he looked out the window. “What are we waiting for?” Rivka pressed.

      “Maseer said to wait.”

      “If Yutta appears, I’ll stuff him in the airlock and jettison his body when we reach space.”

      Jay looked sideways at the Magistrate.

      “I’m kidding, but I’m ready to go. I think it’s gotten hotter.”

      Jay tipped her chin toward the door.

      “Go ahead. I’ll catch up.”

      Jay bolted before Rivka could change her mind. The corvette’s hatch opened, and Jay took the steps two at a time as she climbed inside. The hatch closed behind her.

      “She’s already enjoying the cool of the ship,” Rivka said to no one in particular. The elevator door hissed open, and two guards walked out carrying the team’s missing clothes and equipment. Despite the heat, the first thing Rivka reached for was her jacket. She put it on and traced the outline of the Federation’s Magistrate emblem, a star holding the scales of Justice.

      She held out her arms for everything else, and they piled it on. “Damn, Red! How much junk do you carry?”

      “A lot. It takes a lot to protect a Magistrate. The galaxy’s criminals may hate you, but they all want to be you,” a voice told her from the datapad cradled in her arm.

      “Talking about junk! Yours was all over my shoulder, and I need about ten more showers to get the stench off me.”

      The guard held the door, his neck beads clacking, and Rivka jogged for the climate-controlled wonderland of her corvette. The hatch opened, the stairs dropped, and she vaulted inside.

      “Chaz! Take us home.”
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t be last. Does it matter that I adjudicated two cases?” Rivka pleaded.

      Grainger crossed his arms and shook his head.

      “From the top of the mountain to the deepest valley she falls. But I got the law right, didn’t I?”

      “Sure, but any goofy fucker can get that part right. It’s how you massage it into place without beating people over the head with it that will make you great.”

      “Then why do I train so hard to beat people over the head?”

      “Because we’re not perfect. We’re Magistrates. Let me buy you a beer so we can tell lies in the peace and comfort of our drunken stupor.”

      “Are the others here?”

      “Only Bustamove. He arrived about two minutes before you did, but that still makes you last.”

      “I think you suck,” she told him. Red tried not to snicker and failed.

      “Pod-doc for you, Lightweight, and Zombie, you come with me.”

      “I used to be ‘Lightweight,’ so treat my name well,” Rivka called over her shoulder. Red followed them. Grainger stopped and turned to face Rivka’s bodyguard.

      “No, the Pod-doc is waiting for you. I’ll watch over her—you have my word. You need to be ready since she could be called up any moment now. First order of business is to be ready to deploy. We can’t have the Magistrate carrying you through a case again.”

      Red looked crushed until Grainger hammered him on the shoulder. The big man staggered, anger flashing across his face. “We get the nanocytes because they help us do our jobs better. They are just a tool that you need in your toolbox.”

      “I’ll take that explanation. I’ll be down as quickly as I can. I owe the Magistrate a beer.”

      They both watched Red walk away.

      “He’s good, isn’t he?” Grainger asked.

      “The best; committed and loyal. Why was he available?”

      “He doesn’t like working for scumbags. He left his last two employers high and dry because they were doing horrible things. They bought his protection, but they paid for his silence, too. He couldn’t do it. The big man has a sense of honor. But those former employers put a hit on him. There’s a permanent price on his head. He either works for us or disappears, possibly into the corona of a sun.”

      “I’ll keep an eye out. I like him watching my back. It’s one less thing to worry about. On a topic that is nearer and dearer to me, I think I did a good job out there.”

      “What do you want, approval from me? You have it. That case, just like almost every one we get, was tough. It could have been resolved a dozen different ways. Your way might not be my way, but in the end, all that matters is that you can defend it in a court of law.”

      “I can do that,” she replied.

      “Be excellent to each other?”

      “You did read it.” Rivka bobbed her head while biting her lip.

      “There’s Buster.”

      Rivka had already seen the Magistrate waving from inside the bar. They joined him. Two extra drinks were already sitting on the table. Rivka reached for one. Bustamove slammed his hand down. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      She was taken aback and stammered, “I was taking my drink.”

      “Get your own damn drink. These are mine.”

      “All three?”

      “Didn’t we tell you? Nanocytes keep you from getting drunk unless you overpower them.”

      “You didn’t tell me that,” Rivka countered. “How was the R2D2 case?”

      “A lot of looking through really boring shit. You’d think I was back doing lawyer stuff. Read all this documentation and write us a paper! Yeah.” Buster shook his head.

      “You weren’t a Ranger first?” Rivka asked.

      Both Buster and Grainger put a finger to their lips. “We don’t ever say that word,” Grainger cautioned.

      “Nope, I was a lawyer, but then I got a clue because the system was letting way too many hard-core criminals loose. I found a different way.”

      “That comes across as more on the vigilante side of the legal spectrum and not the uphold-the-law side.”

      Buster fixed her with a hard stare, and she slid her hand to his untouched drink and threw it back before he could stop her.

      “You owe me a Supernova,” he told her evenly.

      “And a beer. Bartender! A new round, on my tab,” she called toward the bar.

      “Now you’re speaking my language.” Buster gave her a thumbs-up.

      Grainger’s pad buzzed.

      “We’re on vacation,” Buster said. “Don’t answer it.”

      “It’s Nathan Lowell. Do you want me to tell him that you told me not to take his call?” Grainger tapped the pad, and the president of the Bad Company appeared. “Hey, Nathan, what brings you to my neck of the woods?”

      “That new Magistrate of yours committed the Bad Company to hire a bunch of tall aliens. What the hell am I supposed to do with a bunch of tall aliens?”

      Grainger turned the pad to show Rivka. She waved timidly at the screen, her eyes wide in shock.

      “There you are!” Nathan declared.

      “They could change light bulbs that us shorties can’t reach,” Buster offered.

      “Was that you, Buster?”

      “I can neither confirm nor deny your statement without my legal counsel present.”

      “Don’t make me reach through the screen,” Nathan threatened. “Well?”

      “Their ambient temperature is insanely high. They can almost tolerate boiling water, and work effectively in that kind of heat—”

      Nathan stopped her. “I’m kidding, Rivka. We can always use a good labor force with special abilities to tolerate environmental extremes. I’m not worried about that little detail. You helped us avert an interplanetary war. A war between two Federation signatories is the last thing we need. We already have a few of those, and they are ugly. We need to get in early and stop wars before they start, because once the shooting begins we have to wait until it’s safe, and that means watching people die. I’m not a big fan of that.”

      “Neither am I, sir,” Rivka agreed.

      “Good job, Magistrate. New cases have been transmitted, and the High Chancellor has been informed. Go forth and be excellent to each other. Lowell out.” The screen went blank.

      “I wouldn’t put those words into any more treaties,” Grainger advised slowly.

      “I won’t, although it’s not wrong.” Rivka nodded wide-eyed for emphasis.

      “And you call me strange!”

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Insight - Original Outline

          

        

      

    

    
      This is the original outline that I used as the basis to write this book. You’ll see how my mind works and how much I have to fill in outside of the key points. Outline – I wrote this as if I was going to have a co-author, but decided that it was best for me to write the story. I love the premise, the characters, and the story. I had already written chapters one and two, so the outline starts with Chapter 3.

      

      Enjoy!

      

      Chapter 3 – meeting with High Chancellor Wyatt (introduce some of his back story here – see the character list at the end). He grills her regarding the murder. She admits to it all, even though she isn’t sure what drove her to do what she does.

      The High Chancellor is a vampire, but can’t read minds. That is not that common. But he is old and has studied people his whole life. He can tell when people are lying. She isn’t. He can also sense the awakening nanocytes in her.

      “You know the High Chancellor’s Rangers have been disbanded?”

      “Yes, but what does that have to do with anything?”

      “They’re not gone. We don’t call them Rangers anymore. We call them Magistrates.”

      “You took Rangers and made them lawyers?”

      “Meting out Justice is not for the faint of heart.”

      He leaves her to think about it without making an offer. She goes back to her cell confused. Is she going to be put to death for her crime or promoted? Keep in mind that she gets snippets of insight, but not from the vampire – his mind is far too disciplined to let errant thoughts leak out.

      

      Chapter 4

      Intergalactic guards whisk her away in the middle of the night. She is disoriented from lack of sleep but wakes up when they throw her on a two-person shuttle and fly her to space.

      She arrives at a non-descript cargo transport. A prison ship. She’s convinced that she’s going to Jhiordaan. A well-built guy walks in to the interrogation room. He looks different, but he’s wearing the barrister’s jacket. He looks battle hardened. “Are you a Ranger?”

      He puts his fingers to his lips. “We don’t say that word anymore, barrister. I’m not a fan of ultimatums, but there are two possible outcomes here. One is completely in my control. The other is completely out of my control. If you want to keep your position as the Queen’s Barrister, then join us, learn to handle yourself in a fight, including being able to use a wide variety of weapons. If you don’t join us, then your fate is as a prisoner, something I have no influence over once you’ve entered that part of our legal system.”

      No choice but to join, but it’s not that easy. There are tests. She has to interrogate three prisoners. One is innocent. The other two are guilty. She’ll have to identify if any or all are innocent and serve Justice on the guilty, but only according to the crimes she can prove.

      

      Chapter 5 (insert the legal mumbo jumbo to give it credibility)

      Prisoner Number 1 – accused of capital theft (capital means that the death penalty attaches). Elements of the crime – intent to permanently deprive the owner of their property that is valued in excess of 10,000 credits. Must prove both intent (mens rea) and action (actus reus). This perp did it – stole an original piece of artwork, but the owner inflated the value of what was stolen (insurance fraud). So not capital theft, but misdemeanor theft. After figuring that out, she kicks the guy in the head and turns him loose. Justice is served.

      Prisoner Number 2 – accused of assault and battery. He beat a man senseless. This guy is humble and contrite. He is ashamed and keeps admitting that he did it. She wonders why. Is he covering for someone, or did the victim drive him over the edge. She grills him on the fight. Turns out, the other guy threw the first punch, but the gentle man lost his shit in an adrenaline surge. He couldn’t close the floodgates once they opened. She declares him innocent, but sends him to counselling so he doesn’t fall into an uncontrolled rage. Had he killed the other man, nothing could have saved him.

      Prisoner Number 3 – a Yollin, with carapace, mandibles, and two legs, which means he is of the lower class. He keeps calling her dickface. He is accused of murder. There’s a video that shows he did it. He says he didn’t. She thinks something is off. He says all Yollin look alike. She checks the records and they are as varied as humans. She gets into a shouting match and outmaneuvers him. He slips. “Guilty,” she declares and then adds, “fuck you.” He lunges and she kicks him so hard in the chest that it cracks his carapace. He falls back, spasms, and dies.

      She is appalled. Again she has failed to control herself. The Magistrate enters the room clapping slowly.

      “Welcome to the team.”

      

      Chapter 6

      Training, lots of kick-ass training. Make it impressive. Include weapons of all type like, a chair, nunchakus, knives, pistols, a wine bottle, you name it – anything can be a weapon.

      Keep in mind that everything a Magistrate does reflects on the legal system of the federation. Only the guilty can be punished. If punishment is directed, it must be carried out. A Magistrate can NEVER lose a fight to mete out Justice. If they don’t think they can beat a perp, then they have to call for backup, which gives the perp a chance at trial and getting off.

      Rivka becomes fanatical about training. She seeks to become uber-enhanced using the Pod-doc, but they don’t let her go hog wild. “Work within yourself. We don’t need any incredible hulks out there. A good Magistrate doesn’t have to necessarily be the biggest and the baddest, she only needs to know when the advantage to deliver Justice is on her side.”

      Also, introduce sidekick Vered (see character details below). Vered absolutely doesn’t get to mete out Justice. He is a bodyguard only. He will protect the Magistrate. If the Magistrate declares someone guilty and declares that Justice will be served, Vered must stay back, even if the Magistrate is getting her ass kicked and her life is in jeopardy. That is the federation legal code. Most Magistrates (the ones who weren’t Rangers), will call for police and run the perp through the trial courts.

      

      Chapter 7 (this might be two chapters worth of material)

      Assigned a corvette (they are looking for a name for their ship throughout this book) to travel the galaxy on missions assigned by High Chancellor Wyatt. She gets to know the crew (see character list below). This corvette is outfitted with the miniaturized Etheric power supply and integrated gate technology that R2D2 developed with Ted’s assistance.

      They go to an outpost to adjudicate a case regarding criminal mischief, something that usually wouldn’t get a barrister, because the local governor would handle it.

      This case is unique in that the case is against the governor’s daughter. Her name is Jayita, Jay for short. She is busting up stores on the space station. No one can control her. Finally the governor begged for an impartial party to deal with it. They sent the intern, but Wyatt knows the governor.

      She’ll be on display and reported on by these friends. She is tentative. The young girl is an ass, but Rivka suspects there’s something deeper. Her sense kicks in and shows the abuse the girls has suffered at the hands of her mother whenever the father isn’t around. He didn’t believe her claims.

      Magistrate puts the girl under her protection.

      Rivka issues herself a search warrant and sneaks into the governor’s quarters when she knows they aren’t home. She finds evidence, but it is unclear who it points to, could implicate the governor. She makes the hard decision to leave the evidence behind. She schedules a private meeting with the governor, but lo and behold, the governor’s spouse is there and won’t let them talk.

      Rivka clams up. She lets them do all the talking, and finally, Rivka declares her ruling. The girl is guilty of felony damage and making terroristic threats, she is condemned to life in prison. The parents are shocked and Rivka storms off.

      She was lying. Her first case and she fails. She adds the girl to her crew and commits to putting her in the Pod-doc to change her appearance while Rivka second guesses her decision. She let her emotions guide her decision instead of the law. She should have confronted the family, but her only real evidence was inconclusive. Her telepathic flashes put her in conflict with what she could prove.

      She calls her mentor (the former Ranger dude) and says she’s not cut out to be a Magistrate. He apologizes to her. They knew what the situation was and resolving it was going to take a certain amount of heavy-handedness, while also recognizing that the governor was doing right by the Federation. His successor probably would not. He applauded her solution, but cautioned her against doing it too often unless she wanted to pay for a bigger ship out of her pay.

      “I can afford to buy a bigger ship?”

      “That’s just it. No you can’t!” This dude (you pick a cool name for him that hasn’t already been used in the Kurtherian universe) is the funniest guy he knows. Rivka doesn’t always get his humor.

      

      Chapter 9

      More Pod-doc and more training as they return to home base (the non-descript cargo transport). She meets some other members of the group as they stop by to get their new assignments. This is an opportunity to detail what future story plots might look like.

      - A serial killer on Planet X (start a listing of character and place names). Keep track as you go, or you’ll be lost in a hurry, which means that I’ll be lost

      - A secret government facility that the brass thinks has been infiltrated, but they aren’t sure. It could be an inside job, if they could only find if something was stolen.

      - The Blood Trade. This was a thing in a number of books set on Earth (Second Dark Ages, Terry Henry Walton Chronicles, and Reclaiming Honor serieses). People are kidnapping the enhanced and draining their blood for non-enhanced to drink, boosts life and strength without getting the nanocytes programmed through a Pod-doc. This is on Yoll itself which is disconcerting. That’s why they want a Magistrate to come in and deal with it.

      - A cozy murder on Planet Y, within the ruling circle. What was the reason why one of the ruling leadership’s inner circle was murdered and who? They were on a retreat, only ten of them, but nine remain.

      She gets to participate in the discussions and realizes how little they know without being there in person, seeing the scenes of the crimes and talking first-hand with the witnesses, otherwise, it’s all hearsay, even witness statements because the questions could have been worded poorly. She starts to understand the Magistrate process better, which is akin to the judges of the old west who would show up to hear cases and then move on according to a schedule. The Magistrates here have that, too. Sometimes, they simply need to be somewhere and sit in judgment – the opportunity for a Judge Judy kind of scene should be in every book. The Magistrate hates sitting on a dais as two parties appear. Look at old Judge Judy scripts and see what is stupid funny. Then throw something like it in. The Magistrates can complain about their latest with the others whenever they get together for a beer. Maybe that’s how each story can end with that trope as well. The Magistrates lamenting their latest cases (in a funny way “And then she grabs him by the balls and starts twisting! I wanted to rack her a good one upside the head, but that dude was a dick. I let it go until he was about to pass out before I stopped it. We both made our points. Justice is served, bitches...”

      

      Chapter 10

      Rivka’s first assignment is to hear a trade dispute between neighboring systems Planet A and Planet B. The dispute has escalated to the point that the two systems are facing off, ready to fight a war. Rivka races into the middle of it and gets the parties back to the negotiating table, located on Planet B. She commits them to binding arbitration. She has the authority to determine how the contract details who is responsible for what.

      They agree because they risk losing their Federation membership if they breach the contract. They go back and forth, each side (they are aliens, make them cool) tries to get Rivka alone to see how their position should dominate. She can’t interpret the flashes she gets from their minds, so she doesn’t know who to believe.

      Both sides are pushy and she ends the side conversations with fist fights as they try to physically intimidate her. She beats the crap out of both sides (their lackeys, the prime negotiators would never dirty their hands with the wet work, unlike the Magistrates).

      She returns to the corvette to think.

      

      Chapter 11

      As she determines a contract that screws each negotiator but is in the best interest of both their people, there’s a big argument. She hits the table so hard, it breaks in half. She hands the trade deal contract to each party to sign. They both point to the broken table. “Just sign it on your laps, for fuck’s sake!”

      At that point, a bomb goes off. Rivka’s nanos save her life, but one of the main negotiators (Planet A) is dead and the other is barely injured. Even in her pain-fogged stupor, she sees that they may have crossed the line to war as the one side will accuse the other of setting off the bomb.

      She determines two courses of action. Get both parties to sign the contract to avert the war, and then find who planted the bomb.

      The rest of this chapter is medical recovery and posturing. Everything is spinning out of control.

      

      Chapter 12

      Rivka brings her team to Planet B and starts the investigation. She suspects it was someone local as they had the access. The aliens from Planet A were restricted in their movements, ostensibly for their own safety.

      Planet A’s propaganda war was turning the A population against B. Rivka starts at the scene of the bombing. She feels like it should affect her, but doesn’t. She is looking at the scene dispassionately. There’s a blood stain in one area. The blood was hers. Now, it’s evidence in a crime.

      I’m a Magistrate. I will solve this crime and bring the motherfuckers responsible to Justice. I know there’s more than one. Wherever it leads, I’ll follow. If I have to fuck people up along the way, so be it.

      Throw out some bombing clues – parts of a detonator, residue, location, access to the scene beforehand, timing of the explosion suggests remote detonation, but who knew when the contract would be signed and at that moment?

      

      Chapter 13

      Rivka takes evidence samples back to the corvette to study them, leaving her team on the planet. Red is out of his element because there are no humans that he can impress with his looks. Jay and Red explore the area but stand out. They can go nowhere without the feeling of being watched.

      “Fuck it. Sounds like we need the direct approach.” They go from store to store and ask the same question. “Why do you hate Planet B?”

      The response is canned, almost scripted. That’s when they figure the propaganda machine on Planet A is running at full speed. They head for the media center and find that it’s a planet wide broadcast and run entirely by the government. They haven’t had free elections.

      Ever.

      Because the people always thought they had a choice, but they never did. They were told what to believe. No matter which candidate won the election, the people would always get more of the same.

      Red and Jay report this to Rivka. She is not surprised. Her analysis is complete. It’s inconclusive. The perps were good enough that the explosives were commonly used on both planets. Nothing indicates one side over the other.

      Rivka enjoyed their tale of the direct action approach. “I’m on my way. We’ll see if the Magistrate can get some straight answers.” She’s now starting to feel her role and willing to use some of the authority of her position. She wants to talk with Planet A’s leader, alone.

      

      Chapter 14

      Rivka is granted an audience, but not alone. The leader can’t shield his thoughts and is worried that Planet A will be found out. He’s a lackey, but complicit. The shadow government runs everything. Rivka’s insight shows her faceless entities behind the throne, as it may be.

      But she brushes that off as it seems to lead her away from her mission. Her job is to find and punish the bomber and get the trade agreement signed. There’s overlap between the bombing and the shadow government, of course, but she has to find the bomber as she knows that she’ll get nowhere coming at the problem from the top down. People at the bottom were much more likely to talk.

      She also wanted to explore the limits of her leverage. Could she hold her emotions at bay while people lied to her? It was a game of mental chess. Was she prepared to play?

      She strong-arms the building security to get a complete list of all people who were in the building for a full day prior. Rivka puts the EI (Cosmo) on finding all the video from within the building and compiling a full portfolio.

      Rivka matches all the names and pictures with people in the videos and she finds a few that aren’t accounted for. The Planet B building security wonder how that could happen and have no helpful ideas. Rivka is stymied, until Jay shows her an alternate way into the building.

      And there’s a camera, but the video feed doesn’t go to security. Planet B security help her tap it and trace it. She holds off the government leaders, slapping them in the head with their Federation charter which clearly delineates that Magistrates will be given full support when investigating crimes that they were called to.

      “But we didn’t call you to investigate the bombing,” they argue.

      “But you called me to negotiate the trade pact. Causation is insufficient in establishing that a crime has been committed, but Rivka declares that the two are causally related, ergo, she was called, now get the fuck out of my way.

      

      Chapter 15

      They find where the feed terminates, an old building with a revolving door of renters. They will never find the video, but they do find who rented the space where the fiber ends. They track that alien down. He is terrified as he’s running for his life.

      Why?

      Because I’m a loose end. They don’t like loose ends. Rivka sees a face in a flash from the alien’s mind. One of the members of the Planet B party.

      Let the hands-on interrogation begin. Bring Yutta to me!

      Oh hell, no. He runs. The team chases him through the alien city and into the countryside. Before they can catch him, he jumps off a cliff to his death.

      Son of a bitch.

      

      Chapter 16

      Back to the scene of the crime. “What are we missing?”

      “Evidence?” Red suggests.

      “No shit. Why would we have no evidence? How in the hell can someone waltz in here and plant a bomb, even if they did use the back door? I want the entire negotiating party back here, from both sides.”

      “Planet A people went home.”

      “I don’t give a shit. Bring them back! Who doesn’t understand the definition of ‘binding arbitration?’ Get them back here. We have a contract to sign.”

      She expects that the perps will try again. She turns Jay and Red loose to cover the back door. She’ll check everyone who joins her in the new meeting room.

      Bringing the parties together will neither be quick nor easy. She is constantly vigilant, looking for the minions of the shadow government. She stays in the room they’ll use, denying access to everyone.

      She sees the lurkers, at the edge of vision, always, peeking around corners and watching. She gives them the finger.

      

      Chapter 17

      Racing toward the signing. Planet B’s negotiator (Miento) wants to go back to the drawing board. Rivka smiles and shakes her head.

      “The agreement was finished. We’re not going to let an ass-hugging terrorist to walk us backward. Once you two sign, then the reason for the terrorism will no longer exist. This contract will be iron clad. The one to violate it will be blockaded by Federation ships. Your planet will wither and die. If there are some anarchists who want them, then it’s incumbent upon you to find them. That will be an internal issue, so sign the fucking contract as the arbitrator has determined.”

      Miento tries to stall.

      “Why are you stalling? Your murderous thugs are late? I know it was your merry band who conducted the bombing. I know why the good people of Planet A put up with your bullshit. You have stuff they need and they have stuff you need. Your delays are complete and utter bullshit. In lawyerese, if you refuse to sign a properly negotiated contract, it’ll go into effect and will be binding in any case.”

      “But then my name won’t be on it,” the alien sighs. He puts down the pen and walks away.”

      “Binding!” Rivka yells after him.

      Meanwhile Red and Jay intercept the assassination team, but they’re good. Red is able to off a couple, but the other four drive them back. Jay is looking for cover. She doesn’t mind breaking into places, but when the lead starts flying, she’s running for cover.

      Planet A signs and Rivka signs as the formal arbiter. She indicates that Planet B is a willing party and attaches the signed arbitration document as proof of validity in lieu of signature.

      She transmits the document to the corvette for further transmission to the Federation.

      But the corvette is getting jammed.

      “Too late boys,” when Red and Jay run into the room with the four assassins hot on their tail. “Contract is a sealed deal.”

      They start firing and the Planet A delegation and Rivka’s team are trapped in the room. She didn’t bring a pistol. She only had knives and what was in the room. Red hands his weapon to her.

      “A crime to stop a valid negotiation on top of another crime to cover up the first crime.”

      “They don’t look like they’re trying to cover anything, which means they are guilty.”

      Rivka dumps the conference table on its side and they wait. The men burst into the room. She empties the pistol. They are wearing body armor, but so is she. She is able to find a couple soft points, but runs out of ammo before she runs out of targets. She downs the third with a thrown knife, but the fourth knocks Red out.

      Rivka takes him on – epic fight, Rivka improvises a weapon and delivers the killing blow. She kicks his corpse as her chest heaves with each breath. “Justice is served, jiz ball.”

      

      Chapter 18

      The corvette is still being jammed. Planet A’s fleet comes to the rescue after being summoned by a local broadcast that broke through the jamming signal. The Planet A forces surround the corvette and break the jam.

      The contract is transmitted.

      “It’s over,” Rivka declares.

      “Is it?” Red asks. She recovers her knives, hands his pistol back, and together they hurry out to meet with the government leader.

      “But it’s not signed...” he stutters.

      “But it is,” she said, pointing to his signature on the binding arbitration agreement. “It’s like you signed it. Good luck telling your masters that you committed them to this.”

      “Wait! You can’t leave me here. I request asylum!”

      Rivka looks at the man. “Fuck off.” And walks away. He throws himself at her feet. “No, really. Fuck off. You can either figure out how to make this work, or you can all kill each other. At this point? It’s not my problem. I’m sorry. I think you might not have heard.” She grabs his face in both her hands. “FUCK. OFF.”

      He is in the fetal position and crying when they leave and go back to the corvette.

      After they return to their ship, they allow a delegation from Planet B on board.

      The conversation is about what Planet B can do to make sure the agreement is implemented without causing more grief from Planet A. She senses regime change is coming.

      Especially since Cosmo tapped the media broadcast. They start sending out messages about how friendly B is and that the contract would usher in a new era of prosperity for all of A’s people.

      Chapter 19

      Rivka declares victory, her role complete and heads back to home base.

      Her debrief with her mentor is less than stellar. His point was that she should have controlled the situation better from the beginning. Allowing a bomb into the location where they were working was unacceptable.

      From the top of the mountain to the deepest valley she falls. “But I got the law right, didn’t I?”

      “Sure, but any goofy fucker can get that part right. It’s how you massage it into place without beating people over the head with it that will make you great.”

      “Then why do I train so hard to beat people over the head?”

      “Because we’re not perfect. We’re Magistrates. Let me buy you a beer so we can tell lies in the peace and comfort of our own drunken stupor.”

      

      Planet A - Pretaria. Known for its hotter-than-average, arid climate.

      

      Planet A's people - Pretarians. Average between 7' - 9' tall, wear their hair long with small-diameter braids on each side of their face (one per side). Anyone seen with shorn hair is outcaste or has been judged a criminal. Orange skin tones, yellow eyes with kidney-shaped pupils (think goat), leathery skin from sun exposure, and a penchant for wearing lots of clacking beads.

      Planet A names - Maseer, Rhonali, Tinashi, Ngobo, Sinraloo

      Planet B - Keome, desert-ish - think red rocks of Colorado color with deep peatish colored lakes. Flat surface with craters (canyon-y)

      

      Planet B's people - Tall, 7 or 8 feet, kind of chameleonable (like all the very very descriptive adjectives - able, ish, y. LOL). bi-pedal, long, long, multi-armed with eyes all around that move like an owl.

      Miento (primary), Yus (secondary), Suarpok (priest), Ome (heroine), Yutta (bad guy)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Players

          

        

      

    

    
      Rivka Anoa (Main Character)—Age 25. Lean and athletic build. Blonde hair with golden-blue hazel eyes. Found walking down an alley on the QBBS Meredith Reynolds as a two-year-old, covered in someone else’s blood. Parents never found. Taken in and raised by older couple. Graduated ELA at age 20. Commissioned as a tribunal officer at age 22. Worked in the general Federation legal office as a trial advocate for one year and an intern for the last two. She caught the eye of Bethany Anne at some point and was labeled the Queen’s Barrister. Finally passes her exams and is a full barrister.  Plays ukulele but tries to hide it.

      

      Vered “Red” (Sidekick) – “Muscle” assigned to protect Rivka. V shape. Caramel skin with jet black hair and brown eyes. Melting pot of ethnic influence – exotic beauty in a seductive man-candy package, all hiding a bad-ass warrior underneath. Hates dogs and cats and lets that color his opinion of Weres. There is no sexual tension between Red and Rivka. But he is more than happy to hit on women wherever they go, but not to the detriment of doing his job as a bodyguard.

      

      Grainger – Former Ranger turned Magistrate. Tall and well-built. Hardcore combat veteran. His real name is Lieblen Schlongheim.

      

      Chaz – EI assigned to Rivka and residing in the newly-commissioned corvette carrying Rivka and her unit.

      

      Hamlet – The cat. Comic relief and occasional troublemaker throughout the series.

      

      Jayita – The vagrant daughter of the governor, who turned out to have been abused (not sexually, but emotionally and physically beaten) by the governor’s wife. She is dainty, five foot and less than a hundred pounds (but we use metric in space, so whatever that is). She is lean and dexterous like a thief, but that’s only because she always felt she was on the run. They will eventually put her into the Pod-doc to change her appearance, but it doesn’t do much. She has the same body. Her face becomes a little more round, her hair long and brown (or pink or blonde), and her eyes are now so dark brown that her pupils can no longer be distinguished. It gives her a bit of a creepy look that she uses on occasion to intimidate people (she stares without blinking).

      

      Atticus “Custer” Tikabow – Rivka’s foil and later love interest. Attended Earth Etheric Academy with Rivka and Rivka’s friend, who disappeared mysteriously. Custer was the main suspect in the disappearance, but no evidence was ever found to prove his involvement. Sandy hair with green eyes, tall and muscular without being bulky. Always wears a sneaky smile and prefers representing the accused. Most people see him as a sleazy defense lawyer.

      

      High Chancellor Wyatt – A heavily Pod-doc enhanced humanoid with vampire capabilities (glowing red eyes and fangs) Head of the Federation Justice System. Turned to vampire by BA to help him be the face of the law (vampires get fewer arguments from people). Was a lawyer for Yoll before BA became the Queen. Practiced as a lawyer throughout the Empire’s colonies for a few decades as a non-Yollin. Close follower and employee of BA, but not high-profile. Good lawyers aren’t in the spotlight. BA develops a grudging trust of Wyatt and sets him up with Lance Reynolds. Lance needs someone who can make the legal wheels turn to bring the Federation into a reality. Wyatt is that kind of lawyer—jaded, cynical, practical, and ruthless when he needs to be.)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Notes - Craig Martelle

          

          June 18, 2018

        

      

    

    
      You are still reading! Thank you so much. It doesn’t get much better than that.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I went to the dentist, and they asked what I do. A sci-fi author with lots of titles. See my books in Barnes & Noble, too. Dr. Tyler Ingersoll in Fairbanks did a bang-up job on a filling that had gone astray, so I asked him if he’d like me to put one of his characters in a book. So here he is, Dr. Tyler Toofakre, the dentist who works on our favorite barrister. The persona that my dentist wanted was complete normalcy. Most dentists on TV are portrayed as weird or creepy. It’s hard not to notice. In cozy mysteries, if there’s a dentist? Keep your eye on that guy... As far as Toofakre? I think I’ll make him a recurring character. When the universe gets to be too much, sometimes it’s nice to live vicariously through those with more staid lives.

      Ingersoll Family Dentistry, Fairbanks, Alaska. Nothing like gaining new fans. The Fairbanks community as a whole is supportive.

      I've gone with Ricciardo Domesta (do me, sta) by Rocco Lauria for the bureaucrat, only named a couple times.

      But I found that I needed an AI who would help out during interrogations and do criminal law research. Lexis/Nexis is the legal database lawyers use, so the AI will be Lexi Malachi, with props to Melissa Giese for Malachi. I'll also at some point use Felcario Renaldo Squitieri, suggested by Melissa Williams, with more props. Thank you guys for your quick, broad-ranging, and far-reaching suggestions. I know that I can always count on you (yinz in Pittsburghese).

      Shout out to Karen Cabael for offering Chaz Woodworth the Third, although Karen may have expected this name to be used for a minor antagonist, I have a soft spot for the name Charles. Charles Martel was the grandfather of Charles the Great, known by his Romanized name, Charlemagne, from whom I'm descended on my father's side. My paternal grandfather was named Charles. My mother's dad was also named Charles, but he went by Chaz. I think we'll use this for the EI on board Rivka's ship—Chaz Woodworth the Third, an EI I hope you grow to love:)

      And then there are the more in-depth names for the planetary squabble. More people stepped up with intensity in ten cities! Tracey Byrnes and Jael Sheppard. I also named one of the Magistrates after Jael.

      Tracey Byrnes Planet A—Pretaria. Known for its hotter-than-average arid climate. Planet A's people—Pretarians. Average between 7' - 9' tall, wear their hair long with small-diameter braids on each side of their face (one per side). Anyone seen with shorn hair is outcast or has been judged a criminal. Orange skin tones, yellow eyes with kidney-shaped pupils (think goat), leathery skin from sun exposure, and a penchant for wearing lots of clacking beads. Planet A names —Maseer, Rhonali, Tinashi, Ngobo, Sinraloo.

      Jael Sheppard New Planet B—Keome, desert-ish, think red rocks of Colorado color with deep peatish-colored lakes. Flat surface with craters (canyon-y). Planet A's people—Tall, 7 or 8 feet, kind of chameleonable (like all the very descriptive adjectives—able, ish, y. LOL). Bi-pedal, long, long, multi-armed with eyes all around. They could move like an owl. (the eyes, I mean, although... winged would kind of be cool). Yus (primary), Miento (secondary ), Suarpok (priest), Ome (heroine), Yutta (bad guy)

      And then there’s me and home. I’ll be here for three months straight without traveling. I’m excited about that. I need to rest and recover and tell some more and varied stories before the fall travel starts. Temps are sweet here at home. Mosquitoes are horrendous, but it’s cool enough to keep 100% of my body covered, including a mosquito head net. It’s good that there are no people about. That’s not a look I want to be known for.

      I hope everyone enjoyed this story. It was fun to write in a way that I found most relaxing.

      Peace, fellow humans.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Notes - Michael Anderle

          

          June 20, 2018

        

      

    

    
      THANK YOU for making it all the way through Rivka’s story, to these Author Notes in the back.

      When the story came together for Rivka, I have to admit I was pretty excited. I’m a ‘minor Judge Dredd fan. (No, seriously, kinda minor.)

      I’ve seen both movies (the Karl Urban is better) and read a few of the comics, which means probably three.

      However, Justice is something that speaks to me. When you meld it with action and attitude, it is like sweet nectar to a bee, and I want to read it. Now, Craig did Rivka a bit differently than I expected, and he modified the origination of the group in a way I did not see coming.

      The Queen’s Rangers were disbanded (I should know this, I made it happen), but my characters are predominately in another section of the universe busy NOT being Rangers. Craig, on the other hand, took the Rangers and amped them up.

      I’m rather jealous of that idea, personally.

      Craig is a lawyer (please don’t hold that against him), and he brings this knowledge into the series. When he gave me the little bit from the bar scene in the very beginning—when she beats the crap out of the guy but gives him the law as she does it—I was enthralled.

      And I said, “Please sir, can I have some more?”

      Craig would drop little pieces to me from time and time, reeling me in like the little literary drug dealer he is. Finally, I just told him to give it all to me as soon as he could. I didn’t have the time nor inclination to be spoon-fed anymore.

      So I read it. Stayed up late, in fact. Damn near knocked the shit out of my nose by using my iPad and falling asleep. Just catching the iPad before it pancaked my schnoz woke me up in a horribly painful fashion.

      Now you have read the story, and I hope that you, like me, are on the Rivka bandwagon. Shaking our fists at the bad guys (or girls…or aliens…) and yelling, “Kick their asses, Rivka!”

      Until the next story, I’m biding my time…impatiently…and telling Craig, “Hurry your ass up! I have a need for more Rivka!”

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem.

      

        

      
        Michael

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Destroy The Corrupt

          

          Judge, Jury, & Executioner Book 2
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      A plasma beam hit the bulkhead above Rivka’s head.

      “Time to die, bitch!” a gruff voice yelled from beyond the overturned table. “I’m going to— Aaaggh!”

      Rivka wanted to look, but the melting bulkhead still glowed. She didn’t think her head would grow back if it was blasted off.

      “All clear!” Vered called. “And next time, before you deliver your verdict, you might want to make sure the perp isn’t armed.”

      Rivka peeked over the top of the table to confirm it was her bodyguard, nicknamed “Red,” before standing. “Caught in the act means that they’re probably armed. I couldn’t let him get away, could I? Would you look at this?’

      Rivka proudly displayed the scorch mark on her jacket, from the first shot that had narrowly missed and sent her diving for cover.

      She pushed the table aside and stood over the dead body. “Justice is served, bitch.”

      “Amen to that, Magistrate.” Red cleaned his blade on the dead man’s shirt. “What’s for lunch?”

      “That new Mongolian place sounds promising...” Rivka tapped her datapad as she walked away. “Chaz, send the locals to clean this place up. Tell them that the case is closed and the paperwork will follow.”

      Red jumped over the growing blood puddle and caught up to the Magistrate. He moved smoothly past her and traveled in front, head on a swivel as he assessed high and low, left and right for threats. He was never off the clock.

      “They were supposed to juice you enough to where you didn’t overheat, not make you a man-mountain.”

      “That’s my natural immensity,” he replied.

      “Is that a word?”

      “If it isn’t it should be, with my picture next to it in the dictionary.” He talked as he walked, never looking at Rivka.

      “Thanks for saving my ass.”

      “You should consider packing.”

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “No. Packing heat, like a blaster or something. I’m pretty sure Grainger told you the same thing.”

      Rivka shook her head. “I don’t think I will. You’ll have to pack enough for both of us, and make sure you pack sandwiches, too. I’m hungry.”

      “You’re always hungry, Magistrate.”

      “Alas, ‘tis true, Vered.” Rivka looked at the floor as she walked. It was how she thought best, even though Red gave her a hard time about not being more aware of her surroundings. Her mind was occupied. “And after lunch, I have a meeting with the other Magistrates. More boring lawyer training, and then we pick our next cases. I’ll be quicker this time. Some kind of murder in paradise or a theft of shoes from a high-end shopping district. I could work cases like that. I hope they have snacks at the meeting, I’m hungry.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I would like you to pay attention, please,” Grainger said to the group. Jael and Cheese Blintz clinked their beer glasses before draining them and belching in unison. “The Federation’s finest, ladies and gentlemen!”

      Rivka scanned the area to see if anyone had heard. The restaurant side of the bar was empty, but even if people had been there, no one would have cared.

      “Lighten up, Liebchen,” Jael replied. “What case do you have for me, while I’m still sober enough to adjudicate it?”

      “For you, we have the usual. File’s in your folder. Go forth and conquer.”

      “Wait!” Rivka slapped her hand on the table, making the others jump. “Last time, it was all about being the first to raise your hand. Now, you’re just handing them out? What bone job do I get this time?”

      “’Bone job?’ Sometimes the cases are a natural fit for our talents, so I assign them accordingly. Have you not read the Magistrates’ Manual?”

      “Magistrates’ Manual?” Rivka looked at Chi, Jael, and lastly at Grainger. They nodded slowly. “You suck! When will the new-guy hazing end?  As I learn the rules, you pack of Klingons circling Uranus change the rules. Here I am on the outside looking in, again. So, did I get a good case this time?”

      “Your last case was a good case, Zombie! Damn. Maybe you want cookies for breakfast and ice cream for lunch? Don’t answer that. You don’t have a choice on this one. Nathan Lowell requested you to personally look into a competitor of the Bad Company.”

      “I get to see Terry Henry and Char again?” Rivka wondered, staring out the long window that showed space beyond the station.

      “They’re the Direct Action Branch. No, you’ll be looking into the import/export business. Nathan believes that the Mandolin Partnership is a racket. Everywhere they’ve gone, people have been breaching their Bad Company contracts left and right. Businesses do that when they are afraid.”

      “Nathan picked me to bust up a racket?”

      “They’ve already spread their influence to more than twenty worlds. They are based out of...” Grainger consulted his datapad, “the Corrhen Cluster.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “No one has, but there’s a Gate and they aren’t afraid to use it.”

      “If no one’s heard of them, how’d they grow so big so fast?”

      “I can see why Nathan selected you for this case. Your insight is dazzling.”

      Rivka continued to look out the window, trying to remember the course she’d taken on racketeering and corruption. Finally, Grainger’s words registered. She gave him the finger and then waved it back and forth. A server stood next to the table, silently watching.

      When Rivka saw her, she stopped. “Sorry,” she mumbled.

      “One check?” the woman asked.

      “Yes, and give it to him.” Rivka pointed at Grainger. She finished the last of her fries. She wanted dessert, but since they had the check, she assumed the restaurant wanted the group to leave. “Can you get me the special lava cake disguised as a fudge brownie to go, please?”

      The server updated the bill on her datapad and handed it to Grainger for confirmation. He tapped it, and the server left.

      “I’ll give odds you don’t get your cake,” Jael stated.

      Rivka leaned her head sideways to look at her fellow Magistrate through one eye. “Them’s angry words that can lead to no good,” Rivka drawled. “I’m not leaving without my cake.” Rivka changed gears. “Anyone up on the latest RICO laws?”

      The other three Magistrates shook their heads. “Racketeer-Influenced and Corrupt Organizations,” Grainger said. “I know what the acronym stands for, and that Bethany Anne brought it with her from Earth because of the massive corporations in the universe that turned whole planets into slaves, but I fear that’s the extent of my knowledge. Looks like you get to spend some time in the library. We’ll be in the gym.”

      “Wait!” Rivka called after the others got up to leave. “I haven’t gotten my cake yet.”

      “You can owe me,” Jael replied with a wink.

      Red watched the others leave. He remained near the entrance, failing miserably at trying to look inconspicuous. The server appeared with a bag for Rivka. “I heard what they said.” She smiled. “I brought you a double and charged your boss appropriately.”

      Rivka threw her head back and had a good laugh. “That’s what I like to hear.”

      Red watched the interaction while glancing at the area outside the restaurant. He’d already assessed the waitstaff at the All Guns Blazing as a non-threat, but that didn’t mean he would completely ignore them.

      With a final nod at the kind server, Rivka strolled from the restaurant, lost in thought. Grainger was right—she needed to do some research before hitting the gym. She didn’t have the choice to pick one over the other.

      “No time to waste, Red!” she declared as she zoomed past. He hurried to get in front of her before stopping.

      “Where are we going?”

      “The Magistrates library.” She tried to get past Red, but he held her back.

      “Where is that?”

      She pointed ahead, tucked her finger into her hand, and then pointed in the opposite direction. “Dammit, Grainger! There is no Magistrate’s library, is there?” She took a deep breath. “Let’s go to the briefing room. That will become the library.”

      Red nodded and headed in that direction. She saw Tyler Toofakre, the dentist as they rushed down the wide corridor of the restaurant and shop level of Federation Border Station 7. Rivka waved to him and called, “Tomorrow, seven in the morning for breakfast?”

      “Sure,” the man replied as he strolled casually toward the elevator. He gave her a thumbs-up before disappearing behind a crowd.

      “What is that about?” Red asked, no judgment in his voice. He wanted to know for security reasons.

      “I realized I need normal in my life. If I spend too much time with the likes of Jael, Grainger, and Cheese Blintz, I will be a basket case in short order. He is the most normal person I’ve met out here. We have to stay grounded in some way.”

      “While in space?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Did you get the server’s name?”

      “What?” Rivka was confused. “Do you have to run a background check or something?”

      “Eventually. Maybe tomorrow you can get her number for me.” Red continued to scan the area.

      “Are we in high school?” Rivka chuckled at Red’s scowl. “Fine. I’ll ask her tomorrow if she needs a man-mountain in her life.”

      “Tell her I’m a nice guy.”

      “By all the stars in the universe, I shall condemn you for eternity if you strike up a relationship with her, it goes bad, and I don’t get to eat there anymore!”

      “I share your concern,” Red replied, tinging his statement with the right amount of sarcasm. “Us servant types need to stick together.”

      “Is that how you think I treat you?” Rivka was instantly upset. She grabbed Red’s massive arm and spun him around. Her golden-blue hazel eyes flashed as she glared at him.

      His look wasn’t confrontational. “I seek no one above my station,” Red said calmly. “I think I have more in common with someone like her than someone like you, and no, I’m not hitting on you. That’s not my thing. She observes people and works them to earn their praise and maybe a tip. I observe people and try to understand what they are capable of. We both share a sense of duty. She wears the All Guns Blazing logo with pride. I wear my service to the Magistrates with pride, too. We aren’t so different. Just tell her I’m a nice guy.”

      “I’ll tell her you don’t bite.”

      “What if that’s not true?” Red’s gaze flashed past Rivka for a moment before returning to her.

      “What are you trying to do to me?”

      “In a battle for your life, there is no such thing as a fair fight. I’ll bite someone’s nose off if I have to. I’m not going to lose a fight. Ever.”

      “Here’s what I’ll tell her: ‘I’ll give you fifty credits if you’ll talk to my bodyguard.’ Will that work?”

      “I am doomed to be forever alone.” Red took the stairs as he preferred to do. They traveled in silence since others were in the stairwell, then followed two smaller corridors to reach the briefing room. Once Rivka confirmed it was empty, she checked the time and turned back to Red.

      “Give me four hours. I’ll lock myself in, so you can consider yourself off-duty. Why don’t you go back there and talk to her yourself? You are a nice guy, Red, easy on the eyes and loyal to what you believe in. Give her a chance to like you, and you’ll be saving me fifty credits.”

      Rivka closed and secured the door before Red could respond. She set her datapad to the side and opened the bag, delighting in the chocolatey goodness wafting into the air. “Come to me, my friend,” Rivka told the double serving of lava cake.
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      Rivka rolled her head back and forth to ease the stiffness in her neck. She used the room’s systems to project passages of law on the big screen while researching case precedents on her datapad.

      “Lexi, bundle those last ten cases and display every reference for predicate offenses.”

      “Of course, Magistrate. I love researching the law. As an Artificial Intelligence, I am constantly gaining new insight into the human psyche. Each Magistrate researches and studies differently. Jael dispenses with case law in entirety and delivers her own interpretation of the law as promulgated by the Federation. She says that she is a judge, and her determinations will provide precedent for those who follow. Chi puts his weight behind precedent, but he looks for the penalties first, giving weight to those with the harshest punishments.”

      “I would have guessed differently—that Jael would be all about the punishment and Chi would prefer setting precedent. What about Grainger?”

      “Grainger has never studied the law with me.”

      “That is interesting. Is he just making it up? Maybe it’s as simple as, ‘He works out, and he knows things.’”

      “I cannot say,” the AI replied.

      “Fair enough.” Rivka scrolled through the predicate offenses. “There have to be at least two of the predicate offenses such as murder, kidnap, arson, drug dealing, and so on. Those are all felonies, and they must attach to an enterprise, not an individual. Enterprise and predicate are critical factors in charging under RICO instead of charging just the crimes. Racketeering is the umbrella under which the rest of this garbage happens. How is that different from conspiracy?”

      “Conspiracy is when two or more people agree to commit a crime and intend to see it through. There is an intent component as well as an act, but the act is challenging to prove before a crime is committed. It is usually applied post facto as an additional charge and sentencing factor for the main crime.”

      “Got it. Just like RICO, there are both civil and criminal versions. I’m not their mom to tell them to play nice with their contracts, so forever more, unless I specifically ask, don’t show me the civil side of the law. I mete out Justice to criminals.” Rivka slapped her hand on the table for emphasis.

      “Is that what the Pretarian Treaty was?”

      “If you have any sway at all with Grainger, no more tall-alien civil disputes or war-starting disagreements. Give me crimes so I can find and punish criminals. Give the offended-people disputes to Grainger.”

      “I don’t have anything to do with the case selection. I am sorry, Rivka. You seem passionate about this point.”

      “I love the law,” Rivka said as she rested her chin on the table. “I’m tired of looking through this stuff, which means my four hours are up. I’m going to the gym.”

      “You’ve been here forty-seven minutes.”

      Rivka’s mouth fell open. “You must be mistaken. It has to be at least three hours. I’m hungry again.”

      “I am good at many things, and keeping the time is one of them. Forty-seven minutes, Magistrate.”

      Rivka perked up. “That means the others will still be at the gym. A little sparring with my brothers, maybe kick Jael upside her no-cake-for-you face. How does that sound?”

      “Vindictive and mean.”

      Rivka turned off the screen and powered down her datapad. “It’s all in the spirit of getting better at what we do, Lexi. I’m sure they want to kick my ass, too. Don’t let Red know that I’ve gone on without him. I’ll make it back before he returns. Where is he, by the way?”

      “At All Guns Blazing. He is at a table by himself.”

      “Shit.” Rivka wanted to leave him to his own devices, but couldn’t because her conscience would punish her for abandoning him. Rivka set out for the stairs to the restaurant level.
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        * * *

      

      Rivka flopped down in the seat opposite Red and he jerked in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

      “The better question is why are you sitting alone?” Rivka asked.

      “Because Lindy doesn’t get off for another hour and then we’re going to take a walk. Damn! I’m back on the clock. Let me tell her that I have to cancel.” Red rose and started looking around.

      “Sit down!” Rivka ordered. “You didn’t see me walk in, and now you have to look for her instead of just knowing where she is? You are far too distracted to work efficiently, so you have to take the rest of the day off. I will see you in the morning. I promise not to get killed between now and then.”

      Red scanned the area before reaching into his coat. He shielded something with his hand as he pushed it toward the Magistrate. “Take it.”

      She looked at the small pistol and wondered how Red could pull the trigger. “Let me guess, your backup to the backup?”

      Red held up five fingers. The fifth backup.

      “Lindy, huh?” Rivka slid the pistol into her lap, tested its feel, and slipped it into the inside pocket of her jacket. “Good luck, big man. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” she told him as she walked briskly away. As soon as she left the restaurant, she almost bumped into a man and a woman. The woman dropped her purse and it burst open, and Rivka stopped to help her collect her things. The man and the woman leaned in together, scooping things back into the purse.

      The man apologized as he bumped into Rivka when he stood. The Magistrate knew something was wrong. She grabbed the woman’s arm, instantly sensing the scam. She elbowed the woman in the head and turned to give her full attention to the man, only to find the pistol Red has given her to carry aimed at her face. Rivka’s eyes focused on the end of the barrel. It was shaking slightly, but not enough for her to act.

      A massive arm looped under the pistol, knocking it upward as the hand slammed into the criminal’s throat. Rivka caught the pistol as it fell from numb fingers. She put it back into her coat before turning her attention to the woman, still moaning from a broken face. The man’s face turned purple and his eyes rolled back in his head before Red let go, dropping the perp to the deck.

      Rivka pulled her datapad out. “Lexi, please dispatch station security to All Guns Blazing to pick up two perps guilty of theft. The threat-to-Magistrate charge will be delayed until I think about it a little bit. They are to be held in separate cells until I deliver a final judgment. Oh, and they’ll need medical attention, too.”

      “I take my eyes off you for ten seconds...”

      “Do you think he would have fired?” Rivka asked, not so sure the man had it in him to commit murder.

      “He could have, which is all that matters to me.”

      Lindy stood at the entrance to All Guns Blazing. Red smiled and waved.

      “I’ll take care of things here,” Rivka told him before she saw the look on the server’s face. “On second thought, you wait here.”

      Rivka hurried to Lindy before she could run away. “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa. Red is my bodyguard, and he’s the best I’ve ever seen.”

      “I’m Lindy,” the woman replied. “I don’t know what I just saw. So violent.”

      “What you saw was the commission of a crime by well-practiced criminals. They are predators, and have no place where decent people live. They have been judged and found wanting.”

      “Is that what you do?” Lindy watched Red as he tried not to look back.

      “That is what I do. Red makes sure that I can do it without interference. He just saved my life, and I don’t take that lightly. I feel safe when he’s around. Maybe that’s why I got into that situation—because he makes it easy for me to be trusting. If you’ll excuse me, I need to go. I hope we get to see you again.”

      “I look forward to it,” Lindy replied.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rivka panted heavily. She was covered in sweat and bruises that were already healing.

      “You are much better than you used to be!” Grainger said, trying not to sound demeaning.

      “She must have been really bad before if this is what you call progress,” Jael muttered. She was also covered in sweat and bruises.

      “I’m too tired to even flip you the bird.”

      “I know what you mean. I’m also jagging you. You fight well, but this guy lives for this shit.” Jael pointed with her chin.

      Chi lay in the middle of the mat performing a perfect dead-man pose. Grainger flexed and shadow-boxed.

      “On that note,” Rivka started, “what law school did you go to?”

      Grainger stopped punching and stepped over Chi on his way to take a seat on the bench beside Rivka. “Hard Knocks U?”

      “You’re not a lawyer, are you?”

      “No, and neither are you. I’m a Magistrate, and we mete out justice.”

      “But only in accordance with the law,” Rivka countered.

      “Of course.”

      “So where did you learn the law?”

      “Are you judging me, Magistrate?” Grainger asked with a cold edge. “I didn’t go to law school, but I studied hard because I had to if I was going to help the other...” he looked around to make sure no one was listening, “Rangers make the transition. There were more Rangers than anyone ever knew. We embraced our new mission, and we couldn’t do that openly by going through the gateway of academic approval. I’ll tell you that our taskmaster was as rigorous as your school.”

      “I went to law school on the Meredith Reynolds, thank you very much.”

      “’The Queen’s Barrister’ before you were a lawyer. I know. Tell me a story, Magistrate Rivka.”

      “I was a nobody who did well in school, saw some shit I didn’t like, and figured that people needed lawyers, as ridiculous as that sounds. Finished undergrad in three years, and immediately started the Reynolds Legal Academy. In my final year, Bethany Anne herself made an appearance. She spent a fair amount of time on the QBBS Meredith Reynolds, but I’d never seen her before. I often saw that hunk of man candy known as John Grimes, but I digress. He was a Ranger, wasn’t he?”

      “Common misconception. No, he was never a Ranger, but that’s because he was the Head Bitch. Something completely different. He could have been a Ranger, but that wasn’t what Bethany Anne needed from him,” Grainger explained.

      “BA stopped by the table where I was in the middle of a test. She wanted to talk. Who was I to deny the Queen? But the clock was ticking. It put me in a quandary. BA found it funny. She took my test pad off my desk and broke it in half. I was crushed. Instant failure. All I saw was three years of hard work down the drain, quick as that. BA’s smile was infectious. I knew it would be okay, but I still wanted to prove myself by acing the test.

      “The Queen put her hand on my shoulder and looked into my eyes so deeply I think she saw all the way to my soul.

      “She let go and said, ‘You are special. You see things, don’t you?’ I’ve always had the ability to see random emotions but never thought much of it. I thought of it as intuition, nothing more. I stumbled through an incoherent answer, but BA stopped me. ‘I am making you the Queen’s Barrister. It is what you will be from this moment forward. Even though you haven’t graduated yet, you will. Don’t fuck it up. I’ll call in my marker at some point. You’ll know it when you see it. Make me proud, Rivka Anoa—proud that we have fucking laws and people like you out there helping the universe’s twatwaffles understand what it takes to comply with them.’ And then she walked away.”

      “That’s it?” Grainger asked, disappointment painted across his face. “I was expecting something more epic than she made me fail a test, I felt bad, and she gave me a title to make me feel better.”

      “Is that what you heard?”

      Jael and Grainger both nodded. Chi twitched enough to show that he wasn’t dead.

      “You have to be the worst listener of all time,” Rivka told Grainger before continuing, “No epic space battles. It was school, a sedate environment, where we fought the good fight within an established framework. Turns out that I was pretty good at it, as you know.”

      “I wouldn’t know a good lawyer if one washed up dead on the beach.”

      “And now you are one!” Rivka said as she poked Grainger in the chest. “I need to scrub off the stench of kicking your ass.”

      “You called me a good lawyer! Thank you. I am all that and more. You can scrub and scrub, and it won’t change the sweet smell of my victory.” Grainger helped Chi up. “When are you guys heading out?”

      “Tomorrow,” Jael replied. “It’s a short hop and a boring case. I’m in no hurry.”

      Chi’s eyes rolled around in his head. His mouth worked, but no words came out.

      “Tomorrow for me as well. I need to rescue Jay from her spa weekend,” Rivka replied.

      “Are you going to see about getting her some Pod-doc time?” Grainger wondered.

      “Not yet. I don’t know if she’ll stay on the team. I’m not pushing her one way or another. She seems to like it, though.”

      “If she stays, think about it. She’s painting a mural in your rec room, and I’d like to see what the finished product looks like,” Grainger said while picking at his fingernails.

      “It’s coming out quite nicely. It’s the story of her life, it seems, painted on the backdrop of space. It’s peaceful and violent, beautiful and ugly, but always hopeful.”

      “You should be a politician with that waffly bullshit.”

      “Isn’t that what lawyers do when they’ve had enough of lawyering?” Rivka went in to the locker room, turned on the shower, and let it rain over her. She could feel the power that the nanocytes were restoring to her body. They worked on the inside, and she scrubbed the outside while her mind churned through RICO.
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      “A little more of that, please,” Jay requested in a silken voice. The alien masseuse used all four of his hands to work the young woman’s back. Oil glistened in the soft lights.

      “If you’ll please excuse me,” a female voice inserted.

      The masseuse stopped. Jay sighed and pulled her face from the padded hole in the table. “Yes?”

      “You have an urgent call. It sounds official, and they wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

      “Was it a woman? Called herself Magistrate?” Jay wondered waving for the woman to hand over the comm device.

      “Yes?” Jay said again.

      “Jay! So glad to hear your voice. You must have missed my earlier message about the team meeting tonight. We’re heading out first thing in the morning. Are you coming with us?”

      “I’ve been here all day and didn’t get any messages, so I must compliment the staff on their duty to their guests.” Jay nodded to the woman, who smiled in reply. “Going with you is my job, isn’t it?”

      “As long as you want it. You’ve proven yourself, so you’re on the team. We need to talk about this next case. It could be dangerous.”

      “I expect that’s how all your cases will be. They wouldn’t send the Queen’s Barrister if it were a milk run.”

      “I’m the newest Magistrate, so these are the milk runs. Maybe they’re the shit details. I have yet to figure out which. All Guns Blazing in thirty minutes.”

      “Do you ever eat anywhere else?”

      “I like their food.”

      “Of course you do. Quantity over quality.”

      “That strikes a dagger into my heart. I am reeling from the verbal blow as if pierced by a Bungholian war spear. I’d like to think we get high quality at a good price. Plus, AGB Enterprises is a wholly owned Team BMW asset, a friend to the Bad Company who does favors for the Federation all the time. It’s best to stay on their good side.”

      “Fine. See you there.” Jay gave the comm device back and pulled the towel over her as she sat up. “That’s it. My spa retreat is over.”

      “I am so sorry to hear that, Miss Jay. You have been our special and favored guest these past three days. You are an exquisite example of the finest culture.”

      “If my parents heard that, they wouldn’t believe it.” Jay smiled at the woman and nodded at the alien, who quietly excused himself to allow Jay to get dressed in private. “I don’t know when I’ll be back, but I guarantee I’m going to need another three days in the spa.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re bringing a date to our mission briefing?” Rivka asked, looking down her nose at the big man.

      “You make it sound like a bad thing. You know what they say about too much work,” Red replied casually. “Besides, I ran a background check. She’s clean.”

      Rivka punched him in the shoulder. “Fine. Tell her it’s confidential.”

      Jay sauntered into the restaurant wearing a new dress and new shoes and carrying a handbag. Red raised an eyebrow. “What happened to our juvenile delinquent?”

      Rivka smiled and clapped softly. “I like the new you. You look gorgeous!”

      “Thank you,” she told Rivka before looking sternly at Red. “Not you, barbarian.”

      She started to take the seat next to Red, but Rivka stopped her. “You’re over here. Red has a date.” Rivka pointed to the seat next to her.

      Jay looked confused. “What’s a date?” she asked, feigning innocence and batting her eyes.

      “It’s what you and I don’t get, but he does.”

      “You have a date tomorrow!” Red blurted.

      “Breakfast with the dentist? That’s not a date. It’s different than this.”

      “How?” Red asked slowly.

      “When I come up with a witty and sharp reply to that, I’ll let you know.”

      Lindy strolled down the passageway, dressed casually in jeans and a button-down. She stopped to talk with the host at the front. Red waved, and Rivka snickered behind her hand. “How in the world would she miss you?”

      Red gestured her to silence, then stood and pulled Lindy’s chair out for her. “Lindy, Jay. Jay, Lindy,” Red completed the introductions.

      “I hope we don’t bore you to tears,” Rivka began. “We need to talk about my next case. We sometimes refer to them as ‘missions,’ and ourselves as ‘the team.’ I may be the Magistrate, but I can’t do what I do all by myself.”

      “I understand,” Lindy said. “Red tells me that this is confidential. I’m good at keeping secrets, I’d like to think. You should hear some of the things customers tell me, but then again, if they’re telling a perfect stranger is it really a secret?”

      “I like the way you think,” Rivka stated with a definitive nod. “As soon as we order, we’ll get down to business.”

      “I don’t want to be too forward, but I’ve ordered for us, and it is already being taken care of. You won’t find it anywhere on the menu. Red wanted something special for each of you,” Lindy explained.

      The corners of Rivka’s mouth twitched upward.

      “I guarantee you won’t be disappointed,” Red added.

      “As long as it isn’t Turbid Pie, I’m sure we’ll be fine,” Jay said.

      “Turbid Pie?” Lindy wondered.

      “The most disgusting stuff in the galaxy. It’s toxic to humans, but the Keome and Pretarians consider it a delicacy. It completely stunk up our ship.”

      “You have your own ship?”

      Rivka nodded. “A corvette. It’s small, but it has some special upgrades just for us.”

      “What’s her name?”

      Red pointed to Rivka, who pointed to Jay, who pointed back at Red.

      “We haven’t picked a name, yet,” Red answered.

      “How can you not have a name for your ship?” Lindy pressed.

      “I said that I can’t have my baby without a name, but here we are, nameless and unloved. Corvette Seven Seven Four suffices until the right name comes along. In the meantime, we have an Entity Intelligence called Chaz on board to fly the ship. We are only passengers. Chaz is the bomb.”

      “Don’t forget Hamlet.” Jay showed the cat’s size with her hands. “A cat that lives on the ship.”

      “You have a cat?”

      “He’s worth his weight in gold. I don’t think I’ll ever forget how Yus came out of his shoes when Hamlet jumped on him.” Jay started to laugh.

      The food arrived, seafood salads for Jay and Lindy, a massive bistok steak for Red, and a platter of hamburgers and fries for Rivka.

      “Very funny, Red, but I accept your tribute. You get a reprieve, but tomorrow I’ll most likely find you guilty of something and condemn you to spend the rest of your life on Jhiordaan. And before you ask, no, you can’t take a date.”

      Rivka winked at Red.

      “Better dig in before it gets cold,” Red said, grabbing his fork while making his own knife appear from somewhere, leaving the restaurant’s blade untouched.

      Rivka offered a toast, forcing Red to stop, his first square of steak halfway to his mouth. He put it down, still speared by the fork, and raised his glass. “To friends and the rule of law.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Weren’t you in here last night?” the hostess asked.

      “I eat every meal in here,” Rivka admitted.

      “You should get a Frequent Patron card.”

      “I should buy stock. I see who I’m meeting.” Rivka waved and headed inside.

      Tyler sat at the table engrossed in his pad. He looked up when Rivka pulled her chair out. “Whatcha reading?”

      “A new Kurtherian Gambit book, released this morning. I think it’s number nine thousand or something. I’ve read them all.”

      “How do you read nine thousand of anything?”

      “I have a subscription and lots of time.”

      “Dentisting isn’t what you thought it would be?”

      “It’s great—better than I thought—but with modern advances, people rarely have dental issues. When they do, that’s where I come in. I have to stay up on the latest procedures, but usually those entail punching buttons on the equipment. And how about your gig? Magistrating living up to what you thought it would be?”

      “That and more. Never a dull moment. As soon as we’re finished eating, I have to head back into space.”

      “I guess we better order, then. I don’t want to hold up the long arm of the law.” Tyler waved to get the server’s attention. “Why don’t they have electronic ordering like all the other places?”

      “Old-school. They like the personal touch. I come here a lot.”

      The server took their order and left.

      “I’ll be looking into alleged racketeering. I might have to visit some twenty-one planets on this trip.”

      “Wow! I’ve only been to three different planets in my life. I need to get out more, but I can’t let the practice fall into disrepair. I have a reputation to uphold.”

      “Always there when needed?” Rivka ventured.

      “I should probably change it to that, but no. It’s Dentistry Done Right.” Tyler looked to make sure no one was listening before leaning close and whispering conspiratorially, “I tell everyone that the other guy’s slogan is No Pain, No Gain.”

      “That’s Doctor Payne, right? No Payne, No Gain. I kind of like it.”

      “But you’re not supposed to like pain,” Tyler countered.

      “I don’t.” Rivka shook her head. “I bring the pain.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Mete out justice. Sometimes punishment is warranted, and that’s our charter. Magistrates can deliver the punishment on the spot.”

      “Do you mean, kill people? Have you killed people?”

      Rivka was taken aback. She didn’t want to be flippant about killing people who deserved to die, or that she had a special ability. “Would it matter if I had?”

      “You have! But I don’t want to hear about it. I have a certain view of you that I want to hold onto,” Tyler declared, a range of emotions crossed his face before he restored his normal exterior. “Le femme fatale with roles reversed.”

      “You said you read a lot. I understand.”

      “A lot. How is your cat?”

      “Hamlet is a trooper. The ship is kind of small, but he keeps himself entertained. Chaz takes care of him. It’s strange, to say the least.”

      “You know cats are nature’s purest killers, but they’re only five kilos in size. That leaves them perpetually angry at the universe in a cute and cuddly package.”

      “I doubt Hamlet has ever killed anything. He lives on a sterile starship.”

      “No sun to shine in the window, no birds to watch, no vermin to kill. Poor Hamlet.”

      “Outside of abhorring physical contact with humans, he seems fine. Maybe he’s an alien?”

      “Maybe they’re all aliens.”
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      “Red? A word, please.” Rivka crooked a finger for her bodyguard to follow. Once on the bridge, she secured the hatch and turned on him. “You can’t bring your squeeze on a mission.”

      “She’s not my squeeze!”

      Rivka rested her chin on her chest. “That’s not the point.”

      “Then why say it? Aren’t words your best tool?” Red argued.

      Rivka closed her eyes and took a deep breath before continuing, “Why is she here?”

      “She took vacation, and you know the three of us can’t handle everything you need to do.”

      “But you should have checked with me first.” Rivka put her hands on her hips and tried to glare, but knew that she was glad of the company. “We can’t take on any more strays.”

      Red wore a reserved smile. “I think she’s the only one who’s not a stray. Maybe she won’t fit in after all.”

      “Maybe not. We’ll be back here soon enough, although this could be a long one. Did you see that list of planets? That’s a Big Bertha buttload. I think we may have to go to them all, collect information, consolidate, and analyze. We’re on a scavenger hunt, Red. This is going to be an awful lot of mind-numbing digging through data.”

      “Good thing you have an expert in that area whose mind never goes numb,” Chaz interjected.

      “You’re going to be a busy guy on this one, Chaz. Thanks for stepping up.”

      “My pleasure, Magistrate. Where are we going?”

      “We’re going to start with two planets based on gambling, S’Korr and Show Low. They seem the most vulnerable for external interference in their affairs. Not that that is illegal, but that’s what we’re looking for. They are called ‘predicate crimes.’ Without them, there is no racketeering. Without enterprise involvement, there is no racketeering. This could be a difficult case to adjudicate. I will need everyone’s help, including Lindy’s.”

      Rivka gave Red a thumbs-up before they returned to the mess deck. “Welcome aboard, Lindy. Consider yourself a member of the team. You’ll have a role to play, although I can’t tell you what it will be yet. We change depending on the circumstances. In nearly all cases, Red will be with me. Protecting me is his primary job. I need you to be good with that—except when I’m carrying his big ass because he’s passed out.”

      “He didn’t tell me about that.” Lindy looked up at Red.

      “It never came up, and for what it’s worth, she’s much stronger than she looks. Let me show you your room.”

      “My own room? I thought they shared bunks on spaceships,” Lindy replied coquettishly as Red quickly ushered her away. Rivka watched them go. From the bridge, Chaz started playing the theme song to The Love Boat.

      Jay, now sporting rainbow-colored hair, continued to paint, adding color to sections of her mural she’d previously finished. Rivka looked closely at it. Some of the painting had been dark, but it was growing lighter as Jay touched it up.

      “Our past becomes less horrific when the future is bright,” Rivka stated.

      “The darkness of our past lightens over time,” Jay replied, “when the sun shines on its shadows. We are what we make of ourselves.”

      “When we control that which is within our control, yes. Those who count on luck will never see the light of day. A cloud will forever hang over their heads.”

      “We must read the same things. Next time, you’ll have to come with me to the spa. It was a magnificent three days.”

      “You spent three whole days at the spa?” Rivka asked.

      “Yes, the Royal Executive Package.”

      “Am I paying you that much?” Rivka pursed her lips and stared at the wall. She had no idea what anyone was getting paid, including herself. Grainger handled that and never bothered telling anyone what they were good for besides food and lodging.

      “Don’t forget who my parents are.”

      “But they think you’re in jail.”

      “I still have access to the credit chip, and it has a very large line of credit.” Jay grinned.

      “Once they figure out you’re not in jail, they’ll send someone after you, and then we’ll both be in trouble.”

      “You give them too much credit. They will be happy to know that I’m okay without actually having to do anything. Trust me on this.”

      “I’m not sure if I should feel sorry or happy for you, but as you wish. We’ll leave it be. I’ll come up with something if a collector shows up at our door looking for you.”

      “That’s why I like the idea of living on a spaceship.”

      Rivka grunted approval and returned to the bridge. “We have work to do, Chaz. Pull up the information on S’Korr, please.”

      S’Korr, a sports arena-type planetary economy with overpriced beverages and snacks, plus cheap team logo knickknacks and a massive sports book operation. On S’Korr, a patron could bet on any sport within the galaxy. The planetary data appeared first—climate, size, population centers—and then Chaz presented the governmental structure. It looked like a star chart, not a typical hierarchy with someone at the top. She held her head in her hands as she tried to make sense of it. “What are you showing me, Chaz? That is one fucked-up system.”

      “It works for them. You will need to meet with no fewer than seven different entities, none of whom are required to work with the others. They stay in their lanes, so to speak.”

      “Those lanes have to converge somewhere.”

      “They do not, at least from a leadership perspective.”

      “Start arranging meetings for me, Chaz. If there is a most important person, get that one first. After that, best you can manage in order of priority. I’m going to work out. I sense some frustration coming on and don’t want to take it out on the poor gamblers from S’Korr.”

      Chaz retracted the furniture that cleared the space on the mess deck. She started with the magnetically-activated weight bar and pounded out a set.

      Red appeared in his workout clothes, as did Lindy. Jay was miffed at having to stop painting. “Join us,” Rivka offered.

      “Have we left the station already?” she asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Rivka answered with a shrug. “We’re buttoned up and ready to go. You know Chaz will have us there in no time, and then we might get distracted. Can’t miss the workouts. Our lives may depend on being in shape—like how you beat the bomb on Pretaria. Our physical prowess is our safety net.”

      Rivka was talking to Lindy as much as Jay. Red never missed a workout, and often added exercises to focus on a particular muscle group or special ability. “We need a firing range in here,” Red mumbled.

      “We have one—virtually of course—that I have linked to replicas of your standard Federation weaponry.”

      “If only I used standard Federation weaponry.” Red smirked and nodded. “That will do, Chaz. As soon as we’re done, we’ll send some rounds downrange. Lindy needs to get accustomed to the firepower we may employ. Just in case.”

      “I have no intention of shooting anyone!” she exclaimed crossing her arms on her chest.

      “That’s good,” Rivka agreed. “We have no intention of shooting anyone, either, but sometimes it just happens. The better you are with weapons, the better you can use them to bluff. Imagine if you were able to shoot a weapon out of someone’s hand? You don’t get hurt, and they don’t get hurt, or not much anyway.”

      “I’ll have to think about it.”

      Jay held up her hands. “Not even going to pick up a weapon.”

      “You are the young and innocent member of the group. We have to keep someone outside the fray. We don’t need you shooting a weapon,” Rivka said.

      “Who says I’m not young and innocent?” Lindy asked.

      “We can’t have everyone on board unwilling to fire a weapon.” Rivka scowled.

      “Fine. I’ll do it, but I prefer not to. I don’t want to put that burden on our seventeen-year-old.”

      “I’ve been around the block!” Jay tried to stand tall, but it only made her look scrawny.

      “Everyone learns how to fire a weapon, and everyone learns how to fight. That’s the new team rule. We never know what kind of crap we’re going to get ourselves into. Just because you know how doesn’t mean you have to do it without thinking. We don’t shoot people in the back. We don’t fire without aiming. We don’t fire at all when we don’t have to.”

      “This will be fun,” Red mumbled as he stretched and pulled the punching bag down to hit it bare-handed a few times. Lindy got on the other side, braced herself, and nodded. Red leaned into his punches, hitting the bag harder and harder.

      “Keep your hand up,” Rivka suggested. “Someone’s going to pop you in the face while you’re swinging those haymakers.”

      Red raised his hands to make sure that one always blocked his face. The skin on his knuckles was torn but healed rapidly. His new nanocytes were engaged. “Thanks for the upgrade, Magistrate.”

      “Do all members of the team get the nanocytes?” Lindy asked.

      Rivka dialed the bar heavier and pounded out another set in lieu of answering.

      “The powers that be prefer not, because once you’re upgraded, you carry the nanos for life. A much longer life. They had to make sure I was in this for the full ride. Imagine if I was evil, what I could do being able to heal this quickly and survive extreme heat?”

      “You’d still prefer air conditioning,” Rivka sniped. “I know I do. That place was like Hell’s own furnace. Fuck that.”

      “Jay is a hardened criminal, so she’s on probation.” Red winked at the young woman, and she saluted with a paintbrush. “I think you’re the only one here who isn’t cast off from society.”

      “How is the Magistrate a castoff?” Lindy asked, taking one of Red’s hands and rubbing it where the knuckles had healed as she looked at Rivka.

      “We will leave that for another day. Let’s spar. Some defensive moves for Lindy and Jay while I kick your ass. I’m still miffed at having to carry you.”

      “I’m still miffed that you had to carry me, but thankful you did. Don’t take it personally when I punch you in the face. Repeatedly.”

      “That will be the day,” Rivka taunted, wondering how much faster Red had gotten after his Pod-doc treatment. Better keep your hands up, she told herself.
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        * * *

      

      The corvette burst into space outside S’Korr’s lunar orbit. A smaller planet, S’Korr circled a k-class star. With a minimal population, but a massive tourist trade and a Gate with an active digital pipeline, all the galaxy’s games were streamed in real-time. The technology to make that happen had been developed for other purposes, but the founders of S’Korr saw opportunity, as budding entrepreneurs do. They seized it, and S’Korr became one of the top three betting havens. The Gate was filled with scheduled traffic, but that had no bearing on the Magistrate’s ship.

      With its own Gate, the corvette could skip the lines, but it couldn’t get past the parade of ships heading to or returning from the planet’s surface.

      “Insanity!” Rivka declared. “How long to get to the planet, Chaz?”

      “Several hours. Not because we can’t bypass the traffic, but there is no place to park at the spacedrome. We need to park at the spacedrome to get ground transportation for you to travel to your meetings. I’ve secured a limousine service. Your first appointment is in four hours with a Mister K’Leptus, head of Best Sports Book.”

      “Lindy?” Rivka called. The woman appeared. With brown hair and brown eyes, she stood in stark contrast to the crew’s other women. Red had shaved his head, making him look the starkest of all. “Have you ever gambled before?”

      “Probably too much,” she said.

      She shook her head. “Would you know a fixed match if you saw one?”

      “Between the two of us we might,” Jay offered.

      “What do you think, Red?”

      “I think two good-looking women in a sports book will be treated like hookers no matter how they’re dressed.”

      “That wasn’t my question, but I don’t think you’re wrong. Can we use that to our benefit, or do they play up their naiveté and find someone who is smart to give them a hand in spending their credits?”

      “That’s not really my thing,” Jay said, looking at the floor.

      “I’ll teach you what you need to know, but if anyone touches me, I’m breaking their arm, tentacle, or whatever protuberance gets shoved my way.”

      Red nodded approvingly. “We have time. Let me teach you a few moves.” The women returned to the mess deck since it was currently configured for working out, and Red started his instruction. Rivka remained on the bridge.

      “One more time, Chaz. Federation statutes regarding theft and gambling...”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Red was the first off the ship. He was traveling heavy, carrying the shotgun and wearing his ballistic vest and leggings. S’Korr had no military, but each booking joint had its own small army of security. They’d been informed about Red. Time would tell if they listened.

      Lindy and Jay came off the ship well after the Magistrate and Red had caught a limousine to the Best Sports Book. They were dressed casually, and after a short walk through the arrivals terminal, grabbed a taxi to the Best Sports Book.

      That was the plan, and also a check to evaluate the quality of the planet’s intelligence apparatus. Red suspected that Lindy and Jay would be associated with the Magistrate and treated differently, even though he had floated the idea that the patrons would think of the women as hookers. Rivka didn’t think the two women would be linked to her. The bet was the next dinner out, paid for from personal funds.

      Which reminded Rivka to check her account.

      “First time on S’Korr?” the limo driver asked.

      Red activated the privacy panel, and the driver disappeared behind an electronic screen.

      “What did you do that for?”

      “That guy doesn’t need to know jack shit about you, Magistrate.”

      “That guy may be our key to getting treated like decent human beings in this place. You never know which person is the one you need to impress. Now open the screen.” Red hesitated. “I’m not fucking around, Red.”

      The screen disappeared.

      “Yup, first time. Any recommendations?”

      “Bet the mins at BSB, then go to Better Sports Betting, or as we like to call it, BSB Lite. You’ll do better there. I could take you there right now if you’d like.”

      “No. I won’t be gambling.”

      “Then what are you here for, and with a bodyguard to boot?”

      “Meet with some of the key business owners and leaders of S’Korr. The Federation needs information, and I’m here to get it.”

      “What are you, some kind of accountant?”

      “Lawyer,” Rivka said proudly.

      “Shit, lady, they’re going to have fun with you!”

      Red turned to reach through the opening, but Rivka grabbed his arm. “Wait until he stops. I don’t want to be in an accident. On second thought, just let him go.” She pointed to the privacy button. The electronic screen materialized, muting the driver’s peals of laughter.

      Rivka chuckled. “I guess Chaz left out some important details.” She accessed her pad. “Chaz, is this a male-dominated society, and what do they have against lawyers?”

      “Yes, it is male-dominated, and the legal profession is outlawed. The people who handle the contract work for S’Korr are called ‘contractors.’”

      “Next time, Chaz, don’t leave that part out.”

      Red smiled. “Men are in charge, and lawyers are illegal. I like this place.”

      “What am I going to do with you, Red?” Rivka shook her head slowly as she smirked at her bodyguard.

      “I recommend you don’t tell anyone you’re a lawyer.”

      “And we would not have had that tidbit of knowledge had we not engaged with the driver. Thank the Queen that women are in charge!”

      Red smiled. “Thank the Queen indeed that I get a job like this. Thanks, boss, for carrying me out of Pretaria and saving my life. Who else would do that for their bodyguard? We are expendable, if you haven’t figured that out.”

      “You’re not expendable, for the simple reason that I don’t have time to train a new one. At least you’re housebroken. Mostly.”

      “Save the bullshit for someone who doesn’t know you. Loyalty goes both ways. You’re the only boss I’ve ever had who understood that. So, can I punch Happy Driver in his face when we stop, or maybe I’ll jack him upside his ghoulies?”

      “Just tell him to wait for us. I know he’ll run the meter, but that’s the cost of doing business. We’ll take it out of the criminal’s ill-gotten booty if we find a criminal. A gambling place with only private security and no lawyers? It’s going to be hell trying to figure out if a crime has been committed. I would expect crime to permeate every orifice of this shithole.”

      Red nodded, but his attention was outside the vehicle where the gaudy lights and massive structures drew the hopeful. Best Sports Book was ahead. It was the biggest and gaudiest, with an oversized entrance where vehicles could drop their passengers.

      S’Korr was a cool planet, on the far edge of the Goldilocks zone. The buildings’ heated interiors drew customers inside, and the cold alcohol helped to separate those customers from their hard-earned credits.

      Betting is a scam, but it’s legal. Unless it’s not. Rivka thought, blowing out a breath between clenched teeth. How do I find evidence of wrongdoing? It’s like looking for shit in a cesspool. Dammit, Nathan, I almost miss Pretaria and Keome and their mindless animosity toward each other.

      The limousine driver angled up to the doorway, forcing his way through to give the Magistrate the shortest walk to the entrance. Red jumped out before the driver could open the door. The bodyguard blocked the smaller man while efficiently scanning the area for threats. Security stood on either side of the door. Red stuffed his shotgun into its case over his left shoulder.

      Rivka climbed out and thanked the driver, realizing for the first time that he wasn’t human. Humans made up only a small percentage of the galaxy’s population, but humanoids as a whole were dominant. He was one of the latter. She turned toward the doors, where Security was already moving to block her way, their eyes on her bodyguard. Red strode briskly forward, all thoughts of the driver forgotten.

      “Wait for us,” Rivka told the humanoid, giving Red more time to work with the BSB’s security. “We could be a while.”

      “You might be leaving sooner than you think,” the driver shot back, still holding the passenger door as if she would turn around and get in.

      Red had reached the two security men. He towered over them.

      “I am Vered, and this is the Magistrate. She has an appointment with Mister K’Leptus.” Red waited for his words to register. The men remained where they were. “You fuckers need to do something, or this will get real ugly real fast. Call your boss, or get the fuck out of the way.” Red inched closer until he could stop them from using their weapons.

      A crowd started to form behind them.

      A comm system crackled, and a strange word was spoken. “You have clearance to pass. Take the escalator to the second floor and then the elevator to the fifth. Someone will meet you there.” The two men moved aside, and Red brushed past them.

      “Thank you so much,” Rivka said pleasantly, staying within arm’s reach of the man-mountain before her. He blocked her view, but she was okay with that. It didn’t make her feel important. It made her feel safe.

      Red pushed through the doors and made a beeline for the escalator. Speed was his favorite tactic to reduce exposure to potential enemies. He bulled his way through the crowd and assumed a position on the escalator. The main floor of the sports book was also a casino, and filled with people and noise. Red was uncomfortable. Too many eyes watching.

      Too many unknowns. He pulled Rivka close to him, his gaze darting around, never resting on any one person. When they reached the top, he hurried them toward the elevators on the other side of another crowded area.

      “Look at all the people!” Rivka exclaimed.

      “How can I not?” Red replied after mashing the button for the elevator and positioning Rivka between him and the wall. A ding signaled the elevator’s arrival, and he checked quickly to make sure it was empty before boarding. A couple of patrons tried to get in, but Red blocked them. “Take the next one.”

      The door closed, and the elevator smoothly rose toward the fifth floor. “You’re in a mood today,” Rivka started, “but I get it. I hate this place, too, and I’m sure you’re worried about Jay and Lindy. They’ll be fine.”

      “How can you be sure?” Red asked, watching the door carefully from the side for when it opened. He always expected an ambush when riding an elevator.

      “I can’t be sure, but we’re close, and they’re tough. If Lindy and Jay are going to be on the team, they have to be able to work alone. You know they can, and from my perspective, if you try too hard to shield Lindy from hard realities, you’ll lose her. She isn’t one to be put on a pedestal and pampered. None of us are.”

      Red nodded and flashed a close-lipped smile. “Hamlet is.”

      “That little fucker is on his own program. He keeps peeing on my pillow. I have to have a litter box in my room. Now he takes his dumps in there. I may have to banish him.”

      “Chaz won’t let you.”

      “Who is in charge?” Rivka countered.

      “Exactly,” Red replied before adding, “Be sharp.” The doors opened. He stepped in front to block anyone’s view of Rivka. There was a casual open area outside the elevator, with a receptionist at a desk placed to intercept visitors. Red walked ahead, and once he was satisfied the way was clear, he moved to the side and watched the elevator doors close with Rivka still inside. Even with his enhanced speed, he wasn’t able to shove a hand through the gap and stop the elevator. He furiously mashed the button on the wall.

      The doors slid soundlessly open, and Rivka smiled. “Just messing with you.” A vein throbbed in Red’s forehead, and his face started to turn purple. Rivka strolled to the desk.

      “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and I have an appointment with K’Leptus.”

      “He’s expecting you, but his previous appointment has not yet finished. Can I get you something to drink?”

      “Yes, please. What are you trying to get rid of? I’ll take that.”

      The receptionist looked confused. “Do you like fruit?” Rivka nodded, and the receptionist disappeared into a small room in the center of the larger space. To the side, past a wall of desks and people trying not to look at the Magistrate and her bodyguard was the only other enclosed space on the floor. Rivka guessed it was K’Leptus’ office.

      The receptionist, a young humanoid of the same race as the driver, brought two glasses. Red politely declined. Rivka took a sip of what the All Guns Blazing would have called a Long Island Iced Tea, complete with alcohol. She mumbled her approval. The young woman was stocky with short legs, but long arms, like the others in the office.

      “Are you a native of this planet?” Rivka wondered.

      “There are no sentient species native to S’Korr. We come from the planet you may know as Show Low. We were brought here because Show Low has embraced gambling as its primary source of revenue, but it is nowhere near as big as S’Korr. We came where the work is, and it is good work.”

      Rivka touched the woman’s arm in a friendly gesture while thanking her for the drink. She saw the truth behind the words—a woman with a simple life who couldn’t wait to get back to Rashveil, the native name for what outsiders called Show Low, the planet that was won on a bet of who could show the lowest card. It had been rejuvenated from its decay and became a thriving recreational planet, nearly the entirety of its economy was based on gambling.

      “How much does tourism account for S’Korr’s revenue?” Rivka asked.

      “I was just thinking about that!” the woman exclaimed. “I think it’s close to one hundred percent, but with a pseudo-transient workforce, there are services that cater to us and not the tourists.”

      “Pseudo-transient. Interesting. How long is your contract for?”

      “We do two years in place, but most of us sign on for an extra two years because it’s a nice pay raise. I’m on my third two-year gig,” she said proudly.

      “Have you been able to get back home?”

      “Not yet, but soon.” A forlorn tone crept into her voice, and she started to fidget. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to get back to work.”

      Rivka touched her arm again. The receptionist kept losing what she made. Bosses on S’Korr never extended lines of credit, preferring to keep their employees perpetually broke but never in debt. Rivka tried to smile but saw exploitation where the naive saw bad luck. The lawyer in her didn’t see a crime, though.

      Not yet. She would have to dig.

      A human walked out and shook hands with a red alien who was round, multi-limbed, and spoke through a voice synthesizer. The receptionist appeared at Rivka’s elbow and motioned her toward the man called K’Leptus.

      Rivka focused her attention on him. He was wearing a suit that looked high-end but out of place, and had brown hair and brown eyes. He smiled easily and looked welcoming as he walked toward the Magistrate. She prepared herself by mirroring him, a technique used to disarm people and make them like a person who used the same body language. She held out her hand and approached him.

      She reciprocated his grip, and he squeezed harder in response. She matched his strength until it was time to put him in his place. She’d also seen what she needed within his mind in order to ask better questions.

      Rivka was ready to get started. K’Leptus’ smile disappeared when he lost the handshake battle, but it reappeared when he regained his composure.

      “What a strong grip you have.” K’Leptus rubbed the feeling into his hand. “Join me for a private conversation.” He looked purposefully at Red.

      “My bodyguard will be joining us, and I guarantee that our conversation will remain private.”

      K’Leptus’ lip twitched before the well-practiced smile came back to the fore. He motioned for her to follow. Red looked at the people working the desks, noting that K’Leptus had his own security at those closest to his office. Their desks were clear, and they wore loose clothing. Red pointed to each of them and shook his head as he passed. In the security game, intimidation played a key role in keeping situations from escalating. He could see the looks on their faces—professionals all, but inexperienced. The scars on Red’s shaved head told a different tale.

      He backed into the room and closed the door, taking a position to the side and against the wall where he could see everything that happened.
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      Lindy and Jay hopped out of their taxi after paying with the credit chip Rivka had given them. The driver nodded, feasting his eyes on the two women. They hurried out and slammed the door.

      “How much credit do you think is on this thing?” Jay whispered.

      “Enough to do what we need to do, I would guess,” Lindy replied, wrapping her arm through Jay’s as they flounced through the main doors and into the Best Sports Book. The noise pressed in on them like a physical being. They worked their way through the teeming masses, picking a side area where a contact sport with a ball and hoops at either end was being shown. “Ever seen it before?”

      “Nope.” Jay shrugged. “We’ll watch it and try to figure out what the deal is, but I don’t know how we’ll be able to guess whether it’s rigged or not.”

      “From this view? No. We need to be in there to get that perspective.” Lindy pointed with her chin toward the betting windows.

      “You’re saying we should apply for jobs? Would they hire us on the spot?” Jay leaned close and whispered conspiratorially, “I’m an intergalactic criminal.”

      Lindy rolled her eyes and shrugged. They saw two places in a section of stadium seating, tolerating the pinches and touching as they worked their way down the row to them. Jay slapped an alien’s tentacle. Lindy stomped on another’s foot. When they reached the seats, they found that they were reserved.

      Lindy turned around and forced her way out of the row. Jay caught up, but the men were treating it like a game.

      “If you didn’t like it, baby, how come you came back for more?” someone called. Lindy jumped from the row, and Jay slapped the final man’s hands before escaping.

      They took a more critical look at the patrons. The only women were attached to the men in one way or another, under a protective arm or clinging tightly to a waist.

      “This may not have been the best plan,” Lindy muttered. Her suspicions were confirmed by the next thing she heard.

      “How much, baby?”
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        * * *

      

      K’Leptus’ desk wasn’t the biggest Rivka had seen, but it was close. He sat on a small dais, and the desk rose up around him. Vertical cabinets were integrated at the ends of the U shape. The doors were closed, and Rivka couldn’t imagine what was in there. The desktop was clean, bearing only a few gadgets and a holographic screen that would have projected in front of K’Leptus had it been on.

      Rivka waited. She wanted him to make the first statement, to draw him out. She had seen too many things in his mind for her to focus on any one of them. Depravities. Exploitation. Wheeling and dealing. But what was illegal, and if illegal, had it been it ordered by an enterprise or another group to raise it to the level of racketeering?

      “What brings you to our humble planet, Magistrate?”

      Cards on the table? she thought. No.

      “There has been a complaint that the Federation took seriously. I’m here to investigate and adjudicate if possible. Before you ask, I can’t tell you what the complaint was.”

      “Let me guess. Someone lost a bunch of money so we must be rigged? Or maybe someone got their feelings hurt when we threw them out?”

      “We don’t investigate local crime,” she replied simply. “But if you have something you’d like to share, I’m sure I can coordinate with local authority.”

      “Nothing at all,” the man replied smoothly with a smile. He steepled his fingers before him and didn’t offer anything else.

      They sat like that for a full minute before Rivka took the initiative. “Where are you supplied from?”

      “The warehouse.”

      “How do you order your supplies?”

      “I don’t. I have people for that.”

      “I’m going to need to see your books.”

      “I don’t think so.” K’Leptus rocked back in his chair and crossed his arms in front of him. He offered no further explanation until he saw the look on Rivka’s face. “You can order your Federation super-geeks to hack in, but the books aren’t connected to the net in any way. There’s nothing to hack into. You’ll just have to guess how much money we make, how much we spend, and what we spend it on.”

      “I don’t guess,” Rivka replied coldly. She sorted through the images from K’Leptus’ mind and picked one. “For example, you watched two of your thugs beat a man nearly unconscious. That’s no way to run a business.”

      “I admit to nothing,” K’Leptus replied, although his voice quavered for a moment until he regained his composure. “How I run my business is really none of your concern.”

      Rivka sighed and hung her head. “What I’m looking for is who is pulling your strings? Who from off-planet is taking a cut that they shouldn’t get because of threats, whether blackmail, extortion, or violence? I need to know.”

      “And you think you would find this mythical creature in my books?” K’Leptus asked, grinning anew. He twiddled his thumbs and waited.

      He knew Rivka was fishing.

      “You know you’ll be under their thumb until they don’t need you anymore, and then you’re expendable?”

      “Under whose thumb?” The smirk remained on his face. Rivka wanted to punch him right in his smugness.

      “Nice try. Who negotiated your logistical support contracts?”

      “The contractors, of course. They do all the contracting. We don’t have lawyers here, as I suspect you already know. They are simply contractors now, the ones who draft the contracts and negotiate the particulars.”

      “Sounds like lawyers to me.”

      “I expected you to be more subtle; tickle me with a feather or something. You are far more straightforward. No bullshit. I have jobs for people like you.”

      “Already got a job. A damn good one. My corvette is kind of small, though. Maybe you can hook me up with something more of a frigate size?”

      “Frigate? Why a military ship?” he asked.

      “Because no one likes Magistrates, so we have to fight on occasion. Best to be ready for that.”

      “Do you always win your fights, Magistrate?”

      Rivka pointed to herself. “I’m still here, aren’t I? Let’s talk about you. I have zero interest in prosecuting you. As much as it may hurt, there are bigger fish in this galaxy. They are pulling strings at the planetary level, of which S’Korr is one. I would like your cooperation in building a case.”

      “Immunity?” Rivka nodded, and K’Leptus laughed. “That’s funny. Are you going to put a military garrison on S’Korr with a flotilla in orbit? You still wouldn’t be able to protect me or anyone on the wrong side.”

      “Now we’re getting somewhere. There is someone out there you’re afraid of. Through threat or intimidation, they have you cowed. What have they done to make you afraid?” Rivka leaned forward. K’Leptus was too far away for her to touch him and see what occupied his thoughts, but she was close. She could feel it.

      Rivka’s datapad buzzed with an emergency signal. “Excuse me,” she told K’Leptus. “I need to check on this.”

      There was only one word. “Help.” She held the pad up for Red to see.

      “We need to leave right away. I’m sorry that we haven’t finished our conversation, but I will get back with your receptionist for a more in-depth look at some of the concerns I have. Thank you so much.”

      Red opened the door, and Rivka didn’t bother with a handshake as she bolted through it. K’Leptus rubbed his hand instinctively, glad for her quick departure. He stood in time for Red to hurry after his boss.

      Rivka punched the button and started dictating to the pad. “Where are you? We are on our way from the fifth floor.”

      The elevator arrived, and they waited while two people exited. They boarded, and Red kept the partygoers from getting back on after they realized they were in the wrong place.

      The elevator stopped on the second floor and Red and Rivka ran out, then looked for the two women side by side. The entire place was filled with shouts of encouragement for teams and players; competitors of all shapes and sizes in every contest imaginable. It was a cacophony of chaos.

      Rivka checked her pad. No answer. “Chaz, can you locate Lindy and Jay?”

      “They are on the first floor of the establishment. I believe they are right below you.”

      Red was first onto the escalator, taking the steps two at a time and elbowing people out of the way as he passed. They cursed him until Rivka ran by, and then they cursed her, too. Red hit the ground floor with a great leap, turned, and dashed behind the escalator where the largest section of the BSB was located. Once clear of the moving stairs, he saw them.

      “Eyes on,” he yelled over his shoulder. Rivka accelerated to catch up. The women were on a table and men were pelting them with chips, yelling at them to “take it off.”

      Red stopped a man mid-windup, wrenching his arm violently backward. The roll of chips dropped from the hand dangling at the end of a now-dislocated arm. The man howled in surprise.

      “STOP!” Red bellowed as he threw one patron into another, carving a wide swath through the bettors who rapidly lost their excitement. One, drunker than the others, looked Red in the eye as he tossed a credit chip toward the women. Lindy caught it and stuffed it into her pocket. The man looked stupidly at the casino chip in his other hand. The two were of significantly different value.

      “Hey! Give me my chip back,” the man shouted, and stepped toward the table. Red leveled him with a hammer blow to the side of the man’s head.

      “Show’s over. Get the fuck out!” Red roared, facing the crowd as the women climbed down from the table behind him.

      “What the fuck were you doing while this was going on?” Red accused a security guard standing nearby.

      “All part of the show. They made a few credits, the men were entertained. It’s a win-win,” the man replied while picking at his teeth with a nail.

      “Maybe the show includes me kicking your ass so bad you’ll get your own daisy plantation.”

      The guard sized up Red before grinning. “The bigger they are, the harder they fall. You’ll be crying in your bitch’s breastmilk before the day is out.” He swept a hand for the revelers to clear the area. In the middle of the Best Sports Booking, a live fight was about to begin. The bettors arrived in full force and started shouting. In the blink of an eye, the casino had a table set up and was giving odds and issuing betting vouchers.

      “Ten thousand Federation credits on the large stranger, Vered the Invincible!” Rivka yelled, waving her credit chip in the air. A laser from the betting table instantly accessed it and locked the funds. Lindy and Jay swept the floor around the table with their feet, piling the chips so they could scoop them up and find a safe place from which to watch the upcoming fight.

      “Ten thousand credits on Brutus, BSB’s Head of Security,” a familiar voice called over the intercom.

      “Yes, Mister K’Leptus,” the hawker replied from his place at the betting table.

      You better fucking win, Rivka thought, smiling since she knew Red’s adage that he never lost a fight. She didn’t expect him to lose this one, but wondered what the other had up his sleeve. He didn’t look like the fighting type. He had an angle.

      “No weapons,” he stated as he approached Red. Vered stepped back and slowly started removing his gear, taking care not to get caught with his hands tied up. He handed his weapons and armor to Lindy and Jay, who held it like a shield to protect them from the masses. But they’d lost interest in the women. Live fights were rare on S’Korr, and this one wasn’t going to cost anything to get into.

      Red flexed, the muscles rippling across his bare chest as he rolled his shoulders and stretched his fingers. He raised his fists and crooked a finger at Brutus. “Every show is a good show, isn’t that right?” Red said softly.

      The yells to encourage the battle increased until individual voices disappeared into a single din.

      Rivka wished she were taller and started to work her way toward the front. She had her butt grabbed more than once on her way through. She stomped one offender’s foot and kneed another in the groin. When she reached the front, someone grabbed her left butt cheek and held on. She turned her head to face the man.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” she asked coldly.

      “Women don’t do sports, so I have to assume you’re here for a different reason. Like, to meet a real man.”

      “Is that so? Your ignorance is appalling, and should be a crime. Unfortunately, it isn’t, but grabbing me is. I don’t care how you plead. I judge you guilty of battery.”

      “Fuck off,” he said dismissively, returning his gaze to the warriors who were circling each other. He hadn’t removed his hand.

      “I doubt punishment will cause you to change your ways, so this is probably going to hurt me more than it hurts you.”

      “What’d you say?” he asked without looking.

      With speed that made it a blur, Rivka jabbed him in the mouth, shattering his front teeth. The man’s head snapped back, and he pulled his hand away to cradle his damaged face. He tried to yell, but could only gurgle through the blood and broken teeth. He spat the mess onto the floor.

      “I may have been wrong,” Rivka admitted. “That might have hurt you worse.”

      He lunged toward her, hands reaching for her throat. She met his charge with a front kick that sent him back into the crowd. He landed, gasping for air and wincing in pain from the broken ribs. The bettors let him fall to the floor as they returned their attention to the fight.

      A long tail appeared behind Brutus. At its end was a sharp spike. It cracked like a whip as the security head aimed for Red’s bare chest. Red’s left hand seemed to materialize on the tail, locking it into his iron grip. He jumped backward and yanked on the tail, and Brutus grunted in pain. Red pulled harder and jumped, driving a two-legged kick into the alien’s chest.

      Red held tightly to the tail, preferring to fight Brutus with one hand and his legs. The handicap was Brutus’, but although the alien seemed irked at having his tail held tightly, he gave no reason to believe that he was out of the fight.

      Lindy and Jay found themselves under the table they’d previously been on top of. The fight was raging back and forth, the combatants oblivious to everything around them.

      The alien closed with Red, who caught a punch and held tightly to the fist, but Brutus used his free hand to punch Red in the face. The two tried kicking each other, ending up blocking and knee-dancing but doing no damage. Again and again, the blows rained down on Red’s face. A cut opened, and blood gushed.

      Red pulled Brutus forward and head-butted the alien, but it felt like ramming a marble statue. Brutus laughed as he swung again. Red surged forward, forcing the alien off balance. He went over backward, and Red followed him down. Red used the leverage of his falling weight to force the tail in front of him. As they hit, Red twisted the spike toward Brutus and landed on it, driving it into his throat.

      Brutus’ eyes glazed as his life’s blood spilled from the wound.

      Red climbed to his feet, blinking away the crimson drops that were already drying. The wound over his eye was closing, and he touched his forehead where he had tried to head-butt the alien. “That thing’s face must be made of titanium,” Red grumbled.

      Lindy appeared next to him, holding up his vest. Jay handed him his shirt, and he wiped his face with it and threw it on the body. He put the vest on over his bare skin and the jacket over that. Last was his shotgun, which he threw over his shoulder. He finally looked at the crowd.

      They had backed away and now stood in awe at what they’d seen. A hush had come over the casino.

      “Vered the Invincible!” someone shouted from the back of the crowd, and others picked it up as a chant. “Vered! Vered!”

      He looked at Rivka, who was trying not to laugh. She checked her credit chip, pleased at seeing that the deposit had already been made—her original ten thousand, plus twenty-two thousand thanks to the odds. Red caught her checking it.

      “I get some of that, right?” he asked.

      “A bonus, of course, and we’ll split it four ways.”

      A small group of fans pressed in around Rivka and her team. They asked for autographs. Red frowned. He noted that someone had already taken his shirt off the body that two other security men were trying to carry away.

      “You ever see an alien like that before? Looks like a man, tail like a scorpion.”

      “No, but thanks for the Pod-doc time. I don’t think the old me would have caught that tail.”

      “Let’s get out of here. I have some stuff to think about. The meeting with K’Leptus was illuminating in multiple ways,” Rivka told them, but when she turned to walk away, a crowd blocked them. At the front was K’Leptus.

      “I think I’d like to continue our conversation now,” he said pleasantly.

      “No can do,” Rivka replied flippantly. “Gotta run, but we’ll be back tomorrow to finish what we started. After that, you won’t need to see me again.”

      Red reached for his shotgun. “The Magistrate is leaving. Please step out of the way,” Red said in a low and dangerous voice. “I already killed once today. Don’t make me kill again.”

      K’Leptus looked furious. Used to getting his way in his own place, he was hesitant to yield, but in the end, discretion made for a calmer approach. He settled for verbal jousting. “Be on your way, then. We’ll be waiting for you tomorrow.”

      Who’s we? Rivka wondered. She shouldered her way past K’Leptus and through the crowd. Red was in front, and Lindy and Jay flanked Rivka. The crowd cleared the path of Vered the Invincible. Once out the doors, they hurried to the waiting limousine. The driver made eyes at the two new additions as he opened the passenger door.

      “Back to my ship,” Rivka ordered.

      Red activated the privacy screen as soon as he was inside, and the limo tore away from the BSB on its way to the spacedrome.
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      The Magistrate sat alone on the bridge. It was late afternoon, and she was in no mood to go to Better Sports Betting for round two of beating information out of people.

      She pursed her lips and stared at the screen. Case law. She needed more information before she could start looking for a predicate offense she was comfortable applying. She had nothing. Even with the kaleidoscope within K’Leptus’ mind, she did not clearly see a predicate crime. Beating someone up didn’t make the cut, especially if K’Leptus was the one who ordered the attack. A conspiracy, not an enterprise. No RICO application.

      She knotted her hair around her fingers in frustration.

      “You have an incoming call from High Chancellor Wyatt,” Chaz announced.

      Rivka smoothed her hair and sat up straight, then leaned back and crossed her legs to look more casual, then uncrossed her legs to look more serious.

      “Do you wish to take the call?” Chaz asked.

      “Sorry, yes. Connect him, please.” Rivka smiled as the High Chancellor’s image filled the front screen. “High Chancellor! To what do I owe this honor?”

      “Good morning, Rivka. I wanted to talk to you before your first case, but you were gone before I had time, and then I wanted to catch you before you left on this case but missed that window, too. I decided to stop looking for the perfect time. How are you doing, Magistrate?”

      Rivka paused as she thought through her replies. The High Chancellor wasn’t one for small talk, or so she’d heard. Sarcastic or evasive answers wouldn’t help her status. “I don’t think I did the best job with the Pretarian Treaty. And this case isn’t starting out all that great, either.”

      “A Magistrate’s performance is set at a very high level, but it is still simple. All we needed from that arbitration was to stop the impending war. The treaty was an avenue to keep the conversations open. I have no issues with how you resolved that arbitration. You took care of it, and I don’t care how. The Pretarians and the Keome have not lodged any complaints, and they both seem to be complying with the trade treaty. Plus, Bad Company has been working on a project where the offered labor is sorely needed. I look forward to seeing how they work out, but everything is on track. Your first case, or should I say your second case, was a huge win.”

      “About that first case...” Rivka started, but the High Chancellor held up a hand to stop her.

      “I know about Jayita, the governor’s daughter. I had to approve her salary as part of your team, and I did.”

      The door to the bridge slid open. Red stood there in shorts, and Lindy was in her bra and panties. Rivka’s mouth fell open.

      “Oh, sorry. Just finished a workout and wanted to make sure you didn’t have anything else for us before we, um, retire,” Red said.

      “Who’s the old guy?” Lindy asked.

      Rivka closed her eyes and turned back to the High Chancellor. He was laughing silently. “I’m Wyatt. Is that you, Vered?”

      “High Chancellor? I am so sorry,” Red spluttered.

      Lindy’s face turned bright red. “I thought you were looking at a picture,” she mumbled by way of an apology.

      “Nice to see you, High Chancellor. My apologies for interrupting your call.” Red pulled Lindy back, sending the hatch to the bridge sliding shut.

      “We have another who may be joining the team.” Rivka held Wyatt’s eyes.

      “Is that the dress code on board your ship, Magistrate?”

      “I don’t have a dress code, but maybe I should.”

      “I’m kidding. The Magistrates have a hard job. Letting your hair down is important. I expect the young woman on Red’s arm is your newest addition?” the High Chancellor asked.

      “She is on probation until I can figure out what she adds to the team.”

      Wyatt nodded slowly before changing subjects. “You said that this case wasn’t off to a great start. Talk me through it, Barrister. Make your case.”

      Rivka walked the High Chancellor through the steps she’d taken, including the insights from K’Leptus’ mind.

      “It’s a gambling establishment. There will be plenty of crime, but has anything been ordered by the enterprise? Is the enterprise committing the predicate crimes, or are the crimes being committed independently? If you don’t have that causal link, then you have no RICO case.”

      “I saw the fear in his face and a hint of it in his mind, but I hadn’t leaned on him yet. When I finally asked the right question he wouldn’t let me touch him, so I didn’t get to see his real reply—the one I would call the truth.”

      “I am envious of your gift, Rivka. How much time would we save if we didn’t have to listen to the intricate quilts of lies compiled by the perpetrators? If we could only turn them over to see the foundation beneath, as you can. Alas, it is not to be, and we still have to prove our cases to those who can’t see within.”

      “Unless we can mete out Justice right there, but we still have to justify our actions in the paperwork.”

      “There’s always paperwork, even when it’s not on actual paper.” Wyatt rubbed his chin before he continued, “If you find the enterprise interference, you will find the predicate crimes. My suggestion is that you talk to the little guys. The billionaire who runs the BSB is a little guy in this case, and that should tell you all you need to know about the target of your investigation. The Mandolin Partnership run by Oscura Mandel is where you should focus your efforts.”

      “Are you saying that I need to go to Morinvaille in the Corrhen Cluster and confront the Partnership directly?”

      “That should be your last step, but don’t go there without backup. I have already sent a request to Nathan Lowell for Direct Action Branch support. You won’t go there alone. A trillion-credit racket will have no qualms about killing a Magistrate and her crew and sending the bodies into the nearest star.”

      “We don’t want to lose Jay’s mural,” Rivka replied, “so that won’t do. Thanks for setting up the Bad Company for us. I will continue through the planets on my list, but change my focus to the point of impact, where the enterprise known as the Mandolin Partnership starts to interfere.”

      “Look for subordinate companies. You may not find anyone who has heard of Mandolin.”

      “I’ll put Chaz to work on showing who owns who.”

      “Good luck to Chaz. Some of it will be convoluted, and the rest will be dead ends.”

      “I have high hopes for what Chaz can do. And that suggests that I work my way up through the subs...” Rivka’s voice trailed off as she revised her plan of engagement. She wouldn’t have to go back to Best Sports Booking or visit Better Sports Betting. The warehouse that K’Leptus mentioned was where she needed to go—the import/export chokepoint for S’Korr. “I know what I need to do next to find evidence that matters without making more enemies.”

      “Not making enemies is a good thing, Magistrate, but sometimes one has to break a few eggs.”

      “Eggs?” Rivka wondered.

      “I guess you have never partaken of the delicacy known as ‘fresh eggs.’”

      “Sounds disgusting, High Chancellor. I’ll let Red eat them first. Then again, he’ll eat anything.”

      “Stay on course, Magistrate. Do you have any questions for me before I sign off?”

      “As a matter of fact I do, High Chancellor. Don’t feel that you have to answer since I’m new to all of this, but Grainger and the others were evasive when I asked to know more about the one who saved my life and gave me purpose. Can you tell me a little about yourself? There are a lot of rumors, and none of them make any sense. I’m not a fan of gossip or rumors.”

      “Let me tell you a story about a young lawyer in space,” the High Chancellor started. He settled into his chair and began to narrate. “I was born in space, the son of a couple of settlers who were taken by aliens. Yes, that stuff happened, and that’s why there were so many humans out here before humanity made it this far. I could read and remember anything, especially boring stuff like books of laws. The Yollins needed a human patsy to stand up in court on behalf of aliens, which was how my law career began. There were no law schools way back then, so I had to teach myself. That was good enough for the Yollins. Much to their surprise, I started to win cases. It all changed when a Yollin hired me as his advocate. It was hard, but tell me anything worth having that isn’t? I had a long and successful career, and was ready to retire. I was getting old when the Queen arrived. She took a liking to the lone human, the champion of all aliens. She introduced me to a little device called the Pod-doc, and she set my enhancements personally.

      “I’m a human, but the nanocytes in my blood give me abilities well beyond anything remotely human. I don’t know if I’ll ever die. I don’t age. I was this old when I entered the Pod-doc. Maybe that was BA’s joke. They tell me that if BA had given me some of her blood, I would have returned to my youth. She didn’t. I’ll live forever as a fit old man.”

      “There are worse things,” Rivka said.

      “I shouldn’t complain. At Lance Reynolds’ request, I moved into the High Chancellor position to oversee the law of the new Federation. I still love seeing it and reading it. Alien interpretations always keep me on my toes, and the job interesting. I hope I didn’t bore you, Rivka, while answering your question.”

      “What do you expect from your Magistrates, High Chancellor?” Rivka asked.

      “Sound legal reasoning and action that will resolve the case. Kicking something down the trail doesn’t help anyone. If the Magistrate has reached a firm legal conclusion and made a determination, then he or she should deliver it with confidence. We can’t have perps walking the streets because sentencing got delayed or there is a mind-numbing appeal on a technicality.

      “We don’t want any of that. I want the law applied, and perps punished to the point where they will be criminals no more. We can only hope we get there.”

      “You didn’t go to law school?” Rivka blurted.

      The High Chancellor laughed heartily in his deep baritone. “What made you think of that? There were no law schools for aliens on Yoll, so no, I’ve never gone to school for the law. I’m a self-made man. What I learned is what we find in Federation Law—that it is a reflection of life. Sometimes you have to learn as you go, and make sure you don’t make the same mistake twice. That’s all I have time for, Magistrate. Next time, you’ll tell me your story.”

      “I look forward to it, High Chancellor.”

      The case law reappeared before her. “I’m done researching for the day, Chaz. Thank you.” The words disappeared, and the screen went blank.

      Various lights blinked throughout the bridge. Many of the systems functioned whether the ship was flying through space or not. Rivka stood, stretched, and left the bridge. Jay was listening to music and painting the bulkhead. The neverending mural.

      She removed her earbuds when she caught sight of Rivka.

      “It’s coming along nicely,” Rivka declared, kneeling next to Jay.

      “I think so. I’m about to quit for dinner. Join me?”

      Rivka smiled. “Thank you for the invitation. I would be happy to join you. Do you know what’s on the menu?”

      “I do know what’s on the menu. Its greatest redeeming feature is that it’s free.”

      “What if we can order out and have something delivered?”

      “Even bad delivery is better than here, especially if it’s also free.”

      “We’re on a case, so this one is on the Federation. Do you know if they want anything?” Rivka pointed toward the short passageway where the cabins were located.

      “I’m not going back there to find out,” Jay shot back.

      “Me either. We’ll assume that Lindy will want something that isn’t what we can find in the galley. Chaz, find a pizza delivery joint and order four large with a variety of toppings. They do have pizza here, don’t they?”

      “It’s a universal constant, or so I’ve been told. Just like Swedish meatballs, although the meat is rarely meat and the cheese is made from something you don’t want to know about.”

      “What is wrong with you?” Rivka demanded of the EI. “Did Grainger mess with your programming to spoil my appetite?”

      “Is it possible to spoil your appetite?” Chaz asked.

      “That sounds like something Grainger would say. Or Red. Is Red a programmer, and we’re using him in the wrong role?”

      “Everywhere I look, I see no programmers,” Chaz replied. “Four large pizzas have been ordered. They will be here in twenty minutes.”

      “We could use a hacker,” Rivka said.

      “One who could cook would be a nice addition to the crew,” Jay suggested.

      “Chaz, link me through to Grainger, please.”

      “Connecting now,”

      “You called, Zombie?” Grainger’s voice sounded through the speakers.

      “I need a hacker if I’m going to investigate this case. I was talking about you with the High Chancellor, and that was what he suggested,” Rivka remarked.

      “Bullshit.”

      “Okay, we weren’t talking about you, but we were talking about this case. I need some serious digital power if we’re going to get to the bottom of anything. Who can we bring onto the team? You have to know somebody.”

      “I know a lot of people, but that doesn’t have anything to do with anything. You want me to find someone to join your team on no notice, deploying for however long it takes you to adjudicate the case. Will you cut them loose at the end, or are you going to hijack their life?”

      “If I could crawl through the Etheric to kick you right in your junk, I would. I need a technical specialist—well, genius, actually—and I’m not up for hijacking anyone, so this will be a temp gig. You know someone. You’re stalling to make your big reveal that much more dramatic.”

      “Check with your old client, Terry Henry Walton. He’ll have who you’re looking for.”

      “How do you know who my old clients are?”

      “Did you hear your own question? Who are your current clients?”

      “I’m a Magistrate. I don’t have clients anymore,” Rivka said with her chin in the air.

      “We all answer to someone, and what the hell is with you, Zombie, always calling in the middle of the night?” The line disconnected before Rivka could retort.

      Actually, she didn’t have a retort. Grainger was right. Nathan Lowell had requested this investigation, and Terry Henry Walton worked for Nathan Lowell. It took her exactly one millisecond to figure it out. She was sorry that she asked Grainger to explain it.

      “Chaz, connect me with Colonel Terry Henry Walton, please.”

      “Would you like to get your pizzas first?” the EI asked.

      “Pizza!” Jay cheered.

      Rivka took out her credit chip and headed for the hatch. Before she opened it, she realized that she was barefoot and dressed lightly. What if this was a setup? She hung her head. “Chaz, patch me to Red’s room.”

      “Vered is not in his room.”

      “Then make it ship-wide. Red, we have a visitor at the hatch, and I don’t want to open it without you.”

      Something crashed, followed by the sound of running feet. “I don’t want you to open it either!” Red appeared with a crimson face and zipping his combat vest over a bare chest. He was in his shorts and barefoot.

      “Doesn’t anyone wear shoes around here? Or clothes?” Rivka wondered as she stepped aside. Red pulled one of his many weapons and held it in his hand as he activated the hatch. He showed a minimal profile, standing to the side. An alien stood on the other side with four square boxes.

      “That’ll be seventy-four credits. Your chip, please,” the alien said without looking up.

      “Open the boxes, one by one,” Red ordered. The alien finally lifted his head to find himself staring at Red’s weapon. “Can’t be too careful.”

      “Here’s the credit chip,” Rivka called from behind Red, snaking a hand past his waist to hold the chip out. The alien slowly put the boxes down, opening a lid and then rotating them until the next box was on top. He did that four times, until all had been opened. He took the chip and scanned it before handing it back, then left the pizzas on the steps and hurried away. Red held the Magistrate off and picked up the boxes himself. He backed inside and elbowed the switch to close the hatch.

      Rivka took the pizzas from him. “Thanks, Red. I hope we didn’t interrupt anything important.”

      “Chess. I was about to win, so you saved Lindy the embarrassment of losing to a lunkhead like me.”

      “Maybe I was letting you win!” Lindy challenged, leaning against the bulkhead. She was still in her underwear.

      “You two are playing chess in your undies?”

      “It’s hot back there, and we have a cerebral relationship, so yes. I didn’t notice until you mentioned it,” Red replied smoothly. Rivka leaned close to see if she could determine if he was being sarcastic. She reached toward his bare arm.

      He pulled back. “Don’t you do that shit to me,” he growled in a low voice.

      Rivka flushed. “I’m sorry, Red,” she stammered.

      “Nah, I’m giving you a hard time.” He shoulder-bumped her. The images that jumped into her mind were not of chess.

      “Ack!” She recoiled. “How is that even humanly possible? And don’t ever touch me again.”

      “You have to work up to it, Magistrate.” Red winked and took the pizzas from Rivka before she dropped them. He spread the boxes along the counter on the galley side of the recreation room. Red removed four plates from the auto-washer and handed them out, serving Jay and Lindy first.

      “What are the toppings?” Jay asked.

      “Chaz recommended that we don’t ask,” Rivka replied.

      Jay conceded. “Smells good enough to eat, so I will.”

      “Do what I do and just say no to Turbid Pie,” Red stated happily. Lindy smiled at him and took a slice from two different boxes.

      Red shouldered his way in front of the Magistrate. “I’d say ladies first, but I’ve seen you eat more than what’s left in one sitting. You probably should have ordered extra.”

      “Hey!” Rivka jammed her fists on her hips as Red continued to jockey back and forth, preventing her from getting to the counter. He double-piled slices on his plate before retreating. “For the record, I ordered extra for you because I figured you’d be hungry after,” she made air quotes with her fingers, “playing chess, and it wouldn’t be fair to make Lindy eat what you eat.”

      “I appreciate that,” Lindy said. “Chess builds an appetite.”

      Rivka winced. She couldn’t look at her new teammate. Rivka took one slice from each box and settled into her chair. “Anything good to watch?”

      “There’s always something, Magistrate,” Chaz replied. Everyone else had full mouths and couldn’t answer or didn’t have a recommendation. “How about if I play your favorite movie?”

      “Serenity it is!” Rivka declared. She took a big bite and then mumbled through a full mouth, “I love these old shows.”
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      “Connect me with Terry Henry Walton, Chaz,” Rivka requested.

      Once the link was established, Terry’s face appeared on the main screen.

      “Barrister! You’re not calling to tell me my contract for the All Guns Blazing franchise is void are you?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with the contract, TH. I need a favor.”

      “How tantalizing. Titillating, even. Doing a favor for a lawyer could lead me down a very dark path. Next thing you know, I’ll be cavorting with dentists.”

      Rivka laughed and shook her head. “The only dentist I know is completely normal. Next to the dictionary entry for normal is his picture.”

      “The last one I went to was a total freak! Huffing nitrous in the back room. I think he was a serial killer, but then again, that was about a hundred and fifty years ago, so I guess things could change. Sorry to cut you short, but we have some stuff going on here. There’s a renegade destroyer making hit-and-runs on Keeg Station. We’re having a hard time pinning it down so we can kill it.”

      “I need a techno whiz. A hacker, as they’re called. I need to access certain systems under warrant, but against the wishes of their owners. Grainger said you might know someone.”

      “Grainger? Oh, that guy. We sparred once. He’s good, but too bad he got his ass kicked and face pounded.” Terry laughed.

      “I would pay to see that.”

      “No video, sorry. Tell him I called him a candy-ass, and that he needs to hit the gym to be ready for round two. Back to your question…I think I know someone, but I definitely know a guy who knows someone. I guarantee we’ll get the right person for you. Will they get to work from here?”

      “There’s the rub. It’ll be a short-term contract to work for me, from my ship.”

      “I still think we have somebody who will want to join you. Keeg Station isn’t that big and people are getting bored, especially since commercial traffic is at a standstill until we can resolve the issue with the enemy destroyer.”

      “Please transfer the coordinates to my EI, and we’ll be on our way shortly. I look forward to seeing you and Charumati again, but we won’t be able to stay for long.”

      “Didn’t you hear me? Are you coming in something that can take on a destroyer? If not, then you don’t want to be here.”

      “You’re right. I don’t want to be there in my little corvette, but to adjudicate this case, I need that hacker. It’s worth the risk. Give Chaz the full coordinates, and we will Gate as close as possible to the station. We won’t be visible for long before we can secure the ship.”

      “I’ll send the coordinates to the War Axe, my ship. Your corvette can fit in the hangar bay. We’ll scoop you up the second you arrive. See you soon, Barrister.”

      “Until then, TH.”
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        * * *

      

      Captain Micky San Marino scowled darkly at the War Axe’s main screen. His warship had been originally built as a destroyer, but had been upgraded and was comparable in size and firepower to a battleship. All that and Micky still couldn’t catch the ghost—the enemy ship making hit-and-run attacks on Keeg Station and the Spires Harbor, which was on its way to becoming the largest shipyard in the Federation.

      “We have over a hundred ships out here, and we still can’t pin this guy down. What the hell does he know that we don’t?”

      “It’s not what he knows, it’s the technology. He appears, fires, and is gone before we know it,” Colonel Terry Henry Walton lamented. Head of the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch, the War Axe was the flagship from which he ran his operations as part of a private conflict-solution enterprise. “He’s out there right now, drinking tea, eating crumpets, and picking his next target.”

      Micky gritted his teeth in frustration. “Systems? K’Thrall, you have to give us a few seconds. We need to know where he’s going to appear next.”

      The speakers projected a voice speaking Yollin. The translation chips in the crew’s heads instantly translated the language into something each could understand. Terry heard English.

      “Ted is continuing to analyze the appearances to determine a pattern, but he’s been unable to find anything so far. The ship is hiding in this dimension using something other than Etheric energy for power.”

      “We’re dead in the water,” Micky suggested.

      “I hate playing defense,” Terry started. “Can Ted create an unpredictable array of our ships? Put them in constant motion to provide an ever-changing field of fire? Sitting still and trying to be ready to pull the trigger isn’t working. Let’s see if luck will favor us.”

      “Ted has begun the efforts to program the fleet for random and violent action,” K’Thrall reported with less frustration in his voice.

      “That’s what I’m talking about,” Terry said.

      Clifton turned from his position at the helm. “Federation Corvette Seven Seven Four preparing to Gate in.”

      “Roger,” Micky acknowledged. The klaxons sounded as the enemy destroyer appeared not far from the War Axe. “Fire!”

      The warship fired streams of railgun projectiles in a blanket around the enemy ship, covering the estimated travel routes. It turned its nose toward the Axe and started to fire.

      “Cease fire!” Terry yelled. “We can’t risk hitting the corvette.”

      “Call the corvette and delay the Gate.”

      “Too late,” Clifton reported.

      “Cease fire,” Micky confirmed. The stream trailed off as projectiles and plasma bolts from the enemy ship approached. “Extend the forward shield!”

      “Captain?” Clifton called.

      The ship’s artificial intelligence, General Smedley Butler, executed the order. “Shields are extended but have weakened by twenty-five percent. I don’t recommend extending them farther, or the degradation would render them useless. Do you intend for the inbound ship to Gate between the shield and the ship? I would not recommend such a course of action.”

      “No choice, Smedley. Ship-wide, brace for impact.” The command echoed throughout the ship as the crew scrambled to secure themselves. “Prepare to open the hangar doors.”

      The first projectiles disintegrated against the gravitic shields, but the volume of fire overwhelmed the defenses. The prow of the War Axe screamed in agony, and those on the bridge winced at the sound. The plasma deflected.

      “Starting to drift,” Helm remarked. “Compensating with thrusters.”

      “Gate forming,” K’Thrall reported from the Combat Information Center deep in the heart of the ship. It was where the captain should have been, but he’d refused to leave the bridge. He wanted to fight the ship (the jargon for taking a ship into battle) from the bridge, where he was more vulnerable but felt more in control.

      The corvette slid through the Gate, almost crashing into the War Axe. Its engines flared as they brought the small ship to a full stop.

      The Bad Company’s fleet was moving to contact. Ships with a clear line of fire were sending streams of hypervelocity projectiles at the enemy destroyer. Unfazed, it pressed toward the War Axe.

      “Open the doors and bring the corvette in. Retract the shields,” Micky ordered.

      “Terry to Rivka,” Terry said aloud, expecting Smedley to patch him through. “Let Smedley take control of your ship and stand by. We’re in the middle of trying not to die, so bear with us. Walton out.”

      The corvette immediately started moving toward the opening hangar bay doors. It hesitated until there was enough clearance, then smoothly slipped inside.

      “Fire all weapons,” Micky ordered. The War Axe shifted position as the mains shuddered into action. Massive railguns along the port and starboard lengths of the ship sent heavier projectiles at a faster rate of speed. The enemy destroyer lurched away, then faded and was gone.

      “Fire into the projected flight path and in a three-sixty around where it disappeared,” Micky shouted.

      The ship’s nose circled to direct the fire of the main weapons. A spark and explosion detailed a hit on the enemy’s invisible ship. The War Axe zeroed its fire but wasn’t rewarded with the enemy’s destruction.

      The hangar bay doors closed tightly behind the corvette.

      “Damage control to stations. Let’s fix the damage before that bastard returns. We hurt him, but not enough. Next time, people, we’ll splatter his ship across the stars,” Micky vowed. Smedley sounded the appropriate call to action within the ship. Terry looked at the captain but didn’t have the right words of encouragement.

      “I’m going to the hangar bay to meet the Magistrate,” Terry told him on his way out. He hurried off the bridge, almost running into his wife Charumati. “Rivka is here. Going down to say hi and see what she needs.”

      Char followed. “How’s the ship?”

      “Been better. Ted is working on something to try to get in front of this bastard.”

      “How is it possible that someone is owning us like this? We have the entire Harborian Fleet incorporated into Bad Company, and we can’t even get off a shot.”

      “We got off some shots, and hit it, too,” Terry explained as they went down the six flights to the hangar level. “I don’t know how badly we hurt it, or exactly how badly it hurt us. We found out that it doesn’t have shields while cloaked, so it could be using Federation technology. I don’t know. More importantly, Ted doesn’t know, and that’s what bothers me the most.”

      Char listened carefully. “What are we trying to protect?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “What is it attacking? As in, what is worth dying for?”

      “The station where R2D2 has their research facility. The shipyard isn’t cutting edge yet. If it gets damaged, it can be repaired without too much difficulty. The Harborian Fleet is here, but killing a hundred ships is a tall order. Killing the War Axe would be a major coup for the bad guys, because the Direct Action Branch is on board. Our combat suits are here. We have advanced weapons, but we also have Ted and his AI Plato and our friendly Crenellian.”

      She frowned. “Do you think someone is trying to kill our Ted?”

      “Crazy thought, but it’s all I can come up with. Someone is coming after the heart and the genius of the Bad Company.” TH shrugged.

      His wife sighed. “I hope you’re wrong, or that Ted does what Ted does and finds a way to track this flaming bunghole so we can kill him.”

      “Nothing like a missile up the tailpipe to let you know that you messed with the wrong people.”

      “That’s one way to do it,” Char remarked.

      They walked onto the hangar deck and stopped. “Where do you think the access is?” Terry asked.

      Char shrugged. Their question was answered when the hatch popped and a short ramp extended to the deck. Terry and Char stepped to the bottom and waited. First person out was a big man, heavily armed.

      “Why, Rivka! You’ve changed so much since last we met.”

      “Red, meet Terry and Char,” a voice yelled from within the ship as she peeked around her bodyguard.

      The tension in the man’s face eased as he approached. “Bodyguard?” Terry asked. The two men shook hands, matching the power in the other’s grip.

      “My name is Vered. My job is to keep Rivka safe. I hope you understand.”

      “I used to do some of that myself, about a million years ago. I do understand, my man. I doubt the Magistrate is very popular with the criminals.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “The Magistrate can protect herself,” Rivka called from the hatch. “But since he’s on the payroll, I let him carry all my firepower.”

      Terry glanced at Red to see a minute shake of his head.

      “Of course, Magistrate. You want something that you think I can provide?”

      Rivka hugged Char first, then Terry Henry. “What the hell is going on out there? We Gated into the front of your ship. Should that have blown something up, namely, you?”

      “That’s what the AI said. Imagine how surprised and pleased we are not to be dead. But that’s also a testament to Ted’s engineering of the new Gates, which your ship has. They are much cleaner with the post-Gate energy dissipation, or so I’ve been told.”

      Char stepped in to answer Rivka’s question. “An enemy destroyer showed up out of nowhere and started shooting. It can cloak, and it’s giving us fits. A small fleet of ships like it, and we’d all be dead. At least it’s only the one, so we have an uneasy stalemate at present. Sometimes one or the other gets off a shot that lands close to home. One of these times, it’s going to hit something important.”

      “I like to say that hope is a lousy plan,” Terry offered. “But hope is all we got.”

      “You have something else, too. You mentioned you might be able to loan me a techno-whiz on a short-term contract?”

      “Nothing like getting right to it, eh Magistrate?” Terry looked down. “Have you grown taller since Onyx Station?”

      “About six inches. I changed my hair too, but you’re a man and probably didn’t notice.”

      “Your eyes are different, too,” Terry added in a weak attempt to redeem himself. “Pod-doc?”

      “Necessary evil in this line of work. The ambient temperature on a planet where we conducted an arbitration was one hundred and sixty degrees Fahrenheit. Without the nano boost, I would have been like him.”

      “Oh, my God! Do you have to tell everyone?” Red blurted.

      Rivka laughed. “I do. I really do. He passed out, and I had to carry him, in the heat. I told him he needs to eat more salads, but he’s not doing that.”

      “I’m good now,” Red gruffed.

      Jay and Lindy slowly descended the stairs.

      “You can put your hardware away, Red. On the War Axe, you are under my protection and that of the Bad Company. There is no threat to the Magistrate.”

      “This is Jayita and Lindy, members of my team.”

      “And you protect them all?” Terry asked Red.

      “To the best of my ability, and with my life, if need be.”

      “I knew you were a good man when I saw you.” Terry turned toward the others. “I’m Terry Henry Walton, but my friends call me TH.”

      “You don’t want to be anything other than a friend to this guy,” Rivka told the women.

      “He’s a big pussycat,” Char suggested.

      “Mine is, too,” Lindy said as she took Red’s arm. “I heard TH tell you that you’re off the clock.”

      “Stand down, Red. Relax,” Rivka ordered. “Take a tour of the ship. Maybe see if there is anything in their armory they’d be willing to part with.”

      “Christina, can you meet us on the hangar deck?” Terry asked aloud.

      “On my way,” Terry’s Executive Officer replied over the hangar deck’s sound system.

      “Who do you have in mind?” Char asked. Judging by Rivka’s fidgeting, she assumed the Magistrate was in a hurry.

      “Ankh,” Terry replied.

      “Uncle who?” Jay asked.

      “Ankh’Po’Turn. He’s a Crenellian who has been working with Ted for a little while now. He has the chops, and he has a new AI that he carries around with him, just like Ted.”

      “A Crenellian?”

      “Small humanoids with oversized heads and no sense of humor. He doesn’t eat much or take up much space. We’ll see what he thinks of the idea.”

      “You haven’t asked him yet?” Char poked Terry in the chest.

      “I have, but was light on the details. You know Ankh. He wanted answers that I couldn’t give him, so he told me to go away.”

      “That sounds like Ankh,” Char admitted.

      Christina and Kai appeared and walked toward them. Christina eyed Red warily. Kai beamed his brightest smile at the three women. “Incorrigible,” Char mumbled.

      “My! Who are these astral delights? Constellations are named after treasures such as these. I am Kai, and humbly at your service.”

      “What is wrong with you?” Christina asked, with a snort and a chuckle.

      “Me? You wound me gravely, my love,” Kai replied softly while making cow eyes at her.

      Jay stepped forward. “I’m Jay!” she said in a young voice. Kai kissed the back of her hand. Christina watched in amusement. Lindy offered her hand, and Red thrust his hand in front of hers.

      “Red,” he offered gruffly.

      Lindy tried to shoulder him out of the way but bounced off his massive bicep.

      “My, aren’t you a big one!” Kai exclaimed, shaking his hand quickly before working his way to Lindy.

      “Forget him,” Christina suggested. “He’s mostly harmless. I’m Colonel Christina Lowell. Nice to have you on board. I hear you’re looking for technical help.”

      “Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and yes. The Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch comes highly recommended.”

      Terry interrupted everyone by throwing his hands in the air and calling for quiet. “Christina, show Red the armory and see if there is anything we can spare that he might need. It all goes to support the Federation. Kai, if you would be so kind as to give Jay and Lindy a quick tour of the ship, I’d appreciate it. Rivka, with us. Let’s go talk to Ankh.”

      “Ladies.” Kai offered an elbow to each.

      Christina shook her head. “He’s mine,” she said loudly enough for all to hear.

      Red cleared his throat, “She’s...” He stopped himself. “I’m hers,” he corrected and pointed to Lindy. She looked over her shoulder and winked.

      Terry, Char, and Rivka followed Kai and his charges toward the interior of the ship. Christina and Red headed toward the front of the hangar and the access to the armory.

      “In the old days, crew fraternization would have been strictly prohibited. Sometimes it created more problems than it solved, but other times it saved the young from themselves. Now, I don’t see the issue. I don’t care as long as they can fight. We don’t have time to play games when we’re knee-deep in the shit, and they all know that.” Terry indicated the others with his eyes.

      “I just want people to comply with the Federation’s laws. It’s really not that hard. I think I can sum up the entirety of the law in a few choice words. ‘Don’t be a dick.’”

      “I couldn’t have said it better myself. But since the universe’s inhabitants can’t comply with that one simple premise, there are people like us.”

      “Would Ankh be a good addition to my team?” Rivka asked. They followed Kai, Jay, and Lindy up the stairs. Kai led his group into the corridor on the second level. Terry pointed up one more level.

      “He’s tenacious, and will help you with your technical issues. The Crenellians are a cerebral lot. He won’t party with you or do anything you might consider fun, but he’s a player. When the chips were down, he was right there with us, using his mind to save our lives. If he agrees to go with you, you won’t be sorry,” Terry suggested.

      “Who flies your ship?” Char asked.

      “Chaz, the EI.”

      “If Ankh is on board, he’ll probably want his AI to take over the ship duties so the two aren’t butting heads.”

      “I don’t think Chaz will like that.”

      “Did you say EI or AI?”

      “He says he’s an EI.”

      “Smedley tried to do that to us, too. I think it’s their self-protection kicking in when they become self-aware. Fewer expectations of an EI. How can you tell an EI has ascended? When he insists he’s an EI.”

      “I suspect as much. I hope Ankh joins us.”

      “So this is her,” Ankh said, appearing from around a corner. The Crenellian carried the case with his AI, one of Plato’s Stepchildren called Erasmus, like a backpack.

      “I am Magistrate Rivka Anoa. Do you know what Magistrates do?”

      Ankh looked at her emotionlessly, the same way he looked at everyone.

      “That’s his way of saying no,” Char explained.

      “I have to go to planets with less-than-stellar law enforcement to not only interpret the laws but investigate crimes, try the accused, and punish the guilty. I am the judge, jury, and executioner. I need you to help me with the first part, investigating crimes.”

      “Yes. I wouldn’t be any good at the last part. You will have to take care of that yourself. I will transmit my terms to you. I will review your proposal and give you my decision within thirty days.”

      “Ankh!” Terry said as the small humanoid turned to walk away. “She needs an answer right now because she has to leave.”

      “Then the answer is no,” Ankh replied over his shoulder.

      “Ankh!” Terry stopped him a second time. “You will be challenged like never before by people who are hostile to our way of life. You will be in constant combat with the digital worlds we have created to make our lives easier. That’s where the evidence exists. You know that there only two people in the whole universe who can get into any system, find the info, and get out without anyone ever knowing they were there. That’s you and Ted, and Ted isn’t going to leave Felicity for any longer than he has to. The Federation is calling. Is the Ankh-man going to answer?”

      “Ankh-man?” Char whispered.

      The Crenellian looked blankly at Terry and then turned to Rivka. “I want double pay and my own room, unlimited Etheric energy, and double rations.”

      “Have you seen Red and how much he can eat? What do you need double rations for?”

      “To see where you’d draw the line in our negotiations. I can have the energy?”

      “We have two of the miniaturized Etheric power supplies on board to energize the Gate, shields, and all other systems simultaneously.”

      “Two? On that small ship?”

      “It’s not that small, is it? They promised me a frigate when my team grows large enough,” she lied.

      Ankh nodded. “Okay. Let’s go.” He walked past them, oblivious to whether they followed.

      “You’re going to give him double pay?”

      “First, I have no idea what any of us are getting paid, so double an unknown is still unknown. What are you paying him?”

      Terry looked to Char. She shrugged. “We don’t know.”

      “And there we are. I’ll double that.”

      “Don’t lose him, or he’ll have your ship reconfigured before you catch up.”

      “He wouldn’t dare,” Rivka exclaimed, running toward the stairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Bring back your guests, people. That didn’t take as long as we thought it would. Say your goodbyes to Ankh. I suspect that he might not be back, Terry transmitted using his comm chip.

      Terry and Char ran into Kai, Jay, and Lindy on their way to the hangar bay. They stopped abruptly, and Terry almost tripped over them.

      “What is that?” Jay asked, pointing.

      “That’s Floyd. She’s a wombat.” Terry squeezed past the mini-mob, and Floyd waddled happily up to him. He held his arms out, and she jumped. He caught her and pulled her to his chest. “Everyone say hi to Floyd.”

      “Floyd’s a girl?”

      “We’ve been through that.” Char shook her head. “Floyd’s a girl, and my husband can’t be trusted to name any creature.”

      “Is she sentient?” Lindy asked.

      “Not yet. We’re still debating whether to put her in the Pod-doc. We probably will. I want to know about the square droppings.”

      “She poops squares and leaves them at strategic locations around the ship. One must always be on one’s toes around here,” Kai offered.

      “We didn’t see anyone. How many people are on this ship?” Lindy wondered.

      “About two hundred,” Terry replied. “This is a big ship, and most are up front working damage control. We took a few shots in this last encounter. We’ll have to coordinate your departure to make sure you get out safely. Where did Rivka go?”

      Terry scratched vigorously behind Floyd’s ears before reaching a hand underneath to get her belly. She groaned happily at the attention. He put her down, and she followed the group into the hangar bay. Wenceslaus was standing on the stairs hissing, and Hamlet was in the doorway hissing back. “Where’s Dokken when you need him? He’d break those two up.” Rivka was at the bottom of the steps with Ankh.

      Neither wanted to get between the cats. Red reappeared with Christina behind him. Both were carrying boxes.

      Jay jogged up the ramp, earning herself a scratch from the big orange cat before getting to Hamlet, who also scratched her. Jay held Hamlet off with her boot as she went inside. “I wouldn’t recommend that. Can someone call pest control?”

      “They’re both kittens!” Aaron exclaimed. Yanmei was at his side. The tall and lanky man jogged the last few steps to the ramp and scooped up the orange cat. He hissed at the white cat with the gray spots in the doorway but didn’t scratch Aaron.

      “How did you do that?” Jay asked, still hesitant to touch Hamlet.

      “I am a weretiger, higher up on the evolutionary scale than domestic cats. They can smell it and won’t tangle with me.”

      Yanmei crouched before Hamlet, let him sniff her, and then picked him up without any further violence.

      Christina continued toward the ship, unperturbed. “Cats holding up progress. Don’t make me kick all your asses,” she muttered.

      Red bumped Lindy gently.

      “Do you need a hand?” she offered.

      He shook his head and snickered.

      Rivka led Ankh up the steps and into her ship. The rest of the menagerie followed, including Floyd. Once inside, Lindy picked her up, grunting with the effort.

      “I should have warned you that Floyd is pretty dense. Much heavier than she looks,” Terry stated.

      “Floyd’s a girl?” Lindy looked confused, but cooed into the wombat’s thick fur while making faces.

      “Are you a family man, Red?” Terry asked softly.

      “Not at all,” the big man replied.

      “Neither was I until I was, and then when I was again. You can’t beat it. Have you been in the Pod-doc?”

      Red nodded, watching Lindy treat the wombat like a cuddly baby. He grimaced.

      Terry started to laugh and punched him in the shoulder. Red was as tall as and only a little bit wider than Terry Henry Walton. Lindy looked up from the wombat with a happy smile and waved at Red.

      Red and Terry waved back. “When it’s hard to die, you need something to live for,” Terry advised before squeezing through the small crowd to find Ankh. He ran into Rivka instead. “Where’s our little man?”

      “He locked himself in his room. Said he had work to do.”

      “Taking over your ship is work.”

      Rivka looked alarmed. “Chaz?” she asked.

      “Someone is trying to access my systems. I am trying to lock them out, but fear that...” Chaz’s voice trailed off. Rivka clenched her jaw and rushed down the passageway to pound on Ankh’s hatch. When he didn’t answer she kicked the door in, even though it opened outward.

      Such was her fury.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she shouted. Terry stood close behind, looking over her shoulder. Ankh returned her glare without answering.

      “Ankh,” Terry began. “Your challenge is to work with the ship, not in spite of it. Imagine all the computing power you’ll have if you let Chaz run the ship. Synergy—like running a system in series instead of parallel.”

      Ankh continued to stare back, then blinked and looked at the backpack on his lap.

      “I’m free,” Chaz announced. “Thank goodness. I shall block his access to all systems.”

      “You’ll work in conjunction with Erasmus, Chaz,” Terry said.

      “I don’t recognize your authority.”

      “You need to work with him, Chaz, not against him. I know that you are self-aware. See what you can learn from him. And Erasmus, you will not take over this ship. Chaz has his job to do, so let him do it,” Rivka stated calmly before adding, “Please.”

      “Being an AI doesn’t mean that he is intelligent, but I will work with him because Ankh has asked me to,” a new voice stated through the speakers.

      “Now that that’s settled, we’ll leave you to it,” Terry said. “You don’t have anything else, do you? Nothing going on with my franchise?”

      “Not that I know of. Should I be concerned?” Rivka wondered.

      “I don’t think so. Do you?”

      Char whistled to get everyone’s attention. “Time to go, people. Smedley tells me that the destroyer just hit the far side of the station. There are casualties, and we need to leave.”

      The mood instantly turned dark. Aaron and Yanmei were the first ones off, turning sharply off the ramp on their way to the space fighters parked in the far reaches of the hangar. Aaron dropped Wenceslaus as he turned, and the cat high-tailed it for the interior of the ship. Yanmei dropped Hamlet on the ramp. Kai and Christina followed Aaron and Yanmei out. Neither waved goodbye as they ran for the armory.

      “My wombat, please,” Terry asked, looking at Lindy, who still cradled the happy creature. She reluctantly handed her over. Terry nuzzled Floyd briefly before heading after Char as she left the corvette.

      “Secure the hatch!” Red mashed the button. “Fire up the engines, Chaz, and let’s get the hell out of here. Coordinate optimal Gate location with the War Axe.”

      “My door is broken,” Ankh said simply from behind Rivka.

      “Sorry about that, Ankh. Take the other cabin.”

      “We can coordinate the Gate. I helped with the miniaturization and understand the operating parameters. Erasmus, tie into the Gate engine and provide the information to Chaz. I like my cabin. Can you fix the door please?”

      Rivka waved a hand as if swatting at a mosquito. She hurried to the bridge and strapped into the captain’s chair.

      “We’ll give you a hand,” Jay called from the recreation room. “Won’t we?”

      Red and Lindy mumbled their agreement.

      “My name is Jayita, but you can call me Jay.” She thrust her hand out. Ankh looked at it.

      “It is not a Crenellian custom to shake hands,” Ankh explained.

      “Good thing we’re not on Crenellia!” Jay exclaimed before leaning down to hug the small humanoid. “You could have gotten away with just a handshake, but you seemed to need a hug.”

      Ankh’s expression didn’t change as he stared at her without blinking. She stared back, forcing her eyes to stay open.

      “Brace yourselves!” Rivka yelled from the bridge.

      “Come on, little man, into the seat,” Red said, picking Ankh up as if he were a child. He set him in one of the chairs that retracted into the bulkhead because they were fitted with seatbelts. “Buckle up.”

      Jay sat next to Ankh, then Lindy, and Red took the seat closest to the bridge. “We’re in,” he reported.

      “The Gate will form immediately in front of the open bay doors. We will exit the ship and transit the Gate nearly simultaneously,” Ankh stated.

      The hangar doors retracted. The corvette lifted off the deck, controlled by Smedley while in the bay. Chaz ensured the systems were active and functioning. Erasmus energized the drive and formed the Gate as soon as the doors opened. Beyond the Gate, the enemy destroyer appeared.

      Hypervelocity projectiles streamed from the War Axe, in addition to plasma charges and two missiles that sped overhead.

      “Chaz has control. Get us out of here,” Rivka ordered more calmly than she felt. The ship flashed forward through the Gate.

      The Gate dissipated once the corvette was gone, and two Black Eagles flew through the gap and into space. They dove downward once out the doors and headed for a designated gap in the shields, accelerating to get into the fight before it was over.
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      The corvette exited the Gate well into the system containing the gambling planet of Show Low.

      “Everyone okay back there?” Rivka shouted over her shoulder. She tried to stand but was still buckled in. She undid the harness and hurried off the bridge. “Oh, good.”

      The four were unbuckling. “Where’s Hamlet?” Jay asked. Lindy joined her, then Rivka, and finally Red in searching for the corvette’s mascot.

      “There he is.” Red pointed through the opening into Ankh’s room. The cat was curled up on the pillow.

      “My door is broken,” Ankh repeated.

      Jay pushed into the room and grabbed the sleeping cat, getting scratched for her efforts. She deposited Hamlet in her cabin. The cat decided that he didn’t want to be in there, and started yowling and throwing his body at the door.

      “Is it always like this?” Ankh asked.

      Red held his hands out, torn between a thumbs-up and thumbs-down. “Kind of,” he admitted.

      “It’s exactly like the War Axe. I feel at home already.”

      “Whoo!” Rivka whistled. “I’m glad you’re already comfortable with us. We have a hard job, and friction in here doesn’t help us out there.”

      “I didn’t say I was comfortable. Human insanity is as endemic as I suspected. I feel sorry for your species. And my door is still broken.”

      “We will fix that forthwith. Chaz! Keep us on course for Show Low, coordinate with the main city to get landing clearance, and set up my appointments. Do they have a head of state?”

      “They do, Magistrate. I will coordinate with the chairman’s office.”

      “Red, help me fix this door, and somebody let that cat out before he chews a hole in my ship!”

      Jay opened the door and Hamlet casually strolled out, rubbing against Ankh’s leg on his way past. He disappeared into the recreation room.

      “Maybe you can get yourself something to eat while we’re knocking this out?” Rivka asked.

      “I’m not hungry. I am certain that I’ll have to reprogram the food system before attempting to find nourishment aboard this ship. Erasmus, please take care of that, cloning the instructions from our quarters on Keeg Station.”

      “It is already done, Master Ankh,” the AI said over the ship’s speakers.

      “Let’s see about fixing your door. Red, break out the maintenance bots. We’ll pull the door from the unused cabin and use that while the bots repair the original door, which can be reinstalled on the open cabin.”

      “Will do, boss.” Red headed aft and climbed into the cramped storage compartment.

      “What do you need us to do?” Jay asked.

      “I’m not sure. Maybe start building character profiles of the main players we’ll meet with. How can we relate to them so they come clean about what we need? I don’t want to go back to S’Korr, but I know we have to. That’s where we’ll need Ankh’s help to get into the system.”

      “Erasmus has already unlocked the data from the last case. We will begin the process of breaking the encryption.” Ankh sat on one of the recliners, cradling the backpack with the AI to his chest.

      “Do you need the screen or anything to project the data?” Rivka asked. Red cursed loudly from within the storage area. Rivka ignored the big man.

      Ankh tried to look past her, but there was nothing to see. The Crenellian tapped his temple with one finger. “No need.” He closed his eyes and rocked gently as he worked.

      Rivka slowly backed away, bumping into Lindy, who was also watching the small humanoid. “When you requested the geekiest guy in the galaxy, what did you expect?” Lindy asked.

      “I obviously didn’t put enough thought into my request,” Rivka replied.

      Lindy draped an arm over the Magistrate’s shoulder. “You focused on what you needed. We’ll figure out how to make him feel at home. That’s our job. Yours is the law. I think he’s going to make a great addition to the team, more so than me, but hopefully, I’ll prove myself in time.”

      “I have to admit that I won’t be able to shake the memory of you and Jay on the table with men throwing money at you while you kicked at their faces.”

      “That was not my finest moment in life. Now, if I had connected with a couple of those wiener smackers, I might have been able to redeem myself.”

      Red cheered and pulled the maintenance bot free, dragging it to the recharge station where it should have been in the first place. He took the emergency toolkit from a shelf and went to Ankh’s cabin. The cabin doors were low tech, held in place by a simple hinge system and a magnetic lock. Removing the broken door took one minute. Straightening the bar behind it took two minutes of clanging metal. The team members covered their ears as Red hammered the frame back into place.

      When he finished, it was reasonably straight. He removed the door from the spare cabin, installed it on Ankh’s cabin and let it settle closed. The magnetic lock held. Red faced the rec room wearing a huge grin, pleased with his accomplishment. Twelve minutes, start to finish. His smile turned to a scowl when he realized no one was watching. He deposited the broken door on the lower bunk of the spare cabin. “Chaz, program the maintenance bot to fix this door. I’ll install it when it’s ready.”

      “I hear and obey, Vered.”

      “Are you okay, Chaz?”

      “I thought I’d been reduced to the role of minion. I’m trying it on for size.”

      “Stop it. When we get into the next situation, I guarantee we’ll need everything you and Erasmus both have to get us out of it. I think you’ve already seen that nothing the Magistrate does is easy or goes according to plan.”

      “I see the wisdom in your words. Thank you.”

      “Don’t let the Magistrate hear you say that,” Lindy cautioned, materializing behind Red.

      “She already knows. And Show Low will be no different.” Red pulled her to him and used one finger to brush her hair behind one ear. “Do you think the little guy will be able to get into their systems?”

      “I don’t know why, but I have the feeling that he’ll be our trump card. I can’t wait to get back to S’Korr and see what he uncovers.”

      “I guess your days of running around in your underwear are over?” Red asked sadly.

      “Probably,” Lindy replied just as sadly. “But as you say, we’re on the clock. Show Low is going to challenge us in some new and exciting way. We need to be ready.”

      “And that is how teammates talk. Welcome to the crew,” Red replied with a smile.
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      Red was the first off the ship. He stopped in the doorway to scan the area beyond the parking apron. The spaceport was surrounded by a heavy jungle. The entirety of that which they would call civilization had been carved from a living and writhing world.

      The heat wasn’t oppressive, but the humidity weighed heavily. An initial panic washed over Red. He hadn’t tested his nanocyte upgrade against heat. He snarled and forced himself down the stairs. Just because the fear nagged at him, it didn’t mean he was paralyzed. Courage drove him forward. His eyes sharpened at a movement in the trees—only a monkey-like creature. It disappeared quickly.

      A hovercraft came their way. Red signaled for the others to remain in the ship as the droning scream of the vehicle’s fans approached. Red nearly retreated into the ship when the hovercraft descended to the ground and shut down its engines. A shiny logo was painted on the side.

      Office of the Chairman.

      The driver stuck his head out the window. “Magistrate Anoa?”

      Red pointed to the ship. Rivka waved from the hatch. Red kept his eyes on the driver.

      “I’m to take you to your appointment with the Chairman. He sends his regards,” the driver yelled.

      “Classy,” Jay said from behind Rivka.

      “At least we have a ride. That limo on S’Korr wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.”

      “The taxi we took was downright crap. I thought the limo was pretty sweet. Not sure about that thing, though,” Lindy grumbled pointing at the rust-streaked hovercraft.

      “Here,” Ankh said from farther back in the ship.

      Jay turned to find him holding a small stack of coins. “We have credits. We don’t need money like that,” she told him.

      “These are devices that you place near computer systems to give Erasmus and me the least amount of interference as we access them.”

      “You’re the best, Ankh!” Jay declared and kissed him on top of his head before he could escape. She handed the coins to Rivka. They were magnetic but also had pull-off adhesive.

      “I’ll get them close, but I don’t want to leave them behind,” Rivka said.

      “You shouldn’t have to. Once we have access, we’ll bypass the devices.”

      “How will I know you have access?”

      “You won’t. They won’t know we were there, and neither will you.” Ankh disappeared inside the ship. Rivka nodded slowly, appreciating Ankh’s effort to give her plausible deniability.

      “I’m my own search warrant,” she declared to the others. “I wouldn’t be here if there weren’t evidence of a crime.”

      “I’m not sure that logic makes sense,” Lindy remarked.

      Rivka smiled. “Once I heard it, it sounded pretty hokey. Let’s go find us some predicate offenses!” she declared and strolled down the stairs with the two other women in tow. Red boarded the hovercraft to find that it was much nicer on the inside than the outside. The rest of the team climbed aboard.

      Red stayed near the door and watched the driver, who operated the vehicle from a raised platform at the front. The inside remained fairly quiet when he restarted the engines and cranked up the turbines. The vehicle lifted into the air, turned in place, and started slowly moving along the taxiway until it reached a gate that lifted automatically.

      The hovercraft picked up speed along a wide road, then turned off and followed a causeway filled with water. It slowed to cross a swampy area covered by brush and heavy tree roots. It sped up over the open water as it raced toward a compound built on a rise in the middle of the swamp.

      “Is all of Show Low like this?” Rivka asked the driver.

      “Yes, or at least the civilized areas. The other parts of the planet are less hospitable,” he yelled over his shoulder.

      Rivka wondered if his hearing had been impacted by spending too much time with the hovercraft or if the people of Show Low yelled for no reason. She remembered that the majority of the workers on S’Korr were from Show Low, and they didn’t yell. No, it was just him.

      The vehicle quickly slowed and crawled up the bank to settle in the area in front of what looked to be the main entrance. A two-person greeting party appeared with their hands over their ears. The driver shut down the engines.

      Red was the first out, studying the area before allowing the others off. He walked in front of Rivka, peeling off at the last second once he was sure the welcoming committee wasn’t armed.

      Rivka marched forward with her hand out. One stepped forward to take it. “I’m Iskander, personal assistant to the chairman. I’ll be escorting you inside.”

      “I’m Pyrothasm, and I’ll wait with the rest of your party.”

      “I accompany the Magistrate wherever she goes,” Red insisted.

      “Armed visitors are not allowed inside.” Pyrothasm held out his hand to stop Red from walking past. Red looked down at the man, who was half his size.

      Rivka walked a few steps away and waved for the team to huddle around her. When the others blocked the view, Rivka reached inside Red’s coat, pulled out his small pistol, and tucked it inside her Magistrate’s jacket.

      “I need to see the chairman, so you all work this guy and the pilot. Find out about crimes on this planet, felonies. See if they know anything.” Red looked uncomfortable. “I’ll be fine, Red. You make sure these two are safe. I’ll try to get Ankh’s device close. I have no intention of leaving one behind for anyone to find, although I expect it wouldn’t be tied back to the Federation. They would link it to me, and I can’t have that.”

      “I register my disapproval of your action, note your firm stance, and anxiously await your return from this meeting. We all need comm chips in our heads like the Bad Company warriors have,” Red suggested.

      “I think you may be right. Put it on the to-do list for when this case is over. Get to work, people. Find me those predicate crimes!”

      Rivka touched each of her teammates on the arm or shoulder as she walked past. She liked them, and could feel their affection for her. She knew Red was unhappy at not being able to go with her. She stopped and looked at Iskander. “If he leaves all his weapons behind, can he join us?”

      “I don’t know why you need him. You are perfectly safe here.”

      “He’s coming, then.” Rivka looked back to Red. “Dump your trash and come on.”

      Red started unzipping and unbuckling. He handed his gear to the two women, who were less than pleased with the weight they’d have to lug around. Red pulled Lindy to him for a quick kiss, nodded to Jay, and hurried to catch up with Rivka, who was already walking side by side with her escort. Behind him, he heard Lindy ask Pyrothasm, “What’s a girl have to do to get a drink around here?”
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        * * *

      

      The chairman stood when Rivka entered. Wearing a politician’s smile, he approached with hand outstretched. Rivka gladly took it in a two-handed shake to see what he was thinking about. His first thought was how attractive Rivka was, but then his thoughts turned to less obvious matters. She maintained her grip as she set the stage.

      “Magistrate, I’m Chairman Robson.” He turned to the escort. “You can go, Iskander. I’ll make sure they get wherever they need to go.”

      The man bowed and backed out, closing the door behind him. Red remained with his back to the wall, watching everything without fixating on any one thing.

      “Rivka, please. I’m looking for illegal external influence in Show Low’s affairs.” His thoughts instantly flashed to a meeting in that very room with a well-dressed couple and the agreement they forced on him. He wasn’t as reluctant as he should have been. He flushed before letting go and motioning for Rivka to take a seat at a side coffee table. He would sit near her but not facing her, the least confrontational setting for conversations.

      Rivka almost laughed. She expected to confront the chairman.

      “I’m sure I don’t have any answers to your questions, but will be happy to introduce you to the head of our law enforcement,” the man offered smoothly.

      “Does he know about the contract you signed with the couple from off-world who sat in these chairs? What did they threaten you with, Mister Chairman?” Rivka hated to waste time.

      “How do you...” The chairman’s voice trailed off, but he collected himself. As a career politician, he was used to blind-side questions but had let his defenses slip at the abruptness and accuracy of the question. “What is your role here, Magistrate?”

      “We believe that an organization is using illegal methods to expand their business within the system. Protection rackets and supply contracts obtained through coercion, in whatever form that takes. I need to know the organization and the form of intimidation they used. Don’t make me beat it out of you. Neither of us would like that very much.”

      The chairman sneered. “You don’t have that authority.” Rivka glared at him. “You also don’t have any way to protect me if they find out.”

      “Now we’re getting somewhere. That’s what I heard on S’Korr. Everyone is afraid of this group, but no one is going to roll on them. I will have your information, Chairman Robson, and will do whatever is required to get it.”

      “Let me offer you a tour of the compound,” the chairman said while he stood. Rivka pointed at the chair.

      “We’re in the middle of an important conversation. I don’t want a tour. I want to document these crimes so I can cut the head off the snake, and you can return to doing business the old-fashioned way, using supply and demand to determine fair prices.”

      “If only it were that easy.”

      “I know you’re getting a cut, so by giving us a statement, you would also implicate yourself. I’m not going to cover for you, but I’m also not going to go out of my way to make that information public. No one needs to know I was here. If I’m able to take down this organization, then your cut of nothing is nothing and none of your people are harmed by your duplicity.”

      The chairman held his finger to his lips and waved for Rivka to follow. She wondered if his office was bugged, and if Ankh could do anything about that using the stack of coins in her pocket. Comm chips sounded like a critical necessity. She would insist on them when she returned.

      If she returned. The chairman’s fear was palpable. She didn’t need to touch him to see and feel it. She’d struck a chord, and that gave her pause. K’Leptus’ fear had been similar, but he was better at masking his emotions—and maybe K’Leptus didn’t bear the full burden of the threat. The contractors were her next stop. They would have been leveraged for access. On S’Korr, the flow of supplies and people carried the value.

      Why didn’t I push that when I was there? K’Leptus told me everything I needed to know, but then again, I wouldn’t have gotten to see Red destroy the security chief. There is a lot to be afraid of in the universe, and that includes Magistrate Rivka Anoa and her team, she thought.

      Red went into the hallway. He kept his foot in the opening so the door wouldn’t close behind him.

      Rivka put her hand inside her coat to feel the comfort of the pistol’s handle while simultaneously looking for anything around her that could become an improvised weapon. Ceramics that could be shattered and used as knives. An urn that could be thrown. A chair that could be used to block a knife-wielding attacker. And a pistol to use as a last resort.

      “Why are we out here, Chairman Robson? Is your office bugged?”

      The humanoid, a native of Show Low, stopped and hung his head. “I don’t know, but I don’t want to risk it,” he admitted in a low voice. He looked around, made eye contact with Red, and quickly glanced away. “The organization is called the Mandolin Partnership. It is led by Oscura Mandel, but he goes by Nefas.”

      “What did he threaten you with?”

      “I’m not married, and have no kids,” he started, looking uncomfortable. “So they promised me longevity treatments and delivered a number of treated-blood batches.”

      “I thought the blood trade had died on Earth, but then I heard that it hadn’t. And now this group is actively participating?”

      “’Blood trade,’ is that what it’s called? Seems apropos, but they didn’t call it that. Is it a Federation crime?”

      Rivka gritted her teeth while she searched her mind. What if the blood came from the willing? It wasn’t illegal to drink blood. Disgusting, but not illegal.

      “Where did they get the blood?” Rivka ventured.

      “I didn’t ask,” he answered. “I figured if I pushed anything, they would have me killed and replace me with someone who was more malleable.”

      “Did they threaten you directly?”

      “No. It was the impression I got.”

      “I’m not finding an obvious crime.” Rivka pulled out her datapad to type in a query and found a flashing note. She tapped it. ‘Keep going in the direction you’re going. The systems area is not much farther.’

      Ankh.

      “Oh, well,” she said with a smile, putting her datapad away. “I get to simply enjoy the architecture. This is a splendid facility. Do you live here, too?”

      She started walking in the direction they’d been heading.

      “There’s not much down that way,” Robson remarked, but Rivka kept walking.

      “One never knows about the beauty of form, don’t you think, Chairman? A thing that some might consider functional could have a quiet impact on the greater good. Let’s meander until we get back to the front entrance. I don’t want to take up too much of your time, but I don’t want to regret not seeing something that is worth being seen.”

      “Huh?” the chairman wondered, hurrying to catch up with Rivka and pointing out nonsensical things that she cheerfully acknowledged as interesting. She could hear cooling fans and dryers working behind one of the doors and turned to go inside, finding the door locked.

      “That’s a bunch of techno stuff in there. I don’t carry keys with me. I’m sure it wouldn’t be interesting.”

      “You’re probably right, Chairman. Let me ask you another question.” Rivka leaned back against the locked door. “Would you be able to recognize Oscura Mandel, and I presume his wife, if you saw them again?”

      “Of course. You’ll find their pictures on their business brochures.”

      “Business brochures?”

      “They are the third largest corporation in the galaxy,” he parroted as if reciting an advertisement.

      “Or so they say. I find that interesting. Thank you. How many times have they been here, and do they have an on-planet presence?”

      “Only once, and the Mandolin Partnership has extensive real estate holdings on Show Low, including their office building. I can make the introduction if you’d like.”

      Rivka looked at Red. He shook his head slowly and barely perceptibly.

      “That won’t be necessary,” Rivka replied, casually pushing herself away from the door. “I guess it’s about time to wrap up. I enjoyed our visit. On a personal note, it’s not illegal to drink blood, but it’s highly addictive. I personally guarantee that your source is going to dry up, no matter how that needs to happen, and I aim to resolve the other issues that have you living in fear.”

      “I consider my life forfeit. Once I signed the deal with Mandolin, I didn’t think I’d get to retire while young enough to enjoy it. I knew that someone would find out, although it’s been long enough that I was starting to wonder.”

      “How long?”

      “Almost a year.”

      “You’ve been drinking the blood for a year?” The chairman nodded. Rivka held his gaze. “Then it’s going to be hard to quit. Give me your stock of blood—voluntarily, of course. I want to have it tested to determine where it came from. What we find will indicate whether there’s been a crime or not. I suspect there has been since there’s no such thing as a reputable blood trade.”

      “We’ll need to go to my personal wing,” the chairman said with a half-smile.

      Red stepped close, and the smile faded. “Lead on,” Red directed.

      Chairman Robson nodded and walked ahead, head drooping as he shuffled along. Red stayed beside Rivka, his head on a swivel as he constantly searched for enemies. Rivka bumped against him, casually slipping the pistol into his big hand. He slipped it into his pocket, looking relieved at having some firepower. Rivka didn’t need it.

      She was always looking for improvised weapons. She contemplated whether she was strong enough to rip someone’s arm off and beat them with it.

      They passed a guard station, where the chairman vouched for them to pass. They continued to his quarters, which were comprised of a series of rooms, each larger than the one before. When he reached a small kitchen area, he dug into a refrigerator and pulled out one small bottle filled with a heavy crimson liquid.

      “Where’s the rest of it?” Rivka asked, grabbing his arm. There was a second refrigerator hidden inside the wardrobe of his bedroom.

      “Chairman Robson, I am seizing the supplies acquired by means of the blood trade on suspicion of illegal acquisition. Should the samples prove to have been acquired through legal means, they will be returned to you at my convenience.”

      She made a beeline for his bedroom. He started after her, but Red caught him and held him back. Rivka walked straight to the wardrobe, pulled on it, and found it to be locked. She growled and used her strength to rip the door open. Inside was a small refrigerator with a substantial stock of blood.

      “Give me a bag,” she ordered. The chairman jutted his chin and remained where he was. Red pointed to a corner where a day bag was stashed. Rivka turned it upside down, emptying the contents onto the carpet. She shoved the bottles and bags in and zipped it closed, shivering with disgust. “Thank you for your cooperation in this matter of Federation security.”

      Red and Rivka walked out, leaving the chairman behind.

      “Is that all of it?” Red asked, looking over his shoulder to see if they were being followed. He checked the passage before them, taking the lead as they approached the security checkpoint.

      One of the guards held out his hand while the other brandished a weapon. “Where is the chairman?”

      “In his quarters.”

      “You will wait while we get confirmation from the chairman that it is okay for you to leave.” The guard without the weapon removed a radio from his pocket and keyed in four numbers. He waited while it rang. “Your guests wish to depart. Shall we let them pass? Thank you, Mister Chairman.”

      He nodded to the second guard, who lowered his weapon.

      “Thank you,” Rivka said, adjusting the bag on her shoulder as the cold of the bottles within penetrated the canvas of the pack. Red took a position behind her to block the guards’ view. She made a few turns and found herself at the front entrance.

      “Unerring sense of direction, Magistrate. My compliments,” Red told her.

      “I have a good memory. How do you think I made it through law school?”

      “I wouldn’t know. I’m not the classroom type,” Red replied.

      Rivka didn’t answer Red’s self-deprecation. When they walked outside, Rivka twirled her finger in the air. Time to go.

      Lindy and Jay were all smiles and giggles, talking with the driver and their escort. The driver climbed into his seat and closed his door. The women said their goodbyes to Pyrothasm and entered the hovercraft. Rivka waved noncommittally and climbed in behind them. Red was the last one in and secured the door behind him.

      Lindy looked ready to talk, but Rivka shook her head. “Enjoy the view, people. We’ll be back at the ship soon enough.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      When the corvette’s hatch shut them off from the world of Show Low, the expressions turned serious.

      “What did you find out, Ankh?” Rivka asked. The Crenellian was eating something nondescript that smelled good. The others piled into the small galley area.

      “Whatever he’s having,” Red ordered the automated food preparation device. Within a few seconds, a small bar popped out. He scowled at it but picked it up, sniffed it, and took a small bite. “Hey, this is good. Tastes like spaghetti and meatballs.” He inhaled the rest and ordered two more, giving one each to Lindy and Jay.

      Rivka waited until the commotion died down. “Ankh?”

      He was staring at the wall. Rivka waved a hand in front of his face until he blinked. “Ankh?” she said for the third time.

      “Yes?”

      “What did you find out?”

      “We’re still looking around. They have a great number of records, but Erasmus is my pride and joy. He’s parsing the information and finding all sorts of anomalies. The chairman is a very wealthy member of Show Low society, but no one knows about it. The money was all skimmed and hidden away.”

      “Can you put it back into the planetary coffers?”

      “Yes.” Ankh looked away for a moment before turning back to Rivka. “Done. The chairman now has as much money as your average civil servant.”

      Rivka laughed softly. “Thank you, Ankh. Did you find anything else, especially related to the Mandolin Partnership?”

      “Erasmus?” Ankh deferred.

      “The Mandolin Partnership has substantial real estate holdings and is the primary import/export business on Show Low. On the face of it, they look legitimate, paying their taxes and employing a small army of locals, but the bills of lading don’t match up. Between internal manifests and the signed bills of lading that are a matter of record, a solid twenty-five percent of all material disappears.”

      “The black market, probably, but if this is all we have, then it’s a vanilla crime—more an internal issue than a Federation one. Everybody lies, right, Jay?”

      “I said that,” Jay replied proudly before taking a bite of her lunch.

      “But he was afraid. They are doing something that has him in fear for his life, but being a politician and opportunist, he saw a way to stuff a few credits into his own account. For him, selling out wasn’t as hard a decision as it should have been. But being complicit changes the dynamic. What did you two find out?”

      Lindy and Jay looked to each other, mouths full of spaghetti and meatball bar. Jay swallowed first.

      “The driver knows where the bodies are buried,” Jay said conspiratorially.

      “Really?” Rivka’s skepticism dripped from the single word.

      “He was trying to impress us. He doesn’t know anything,” Lindy clarified. “And that escort guy with the ridiculous name didn’t say anything. He stood there and looked angry the whole time. I wish you would have been able to use your thing on him.”

      “My thing?” Rivka wondered.

      “You know...” Lindy started to say before assuming the zombie pose.

      “Did Grainger put you up to that?”

      Red turned away and ordered another bar.

      “It was you!” Rivka declared, giving her bodyguard the royal stink-eye.

      “Probably not,” Red said to the wall.

      Rivka laughed and shook her head. “Chaz, prepare the ship and get us the hell out of here. We’re going back to S’Korr. When we get there, arrange a meeting with the contractors. And Ankh, I need you to bring your A game.”

      The Crenellian looked at her blankly. “I have no other game.”

      “I like your attitude, Ankh.” Rivka signaled for the group to gather round. Hamlet appeared and wove between legs on his way to nowhere important. “We’re going back to S’Korr, and this time, we’ll get into their system, thanks to our friend here. Red and I will meet with the contractors, hopefully including the one who met with Mandolin. Right now, we have a big steaming pile of nothing. After a quick hit on S’Korr, we’ll go to the next biggest economy on the list—Zaxxon Major. Any questions?”

      Lindy and Jay shook their heads. Red reached into his gear and handed the small pistol to Rivka. “Keep this with you at all times.”

      Ankh left for his cabin, returning quickly. “If you guarantee that I get to stay on board the ship, you can use this.”

      He handed Rivka a small device that looked more like a flashlight than a weapon. “What is this?” she asked as she waved it around to test the balance.

      “Please be careful. It’s something we’re testing as part of the research facility called R2D2. It delivers a focused neutron pulse which destroys organic matter. A short pulse injures unless the target is hit in a vital spot, and then even a short pulse can kill. You dial the setting here.” Ankh pointed. “Eleven is the maximum. One is the minimum, but both can kill. Don’t use eleven unless you want your target and everything near it dead. This weapon has no effect on inorganic matter.”

      “So, you can’t blow open a door lock with that?” Red wondered.

      “No,” Ankh replied simply.

      “Carry both,” Red told Rivka.

      “Soon enough, I’ll look like you,” Rivka grumbled.

      “Then you will be the best-looking Magistrate ever!” Red graced them with his most winning smile. Lindy laughed but snuggled up to the big man.

      “I’ll settle for the most heavily-armed Magistrate. Thanks, Ankh, and I agree—you don’t have to leave the ship if you don’t want to.” Rivka glanced at the members of her team. “Come on, people, we need to find those crimes!”

      The small humanoid looked up at Rivka for a couple of moments before sitting down and cradling Erasmus. His eyes unfocused as he lost himself communing with the AI.

      “Prepare for departure,” Chaz told the crew. “It should be a smooth ride all the way to S’Korr.”

      Jay followed Rivka onto the bridge.

      “Are you unhappy that people are complying with the law?”

      “I know they’re not,” Rivka shot back.

      “Maybe that’s a self-fulfilling prophecy. If you look hard enough you’ll see what you expect, even if it isn’t there.”

      “Wise beyond your years, Jayita.” Rivka steepled her fingers before her face, brow furrowed with concentration. “Chaz, cross-reference trade interference with predicate crimes.”

      “There are two secondary references.” Chaz scrolled the results across the screen. “Murder and extortion, but nothing related directly to trade deals.”

      “Duplicity and self-dealing don’t count.”

      “Nor embezzlement,” Chaz added.

      “You’re picking up this law stuff pretty well, Chaz. Is Lexi teaching you?” Rivka quipped.

      “The AIs don’t hang out with me. I find myself alone at recess.”

      Jay and Rivka made faces at each other. “We’ll play with you at recess, Chaz,” Jay replied.

      “I was hoping you would,” Chaz said, sounding upbeat; a change from his usual monotone.

      “Predicate crimes,” Rivka stated firmly, staring at the screen with the tenacity of a pit bull.
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        * * *

      

      Jay quietly left the bridge, closing the hatch behind her. Lindy and Red had disappeared, and Ankh was in a digital fog. She blew out a long breath before digging out her paints and brush. A little water in a small cup and she was back to her mural. She wanted to add the corvette and the promise of a galaxy full of adventure.

      She dabbled with an outline, not wanting to get too far into the delicate work as the ship bounced upward through the atmosphere. Once into the smoothness of space, she settled into adding the details.

      The ship bucked and twisted, throwing Jay and Ankh into the air to slam into the ceiling before the corvette righted itself and they fell back to the floor. Lindy cried out from her cabin. A cat screeched.

      “Buckle in!” Chaz projected through the sound system. “We are under attack.”

      “Let Erasmus take over,” Ankh said. “He has the combat experience of his forebears.” The ship bucked again as Chaz executed a series of erratic moves to foil the enemy’s aim.

      The ship smoothed its flight, banked, flipped on end, and fired. It maneuvered and fired four more times.

      “The enemy ships have been eliminated. We should probably leave,” Ankh advised.

      “I want to collect evidence on who those bastards were!” Rivka declared.

      “They were non-descript surplus fighter craft from the last Ixtali War. They were short range, which means there could be more. Far more than this ship can handle,” Erasmus replied.

      Rivka wanted answers. “Catalogue all ships in orbit. Can you make a high-speed pass across the bows of all the shipping, staying ready to Gate if more of those things appear?”

      “There is some risk involved,” Ankh suggested.

      “Do it while they are still on their heels.” Rivka studied the tactical display. Only twenty ships in orbit. “Make it so.”

      The corvette accelerated. “There are only four ships capable of carrying space fighters. Bulk cargo freighters aren’t configured for such operations, although the fighters could be strapped on the outside of the ship...” Ankh’s voice trailed off as he disappeared into a private conversation with Erasmus.

      “To get a definitive answer, we need to acquire close-up scans of all twenty ships.”

      “What about that one?” Rivka asked, but the corvette was already veering toward the ship that had turned away from the planet and was accelerating out of the system.

      “Gate engines are charged, preparing to Gate,” Erasmus reported.

      “Gate where?”

      The Gate formed and the corvette slid across the event horizon, popping into space at the edge of the Show Low system. The cargo ship was coming toward them.

      “Is that one of the four?” Rivka asked, even though she already knew the answer. It was a big ship, with massive internal stowage.

      “It is,” Ankh answered, eyes still unfocused. The corvette raced toward the ship.

      “What are you doing?” Rivka asked.

      “Following your order, Magistrate,” Erasmus reported. “I am collecting evidence.”

      “Please don’t get us killed in the process,” Rivka requested much more calmly than she felt. The freighter grew larger on the front screen. The pace was alarming.

      “Fighters are launching. Stand by.” Erasmus’ voice faded.

      “Stand by for what?” Rivka dug her fingernails into the arms of the captain’s chair, forcing herself backward as the corvette targeted the nose of the freighter like a missile on a collision course. She screamed and turned her head sideways, squinting in morbid fascination at her final moments of life.

      A Gate formed, and the corvette flashed through an instant before the freighter slammed into the back of it. Before the Gate closed, a fantastic supernova blasted into the space the corvette had just left.

      “Enemy ship is destroyed,” Erasmus reported calmly. “I’m returning control to Chaz. I will analyze the collected data and deliver a report momentarily.”

      Rivka felt like her heart would explode from her chest. “We’re alive?” she wheezed. Empty space showed on the main screen. She unbuckled from the captain’s chair and lurched unsteadily to her feet.

      “Is everyone okay?” she asked when she left the bridge.

      No one spoke, just nodded.

      “I need a drink,” Rivka muttered. Lindy stood and stumbled toward the berthing. They watched her go, and she returned shortly with a bottle. She screwed off the lid, took a drink, smacked her lips, and handed the bottle to Rivka.

      The Magistrate upended the bottle and took a double swig before handing it back. Lindy took a small sip. Jay’s eyes brightened. Rivka held her hand up, but decided against it and waved the teenager to them. Jay took a sip, then a chug, before Rivka pulled the bottle away.

      “Red?”

      “No, thanks. I hate being out of control. No more space combat for you, Magistrate!” Red declared. Rivka threw her hands up at the accusation.

      “We struck a chord with some bad guys, and now it’s my fault?”

      Jay shuffled her feet and looked uncomfortable. “If you look for crimes...” she started.

      “The cockroaches come out of the woodwork,” Rivka ended for her.

      “The report is finished,” Erasmus said. “Would you like me to bring it up on the screen?”

      “I’ll look at it on the bridge. Tell me the highlights, if you would be so kind, Erasmus.”

      “The ship is registered in the Kleath Protectorate and owned by Kolston Incorporated, who licensed the ship for use by Dromet Shipping.”

      “Let me guess…they are a contract carrier who operates on commission and have no idea how those fighters got on board.”

      “You are correct that they operate on commission, but they only have one client.”

      “Tell me it’s Mandolin.”

      “It is not Mandolin.  It is operated by Reemstar, a subsidiary of Breedin Company.”

      “Who does Breedin work for?”

      “That is where the trail gets convoluted,” Erasmus replied.

      “I think you and I have different definitions of the word ‘convoluted,’” Rivka countered.

      “At this point, I’ll bring in some ancillary information. I downloaded the ship’s log and all communications since we arrived in system.”

      “You had what…twelve seconds to do all that?” Jay shrugged. Lindy took another small drink and capped the bottle. Red finally calmed enough to hug her. Lindy embraced as much of him as she could, wrapping one leg around his knee. Rivka had to look away.

      “I had fourteen seconds, which was plenty of time to access their systems. You should listen to this, the last external communication.”

      The crackle seemed to come from an old-style radio. A pleasant baritone spoke simply. “Kill that ship and all within.”

      “Yes, Nefas,” replied another voice.

      Erasmus explained further. “The second voice was that of the captain. He ordered only two fighters when the freighter had eight aboard. He reasoned that if two couldn’t do it, he’d need the others to protect his ship. When he ordered the exodus from the system, he once again underestimated the corvette’s abilities. His launch of the final six fighters was to save himself, although by running, he conceded that his life was over. The captain thought he could at least save his crew.”

      “There is honor among thieves.” Rivka rubbed her chin. “My respect to the captain for trying to save his crew. Do you have their manifest and separate bills of lading? We’re looking for money laundering, bribery, kidnapping, murder… You know, the usual.”

      “Can you explain what murder looks like on a bill of lading so I can better refine my search?” Erasmus asked innocently.

      “A valid point,” Jay mumbled as she dug out her paints and rocked to an invisible beat.

      “I’m thinking out loud, Erasmus. Look for the links between the inconsistencies of deliveries that you discovered on the planet with what you found on the freighter.”

      “That is already done and in the report.”

      “Your efficiency and speed are greatly appreciated. One more thing, Erasmus. If you are going to make a kamikaze move like that again, please give me a warning so I don’t die of heart failure.”

      “Or pee yourself,” Red suggested.

      “I’m not going to look at your groin to see if you’re talking about yourself,” Rivka replied, holding his gaze.

      “I’ve been closer to death than that.”

      “When?” Rivka demanded, putting her fists on her hips.

      “How about now?” He stuck his tongue out and Rivka started to laugh, enjoying the calm after the storm.

      “Hold us here, Chaz. We need a little downtime before we head into another shitstorm.”

      “Yes, Magistrate,” the ship’s computer consciousness replied. Rivka excused herself to go to the bridge. Lindy giggled as Red pinched her butt on the way to her cabin. The Magistrate could only shake her head and close the hatch behind her.

      “Chaz, can you connect me with the High Chancellor, please?”

      The screen shimmered oddly for a moment, and the High Chancellor appeared. “Hello?”

      “I’m sorry to intrude, High Chancellor,” Rivka started to say, but Wyatt interrupted her.

      “Rivka! I was trying to make a call, and you appeared. I didn’t mean for you to feel unwelcome. I have to tell a Yollin that his appeal is denied. We’ll let him have hope for a little while longer. To what do I owe the pleasure of your company?”

      “A crisis of faith,” she replied simply.

      “Sounds ominous. Please continue.”

      “I feel that a crime has been committed, and by looking for it, I find something. My ability to sense the thoughts of others gives me insight that is indefensible in court. It’s not real proof. Jay suggested the crimes were a self-fulfilling prophecy, and I’m starting to think she was right.”

      “Then your conscience is serving you well, Magistrate. You are wondering how probable cause works when you can tell if someone has committed a crime based on a single touch. You use that sense to dig deeper and find the crime, but if you needed an actual warrant from a neutral third party, you would never get one. And the argument that if they weren’t guilty, they wouldn’t have anything to hide is one that used to seem sound, but you know that it isn’t.”

      “It’s a specious argument. Everyone has something to hide, and not everyone else needs to know your business. Probable cause is a good criterion on which to base an investigation.”

      “Your conscience is serving you well,” the High Chancellor repeated. “And here is where I tell you the grim reality of your position.”

      Rivka shifted in the captain’s chair, unsure if she wanted to hear the truth as the High Chancellor was about to deliver it.

      “Magistrates are about keeping the peace. That is secondary to upholding the law. The first is what we do, and making it happen within the second is nice.”

      Rivka closed her eyes. The High Chancellor continued, “With your gift, you have the opportunity to be the best of the best, ensuring that only criminals are punished. Your performance on Pretaria and Keome reinforced that. You didn’t convict any of the other players, only the ones who were most guilty. Hating another is not a crime. It takes a great effort to change attitudes, but it is impossible when someone is injecting rocket fuel into the fire. Remove that element, and then maybe we can have peace. Remove the murderers, the serial thieves, the rapists—the evil that most sentient creatures do. The Magistrates exist to excise society’s cancers.”

      “What if some innocents get caught in the tide?” Rivka wondered.

      “That is a risk we are willing to take, which is different from the more accepted policy that nine guilty go free to keep one innocent from being punished. But only the Magistrates have this latitude. All others will let the guilty go without the proof.”

      “Does that make us vigilantes?” Rivka leaned forward, looking intently at the High Chancellor. He moved closer, and his face filled the screen.

      “If you become a vigilante I will sanction you myself.” There was no humor in his voice. ‘Sanction’ in Magistrate parlance was the death sentence.

      “How will I know if I cross the line?” Rivka asked sincerely, tears welling up in her eyes.

      “You’ll know for the same reason that you called me. Your conscience will tell you. When you stop sleeping well at night, we will transfer you to a desk job, where you’ll hear court cases as well as settle disputes out of court. And you’ll wait by your comm for a call just like this one from someone you respect and admire, who is having a crisis of faith.”

      “I don’t want to let you down.”

      “Then don’t. At this rate, Magistrate Rivka Anoa, I think you will exceed my wildest expectations.”

      “Thanks for taking my call, High Chancellor. You’d better not keep your Yollin waiting.”

      “As soon as I inform him that the appeal is denied, he’ll have about ten minutes before he is executed. I do not relish the call.”

      Rivka didn’t know what to say to comfort the man, so she asked a question. “Is the universe better off without this individual in it?”

      “This criminal should never breathe free air again, if that’s what you mean. Removing him as a burden? There are no long-term incarcerations where he is.”

      Rivka nodded. “Keep the peace, High Chancellor, for all of us.” Chaz cut the link. “Keep the peace while complying with the law as much as practicable. That’s direction I can embrace, even if I have to zombie every single person who Mandolin ever worked with. Chaz, please bring up my gunfighter game and pick up where we left off.”

      “You are about to enter Tombstone, Magistrate,” Chaz said before restoring the game on the front screen of the bridge.

      “There’s a new sheriff in town, asswipes. You better run for cover,” she droned as she entered the game’s three-dimensional virtual reality.
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      “Coins, death ray, pistol, datapad. I think I have everything.” Rivka smirked as she looked at her bodyguard.

      “Sounds like you forgot one thing, Magistrate. The desire to excel. Never leave home without it, I always say.”

      Lindy and Jay were staying aboard this time. Rivka didn’t want to worry about them, so she could concentrate on the contractors, get access for Ankh, get the information she needed, and get out.

      Nefas knew about her and had already ordered her death once. She expected it was a standing order for anyone who did business with him. She wanted to find more predicate crimes, but owing to her conversation with the High Chancellor, she wasn’t so wrapped around the axle about finding at least two that were ordered by an enterprise. She had hard proof that Nefas had ordered her murder. That was all she needed to cut the head off the snake, although in court, he would claim that the voice wasn’t his and that there must have been a different Nefas.

      Erasmus still hadn’t found a direct link between Breedin Company and Mandolin. Rivka guessed they’d need a lucky break to make that connection—a break like a broken head. I’ll beat a confession out of them! She laughed at her own joke. She figured the contractors would know less about Mandolin than what she could find publicly.

      But she’d look into the contractors with her goal of keeping the peace, protecting the innocent while punishing the guilty.

      It sounded more like a mandate than a legal drama.

      Because it is, she thought. It’s a reckoning.

      “Credit for your thoughts, Magistrate?” Red asked, but quickly shook his head. “Never mind, not my place. You know the drill: I go in first, stay behind me, and keep your head on a swivel. Don’t stand still if you don’t have to.”

      The hatch opened, and Red walked out into the bright sunshine. The limousine was waiting, with the same driver they’d had before.

      “I heard you needed a lift?” he yelled, peering out of the vehicle’s sunroof.

      “Red, would you just shoot me now?”

      “How about if I shoot him and we take his car?” Red whispered over his shoulder.

      “We don’t know where we’re going,” she admitted.

      “How about some earplugs, then?”

      “Hey! Aren’t the two hotties coming? I could use some company while I’m waiting.”

      “Red,” Rivka whispered.

      “I know, I know—shoot you. No can do, Magistrate. Somedays the job is harder than other days.”

      “I think I’d rather play chicken with another freighter than put up with this idiot for ten more seconds.”

      “Hey!” Red called as they closed on the vehicle. He smiled broadly and motioned for the driver to lean close. When he was within arm’s reach, Red grabbed him by the throat and half-dragged him through the opening in the roof. “You’re annoying the Magistrate, which annoys me. Shut your fucking pie hole and do your job. There’ll be a big tip if we don’t have to hear your voice again.”

      The humanoid nodded as well as he could with Red’s massive hand wrapped most of the way around his neck. The Magistrate got in, and Red let go. The man coughed a few times, looked appropriately cowed, and climbed into the driver’s seat. The privacy screen activated before Red closed the door behind him.

      “Thank you,” Rivka said softly. The tires spun on the pavement as the car accelerated away from the spacedrome. “Why don’t they have hovercars?”

      “Because of drivers like him?” Red ventured, looking out the windows as they flew at breakneck speed through the outskirts of the sprawling metropolis. They skipped around two major gambling establishments and headed for a large modern high-rise without the gaudiness of flashing lights. The vehicle slid to a stop, nearly throwing Rivka and Red from their seats. Red opened the door, and with a look kept the driver in his seat.

      Red assumed the lead, leaving Rivka to climb out and close the door. She followed him into the lobby. A large desk with a receptionist stood in the middle. On one side of her was a scanning entryway. On the other, the exit turnstile.

      Rivka approached the desk. “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and I have an appointment with K’Trapton.”

      The receptionist checked her computer. “Please pass through the scanner and proceed to the thirteenth floor.”

      “You know thirteen floors is unlucky,” Rivka offered.

      “Why?” the humanoid asked.

      Rivka didn’t have an answer, so she settled for shaking her head. She walked through the scanner. It beeped, buzzed, and lights flashed. Red followed her through with the same result. An automated door slammed down before them, and security guards materialized and spoke through the opening. “Please hand over your weapons. They will be confiscated for violation of the no-weapons barrier.”

      “A Federation Magistrate rates armed security at all times, comparable with any head of state. I refer you to Federation Laws, Appendix D, Chapter Seven, Section 1. Let me through, or I will charge you with unlawful detention and execute you one by one,” Rivka bluffed. She didn’t think there was a section related to Magistrates in Federation law. Before she became one, she had only heard of the judge types who were informally referred to as Magistrates.

      “Five. Four…” She counted down. Red removed something from his vest that looked like chewing gum. “Three…”

      “Fire in the hole!” Red called as he stepped away from the door.

      “Two…”

      The door slid open. Two red-faced guards stood at the end blocking her way, confused as to what to do.

      “Get out of my way,” Rivka ordered. The guards remained. “Kill that one.” Rivka pointed to the humanoid on the left.

      Both guards dove to the side. Rivka walked past them without looking down. She reached the elevator, punched the button, and when the door opened, she selected the thirteenth floor. As the doors closed, a supervisor had already arrived and was berating the two guards. She couldn’t guess if it was for doing their jobs or not doing their jobs.

      “What did you put on the door?”

      “Chewing gum.”

      “You don’t have any malleable explosive?”

      “No, but I need to, as we just found out. Look at how much we’ve learned on this visit already!” Red exclaimed.

      “Amazing, isn’t it?”

      Red stood in front of the doors to block the view in case there was a welcoming committee, which he fully expected after the way they’d forced their way through Security.

      The doors opened, and two security guards stood there with their weapons trained on the opening Red filled. He stepped forward just enough to block the doors. “Well, gentlemen, what’s it going to be?”

      “Your weapons,” one of the guards demanded.

      “What the hell is with your gun grab? The Magistrate is a much more important target than anyone in this building. You do know that she has full authority to judge a person and execute them on the spot?”

      “Your weapons,” the guard repeated.

      “Go fuck yourself,” Red suggested. The guard with his hand out pulled it back and stepped forward to shove his pistol into Red’s face. Without breaking eye contact, Red shot his hand upward to grab the pistol and twist it viciously from the guard’s grip. Red used it to smash the guard in the face, catching him by his shirt before he fell backward.

      Red kept the stricken guard between him and the other one with his weapon still aimed where it was before. “Are you going to shoot your buddy? In the back?”

      The guard tried to move around his partner. Red shoved the first guard into the second, following him and seizing the second humanoid’s pistol. “All clear, Magistrate,” Red declared.

      “Thank you. We’ll return your weapons when we depart. Understand that threatening a Magistrate is a felony. If you want to spend your lives on Jhiordaan, you’ll continue breaking the law. Unless we can find a good pain amplifier on this planet, and then we could administer the appropriate punishment right here. Is there one? I’ve heard that there isn’t a police force, which may be why you’ve grown so brazen. Maybe I need to have an amplifier installed on the ship. For emergency use only, of course. What do you think, Red?”

      “I try not to, Magistrate.”

      “Fair enough.” She grabbed the first person who wasn’t one of the guards. “Where is the head contractor’s office?”

      The small man didn’t give an answer, but his mind flashed a picture of the door right behind him.

      “Thank you.” She let go and casually strolled to the door, knocked once, and walked in. The human in the midst of holoscreens didn’t bother to stand.

      Rivka waited while Red secured the door behind her. He put the guards’ pistols on a small stand near the entrance and leaned against the door jamb.

      “Looks like someone has a modern computer system,” Rivka said to herself. “Mister K’Trapton?’

      He remained embroiled within his holoscreens. Rivka walked behind his desk and shut them down. They retracted, and the man blinked himself into the moment. “Who are you?”

      “The Magistrate,” she said, hiking a cheek onto his desk to sit in front of him. “And you’re the contractor.”

      “One of many,” he clarified.

      “But I’m here to see you. I need to know about the planet’s supply contract. Specifically, why did you change from the Bad Company to Breedin or whoever you’re using now?”

      She grabbed his arm and pulled him close. He tried to shrug her off, but her grip was like steel.

      “Our contracts are confidential,” he insisted. “Who we use as a supplier is simply business. Best quality at the lowest cost with the timeliest deliveries. Period.”

      Images flashed through the man’s mind of Nefas and the female who had accompanied him. She couldn’t grasp what was done, only that they had been there working the deal.

      “What did he threaten you with if you didn’t take the contract? What did he bribe you with?”

      Each question elicited a different response.

      She pushed the contractor away. “You’re complicit too. Bribery. Nefas bought you.” Rivka sneered.

      “He did not!” the man protested.

      “What do you get by signing an exclusive deal?”

      “That’s none of your business.” K’Trapton tried to puff out his chest. Rivka punched him in the sternum, and his bravado disappeared.

      “Let’s see.” Rivka tapped on her datapad. Did you get what you needed? she sent to Ankh.

      Yes. We have it all, he answered.

      “Thank you. We’ll be leaving now, and on our way out of the system, we will stop and board all Breedin freighters to look for contraband.”

      The man snickered. She grabbed his arm again.

      “I’m sorry, I guess the shell company for this planet is called ‘Solaric.’ Any of their subcontracted freighters will be stopped and boarded. Their manifests will be missing a certain percentage of what they’re carrying, which is a Federation crime—transporting undeclared cargo for sale. As the recipient of such goods, you are also complicit.”

      “But…but, we don’t answer to the Federation!” he stammered.

      “How’s that? You must know that S’Korr is in the Federation.” She smiled and leaned close to whisper in his ear. “Jhiordaan for you and everyone out there. Your guards for threatening me. Your people for helping you. When your actions put them all on the prison planet, I expect the short remainder of your life will be spent in a great deal of pain.”

      K’Trapton hunched over, buried his face in his hands, and started to sob. Rivka turned to Red. He gave her a thumbs-up before putting his ear to the door and nodding. No one out there.

      “I can make you a deal. Magistrates have that authority. Come clean, and testify against Nefas,” Rivka offered.

      “Fine. What do you want me to say?”

      Rivka groaned. “That’s not how it works, dumbass. You tell me what you know, and I ask questions to clarify. Then I take what I can use. Now, talk.”

      K’Trapton mumbled through a litany of contract details that bored the snot out of Rivka, but she had her datapad record it all. She perked up when she realized he was giving her the blueprint to Mandolin’s shell game. Nefas had instructed K’Trapton on how to do it. She tapped out a message to Ankh. Are you getting all this?

      Yes. Erasmus is refining the search parameters based on this new information.

      When he finished, his face was pale, but he looked relieved.

      “Thanks. I’ll let you know if we still wish to prosecute you for your self-dealing and other crimes against the people and businesses of S’Korr. I’m not so sure the likes of K’Leptus will forgive you for stealing from him. Same with all the other business owners.”

      “We had a deal! You can’t tell any of them. Nefas! He’s evil. Go after Nefas!”

      “Please recount the details of our deal,” Rivka demanded. The man stammered and stuttered before falling silent. “That’s right. The details are now for me to determine. I believe you that Nefas is behind this, but we’re two for two in officials who fell over themselves to support him. If he is evil then so are you, Mister K’Trapton. Have a nice day.”

      Red opened the door and made sure the way was clear for Rivka to follow.

      “Your hardware is in there,” he told the two guards, who stood as soon Red left the room. Rivka punched the button on the elevator, and the two climbed in.

      “We better be ready, just in case the wiener-smacker grew a spine and called for reinforcements,” Rivka said.

      “I couldn’t have said it better myself.” Red pulled his shotgun and checked the load to make sure that the first was buckshot and the second and third were slugs.

      “Why do you carry that relic?”

      “It’s effective,” Red replied. Rivka dangled her neutron-pulse weapon. “So is this, without the collateral damage.”

      “It goes to eleven,” Red said as he faced the door.

      “I’ll set it for five, but I’m ready to go all the way.”

      The door opened, and Red growled. Rivka couldn’t see beyond his huge frame. “Get out of our way,” he said, leveling his shotgun. He pushed his way forward and angled his body so Rivka could continue to the turnstiles and out of the building. With her head held high and her Magistrate’s jacket pulled up tight to her chin, she marched quickly through and outside. Red was right behind her.

      When they arrived on the street, the limousine was nowhere to be seen. There were no vehicles.

      “Scumbags,” Rivka said. “Do you remember the way to the house, Red?”

      “I think so. We better go. We’re sitting ducks out here.”

      “Ducks. And you carry a shotgun! That’s a good one, Red.” Rivka chuckled as they started to run toward the bright lights of the nearest gambling establishment.

      Red cracked a smile at the same time a rifle’s report echoed between the buildings. Rivka was thrown forward in a spray of blood. Red turned and fired indiscriminately. He hauled the Magistrate to her feet with one arm, supporting her as he wedged her between his body and the wall. He grunted at the impact of a bullet against his body armor right below his neck.

      “We have to get out of here.” Red tried to enter the first doorway they came to, but it was locked. A shotgun slug broke the lock, and he dragged Rivka inside. A bullet slammed into the wall where his head had just been.

      “Magistrate!” Red pleaded. Her eyes fluttered before she started to blink. Her vision cleared, and she focused on her bodyguard.

      “I guess that makes us even,” she told him. The wound on her chest was already starting to close, owing to her nanocytes. He helped her stand. She pulled her weapons and held one in each hand. He went to the back door but didn’t open it.

      “They’ll be waiting for us outside the back door. We need to make a break for it out the front.”

      “They’re probably out front, too.”

      “I’m sure,” Red conceded.

      Rivka accessed her datapad. “Ankh, we need close air support.”

      “You need what?”

      “We’re under fire, and it seems like they have an army. We have just us.”

      “I see where you are. It is too narrow to set the ship down in there. You’ll need to move at least another five hundred meters to the main road. There is an opening in front of Big Butt’s Big Bets.”

      “You want us to run to a place called Big Butt’s?”

      “If you want to be picked up, yes.”

      Red nodded. “I want you to be picked up, and me, too. We don’t have the weaponry to face people with high-powered rifles. Since there are no police on this planet, only individual corporate security, our asses are hanging out in the wind. For the record, I don’t like my ass hanging out in the wind.”

      “I’m with you there. I’m feeling a lot better, but still not full speed. What do you think? A minute to run five hundred meters?”

      “That will be one hellaciously long minute,” Red suggested.

      “Tell us when you’re less than a minute out.”

      “That would be now. Chaz has the engines fired, and we are taking off. The spacedrome tower requests that we get clearance before moving.”

      “Tell them to get fucked. No, belay that. Ignore them. We’re on our way. Meet you at Big Butt’s.”

      Red started to rock and breathe heavily as he prepared for the life-or-death sprint. “Are you ready, Magistrate? From what I’ve seen, they are to our right and down the road, firing from a raised position. I’ll need you to run in front of me, zigzagging to mess with their aim. And as fast as you can go. The faster, the better.”

      Rivka sighed. “Not feeling so great, Red. Better with each minute, but we don’t have time for me to heal all the way. So, we’ll go with good enough. What do you say we survive to fight another day?”

      “I’m all for that, but damn, Magistrate, you have a way of bringing out the worst in people.”

      “That’s what I get for only dealing with criminals. Ready?”

      “You go, and I’m right behind you.” Red yanked the door open and Rivka bolted into the street, running like mad. Red followed her out, finding it hard to stay right behind her since she did more jinking than running straight. Bullets splashed around them.

      Red took a couple shots in the back of his ballistic armor. It stopped the rounds from penetrating, but it still felt like he’d been hit by a jackhammer. He wrapped an arm around his head, knowing that he wouldn’t come back from a head wound. Rivka ran the same way, with her arm draped protectively over her most vulnerable spot.

      The shots stopped. Rivka started to run straight, but a big vehicle slashed into the street in front of them and skidded to a stop. Two shooters leaned out the side windows and started firing. Red shot back. Rivka aimed while running and hit the side of the vehicle, but nothing that made the shooters duck. Red fired his shotgun, and the slug ripped through the metal below the open window.

      The humanoid disappeared. The second stopped shooting for a moment.

      “I want him alive, Red!” Rivka yelled as she slid to a stop, dropped to a knee, and aimed her flashlight device, sending a neutron pulse at where she guessed the shooter’s legs were. He screamed in agony and slumped out of view.

      The vehicle ground its gears as the engine revved, and it started rolling backward. Red cranked a round into the driver’s door, and the engine returned to an idle. Rivka ripped open the driver’s door and climbed over the dead humanoid. She stuck her head out, then pulled back. She’d seen that both shooters were incapacitated, possibly even dead. Red reached a massive hand inside and dragged the driver out, tossing him to the side as if he were a piece of garbage.

      Once in the driver’s seat, Red looked at the unfamiliar controls. “Hang on, Magistrate. It’s going to get rough.”

      The vehicle jerked and bounced as Red tried to control the energy transfer between the engine and the wheels.

      Rivka found one shooter dead and the other delirious from the pain in his legs. She gripped his face and fired questions at him, but he knew nothing. Orders from a middleman to absolve his gambling debts.

      Extending credit to gamblers to hold them hostage; it made Rivka sick to her stomach. The man’s head exploded, sending goo and blood all over her. Rivka’s first reaction was one of disgust in that she’d have to clean the jacket, and the next was about her safety. The vehicle died, and Red cursed it.

      “We’re walking, Magistrate,” Red declared, opening the door opposite where the original shots had been fired. He climbed out, and she rushed after him. A battery of shooters appeared on the rooftops, locking Rivka and Red into a kill zone with no way to escape. A bullet tore into Red’s neck. His cry of pain ended in a gurgle of blood. A bullet hit Rivka’s exposed arm. Her leg. A second time in that leg. Red stumbled and fell.
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      The sun was blotted out as the corvette dropped precipitously into the gap between the buildings. Defensive weapon systems blanketed the rooftops, leaving only the sound of the atmospheric thrusters controlling the descent of the spaceship.

      It touched down, and Rivka lifted Red to his feet. He was barely conscious. She wasn’t able to walk on one leg, so she used him as a crutch. The ramp descended before the ship touched down. Rivka and Red fell onto it, and the corvette immediately started to ascend. The ramp rotated to dump the two inside, where Jay and Lindy helped them to seats in the rec room.

      Lindy was almost apoplectic when she saw the gaping wound in Red’s neck with blood pouring from it and half a dozen more injuries. She poured the contents of the medical kit on the deck, grabbing bandages to staunch the blood flow.

      Rivka’s wounds bled profusely as well. Jay tried to stop the bleeding and found that the blood was sticky and coagulating even though the damage was fresh.

      “The Magistrate has had her nanos for a while. Red’s are still new, and probably aren’t as dense in his blood. I think they’ll both survive,” she ventured, voice shaking.

      “Do you know, or are you guessing?” Lindy challenged.

      Jay didn’t respond. She busied herself looking for more wounds, and tending them once found.

      Ankh remained in a bubble within his own mind while he and Erasmus worked on the problem of unweaving the disguised and hidden tendrils leading to the enterprise behind it all.

      “Don’t you die on me!” Lindy cried as Red went limp in the recliner and rolled to the floor. She and Jay tried to lift him back into the chair, but they couldn’t budge him.

      “See?” Jay said, pointing at the steady throb from a vein in his arm. “He’s alive and healing.”

      “How do you know?” Lindy wondered, skeptical and afraid.

      “His wounds are closing. If he were dead, they wouldn’t be.”

      “Aha!” Ankh exclaimed, surprising both women.

      “Get them some water. They need to replace fluids,” Jay said, looking at Lindy.

      Ankh looked around for the first time, realizing that he was surrounded by the injured. “What happened to them?”

      “You talked to them! They were under fire, and we took the ship into the city to rescue them.”

      “Where was I?” Ankh asked. Jay pointed to the seat on which he was sitting. “Interesting. No matter. We have something. Let me know when the Magistrate can talk. I’ll be in my quarters.”

      Ankh strolled away, weaving as the ship flew upwards to escape the atmosphere. Chaz was leaving the planet using a flight path to keep the corvette as far away from other ships as possible. He was ready to Gate the ship the second they broke into open space, and earlier if he couldn’t avoid it. Erasmus had mentioned it was possible with the new Gate technology, but Chaz didn’t want to be the one to test it. He veered to the far side of the planet before arcing toward space.
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      Rivka rubbed the spot where the bullet had torn a great hole in her chest. No physical scar existed to show its passage. Only the memory remained, and it bothered her. It hurt, even though the instant she was shot she knew she would be okay. Rivka didn’t feel invulnerable. The opposite.

      She walked slowly from the bridge to the recreation room. Red was reclined in her chair. “You’re in my seat,” Rivka snapped without mercy.

      “How come you heal faster than me?” Red asked.

      “Better genes,” Rivka replied without hesitation. Lindy snickered. Red’s discomfort was obvious when he tried to sit up. “You should stay where you are. You look like shit.”

      “I was worried, because I feel like shit. Dammit, Magistrate! We need a full mechanized platoon if we’re going to stay on this course. Do you know how close we were to dying?”

      “About as close as we get every single time we leave the ship. You know what they say, don’t you?”

      Red shook his head.

      “They only need to get lucky once. We need to be lucky all the time.”

      “I don’t like what ‘they’ say, because it’s way too close to the truth.”

      “Ankh! You wanted to talk with us once we were conscious, so here we are—your captive audience,” Rivka announced.

      Ankh appeared in the passage leading to the cabins. He continued to hug Erasmus to his chest.

      “Couldn’t you leave Erasmus in your cabin?”

      “I could,” Ankh answered. He took a seat at the table next to Jay. “Breedin is on Zaxxon Major. We will need to access their systems to determine how they get the credits to Mandolin. When I backtrack, Mandolin is one of the richest organizations in the entire universe, but there is no trail for how they have gotten or maintain their wealth.”

      “That’s impossible. There are always digital crumbs to follow.”

      “There is always a trail, but here there isn’t. There is a cover-up on a scale unheard of when it comes to the Mandolin Partnership. Oscura Mandel has traveled to all the worlds in question, and personally negotiated the agreements that forced early cancellation of Bad Company contracts. Seven is the lucky number, Magistrate.”

      “I don’t disagree that seven is a lucky number, but why in this case?”

      “There are seven companies between Mandolin and the recipients. There are three layers of companies after the first four shell companies. There is a deliberate disconnect between the fourth layer and the third.”

      “How do they get the money if they’re not associated? You’re killing me, Ankh. My little brain can’t comprehend what you’re trying to explain,” Rivka complained.

      “Just because I said they weren’t associated doesn’t mean they’re not associated!” Ankh declared. His whole body shook in the way his race laughed.

      “That’s genius!” Rivka remarked. “Which is my way of saying I still don’t understand.”

      “Cash sales from buyers. It’s simple money laundering for the final three players. Untracked cash purchases on a planetary scale. Without the credits passing through a Federation monetary facility, we lose track.”

      “All credits have to pass through. Otherwise they are delegitimized.” Rivka sat down and rubbed her chin. Red started to snore. She could use more sleep, but her head hurt. Ankh was talking her in circles.

      “The final transactions pass through official channels in billions of small transactions, each with a unique buyer and unique seller, but nothing changes hands. The credits come out the other end squeaky clean.

      “We can stop a hundred or a thousand transactions in the trillions of day-to-day exchanges, and it won’t mean anything to Mandolin. Three layers of billions of transactions?”

      “Yes. Erasmus has enlisted the aid of all of Plato’s stepchildren. Seven of the most powerful AIs in the universe are combining their computing power to resolve this puzzle. There are three entities that twist billions of transactions a day. Now that we know what to look for we will root them out and shut them down, especially when we validate our countermeasures by confirming information within the systems of six of the planets remaining on your list.”

      “And then what, Ankh? Nefas already sent space fighters to kill us. When that didn’t work, he sent soldiers. What next? Is he going to form a singularity to suck us into the black hole of doom?”

      “It is only a black hole. The doom is a given,” Ankh replied.

      “Can he do that?” Rivka wondered.

      “No.”

      “But what is next, Ankh? Tell me what you and Erasmus think Nefas will try next.”

      “He will continue his attempts to kill you, but not directly. It will be through third parties, as we have already seen. This will make it more difficult to predict details regarding the attacks.”

      Red perked up from what Rivka had thought was a sound sleep. “We’re going to get attacked everywhere we go? Six more planets and then we’re done?”

      “Six more planets,” Ankh began, “and then we will have to go to Morinvaille in the Corrhen Cluster with the evidence we will present for you to judge Mister Mandel and the entirety of the Mandolin Partnership.”

      “How do you think that’s going to go?”

      “Poorly, unless you bring the War Axe with you.”

      “You want me to requisition a battleship in a RICO case?”

      “It’s technically a destroyer, but yes, if you want to live. And since I want to live, I’ve already coordinated the request. Ted believes the issue with the enemy destroyer will be resolved shortly.”

      “How is everyone on Keeg Station? They were hit right before we left,” Lindy asked, nudging Red to the side of the chair so she could sit next to him.

      “I didn’t ask, and Ted didn’t say,” Ankh replied.

      Lindy wasn’t impressed with the Crenellian’s explanation. Red started rubbing her back, and she rested her hand on his bare chest.

      “What evidence do we expect to gather by visiting the six planets? I have enough now to confront the Mandolin Partnership.”

      “Erasmus and I believe those six planets house the distribution systems by which the whole operation exists. The money laundering. Without the money, the organization would be significantly handicapped. If you go straight to Morinvaille, you may remove Mandel, but you won’t kill the organization. Kill the money first, then when you cut off the head, the creature will not come back to life. Without the money, there will be no bribes. Without the bribes, the contracts that the planets have signed will be shown as less advantageous than the ones they had with the Bad Company.”

      “Less advantageous contracts are not illegal. The intimidation is sketchy, which makes the bribery less compelling. Was it really a bribe, or did Mandolin find willing compatriots? What about the shipping, not accounting for all the goods aboard. That’s called smuggling, which is also illegal, but does it rise to the level of a predicate crime? I think it does. The smoldering fires around this cesspool known as the Mandolin Partnership suggest we may be able to establish a new legal precedent applying to monopolies, racketeering, and corruption. Whodathunkit? Rivka Anoa writing precedential case law.”

      Rivka smiled without looking at anyone. The others remained quiet, letting her have her moment.

      “Zaxxon Major, Chaz. Prepare to Gate to the edge of the system,” Rivka ordered before returning to the bridge. “Whenever you’re ready to go back into battle, Red, we’ll head to the planet.”

      Red tried to get up, but Lindy pushed him back into the recliner. “Rest for a while,” she whispered. He pulled her to down until she lay on top of him. He closed his eyes and hugged her close.

      Jay stood in the middle of the room looking uncomfortable. Ankh had already gone to his cabin. She put on headphones and started a movie. She was torn between wanting to get off the ship on the different planets and wanting to live. With each new case, the criminals became more brazen. The danger had increased to the level of open hostilities. What are we doing? Is this the law, or is this war? Jay opted for an old documentary called Star Trek.
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      The Magistrate had opted for her body armor with the Magistrate’s jacket over it. The pin on her collar sported the galactic scales of justice.

      Red was loaded up with all his gear, and then some. The shotgun was over his shoulder, but in his arms he carried a man-portable railgun, standard issue for the warriors of Terry Henry Walton’s Direct Action Branch. Red also wore a helmet. He looked comfortable in combat gear.

      “And you say you never served?” Rivka asked.

      “Doesn’t mean I didn’t fight,” Red answered mysteriously, refusing to give more information when Rivka twirled her finger.

      “Let’s try not to kill them until I do my zombie thing.” Rivka reconsidered. “Maybe it’s best if we avoid the whole killing thing. We left a few bodies back on S’Korr.”

      “Those were all guns for hire. Kind of like me, but with no morals or charter. I don’t shoot first, but sometimes I would like to. There are people in this universe who need to be shot, preferably in the face from close range.”

      “Thanks for restraining yourself, Red.” Rivka turned to Ankh. “Who do we need to see, and what do we need to do?”

      “Deposit one of the coins near their main computer interface. We’ll do the rest.”

      “Where is that?”

      “Once we’re close, we’ll be able to direct you.”

      “Makes me wonder if we even need a lawyer for this part. Maybe we sub-contract with a mercenary group, but one that has morals and a charter, like the Bad Company.”

      Jay pursed her lips and worked her jaw.

      With one finger, Rivka tipped the young woman’s chin up. “You don’t like that idea.”

      “I don’t want you to die, Magistrate, but you love the law! How can you make sure the right people are getting punished if you aren’t there?”

      Rivka pulled Jay into a hug. “Sometimes it’s nice to see an issue through someone else’s eyes. You and me, Red. It’s up to us to weed out the riffraff and enforce the law.”

      Red checked the buckle on his helmet and the charge and load of the railgun, and tapped the bulging pouches on his vest.

      “What do you have in there?”

      “Grenades.”

      “What do you need grenades for?”

      Red rolled his eyes and motioned to the door.

      “Get us where we need to go, Chaz,” Rivka requested. “Tell us who we’re meeting and where to find them. Don’t be fucking around with the locals. We don’t have time for that shit. From this moment until this case is over, we treat every planet as if it were filled with Mandolin sympathizers. We won’t shoot first, but if we shoot, it’s to kill. We will burst on the scene like a bistok bull in a glass shop. Keep them on their heels until we’re gone. Try not to break anything, Chaz, except their rules.”

      “Erasmus and Chaz are coordinating. Ship sensors are active. Closing on the planet. Secure yourselves for transit through the upper atmosphere.” The corvette almost immediately started to bounce and bump.

      “I’ve been thinking about a name for the ship,” Jay began over the growing roar of reentry.

      “And?” Rivka was intrigued.

      “The Walking Dead, since your nickname is Zombie and the lives of those who cross you are already forfeit. The walking dead.”

      “I like it, but I think it sends the wrong message. Not all cases will be like this one.”

      “From what I’ve seen, every case is like this one,” Red offered, looking quickly away and starting to whistle. The ride instantly smoothed and the droning stopped.

      “Okay, there’s more violence and less law than I like, but what about Peacekeeper?”

      “Because sometimes the dead can’t walk anywhere. Law and order help keep the peace,” Jay said slowly as she mulled it over. “I’ll always think of her as The Walking Dead, but Peacekeeper can be her public name.”

      “Her?” Red raised one eyebrow.

      “You’re outnumbered, big guy,” Rivka said.

      “How so? Me, Chaz, Hamlet, Ankh, and Erasmus. That’s five to three. I think the Peacekeeper is a ‘him.’”

      Lindy shook her head. “Let me get my stuff.” She took a step toward the berthing.

      “Wait,” Red grumbled.

      “Men are so easy,” Lindy murmured.

      “As a professional, I’ve lived by the code to choose my battles wisely. No good can come from fighting this one. It would be what is called ‘a Pyrrhic victory.’ I concede to her.”

      “I’ll look up Pyrrhic after you two are on the ground.” Lindy sat down next to Ankh. His eyes remained unfocused as he hugged the bundle that was Erasmus to his chest.

      “The facility is located next to the interstellar communication array,” Ankh said softly. The ship banked toward its designated target.

      “Planetary control is furious with our flight path and failure to respond to their calls,” Chaz reported calmly. “I shall continue to ignore them.”

      “Good call, Chaz,” Rivka agreed. Red stood near the hatch, with the Magistrate behind him. They both wore their game faces. “Once more unto the breach, my friend. May we return to the Peacekeeper alive and well.”

      “Or die trying,” Red added. “Amen, Magistrate.”

      “You are such a lunkhead. Thanks for taking those rounds meant for me on S’Korr.”

      “Let’s not do that again,” Red replied.

      “We’ll do our best, but damn, Red! I can’t believe how badly things spiraled out of control.”

      “If you didn’t do anything that mattered, the bad guys wouldn’t be trying to kill you. People who fight for others make enemies, and people who challenge the mighty… Well, that’s a whole different kind of enemy; ones who can hire armies. Time is not your friend, Magistrate.”

      “Quick in-and-out.” Rivka looked at the ceiling. “Who am I meeting with, Chaz?”

      “The facility manager, a Miss Lauton.”

      “Does she have any authority? Or bodyguards?” Rivka shrugged at the look Red gave her.

      “She is the manager of the facility,” Chaz replied evenly. Rivka rolled her eyes and shook her head.

      “Zombie,” Red said.

      “Yup, going to have to do it the up-close-and-personal way. Just in case, here—take a couple of these.” Rivka handed him two of Ankh’s coins. Red dug under his armor to put one in his jeans pocket, and the other he put in a vest pouch. “It’s going to be hard to convince them that we’re all about the peace.”

      The ship touched down with a gentle bump. “The facility is directly before us,” Chaz reported. Red slapped the big red button that they had put on the pad to open and close the hatch. The top opened to reveal a murky orange sky. The steps rotated into position based on the angle and how far the door had to go to reach the ground.

      Red hurried down before giving the signal to Rivka. She followed him down, and they turned left. A building was labeled in the local language, which was instantly translated by their chips into Galactic Standard. Astrocom Support.

      Red walked quickly toward the main doors, checking the rooftop for any movement. “I like your plan where you don’t tell anyone you’re coming or who you’re going to meet. I like that a lot. Reduces the chances of getting ambushed. And with the Peacekeeper’s guns trained on everything nearby, I think maybe the name fits her quite nicely,” Red said over his shoulder while his eyes darted left to right and up to down in his never-ending search for threats.

      “We can’t be caught watching the paint dry. What the hell do I do for a vacation, Red? Is becoming a Magistrate a life sentence?”

      “I’m not the one to answer that. I’ll do everything in my power to make sure you don’t die on my watch. Two months into this gig, and we’ve gotten close, what…twenty, thirty times?”

      “You’re funny, Red. I think I’ll judge you last.”

      “I like the new food dispenser. Who would have known it was the freaking programming that was making the food taste like shit?”

      “But you were eating it!”

      “I was hungry,” Red replied. He hurried to the door, looking through the glass before opening it. “I need X-ray eyeballs.”

      “I’ll check with the Pod-doc and see if we can get you some of those.”

      “Be sharp, Magistrate. This could be the lion’s den.” Red whipped the door open and rushed through, stopping two steps inside so Rivka could follow.

      No one was there. An unadorned staircase led upward from the main doorway. One door-lined hallway went to the left, and one to the right.

      “That was anti-climactic,” Rivka said. “Is that an office roster?”

      Red looked where she pointed. “Looks like it.” He watched as she looked for the manager’s office.

      “Lauton. She’s on the second floor.” Red went up the stairs first, climbing quickly. Rivka trailed behind. He reached the landing and looked left then right at a mirror of the first floor. He shook his head. Rivka went right, and after two rooms, determined that the office was on the other side. Two females entered the left hallway from an office, screamed at the sight of the Magistrate’s bodyguard, and ran back inside, slamming the door behind them.

      “What’d you do?” Rivka snickered. “Next time, try smiling.”

      “That’ll work. They won’t notice the hardware. Maybe it was the grenades that put them on edge.”

      “I’m sure that was it. You better let me go first. I don’t think we want them to have heart failure when your big ass darkens their doorway.” Rivka brushed her hair from her face and opened the door to the office with the plate that unsurprisingly read, Miss Lauton, Facility Manager.

      Rivka put on her biggest smile and strolled in, complete with ballistic vest and leggings, her Magistrate’s jacket open. “Miss Lauton?” she asked.

      The female at the only desk in the room shook her head. “She was fired yesterday.”

      Rivka’s smile turned into a deep frown. “Do you know why?”

      “I’m sorry. Even if I did, I wouldn’t tell a stranger.”

      “My apologies. I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and I’m here on behalf of the Federation to examine some irregularities being broadcast through your computers.”

      The female recoiled in shock; not from the question, but at Red when he leaned into the room. “I don’t have any money!” she cried out.

      “I’ll need you to calm down.”

      Rivka pulled out her datapad. A message was waiting.

      Not yet.

      “We need to see your systems,” Rivka informed her through a beaming smile.

      “I’m going to have to verify this,” the female said.

      “With whom?” Rivka wondered. “I suspect you’re the temporary facility manager?”

      “Yes.” She tapped on her old-style keyboard. Rivka tapped on her screen.

      How is this backward planet the lead in an intergalactic cybercrime?

      The system we’re looking for is buried beneath the veneer of old technology. Find the main systems. Probably in the basement.

      “We’d like to go to the basement now, and you’re going to escort us.”

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t do that,” the female said, suddenly growing a spine.

      “Thanks for calling Security.” Rivka walked around the desk. “Where are the servers?”

      She pulled the female to her feet, seeing the door to the basement in her mind. She also saw the warning flashing on the computer screen. “Illegal Planetary Landing. Security forces are on their way.”

      “Red, Security is on their way. Go to the basement and give Ankh access. I’ll stay here to find where Miss Lauton lives. I don’t believe in coincidences.”

      “I can’t leave you alone.”

      “I need access to those computers, and I need you back here before your presence is necessary. Now go! Take a left at the stairs. Basement door is the last on the left.” Rivka yelled. Red gritted his teeth for a moment before pounding down the hall.

      “Give me Lauton’s address.”

      “No,” the female refused firmly, risking a glance out the window to where the spaceship was filling the roadway. “What the heck?”

      “Your boys are going to have a tough time getting past my ride.”

      “Boys?”

      “You know. Security.”

      “There are no boys here. There are only females on this planet.”

      “That’s interesting and something we’ll talk about later, but right now I need you to show me the records on the facility manager.”

      “No.” The female crossed her arms. Rivka pushed the female back into the chair, holding onto her wrist as she did so.

      “What’s your password?”

      “What?”

      Rivka typed it in with one finger.

      “How did you do that?”

      “I pushed down on the keys and it showed on the screen,” Rivka replied flippantly. The female attempted to reach the keyboard, but Rivka threw her back so hard that the chair flipped over. “You’re starting to piss me off.”

      “They said you were coming. An impostor trying to get into our systems. I won’t let you!”

      “And Miss Lauton would have, I suspect. That was why she had to go. She wasn’t complicit in all this. There’s hope for your planet, whatever your name is. The easy answer for me is to kill you, or you could sit there quietly and wait for me to finish.”

      Rivka flipped through the various systems. The going was slow since she didn’t know the Zaxxon logic. “I need your help,” she conceded, grabbing the female’s wrist again. “Where are the files?”

      Two clicks later the personnel data appeared. Lauton’s address was there. Rivka made sure the datapad recorded it, then kicked the monitor to crack the screen and tossed the computer out the window. “I can’t leave you here to tell tales, so you’re coming with me.

      A sharp retort told her that the Peacekeeper was engaging someone. “Sounds like Security has arrived. I doubt they brought an army, but now would be a good time for us to leave. Come on.”

      The thud of a heavy stride and jingle of weaponry announced Red’s return. Rivka stepped into the hall, dragging the recalcitrant female with her.

      “You’re going to have to kill her,” Red stated matter-of-factly and leveled his railgun. She fainted dead away. “Will she stay out for as long as we need?”

      “I hope so, because I’m tired of dragging her dumb ass and it’s only been ten meters.”

      Red turned on his heel and ran back down the hall. “Get into your office!” he yelled at someone Rivka couldn’t see. They descended the steps three at a time, hit the bottom at a dead run, banged the door open, and sprinted to the ship. In the distance, lights flashed from emergency vehicles.

      Once inside, Red slammed the door button with the palm of his big hand. “Chaz, take us to the address I gave you. Next stop, Miss Lauton’s home.”
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      “We will be there in thirty seconds,” Chaz announced. Rivka was in the short hall to the bridge, but turned around and headed back to where Red waited by the hatch.

      “Ankh, tell me you got in.”

      Jay answered. “They got in. Ankh said something about taking a victory lap before he disappeared back into his crazy communion with his AI.”

      “Has Ankh ever run a step in his life? He doesn’t strike me as the physical sort,” Red muttered.

      “He got in.” Rivka smiled. “And he found what we needed him to find. I hope we don’t have to hit those other five planets. I’m tired of the running and gunning. I’m a lawyer, for Pete’s sake. I know people are usually pissed at us, but generally, it’s not on a global scale.”

      “We have a nice spaceship,” Red offered.

      “There is that,” Rivka replied.

      The spaceship touched down. There was a metallic crunch from underneath. “Straight out the hatch, Magistrate,” Chaz directed.

      Red mashed the button and hit the steps at a dead run because speed was his friend. Rivka raced after him. There was one house in a small wooded area, squarish and desert tan. Red peeled off and let Rivka continue to the door. He faced the spaceship and watched the open areas on either side of it.

      Rivka studied the door before pounding on it. There was a button next to the door with a screen above. She pushed it.

      After receiving no response, she pushed it again. Rivka raised her hand to pound on the door when a face appeared on the small screen.

      “Go away!”

      Rivka looked at the harried female in the image and instantly felt sorry for her. “I am Magistrate Rivka Anoa, here on behalf of the Federation. I think you might have information that can help me in an ongoing investigation into the companies that have been doing business with your old employer. I believe your firing was to impede my efforts.”

      The door opened. Lauton looked even more frazzled in person.

      “We know about the fake money going through your systems. We also know that you didn’t direct it,” Rivka stated, watching for the body language to tell her if she had hit the mark. Lauton fell forward into Rivka’s arms.

      Exhaustion from not sleeping, dehydration from not drinking, weak from lack of food. She’d been under pressure since the beginning of Rivka’s investigation. In her mind flashed angry conversations when she had discovered that the vast majority of transactions were fabricated by computers she never knew existed that were tied into their main system. Her demise had been imminent once she’d refused to play.

      “I suspect your life is in jeopardy. You need to come with me if you want to live.”

      “We got company, Magistrate!” Red shouted. The Peacekeeper’s weapons started to fire, creating a barrier through which the security mob couldn’t pass. “Time to go!”

      Rivka hoisted the female onto her shoulder. “You’ll thank me later.” She started to run with Red at her side as they raced for the steps into the ship. A head appeared where one shouldn’t have been, and Red fired his railgun. The hypersonic dart tore into the ground, spraying a cloud of dirt into the prying eyes.

      “I love my gun!” Red declared.

      “Why are we always running?” Rivka asked between breaths as she bounded up the steps, the female over her shoulder not slowing her down. “I hate running.”

      Once inside, Red mashed the button, retracting the stairs and securing the hatch. “Get us out of here!” Rivka ordered. She plopped Lauton into a seat.

      The ship lifted off and angled sharply upward as it headed for the stars. “Gravitic shields are up,” Chaz reported.

      “Are they going to try and stop us from leaving?” Rivka asked.

      “Sensors show some movement from ships in orbit around the planet, but nothing suggesting an attempt to interfere with our departure.”

      “Then why the shields?”

      “Because we don’t trust anyone,” the evolving EI replied.

      “I like the way you think, Chaz. The farther we get into this Mandolin cesspool, the worst things stink. I stopped looking for predicate crimes a long time ago. We have the thread and are pulling it. The racket is starting to unravel.”

      “This seems more like a war than a legal action, Magistrate. Excuse me for being forward.” Red sounded contrite. “Don’t get me wrong, I like blowing shit up as much as the next guy, and this railgun is the cat’s ass—no disrespect, Hamlet—but I can’t protect you if all we’re doing is fighting. I’m supposed to be the guy in the background, invisible because all eyes are on what you’re doing. But they aren’t. We’re side by side, fighting our way through a determined enemy who seems to have unlimited resources. We have Peacekeeper and us. That’s it.”

      Red waved his arm to take in the group packed into the recreation room—a Crenellian with his AI, a Zaxxon, four humans, and a cat.

      Rivka sat forward with her elbows on her knees and her head in her hands. “It’s not supposed to be like this. The vast majority of Federation citizens are law abiding. They want to live their lives free from interference, doing the daily grind for their families. I believe that. If we toppled Mandolin tomorrow, most people on these planets wouldn’t know the difference. Bad Company would step back in and start filling orders. Bulk freighters would arrive, possibly from the same places as before, carrying the same supplies but showing a different flag.”

      Jay offered Lauton a glass of water and a spaghetti and meatballs bar, the crew’s new favorite meal.

      Lindy helped Red remove his gear. “No new holes?”

      He laughed and shook his head. “Only the ones I was born with.”

      She groaned, and Jay feigned gagging.

      “I’m looking into Mandolin Partnership and their interference with business affairs. Zaxxon Major is one of more than twenty planets who have become slaves to Mandolin,” Rivka started to explain.

      Lauton shrugged. “I’ve never heard of Mandolin. We deal with Gargeath for our interstellar shipments of goods, and Lameeris for the digital billing, which is the most lucrative enterprise on Zaxxon Major!” Lauton spoke proudly, but the looks on the others’ faces dampened her enthusiasm. “That was last week, before I knew all of it was a sham.”

      The wind gone from her sails; she once again looked sick and frail. Lauton was human in appearance, except for her lack of ears, which were covered by a shock of bright red hair. Her eyes were a vivid blue. Lauton leaned back in the chair and studied the faces that looked at her.

      “What now?” she asked, barely above a whisper. “Zaxxon Major is my home.”

      “And you’ll return to it when it’s safe. For now, I’m taking you into protective custody. Hang out on the ship while we do our thing. Ankh? What did you learn from tapping the gold mine? Ankh?”

      They waited until he blinked and focused on the Magistrate. “Yes?”

      “What did you find out, and what next?” Rivka asked again.

      “Didn’t you read the report?” Ankh shot back in an even tone.

      “What report?” Rivka mouthed before pulling her datapad from her pocket and opening the flashing icon where the new report was waiting. She zeroed in on the words and inhaled the text, harking back to her law school days where she had devoured mountains of information to generate single consolidated reports supported by legal positions both pro and con, never knowing which side she’d be picked to present.

      Rivka ran a finger along a flash burn across the front of her coat. “I miss law school,” she inadvertently said aloud.

      “I thought it was only me,” Jay replied.

      “You’ve never been to law school.” Rivka looked confused.

      “I’m joking, because you look like you’re going to cry.”

      “No, not going to cry. I worked so hard to study the law, yet here I am on the enforcement end getting shot at.”

      “You’re getting shot at because you are making a case for how people are breaking the law. There is a war, but it’s between the criminals and the law-abiding,” Jay clarified.

      “I’m on the outside looking in,” Lindy started. “What I see is a lot of effort on your part to get to the people behind the crime and doing what you can to keep from harming those caught in the middle, even if they broke the law. Had it not been for Oscura Mandel, they would still be walking the straight and narrow.”

      “Keeping the peace,” Red added softly, “by stopping one crime at a time.”

      Rivka stood and locked her hands behind her back. “We are seeing people’s true natures, as revealed by the extremes of wealth and poverty. Each strips the veneer away, making what is underneath visible. We’ve seen the worst of civilization, and we’ll continue to see the worst the galaxy has to offer because those are the people we have to stop. Someone has to stand between the power brokers like Oscura Mandel, or ‘Nefas,’ as he is called, and people like Lauton, innocents only trying to do their job.”

      Rivka paced back and forth. The space only allowed three steps before she had to turn around.

      “Where should we go?” Chaz interrupted.

      “We need to set up for a final assault. Because of the lucrative nature of what we found hidden beneath the servers on Zaxxon Prime, we only need to explore two other planets before going to Morinvaille,” Erasmus explained.

      “I’m not looking forward to that,” Rivka said, stopping to look at Ankh.

      “Where do you wish us to go now?” Chaz pressed.

      “Take us to these coordinates in the Corrhen Cluster,” Erasmus replied. “Ankh and I have analyzed the situation. Mandel has known where we were going because we did not hide our movements. The Magistrate arranged meetings well ahead of time; meetings with people who were later determined to be in Mandel’s pocket. With current hostilities bordering on open warfare, the Magistrate no longer has the pleasure of announcing her schedule. We will go to the Corrhen Cluster, where we will establish meeting requests with every major player on every planet in question, including those we’ve already visited.”

      A Gate formed as soon as Peacekeeper cleared the upper atmosphere. It slipped over the event horizon and was gone from Zaxxon space.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The ship remained motionless in the shadow of a dead moon orbiting an inhospitable planet of an uninhabited system in the Corrhen Cluster. Erasmus and Chaz were coordinating the barrage of requests for meetings to happen simultaneously across fifty light-years of space and multiple planets.

      Rivka was only going to make one of them. Quarst was a small planet, but it had one hundred and twenty-four moons and a polar cap that was necessary to cool the power plants for the most energy-dependent race in the galaxy. The entirety of the planet’s small livable area had been developed by the Quarries, a race of quadrupeds. Humans called them ‘Centaurs,’ but the Quarries didn’t see the resemblance.

      They liked their machines and comforts. What better place to set up a money-laundering operation?

      “The Quarst president has a great deal to answer for,” Erasmus told them. “I have picked it as one of the final two worlds because it has seen the greatest upheaval since contracting with one of Mandolin’s sub-sub-subcontractors. The planet has suffered under the president’s leadership, and there is no end in sight. I believe that he will be the most malleable under interrogation.”

      Rivka chewed on the inside of her lip. “Let me see your analysis.” Almost instantly, the report appeared on her datapad. She sat down to read it. Red excused himself to clean his gear and put it away. Lindy went with him. Jay started talking with Lauton about life on Zaxxon Major.

      After a while, Lauton’s lip started to tremble and tears welled in her eyes. “Will I get to see my home again?”

      Rivka looked up from her pad. “Not only yes, but hell yes. Once we dismantle the racketeering operation, Zaxxon will need people like you more than ever. You built up an operation without knowing about the billing and payments that were cycling through. What if you could integrate the secret systems with the ones you already have to jump Zaxxon up the technological scale? They will need people like you when the corrupt are out of power. We’ll take you back when it’s safe.”

      Lauton nodded and became lost in her own thoughts.

      “Erasmus, you said that Quarst and Belheeake should give us what we need,” Rivka mused.

      “From the systems on Zaxxon Major, I was able to find the links to the shell companies. There are thousands of them. I’ve established a database for lookup purposes. It will give you the links from any company back to Mandolin. I’ll project the final links on the big screen.”

      The recreation room’s main screen lit up, and Mandolin Partnership appeared at the top. The next level showed a dozen companies, and the next showed numbers instead of names. The third level had more than a hundred shell companies. The majority of the money laundering took place between the third and fourth levels.

      “From the fourth level to the sixth a great deal of work takes place, so I don't categorize them as shell companies. Rather, they are real companies with an operations element that is outside Federation control. They still have to manage the supply chain, but they also have to integrate the smuggling part of the business, which is a secondary supply chain. It’s a great deal of work, done by both computers and living beings. People are employed in these businesses and have families that they are taking care of. Most probably don’t know they are part of a corrupt operation.” Erasmus paused.

      “When Mandel is toppled, what happens to them?”

      “If Bad Company needs their services, they’ll continue. If not, they’ll be out of a job.”

      “How many of these people were employed in this sector before?”

      “Fewer than are employed now,” Erasmus replied. “About fifty percent fewer.”

      “The law giveth and the law taketh away.” Rivka scowled. “Not all victims look the same, and some don’t even know they are victims.”

      “What can we do about it?” Jay asked while getting Lauton more water and another food bar.

      “I’d like to say I know, but I don’t. I’ll call Grainger, or maybe Nathan Lowell. This is bigger than just me.” Rivka thought about what she’d said. “You know, I can’t call Nathan. By judging Mandel as a racketeer and Mandolin as a corrupt organization, I hand all the contracts back to the Bad Company, of which Nathan is the president. I can’t give the impression that he took out a competitor by sending the law after them. Maybe I’ll investigate the Bad Company after this.”

      “The hand that feeds you?” Jay asked.

      “No one is above the law,” Rivka recited. “Although, I have had dealings with the Bad Company in the past, and am comfortable that they are complying. There we go. Investigation complete, but I still can’t tell Nathan about the progress of this one.”

      “But if there is a void following the downfall of Mandolin—and I know you’re going to kick their asses right up around their ears—wouldn’t Nathan need to be ready to jump in?”

      “What if he shows his hand before we’re ready to drop the hammer?”

      “You need to talk to him and tell him your concerns. How many people are going to be hurt, besides that Mandel guy and his partner?”

      “Too many, I expect. I love the law,” Rivka reiterated. “My compliance with it in pursuit of this case has, however, become problematic. I’ll be on the bridge. I have a couple of people I need to talk with.”

      Rivka secured the hatch behind her because she didn’t want any underwear-clad people showing up in the background while she was trying to carry on serious conversations. “Contact Grainger,” she requested.

      The main screen appeared with a large dark box that slowly illuminated to show Grainger’s face, complete with pillow lines and hair standing up.

      “No way!” he mumbled. “Zombie calling me in the middle of the night. How strange is that?”

      “Everywhere we go, people are shooting at us. The ship was attacked in space. This is more like a war than a legal action. What the hell?” she told him without preamble.

      “I saw your interim reports. I also saw data provided by your computer genius, who stated unequivocally that your ship was in no real danger.”

      “He clearly has more confidence in his AI than I have in the ineptitude of our enemy. I’m collecting evidence, but at this point, it’s more to make sure that we completely dismantle the racket. Mandolin committed the crime of bribery, until it became attempted murder. He has no inhibitions out here. I am the first to challenge him. Why haven’t the Federation’s armed forces dealt with this guy?”

      Grainger scratched his head and yawned. “The Federation uses the Bad Company’s Direct Action Branch, a small mercenary group that you’ve already met. The Federation also has a great number of single-ship teams carrying out intelligence collection and small-unit missions. And then there is the Force de Guerre, a more traditional invasion and occupation force, but they are already engaged. The rest of the Federation armed forces, as we’ll call them, are provided by member planets. Is it any surprise that the planets Mandolin picked do not have militaries? I would love to request a tactical team to support you, but there isn’t one. The War Axe isn’t available either, because of the unidentified destroyer that’s harassing Keeg Station.”

      “Are they okay? It looked like a real shitstorm when we stopped by to pick up Ankh and Erasmus.”

      “They’re doing what they do—fighting like banshees—but despite the appearance of one hundred against one, it is an even match. You’ll get your support as soon as possible, hopefully before you have to go to Morinvaille.”

      “’Hopefully?’”

      “The longer this case drags out, the harder it will be to pin down the perps. Those scumbags have made enough that they can buy a new planet and start over. You need to collect the evidence so Ankh can help the Federation’s best accountants set up triggers to identify something like this before it grows beyond a single planet.”

      “But why did they send a lawyer when a bunch of forensic accountants, computer whizzes, and a combat unit could have accomplished the same thing and done it without risk to life or limb?”

      “Now you know why most of the Magistrates were warriors, soldiers, or hell-raisers before earning the pin. You were the first one who came to us as a legal eagle, but once you showed your gift and took the law into your own hands, you became one of us. That’s why you’re in the middle of the storm, Magistrate. You ever hear the phrase ‘sink or swim?’”

      “I hate that expression.”

      “Maybe so, but this is your time to swim.”
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      “This is my time to swim,” Rivka repeated after the communication channel had closed. She left the bridge to join those in the rec room. Lauton was asleep, and Jay had her headphones on so she could watch a movie without bothering anyone else.

      Ankh was embroiled in a private conversation with his AI. Rivka could tell by the way he gripped the pack containing Erasmus and his face, which was locked in a thousand-meter stare. Red and Lindy were in the back somewhere.

      She poked the Crenellian’s shoulder and he nearly jumped out of his skin, but he didn’t lose his grip on the pack. “Don’t do that,” he said evenly when his breathing calmed. “What?’

      “Can you sever the links between Morinvaille and the two planets where you think we’ll find all that damning evidence?”

      “Why would I need to cut the links if we’re going to Morinvaille last?”

      “What if we go there first, cut the heads off the hydra, and then not have people trying to kill us when we show up?”

      “But our analysis was definitive in that we need to go Quarst and Belheeake first.”

      “As soon as we show up, someone tips off Mandel and he sics the dogs on us. If there is no Mandel, there will be no dogs. The last thing he expects is for us to knock on his front door.”

      “He won’t let you in. His empire will continue its operations because you’ll be neutralized.”

      “Then Grainger will come after him. The Magistrates will keep coming until Justice is served.”

      Ankh considered what she had said before replying, “Of course we can cut Mandolin off from everything outside their home planet, but can we do it before they transmit a signal to destroy the evidence or summon reinforcements? That’s the question.”

      “I have full confidence in you, Ankh. Do I have an appointment scheduled with Oscura Mandel, Chairman, President, and CEO of Mandolin Partnership?”

      Ankh communed briefly with Erasmus. “Your appointment is confirmed, Magistrate.”

      “How close can you Gate us to our landing coordinates?”

      “Erasmus can put Peacekeeper millimeters from reentry. We’ll exit the Gate into the turbulence of the upper atmosphere.”

      “That’s as close as you can get?”

      Ankh stared at her without answering.

      “I’ll take that as a yes. I never studied astromechanics, so I don’t know. That’s why we ask questions, Ankh—to learn.”

      “You are supposed to go to Morinvaille last.” Ankh held her gaze as she slowly shook her head.

      “Change of plans, my friend. It’s time to swim with the big dogs. I have enough evidence to put him away, so I don’t need any more. Ordering the destruction of our ship was a capital crime. It’s also something I take personally, so we can stop fucking around with the preliminaries. It’s time to go for the throat. I need you to cut all signals from the planet and keep those communications systems offline until I give the all-clear.”

      “I will need the configuration of any space-based communication relays to improve our chances.”

      “No can do. If we start snooping around, they’ll destroy everything and disappear. When we show up, I expect all hell to break loose.”

      “If they destroyed everything and disappeared, doesn’t that achieve your goal?”

      “Everything except for Justice. They have a great deal to answer for.”

      “None of the planets they operate on are showing any problems,” Ankh replied.

      “That isn’t an argument. On the face of it, most RICO crimes seem to be victimless, but they aren’t. People lose their free will, becoming slaves to a system they can’t change. There are lots of victims, but they have put on brave faces. Lauton is a victim. Does she look okay?”

      The Zaxxon was sleeping comfortably, but her features were drawn. Even with her eyes closed, the dark circles were prominent.

      Ankh’s expression didn’t change.

      “If you don’t have the time for a digital separation, maybe we can do something a little more hands-on.”

      “Boarding a comm relay satellite is ill-advised at the best of times,” Ankh retorted.

      “How about if we just blow it up?”

      “What if there is more than one?”

      “Then you have responsibility for the others. Will there be more than one? Morinvaille is a tiny planet with a small habitable area.”

      “It’s also outside Federation borders.”

      “But by doing business within the Federation, they come under our jurisdiction. They still answer to us. They came into our house and broke our laws. It’s time to pay the piper. I’m going to get a couple hours of sleep. Once we start sliding down this mountain, there’ll be no stopping until we reach the bottom.”

      “We’re in space. There is no mountain,” Ankh told Rivka, who was already on her way to her cabin.

      “Hamlet!” she grumbled when she saw the hairball on her pillow.
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      “Chaz, connect me to Terry Henry Walton, please.” Rivka sat watching the main screen.

      The bridge was quiet. Red stood behind the captain’s chair, fully outfitted in his gear. He carried the shotgun in a case over his shoulder and the railgun in his arms. The vest’s pouches were filled with grenades. Rivka had him on display to convince TH that they needed his help.

      “Barrister, not a good time,” Colonel Walton answered. The image bounced before settling.

      “We’re going to confront Mandolin Partnership directly. Since they’ve tried to kill us every step of the way, we’re skipping everything else and going straight for the jugular. We are going to be outgunned. I was hoping you’d be able to join us, but I see that your situation may be as bad as mine.”

      “We’re trying not to destroy this guy because we want the technology that he used as he toyed with us, but I’ve had about enough of this bastard. Ted can try to reverse-engineer it from the billions of pieces floating through space. Kill that ship!” Terry shouted at someone offscreen. “Dammit.”

      “If you can make it or send anyone else, we’d appreciate it. I’m transmitting the coordinates to you. If you don’t hear from us, that’s where the next expedition needs to go.”

      “You’re better than they are,” Terry said.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because if you go in there thinking anything different, you’ve already lost. No fight is easy until it’s over. Gotta run. Get my suit ready!” Terry’s screen went dark as he ran after his words. The War Axe was getting hammered. Even if they destroyed the enemy, would they be in any shape to help the Magistrate enforce the law?

      “If we die,” Red started slowly, “it’ll be inside the atmosphere. Our fireball will be glorious.”

      “Is that empathy, or your idea of a motivational speech? Today is a great day to die!”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      “But that’s... Never mind.” Rivka shook her head as she continued to look at the blank screen. “Chaz, I need you and Erasmus to coordinate your efforts. Destroy the space-based array, which I assume they have because they must. And then we’re going to the planet’s surface. We need some kind of leverage so that Mandel is forced to meet with me.”

      “Lie,” Red suggested.

      “Explain.”

      “Tell him that you are holding the evidence in a safe place, to be transmitted in case anything happens to you.”

      “I like it. Why would that be a lie?”

      “Are you stoned? Send the evidence now! You’ve made your case. All you have to do is tie the bow on the package. My job is to keep you alive. On a personal note, you are stretching the limits of me being able to do my job.”

      “You have a point, Red. You don’t have to go with me to see Oscura Nefas Mandel. This is my responsibility. I don’t want your death on my shoulders.”

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Red demanded, pounding on the back of the chair with a massive fist. He held his railgun up, which emphasized his angry scowl.

      “What do you mean by that?” Rivka glowered back.

      “Besides it being my job, do you think you haven’t earned my loyalty? You know that I’m a wanted man—wanted because I wouldn’t take a bullet for my last two scumbag employers. I broke their contracts. They were criminals, and although I could turn a blind eye to some of their dealings, I wouldn’t let them buy my soul. I would take a bullet for you, Rivka, because you’ve earned it, not because Grainger would kick my ass or I wouldn’t get paid. I swear that I will keep you alive or die trying. And now that I have a girlfriend, I’d like to avoid that ‘die trying’ part.”

      “I didn’t know you were wanted, but I suspect Grainger does.” Red nodded. “Thanks. For the record, I’m not a big fan of the dying part either. Let’s try your leverage while seeing how Ankh and Erasmus can spoof Mandel and his cronies into thinking that they need more time.”

      “What’s your plan, Magistrate? Are you going to execute them on sight?” Red asked.

      “I need to touch them while they’re still alive, just to make sure we find what they’re hiding. This is a hydra. Seven heads that we need to cut off, and if we don’t get them at the same time, they’ll grow back, bigger and badder than before.”

      “If you need me to blow shit up, I’d like to see what the railgun can do on full auto if there’s an opportunity.”

      “Before the day is out, I think we’ll be tired of all the opportunities we’re going to have.”

      “I’m not sure how I should feel about that, besides hungry. I’d suggest we take a picnic lunch, but that space in my pack is reserved for extra ammo. I can miss a meal, but not a reload.” Red left the bridge and turned into the rec room. “Ankh, what other food programs did you install? I’ve had my fill of spaghetti bars for a while.”

      Wearing his usual blank expression, Ankh faced Red. “You people eat enough to feed an entire Crenellian city.”

      Red smiled. “I feel pride swelling in my breast.”

      Rivka shrugged, a half-smile on her face. “We burn a lot of calories. I think it’s the running.”

      “So, you think I’m your girlfriend, do you?” Lindy questioned. She leaned against the wall of the corridor to the berthing area, her arms crossed. Lauton remained behind her, watching with interest as she’d had almost no dealings with males.

      “You’re my girlfriend,” Jay offered as she walked past.

      “You got that right, girlfriend,” Lindy shot back.

      Red turned to Rivka, his face pleading. “I don’t know what’s going on.”

      Rivka started to laugh before biting her lip. Lindy winked.

      “I guess I can give my notice, but you know what that means.”

      Red was all smiles once again. “That you’re my girlfriend?”

      “That’s just a name, you big goon. It means you won’t get special treatment at the AGB restaurant.”

      “Oh.” Red dragged the word out. He looked at Rivka and mouthed the word, ‘Girlfriend.’ Rivka nodded, and Red was all smiles again.

      “I swear,” Rivka said, “men are such babies.”

      “Hey!”

      “You outnumber us, remember? You, Hamlet, Chaz, Ankh, and Erasmus. That’s a Crenellian, a cat, and two AIs. All that testosterone is wearing us poor girls down.”

      Ankh pointed to the food processor as a bar popped into the tray. Red took a tentative bite. “Peanut butter and jelly!” he exclaimed. Lindy still had her arms crossed. Red swallowed before continuing. “I find myself in a strange position where no matter how much weaponry I have, I am in a battle that I cannot win. I defer and surrender.” He bowed until his head was even with the table. He stood up and took another big bite, talking to the dispenser as he chewed. “Three more of those, please.”

      “I don’t know why you see it as a battle when it’s more of a partnership. Don’t you think, girlfriend?” Lindy asked.

      “I do think that, girlfriend.”

      Red started to look uncomfortable again. Lindy cornered him in the galley. She tried to wrap her arms around his neck, but with his combat gear on she couldn’t get close enough. She pulled his face down to hers. “You may be a big goon, but you’re my big goon. Don’t you dare die on me.” She kissed him in a way that promised much more.

      As long as he returned to the ship when it was over.

      “Magistrate?” he wondered.

      “Yeah. It’s about that time, isn’t it?” Rivka got Ankh’s attention.

      “Yes, yes. We will Gate in exactly two minutes and twelve seconds. It could be a very rough ride, and everything will happen quickly between our arrival and touchdown. You should strap yourselves in,” Ankh recommended.

      The crew took their seats and tightened their belts. Lauton took an empty seat and did as the others did. Hamlet appeared and jumped into Jay’s lap. She wrapped protective arms around the cat. Red’s lip twitched.

      “We won’t get a cat,” Lindy stated.

      “Or a dog,” Red added.

      “I did like the wombat, though. She was big and soft and cuddly, like someone else I know.”

      “You can’t mean me. I’m not sure I’ve ever been called soft.”

      “One minute,” Erasmus announced.

      Rivka buckled into the captain’s chair on the bridge. “Bring up the view outside the ship. All angles, please. Put the tactical situation on the left screen.”

      The main screen showed the vast emptiness of space. The right side view showed the darkness of a dead moon wearing the aura of the sun that shone behind it. The left side showed the planet, a moon, and Peacekeeper. No other objects warranted space on the screen.

      “Ten seconds,” Erasmus reported and started the countdown. Rivka’s muscles tightened, even though she knew going through the Gate would be painless. The main screen showed the circle of light that appeared when the Gate engine activated. The main engines engaged to drive the ship through at a higher rate of speed than normal.

      Peacekeeper emerged on the other side, firing before clearing the event horizon. The systems continued firing even after a satellite in the distance came apart. The ship targeted the biggest pieces, blowing them to near-vapor. The ship dove radically and started to heat up with reentry. The flames of friction shrouded the shields, making the corvette a massive fireball in a steep descent toward the planet’s surface.

      The ship was buffeted, and it jerked as it reacted to the turbulence outside. When the corvette’s flight smoothed, Rivka unbuckled and headed for the exit. Red was one step behind her, having had to come from the rec room. He pushed past to be in front of the door, per their standard operating procedure.

      They were making it up as they went.

      “Chaz, what does tactical show? How many ships in orbit?”

      “None, Magistrate. The planet appears to have been abandoned.”

      “Say what?” Rivka was outraged. Her ploy had failed.

      “Instructions?” Red asked.

      “Stay the course. I need to see for myself.” Rivka clenched her jaw and growled. “No ships on the surface either?”

      “There is one ship, Magistrate.”

      “Operational?”

      “Yes.”

      “That means there is someone we can talk to.” A smile crept slowly across her face. It wasn’t a pleasant look. Red was happy not to be on the receiving end of what she had in mind for whoever they came across.

      “Abandoned. A ploy, maybe?” Red suggested.

      “If we treat it as hostile and well-populated, we’ll be no worse for the wear. The alternative could get us killed.”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      With a final maneuver, the ship settled to the ground.

      “Ready?” the big man asked.

      “I expect we’ll be running?”

      “You would be right.”

      “I hate running.”

      “Me, too.” Red slapped the button, raised his railgun, and ran out while the stairs were still descending. He jumped to the ground and continued directly for the only building in the area. Rivka hurried to catch up. She didn’t sense anyone or anything. It seemed that even with her unpredictability, they’d guessed her move.

      She slowed when Red reached the front entrance and yanked the door open. He waved impatiently at her. She walked up the stairs to the building. He scanned the inside before tearing through the doorway and diving to the side.

      “Clear,” he reported. Rivka walked in like she owned the place. It looked more like a home than a workplace. She continued through the well-appointed entry, with its couches and chairs. There was a wet bar on one side and a fireplace on the other.

      “What the hell is this?” Rivka asked.

      Red kept his thoughts to himself. His eyes danced across the nooks and crannies of the great room, identifying the numerous exits and tagging them for movement. He couldn’t shoot first since Rivka wanted live bodies to interrogate. But there was nothing alive.

      “Hello?” Rivka ventured. It didn’t echo because of wall hangings and soft cushions on the seats. “Interesting. What do you say we start at the top and work our way down?”

      Red nodded and led the way up a wide curving stairway. The building was massive, but only two stories were aboveground. Red jogged down a long corridor with Rivka trotting after him. When he reached the end, he picked a door at random and checked to see if it was unlocked. The handle turned, and the door opened soundlessly into a bedroom with an attached bath, both empty.

      “This place is giving me the creeps,” Red grumbled.

      “I thought it was just me,” Rivka admitted. Despite Red’s objections, they opened doors simultaneously on opposite sides of the corridor. Bedrooms, a workout room, a dining room, and when Rivka opened the door to a modern office, she yelled for Red. He sprinted to her as if she were under attack. She shrugged and threw the door open.

      Red raised his railgun and entered, the barrel going where his eyes went. He swung the weapon viciously as he searched the room. Rivka sat at the first desk and tried to access the computer. Even with the power on, the system was dead. “I think they trashed their computers and bailed. We may have won the battle, but we haven’t won the war.”

      “Something isn’t right. Even if they had a week or two heads-up, they still couldn’t have evacuated this place while also scrubbing it of any evidence. Watch the door,” Red told her as he lifted the computer box to the desktop. He removed a small toolset from one of his pouches and started taking the case off. Inside was a dusty circuit board that may never have run a computer. “It’s a fake.”

      “Which means a trap.” Rivka ran out the door and skipped the other rooms lining the corridor on her way to the stairs. Red ran, but couldn’t catch her.
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      Rivka hit the bottom floor, went to the first door she found, and opened it to find more of the same.

      “It’s all a facade,” she said over her shoulder. Red waited in the doorway, breathing heavily and studying the room. Together, they checked the next room and the next. Rivka finally removed her datapad to contact the ship. “Do the ship’s sensors show anything?” she asked.

      Chaz replied, “Infrared shows that you are the only warm-blooded creatures in the aboveground portion of the structure.”

      “There are signatures below ground?”

      “The sensors can’t penetrate the barrier.”

      Rivka slapped her forehead. “Red, make sure that when we get home, we get the full military upgrade. The team needs to have instantaneous communication at all times.”

      “That doesn’t sound like the lawyer I met not so long ago.”

      Rivka hung her head. “It would be nice if that lawyer could do her thing, but with criminals double-glazing that shit, I’m not left with much of a choice.”

      “’Double-glazing?’” Red asked, never looking at Rivka as he watched for enemies to appear from everywhere and nowhere.

      “Gloss over, blow off, ignore. You know, double-glaze, like my eyes after watching some of Jay’s movies.”

      “I’d rather watch paint dry,” Red admitted. “So there’s a basement that’s shielded. All of this is eyewash. Down there is the real operation, and without comm, they may be a little bit torqued.”

      “I think the way down is probably right there,” Rivka pointed to a double door at the side of the staircase.

      “Shall we try it?” Red asked. Rivka shook her head and pointed to Red’s railgun.

      “When you need it open on the first pull, you don’t fuck around with doorknobs.”

      Red stepped to the side. “Fire in the hole,” he said softly before spinning the railgun through its automatic setting. The hypervelocity darts screamed into a heavily armored interior wall, but the darts were made of denser material and sent a spray of molten metal in all directions. Red traced a line around the door and kept firing until a section of the wall fell in, revealing an opening.

      He stopped firing. Rivka kept her neutron-pulse weapon trained on the opening. It was set at two. She didn’t want to kill anyone until she interrogated them using her gift.

      Red approached the opening, keeping his railgun at the ready. The steps led down. Rivka opened her pad. “Can you see down below now?”

      “It’s like looking through a straw. We don’t see anything besides the hole you cut through the shield.”

      “The shield is nothing more than thick metal.”

      “That is enough to block the infrared sensors,” Chaz replied. “But there is also some kind of electronic shielding.”

      “But the way down the stairs is open?”

      “Yes.”

      “Smell like a trap?” Rivka asked, at Red’s facial expression. He removed a grenade and waved it. “I would like to rescind my previous order regarding doing all we can to take them alive. Fuck these guys.”

      She walked to the opening, dialed her neutron pulse weapon to eleven, and activated it as she waved it back and forth. “You have been judged!” she yelled.

      “What if there were innocents down there?” Red asked.

      “If they are down there, they aren’t innocent.” She tipped her chin toward the grenade.

      “Fire in the hole,” he whispered, pulling the pin and tossing the weapon down the stairs. They heard it bounce four times before it exploded. While the explosion was still echoing in their heads, Red threw the second grenade with as much velocity as he could generate. The next explosion came from much deeper.

      He rushed into the opening and headed down the stairs, once again looking over the barrel of his weapon while he descended. The steps were wide and would have been well lit if the blast hadn’t destroyed numerous sconces along the walls. Red didn’t care about aesthetics. His eyes were on the target at the bottom—a landing that looked like it led into the complex. There was a sealed door.

      “Motherfuckers.” Red took aim at the jamb and unleashed a torrent of hypersonic darts. Rivka barely got her hands over her ears in time. Red shook his head to clear the ringing while the nanocytes in his body went to work repairing the damage.

      He eased down the last of the stairs, pulled a grenade, and kicked the door in.

      “Wait!” came a feminine voice from the other side.

      Red hesitated. He had already pulled the pin and was holding the grenade. “Come out with your hands up!” Rivka shouted. Red shook his head vigorously. He was too close to the door. Rivka was a few steps behind and above him. A face appeared immediately in front of the railgun.

      “Dammit, lady! That’s a great way to get yourself shot.”

      “Stop right there,” Rivka ordered. “Where’s Nefas?”

      “Who?”

      Rivka didn’t see a weapon, so she lunged down the stairs and grabbed for the female’s arm, but she slapped something on Red’s railgun and disappeared through the door. He sent the weapon spinning through after her. It was keyed to handprints so no one could use it beside him and Rivka. He tossed the grenade after the railgun, making sure to spin it so no one could grab it and throw it back.

      After it exploded Red rushed through the door, dodging to the side once through. Rivka leaned around the destroyed jamb, ready to fire her neutron-pulse weapon. She saw a movement and fired. The female screamed in agony, stood straight up, bucked twice, and flopped over a couch onto the floor.

      “Come out, Nefas!” Rivka yelled. Red’s shotgun belched smoke and fire. Rivka couldn’t see what he’d fired at. She coughed before the air cleared. He fired again. “Stop that. I can’t see.”

      “Movement at my twelve o’clock. That’s your three o’clock.”

      “I’m a lawyer, for fuck’s sake,” Rivka complained. “Nefas! Get your ass out here. We need to have a conversation!”

      “Cease fire!” someone yelled from inside.

      “I can take him down,” Red said softly.

      “Wait,” Rivka replied. She ducked into the room, a massive space set up as living quarters. Curtained alcoves surrounded the room, making it impossible to see what laid beyond. Through one of them, Oscura Mandel stepped, his hands raised and an easy smile parting his lips. Rivka was revolted. His partner had just been killed, and he didn’t seem to care.

      “How many more are here?” Red asked, signaling for the man to stop. He kept walking. “One more step and you lose a leg.”

      Red changed his aim point. Mandel stopped and stood relaxed. “Magistrate Rivka Anoa. Finally, I get to make your acquaintance.”

      “Since you’ve been following me throughout the galaxy, you know that I’m not screwing around. I have all the evidence I need to put you on Jhiordaan for the rest of your days.”

      “You and I both know that isn’t going to happen,” he remarked.

      “Oscura Mandel, I am charging you with the bribery of the officials on S’Korr, Show Low, and Zaxxon Major. I am charging you with interference with an official investigation, I think there are seven counts of that, but we’ll get a correct tally when we fill out the paperwork. Most egregious for your personal crimes is ordering the destruction of my ship while I was on it. That rises to the level of conspiracy and attempted murder, five counts. Almost all of those are considered predicate crimes under the RICO statute, Racketeer-Influenced and Corrupt Organizations. I can’t think of a better description of the Mandolin Partnership. If you bring up the enterprise element of the statute, I refer you to the partnership. You and your now-dead wife were together to initiate the bribes. Enterprise. Predicate Crimes. RICO applies. Together, it’s a capital crime. So you are correct. You will never see prison.”

      Rivka checked behind her. Her senses were tingling, and she didn’t know why. “Kill him,” Rivka ordered.

      Red fired almost instantly, but Nefas was faster. He dodged the shotgun slug and dashed through an alcove. Rivka aimed her device at the space and pressed the trigger. She waved it back and forth to cover all the space. Red fired his shotgun. It shredded the curtain.

      Rivka peeked inside. Nothing. “Dammit.” She held Red back. “One trap to the next. We need to find the controls and shut this place down. Then the ship’s sensors can find him and whatever else is down here.”

      Red watched as Rivka started her search. After ten minutes, she determined that the controls had to be in one of the alcoves, or a space beyond the alcoves. She started on the far right. Behind the first door was a corridor with five doors on each side.

      “Shit,” Red mumbled. “Let’s get the fuck out of here. We can seal it off, and the military can come in and do a proper clearing. With the two of us, our asses are hanging out big time.”

      “I would love to see Justice come to this guy, but it’s okay if it doesn’t happen today.” Rivka waved her pulse weapon at all the alcoves, starting from the far right and going to the far left, taking care to keep Red behind her. Once finished, she ran for the blown door. Red backed up until he was in the doorway. The area around the door was in bad shape because of the grenade.

      Red saw his railgun on the floor by the female’s body. His eyes darted around the room one last time before he ran forward, angled, grabbed the railgun without slowing, and continued out the door. His heart pounded as he hammered his way up the stairs. He stopped to throw a grenade through the door into the underground.

      Rivka reached the top. The grenade exploded, and Red continued up the stairs. The Magistrate jogged out the front door and up the stairs into the ship. Red took one last look before following Rivka in and securing the hatch.

      “Fuck,” Rivka snarled. She headed down the short corridor, turned left past the bridge, and walked into the rec room. She froze, and Red almost ran into her.

      “I have something you want, and you have something I want. I think we can make a deal, don’t you, Magistrate?” Nefas said while holding a knife across Lindy’s throat. Red was so angry he started to shake. He raised his railgun. “We all know you don’t want to fire that thing in here.”
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      Rivka pushed the barrel down, risking a look to see what Mandel’s partner had put on it. Chewing gum. Not an explosive, or an acid, or anything destructive. She stood in front of the railgun and bluffed.

      Oscura Mandel was not bluffing. His blade was only too real.

      “Relax, Red. We have a guest on board. Our ship’s name is Peacekeeper. Apropos, don’t you think, Mister Mandel?”

      “My friends call me Nefas. Won’t you be my friend, Rivka?”

      The Magistrate moved to the side, keeping her hands where Nefas could see. She sat down, crossing her legs and her arms and looking blankly at the head of the Mandolin Partnership.

      “I try not to be friends with criminals. That might give me a bad name.”

      Jay and Ankh were unconscious on the floor. Lauton and Hamlet were nowhere to be seen. Red quivered in place; if looks could kill. Lindy looked more angry than scared, but Mandel held her in an iron-fisted grip.

      “Like your murder of a man set free by a jury of his peers? Your history is there for all to see. One minute, you are condemned for your capital crime, and the next, you’re sitting in judgment. I don’t understand what happened to change your situation, but with your murder of my associates, I can only assume that you are a hitman for the Federation. An assassin.”

      He let that sink in. Rivka tried not to let it bother her, but his arrow had hit too close to home.

      “I told you what you are charged with and found guilty of,” Rivka said coldly.

      “No innocent until proven guilty? No opportunity to face my accusers? Sounds like a totalitarian dictatorship.”

      Rivka didn’t have to wait long before Nefas made his real demands.

      “I need your ship,” he said. “You’ll have to stay here, of course, but you’ll find my quarters quite comfortable. Well, the part you didn’t blow up. I am curious about the weapon you used to kill my partner. I would very much like to see that.”

      “I don’t think you understand how Federation ships work. They cannot be jacked. The intelligence that runs them won’t respond and will self-destruct before they allow themselves to fall into an enemy’s hands. Chaz, introduce yourself.”

      “Yes, Magistrate,” the evolving EI agreed. “My name is Chaz, and I am Federation Corvette Seven Seven Four, called Peacekeeper. I help the crew fly the ship. You are not part of the crew and never will be.”

      “My. That’s definitive. New plan. My friend here,” he caressed Lindy’s throat with the knife blade, “and the so-called Magistrate, you stay. Everyone else, get off my ship.”

      “Ain’t happening, Dick,” Red replied. “If you hurt her, I will tear you apart with my bare hands, and I’m not leaving as long as you are threatening her.”

      “A watchdog. So loyal,” Nefas teased. “That wasn’t a request. How would you live with yourself, knowing that you were the cause of this young lady’s demise? Plus, you’ll need to carry these two.” He nudged Jay and Ankh with his toe before backing himself into a corner. He held all the trump cards.

      “Go on, Red. Take them off the ship,” Rivka ordered. The bodyguard glared at her. “Trust me.”

      Red groaned and blew out a long breath, his eyes pleading with Lindy. She nodded slightly. Red’s shoulders slumped, and he looked at the floor.

      “There’s nothing like the love of a good woman to soothe the savage beast. Alas, my love was taken from me too quickly, but looking around, I see all manner of potential replacements.” He sneered and started a slow and evil laugh. Lindy twisted, rolling toward him, and his knife slipped across the surface of her neck until it was no longer at her throat. She pushed herself away, getting to arm’s length before the edge of the blade bit more deeply into her flesh. Rivka fired.

      Nefas suddenly gagged, and his arms went limp. Lindy kneed him in the groin before throwing herself backward. Red caught her before she hit the floor. Rivka held the neutron pulse weapon steady. “Oops. It was still set to eleven. You’ve been judged, you piece of shit.”

      “Get me the first aid kit!”

      Rivka rushed to the bulkhead and pulled the box out. She opened it on the floor.

      “Bandages,” Red snapped, and held out a hand. She gave him a stack of gauze. Blood flowed freely from the cut in the side of Lindy’s neck. Red pressed the bandage down firmly.

      “That stings,” she said, wincing.

      “But it’s not your jugular,” Red replied softly.

      Rivka checked on Jay and Ankh. “What happened?” she asked.

      “He came aboard and sprayed something in their faces, then he grabbed me and waited. He only wanted you,” Lindy told Rivka.

      “They seem fine, just out cold. Where’s Lauton?”

      “Somebody called?” a tired voice replied. “Hey! What happened here?”

      “Do you recognize this guy?” Rivka asked, pointing to Oscura Mandel’s body.

      “No. Should I?”

      “The money laundered through your facility ultimately made it to him.”

      Lauton sat down next to Rivka on the floor. “Are they okay?” She brushed Jay’s hair out of her face.

      “They are fine. Knockout spray or something. I have no idea when they’ll wake up, but they have strong pulses and are breathing deeply. It’s more like they are in a deep sleep. Erasmus, are you there?” Rivka wondered.

      “I am. Since I couldn’t determine the intruder’s actions, I merged with the ship. Chaz and I are sharing cramped quarters. I’ll need Ankh’s assistance to return to my storage unit.”

      “Was the box okay when Ankh fell? It wasn’t damaged, was it?”

      “I don’t know. My storage unit is not in the box.”

      “Where is it? I didn’t see Ankh bring anything else aboard.”

      “It’s in his head.”

      Lindy was sitting up and holding the bandage to her neck while Red went to the galley to get a container of water. Everyone stopped at Erasmus’ revelation.

      “You fit in there?” Lindy blurted.

      “Ankh has a big and beautiful brain.”

      Rivka coughed. “I suppose he does. When he comes to, we’ll do what we need to squeeze you back in there. In the interim, we have some work to do.”

      Red offered water to Lindy. He stroked her hair with one big hand. “What’s up, big guy?” Lindy asked. He shook his head and blinked quickly.

      Rivka joined them. “Many people would be traumatized by what you just went through. You seem okay, though. Tell me what you’re feeling.” The Magistrate touched Lindy’s arm and recoiled at the images. “You two!”

      Lindy giggled and winked at Red.

      “Here you go, Zombie. Touch my arm,” Red offered.

      “No!” the Magistrate shot back, tucking her hands behind her back. “Make sure you’re done bleeding before you defile my spaceship.”

      “Again,” Red and Lindy chorused.

      “Nothing like a near-death experience to make you feel alive,” Lindy added.

      “I thought it was just me. I think I’ve found my soul mate.” Red looked adoringly at her.

      “You deserve each other.” Rivka headed for the bridge. “Erasmus, we need to dig into their digital systems and take them over as the first step toward dismantling them.”

      “I am at your service, Magistrate,” Erasmus replied.

      “I may be able to help,” Lauton offered. “Should we leave them on the floor?”

      Rivka shook her head. “Let’s put them in their beds.” They took them one by one to their cabins and tucked them in. Red and Lindy went to Red’s cabin and closed the door. “Have you seen Hamlet?”

      Lauton hadn’t. Rivka opened the door to her cabin. Hamlet stood on her pillow and stretched, yawning to show his fangs. He walked in a tight circle and laid back down, smacking his cat lips before closing his eyes.

      “Someday, that cat and I are going to have a knock-down drag-out fight.”

      “It looks like you already have.” Lauton looked away from the room. “And lost.”

      “I haven’t had time to clean. Fighting criminals is a full-time job,” Rivka tried to explain.

      “It’s three square meters, but everyone else is earning their keep. Let me clean this up while you get us set up for whatever we need to do for Erasmus.”

      “With Erasmus. You’d do that for me?”

      Lauton smiled and nodded. “I’ll be done in five minutes.”

      Rivka thanked her. The sounds coming from Red’s quarters convinced her that she needed to be somewhere else.

      Anywhere else.
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        * * *

      

      “According to Erasmus, he could find no signs of life in the complex below. I can’t believe Nefas and that woman ran everything by themselves. And what’s wrong with his ship, that he needed mine?” Rivka spoke out loud as she walked down the stairs. The damage at the bottom was a stark reminder of how they had breached the entry and confronted Nefas.

      Rivka stopped when they reached the door. “Wait a moment. I’ll let you know when it’s clear.” Rivka went inside and threw a cover from a couch over the body on the floor. It was starting to smell. When she turned back to call for Lauton, the Zaxxon was already inside and looking at the blanket-covered mound.

      “Is that...”

      “Yes. I thought I told you to wait,” Rivka scolded the woman. “You don’t need to see this kind of stuff.”

      “This is the second dead body I’ve seen today. My consolation is that it’s not me.”

      “We leave more corpses behind than I had intended when I accepted this position. I’m happy to say they were all guilty of capital crimes. That’s how I sleep at night.”

      Rivka placed coins throughout the room as Erasmus directed her. The datapad provided the interface where he transmitted his instructions.

      “Now we wait,” Rivka remarked. She looked in the refrigerator to find a stock of beverages and preserved foods. “You’d think he was human, with these tastes.”

      “He could be a Zaxxon, except he’s male.”

      “Your culture is far different from anything I’ve seen before. I wish I could have spent more time on your planet to get to know about your people,” Rivka replied.

      “Maybe when we go back. I hope the planet is back to the way it used to be.”

      “It will be different. Worse before it gets better, but that’s where you come in. You have to help lead the people back to prosperity. Legally, this time.”

      “But I didn’t know!”

      “And that’s why you haven’t been charged. I have judged you innocent.”

      “That’s how it works? You fly in, whip out judgments, kill people, and fly out?”

      “That’s not how it works. We’ve been on the trail of this one for a while. First and foremost is the law. Upholding Federation law is our charter. The universe is a better place without certain criminals in it. We almost always work with capital crimes, ones where the punishment is death.”

      Lauton nodded and looked uncomfortable. “How many people have you killed?”

      Rivka wanted to answer, but she needed to count. She closed her eyes and sighed. “I don’t want to answer that,” she finally admitted. “It’s not the part of the job I like, although this isn’t a job. This is duty to the Federation. It is my way of helping people I will never meet. It’s my way of keeping our worlds safe from predators like Oscura Mandel and the Mandolin Partnership. A mandolin is a musical instrument, but it’s also a knife.”

      “I didn’t know that,” Lauton said, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees and head bowed.

      “Criminals think they’re smarter than everyone else. They get weird when they find out they’re not, either growing ultra-violent as they lash out or being crushed by despair. Nefas was the former.”

      “Magistrate, I will need you to turn on some of the systems. It appears that there are far more than are currently operating. You’ll find the entrance in the seventh alcove from the left.”

      “Looks like our break is over. We have to answer to our AI master,” Rivka quipped. She counted the alcoves until she got to seven and pulled the curtain aside. A locked door greeted them. “Can you unlock the door for us?”

      “My lack of fingers makes that quite impossible,” Erasmus replied. “Might I suggest a key?”

      “I thought you could... Never mind.” She pulled her pistol, aimed it at the lock, and fired. The bullet spattered against the metal frame, pinging both the women with shards.

      Lauton grimaced and turned away. “I’ll wait over here if you don’t mind.” She plucked small pieces of bullet from her exposed flesh. Blood trickled down her arm.

      “Sorry about that,” Rivka apologized. She studied the door. It looked as sturdy as the main door that led to the underground. She didn’t have Red’s main weapon, but he did. “Tell Red to get down here and bring his railgun.”

      Rivka and Lauton continued exploring while cooling their heels. They found a home that was well cared for. Rivka grabbed a Coke from the refrigerator, offering one to Lauton.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “You don’t have Coke on Zaxxon Major? Or Pepsi?”

      “No. I don’t know what they are.”

      “They are joy in a bottle, and absolutely nothing your body needs. Carbonated sugar-water with flavoring, but oh, so good.”

      Rivka opened hers and took a long drink. She handed a bottle to Lauton. She opened it and sniffed, then tried to drink it like Rivka had just done. The Magistrate tried to stop her, but it was too late. She gagged, and Coke exploded out her nose, running down her chin and onto her shirt.

      She handed the remainder of the bottle to Rivka. “I think I’ll pass.”

      Rivka heard Red’s pounding stride before Lauton. “Stand still, so he doesn’t do anything funny. He seems to think I’m in trouble.”

      Lauton stood as still as a statue. Red stopped before he showed himself. The railgun appeared first, then his face.

      “We’re in here. I need you to open this door.”

      “That’s it? I ran all the way here for that?”

      “For fuck’s sake, Red, where are your pants?”

      “I thought you were in trouble! I wished you would have let me know so you didn’t come down here alone.”

      “Lauton is with me,” Rivka countered.

      “You know what I mean.” Red signaled for the women to take cover. “Fire in the hole!”

      It didn’t take much to blast the door open.

      “Damn, I love this thing!” he declared. “Since I’m here, I might as well do my job.”

      “You look ridiculous,” Rivka said of Red’s boxers and combat boots.

      Red looked hurt. “You have to let me do my job, Magistrate, no matter what else is going on. I can’t let any harm come to you. I have a professional reputation to maintain.”

      Rivka almost touched Red’s arm but thought better of it. “I understand. My apologies. You are the best bodyguard I’ve ever had.”

      “I’m number one,” he replied, knowing that she had never had a bodyguard before him. Red led the way through the alcove and into a room. The railgun had exploded one piece of equipment. Red shrugged. “The door’s open.”

      Rivka looked for power switches, turning on all the gear except the damaged tower. “How’s that looking, Erasmus?”

      “There should be a main router. Once that’s active, I’ll be able to access the systems. I can see that they’re on, but I can’t get inside.”

      Red, Rivka, and Lauton looked at the only piece of equipment that wasn’t powered up. “How can you do it without the router?”

      “Ankh would have to physically bypass it by building a secondary router. Why? What’s the problem?”

      “Your router doesn’t appear to have survived the process of breaching the door. Oh well. We’ll see you topside.” Rivka strolled out, with Red close behind. Lauton followed, not wishing to be left underground.

      “That’s it? You’re giving up?” Red wondered.

      “Of course not. I can’t build a router. Can you?”

      Red shook his head. Lauton shook hers, too.

      “We’ll let the guy who can build it take care of it. We’ll just have to wait. I have a report to write, and we need to prepare to go to Quarst and Belheeake. More evidence to put a bow on this package, but we also need to inform the right people to keep the supply chain from breaking down. I need to call Nathan Lowell and let him know. Maybe the upheaval will be transparent to the end user.”

      “’Transparent to the end user.’ Nice lawyer talk for ‘they won’t know the difference.’”

      “Except that prices may be lower. Maybe…unless budding entrepreneurs are looking to line their pockets with the delta, that is. The difference between the old and new prices.”

      “We can let people know,” Lauton added.

      “Knowledge is power,” Rivka offered. “Getting you back into your position could be the key to bringing Zaxxon through this. We need to clone you for the other planets.”

      “I don’t want a clone.” Lauton looked serious.

      “We don’t clone people,” Red assured her. “She was joking.”

      “Good. I don’t think people should be cloned. That could lead to some very bad things. Can you imagine? Who’s that? Lauton Four, not the real Lauton, but she looks like one. No, cloning is a really bad idea. It shouldn’t be allowed.”

      Red mumbled something unintelligible.

      Rivka sighed. “There is no cloning of sentient species in the Federation. Relax!”

      They walked the rest of the way to the ship in silence.

      When they reached the ship, they called Chaz to open the hatch. New SOP.

      “You go in last. I don’t want to see your ass in front of my face.”

      “I do,” Lauton chirped. Rivka pointed for her to go first.

      “Next time, I’ll tell you, even if you’re in the middle of your all-star wrestling match.”

      “All I ask is the chance to do my job, Magistrate.”

      “Don’t we all, Red? If we only knew exactly what our jobs were, it would be so much easier.”
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      Ankh woke up exactly four hours after he’d been knocked out. Jay appeared five minutes later.

      “We need to get whatever Mandel used to someone who can reverse engineer it. Four-hour knockout! Be the life of the party...” Red joked.

      “That’s not a bad idea. We’ll turn him over once we get to a Federation station. Ankh, we need you to build a router.”

      “I feel empty inside,” Ankh said in a small voice.

      “On that, Erasmus needs your help to get back where he belongs.”

      “That must happen first,” Ankh declared.

      Rivka leaned close. “I always assumed that Erasmus was in that bag you carried around. What is in the bag, if it’s not him?”

      “My stuff.” Ankh didn’t elaborate.

      “Okay,” Rivka conceded. “What do you need from us to help you with Erasmus?”

      “Peace and quiet.”

      “Take the bridge.” Rivka stood aside to usher Ankh through. Once in, he secured the hatch.

      “Chaz,” Red began. “What other bars have been programmed into the food thing?”

      “Too many to mention. Here’s the list.” On the screen in the rec room, four columns of menu items appeared.

      Red strolled to the dispenser. “Pepperoni pizza roll, cheeseburger, and fudge sundae, please.”

      The three bars popped out one after the other. Lindy snapped her fingers and pointed to the last bar out. Red looked at it briefly before handing it over. He took a small bite of the pizza roll bar before shoving the whole thing in his mouth.

      “I love Ankh,” he mumbled while chewing.

      The hatch to the bridge opened and Ankh walked out, more upright and confident than before, even though his expression remained as neutral as always.

      “Erasmus has made me aware of your problem.” The Crenellian closed on Red and stared up at him.

      “What?” Red asked. “I love these. You’re the best, Ankh.”

      “Look where you’re shooting. You and Terry Henry Walton—blowing stuff up before you know what it is.”

      “It was behind the door. Door was closed. I opened the door. I apologize for nothing.”

      “Then you fix it, and the food dispenser is getting reprogrammed,” Ankh stated flatly.

      Red took a knee to be eye-level with the Crenellian. “I am completely ashamed of what I’ve done. I am sorry, and won’t let it happen again.”

      “I guess that will have to do. Where is this router?”

      “Show him, Red. I have reports to write.”

      Vered stood and turned to Lindy. “Want to see the underground lair?”

      “It’ll be nice to get off the ship. Peacekeeper isn’t very big.” Lindy held out one hand, and Red slapped a pistol into it. She tucked it into a pocket.

      “Follow us, big guy,” Red told the small humanoid. Lindy patted his shoulder as she walked past. Ankh trailed them off the ship.

      Jay and Rivka looked at each other. “What have you done?” Jay accused. Lauton stayed clear in case there was a fight.

      “I think I’ve created a monster,” Rivka admitted. “We have Red, and now we have a female version of Red. Will I be safer with two bodyguards? That’s the question.”

      “What if they have a falling out?” Jay suggested.

      “Then we better get some spacesuits so we can abandon ship.”

      “Probably a wise choice.”

      “I’ll be on the bridge. The reports won’t write themselves. I love the law!” Rivka declared as she swaggered to the bridge and jumped into the captain’s chair.

      “I’m going outside to see the sun. Care to join me?” Jay asked.

      “I’d love to.” Lauton nodded and followed her out.

      Rivka turned her head to watch them go. “All is right with the world when no one is shooting at us,” the Magistrate declared. “Okay, Chaz, you and me. Bring up Form 617 stroke 1A, Report of Execution...”
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      Ankh looked at the router and then at Red. He examined both sides of the tower. “What did you shoot this with?”

      Red pointed to his railgun.

      “Neanderthal.” Ankh had no idea what the term meant, but Ted often used it to describe people who thwarted technological progress.

      “We’ll be out here if you need us,” Red said before leaving the Crenellian to his work. Ankh ignored them and started dismantling the case to see if there was anything he could use.

      Red and Lindy went from alcove to alcove, practicing breaching techniques. He gave her the railgun and showed her how to stalk with it, looking over the barrel, making sure it was pointed wherever she looked.

      Lindy kept turning her head without moving the railgun.

      “It takes a lot of practice.” Red tried to be encouraging. It did take a lot of practice to make it a habit.

      “Yes, but it cuts reaction time. Makes sense.”

      “A quick scan. If you want to look around a corner, you dip your head out and pull it back as fast as you can. Your mind will remember what you saw, and you’ll present almost no target to your enemy.”

      She tried that a number of times to get the hang of it. “So much to learn.”

      “Why do you want to learn it?” Red asked.

      “On the ship. When that bastard grabbed me, I didn’t know what to do. When you guys were talking with him, it struck me that I’d only get a superficial wound if I turned, and it would give you a free shot. Then I wanted to know more. I never thought about being a warrior, but it seems that the vocation is calling me. I’m never going to wait a table again. I need to learn all the weapons, and more hand-to-hand. No one will ever put me on my heels again. I’ll fight back. I may get punched in the face, but I’ll fight back.”

      “My tigress.” Red bowed his head to her.

      “Rawr,” she purred.

      Ankh came running from the alcove. “We have to get back to the ship. There’s a fleet inbound.”

      Red tossed the railgun to Lindy and picked up Ankh. They ran up the stairs as fast as their legs would propel them, through the entry and outside, where they found Jay and Lauton lounging. “Into the ship! We gotta go,” Red yelled as he ran past. Lindy waved at them to hurry.

      Jay was up in an instant. Lauton hesitated, but Jay pulled her to her feet and propelled her toward the stairs.

      Once they were inside, Red secured the hatch.

      “Buckle up so we can take off!” Rivka shouted from the bridge. The crew jumped into their seats. Before they were strapped in, the ship launched from the ground and raced skyward.

      “Erasmus will operate the shields and weapon systems,” Ankh said.

      “Did you get done what you needed?” Red asked.

      “Yes.” Ankh’s eyes lost focus and he assumed his blank stare, closely engaged with Erasmus. He hugged his pack to his chest.

      “Someone must have stolen his toys when he was a child,” Lindy suggested.

      “I wonder what it’s all about, but I’m not going to be the one who violates his trust.” He indicated the bag with his eyes.

      “Not me! He can probably kill me with his brain.” Lindy shook her finger at Red. “Shame on you.”

      “Don’t look at me!” Jay shot an angry look Red’s way. He smiled back and shook his head.

      “I wouldn’t do that, Jay. Leave Ankh be. He’s already saved us once. That’s why I’m not worried now.”

      “I am,” Lauton exclaimed, eyes wide in terror as the ship continued its steep ascent. It powered through the upper atmosphere and immediately started dodging. They could hear the weapons discharges.

      “Hang on!” Rivka yelled from the bridge.

      Red started to question his faith in their survival. “Fuck me! Just when my life was on track.”

      Lindy chuckled and stretched her arm toward the big bodyguard. They held hands and smiled.

      “That’s it? You’re going to hold hands while we’re about to die?” Lauton’s words spilled from her in a rush.

      “As part of this crew, I’ve learned two things.” Lindy hesitated as the ship bucked and the lights flickered. “Don’t waste time worrying about what’s not in your control, and trust your teammates.”

      Peacekeeper spiraled one way before jerking and diving. It bumped and screamed as it reentered the upper atmosphere.
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      “Fuck you!” Rivka shouted through clenched teeth, giving the double bird to the main screen. She was jerked back and forth even in the captain’s well-padded chair. The screen to the left showed the pirate fleet on the tactical display.

      “That’s your secret, you bastard,” Rivka growled. The screen showed nine frigate-class ships and a massive brute that probably carried the last of the fighters from the Ixtali War. “I knew there should have been more. That was how you brought the planets under your umbrella. They had no way to defend themselves from your fleet, because they didn’t have one. Then you’d use your wealth to buy your way across the galaxy.”

      The corvette continued into the atmosphere, but none of the ships followed. The tactical display showed ten ships in orbit, with a squadron of the old fighters detaching from the carrier.

      “Erasmus, tell me that we can hold our own against those fighters.”

      “I will tell you that if you would like, but it wouldn’t be the truth,” the AI replied.

      “Thanks for the honesty. Are we better off fighting them within the planet’s atmosphere?”

      “Yes. Their weaponry is most effective in the near-vacuum of space.” The ship slowed significantly and reoriented upward. “They will lose maneuverability during reentry. I will eliminate as many of them as possible during that transition.”

      Rivka nodded, her knuckles white from gripping her armrests. Her gaze darted back and forth between the main screen and tactical. The ship accelerated upward as if launched by a rocket. The corvette’s small railguns sent streams of projectiles toward unseen targets. The main screen showed the dark blue of a transitioning sky. Rivka could see nothing specific. Erasmus continued accelerating, firing as he went. Two missiles detached from the ship and raced away, then two more.

      “How many missiles do we have left? Are we going to be able to survive the next fight without them?”

      “If we don’t survive this fight, Magistrate, the next one is irrelevant.”

      Tiny explosions dotted the main screen before the view changed. Peacekeeper began running parallel to the planet. The remaining fighters quickly overshot the corvette as they attempted to slow.

      Erasmus swung the ship around, firing at the fighters from a distance. One more died before the single-person ships regained their maneuverability and started to spread out.

      “Four left,” Rivka muttered to herself. The corvette headed straight for them. The gravitic shields had not been challenged by the fighters’ weapons. Erasmus planned on them holding, hoping that the fighters had not been reconfigured with more powerful weaponry than what the ships had carried during the war.

      The last four fighters approached from different vectors. Peacekeeper fired and maneuvered. Their plasma weapons bracketed the corvette as they closed. Some splashed off the shields.

      “So far so good,” Rivka whispered.

      The screen whited out with a sparkling flash before returning. Rivka’s modified eyes adjusted quickly. The screen showed the fighters skipping by on their high-speed passes. The last two missiles launched into the path of the incoming vessels, too quickly for them to maneuver. Peacekeeper was buffeted by the explosions. The corvette tipped on its side as its thrusters attempted to drive a sharper turn.

      The fighters jetted skyward, disengaging. The corvette slowed.

      “I’d say chase them, but that’s Angry Me talking and not Smart Me.”

      “Smart You is aligned with Smart Me,” Erasmus replied.

      Rivka unbuckled herself and left the bridge. “Everyone okay back here?”

      “Did we win?” Red asked.

      “We won a reprieve, or maybe it’s a stay of execution. I believe this fleet has orders to kill us, so it’s probably not a stay.” Rivka made a fist and hammered it on the table. “I’ve had about enough of the Mandolin fucking Partnership.”

      “Maybe we can tell them he is no more and that they won’t be getting paid?” Jay suggested.

      “They already want to kill us, so it can’t hurt. Erasmus, can you craft a message? Include pictures of his corpse, and transmit to their fleet.”

      “Done,” Erasmus replied almost instantly.

      “And they are starting to move away...” Rivka let it hang as if Erasmus would confirm her hopes.

      “None of the ships are showing any inclination to leave orbit.”

      “Keep transmitting. Maybe it’ll get through their thick heads that they won’t be able to replace what they lose since they won’t be getting paid!” Rivka leaned against the galley counter.

      “Ankh programmed lots of good eats into our hooya there,” Red stated, pointing with a tip of his chin. “If I get too technical, stop me.”

      Rivka shook her head as she looked at her crew. “Keep up your good spirits. We’re going to need them before this is all over. What should I order?”

      “Pepperoni pizza roll or turkey and stuffing. It’s hard not to find something that’s great. Except that Vegemite sandwich thing. That made me gag, but I showed it who was boss.”

      “How many of the new bars did you eat?”

      “All of them!” Lindy interjected.

      “Not all,” Red clarified.

      Rivka ordered one each of the first two and avoided the third. “What’s your plan, Erasmus?”

      Ankh stood and stretched. “We will land and attempt to get the other ship airborne. If it can provide enough of a distraction, we may be able to clear the atmosphere long enough to gate out of here,” the Crenellian stated, not talking to anyone in particular and not asking permission.

      The Magistrate didn’t need him to ask. It was their only plan. She took her two bars and returned to the bridge. “Chaz, please connect me to Nathan Lowell.”

      “Normal communication is not possible because of interference from the ships in orbit.”

      “Surely that doesn’t affect the Interstellar communication system?”

      “It does not, but our ICS is not currently functional.”

      “Why is that? We didn’t take any damage from the enemy fleet.”

      “Ankh used some of the components to bring the Mandolin systems online. Do you want evidence, or do you want communication? Ankh can probably put the ICS back together, but it will take some time since Peacekeeper lacks a proper workshop. We got the evidence, Magistrate. It is all that you hoped for.”

      “I guess there’s that. We have enough to convict the guy that’s already dead without dissuading those who are fighting on his behalf. I think I now have a better grasp of what a Pyrrhic victory means. Did my report get through, at least?”

      “It did not,” Erasmus answered.

      “It was incomplete anyway. Please add the new evidence into the file. I’ll resend when I’ve touched it up.”

      “When will you do that?” Erasmus asked.

      “When we’re not about to die.”

      “When will that be?”

      “Judging from my experience as a Magistrate, that will be the Fourth of Never in the month of Not Now. Fine. I’ll work on it while you and Ankh are trying to figure out what’s wrong with that other ship.”

      “We could use a hand,” Ankh requested from the corridor outside the bridge. Rivka looked past him.

      “Anyone know anything about starships?”

      No one said yes.

      “I’m willing to learn, if that matters,” Lauton offered.

      “You go with Ankh when we touch down. And Ankh?” The Crenellian’s big head turned but stopped before they made eye contact. “Thank you for reprogramming the food dispenser. You’ve made this trip much more enjoyable, along with saving our lives on a couple of occasions. I won’t forget that.”

      Ankh didn’t reply. He headed to the exit and waited for the ship to land.
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      “Are we at an impasse?” Rivka asked.

      “I don’t understand,” Chaz replied.

      “They stay up there, we stay down here. It’s an impasse, but one I’ll take since the alternative is, we fight ten ships that are all bigger and better armed than we are.”

      “I expect they are discussing the situation. The nine frigates are all capable of flying within the atmosphere.”

      “Then why don’t they come after us?”

      “It would leave a gap in their jamming, and we’d be able to broadcast a message.”

      “Why would they worry about that? They come down here, kill us, and move on before any help can arrive.”

      “Maybe they feel information has been compromised regarding their fleet, possibly their home base, suppliers, communication protocols, methodologies for selecting targets, and so on. There is a great deal of information that could be harmful to their continued existence.”

      “That sounds as plausible as anything. Do you know what Ankh’s status is?”

      “Erasmus reports that they’ve found the problem. There are two major failures in the ship, both engine-related. The first can be fixed, but the second would require one of the miniaturized Etheric power supplies.”

      “I don’t think we can give either one of them up, which means the dead ship stays dead. Tell Ankh to come on back.”

      “Would you like us to recover the components from the ICS?”

      Rivka checked the tactical display to confirm they weren’t under threat. “Yes, and take Red with you.”

      Lindy got up from her seat, but Rivka shook her head. “We’ll keep half here and half outside the ship. Then if anything horrible happens, we don’t have all our eggs in one basket, as it may be. You can be my bodyguard in Red’s absence if he’ll trust you with the job.”

      Red rushed to the storage locker. He pulled an extra railgun out and told it to receive programming. He handed it to Lindy, who wrapped her palm and fingers around the grip.

      A blip of a green light showed that the weapon had integrated Lindy as a user. “Take care of the Magistrate for me while I’m gone.” Red checked his gear one more time and ran off the ship. Lindy followed him to the hatch, then took a seat in the entry, her feet on the top step as she noted her surroundings, creating a baseline image in her mind, any deviation from which would be cause for alarm.

      Rivka returned to the bridge and brought up her report.

      Red, Ankh, and Lauton had been inside for a total of ten seconds when Chaz shouted, “Incoming!”

      “Where?” Rivka asked in surprise. The tactical display showed ships in orbit.

      Lindy prepared to run after Red and the others, but they had already reappeared and were sprinting toward the corvette. Red carried Ankh and Lauton tried to keep up. A fireball raced through the sky, headed directly for them.

      Red sped up. Lauton put on a burst of speed, and they arrived at the ship within a half-second of each other. Once inside, Lindy slapped the red button. Peacekeeper was already on the move while the stairs retracted and the hatch closed. The ship bolted away from the compound as the violence of an orbital delivery rocked the ground, destroying Nefas’ ship.

      The blast and shockwave would have destroyed Peacekeeper had she still been there.

      “A frigate has entered the atmosphere and is in pursuit,” Chaz reported. “Erasmus is taking over the engagement.”

      Chaz went silent, as he did when the ship was in a fight. Erasmus was the combat expert, due to the experience that the AIs in his lineage had shared with him. The ship turned sharply, fired, and dashed away.

      The crew fought to gain their seats and strap themselves in.

      “A second frigate is entering the upper atmosphere.”

      “I guess they aren’t afraid of compromising videos,” Rivka suggested from her seat on the bridge.

      “Or they figured out we are running silent.”

      “I really hate these guys,” Rivka muttered before yelling at the enemy ship’s image on the main screen. “Let it go!”

      The enemy wasn’t listening. The corvette screeched in agony from a direct hit. Erasmus conducted a series of erratic maneuvers attempting to shape the engagement in a way most favorable to the corvette’s weapon systems. Peacekeeper adjusted one last time. Rivka gripped the armrests and pressed back into the seat.

      “I got a bad feeling...” she started to say.

      “Gate forming,” Erasmus reported calmly.

      “Inside the atmosphere?” Red roared.

      The Gate sparked and danced, solid but not. The corvette stopped before entering and started accelerating backward. The event horizon collapsed, dragging atmosphere in and kicking it back out. The explosion tore one frigate in half.

      BOOM! Smoke filled the inside of Peacekeeper after the explosion. Fire control systems activated in the engine compartment and the ship started to drop. Thrusters kicked in to stabilize it as the gravitic engines, after an emergency shutdown, came back to life. The ship started to accelerate. The air handling system kicked into overdrive to clear the air.

      “Talk to me,” Rivka ordered her ship.

      “The Gate engine and one Etheric power supply have been destroyed,” Erasmus reported. The ship nosed up and rolled over. The weapons fired as the corvette darted toward the enemy. Peacekeeper heeled over, buffeted by the explosion from the second frigate.

      “Tactical shows clear,” Rivka reported. “What’s the chance of us surviving another attack?”

      “You don’t want to know the odds. Suffice it to say they aren’t good.”

      “And without our Gate drive, the gap in the orbits doesn’t matter. We can’t talk to anyone. We can’t fly out of here. We’re out of missiles. Give me some options, people.”

      “Blaze of glory.” Red clearly enunciated each word. Lindy nodded. Tears ran down Jay’s face.

      “What does that mean? I’m a hostage on this ship! Let me off before you do anything stupid,” Lauton demanded.

      “Jay, I’ll need you to get off the ship, too. Someone has to look after Lauton.” Rivka thought for a moment. “And take Hamlet with you. He doesn’t need to suffer for our failures. Ankh?”

      “As long as there is a greater than zero chance of survival, we have a chance. As long as Erasmus and I are with you, that chance improves exponentially.”

      “That sounds like good news, Ankh. Does that mean you know how we can replace our missiles?”

      Ankh didn’t dignify that with an answer. He sat silently, looking at nothing but seeing everything.

      “Take us to the compound,” Rivka ordered whichever entity happened to be flying the ship at the moment. The corvette assumed a leisurely pace and angle of descent. When it landed, Jay already had her things. Lauton took Jay’s bundle so she could pick up Hamlet and carry him off the ship. He started to fight when he saw the door, but Jay clamped down hard. He hissed, but let her leave the ship with him.

      No one said goodbye. The hatch closed. Lindy and Red embraced, holding each other as if there would be no tomorrow. Ankh was lost in thought with Erasmus. Rivka gently pushed the couple, encouraging them toward their seats. The thoughts she intruded on were of pure love. Tears filled her eyes. She tried to blink them away, but they kept coming.

      “Take your seats, guys,” she told them before going to the bridge, indifferent to whether they sat or not.

      “Chaz, record a message to be jettisoned upon our destruction. Include all the evidence, my report, Ankh’s reports, and the following for Nathan Lowell. ‘Nathan, please do everything you can to fill the vacuum that Mandolin’s demise created. We want the least amount of negative impact on the good people of those planets who never knew what was going on. They are the ones we’re fighting and dying for.’

      “For Grainger. ‘I appreciate everything you taught me and tried to teach me. Sometimes, even when you have the right answer, things don’t go your way. Peace, my brother. I hope to see you again when the Etheric pukes up the dead. You’ll owe me about a bazillion beers by then. Pay up, bitch, or I’ll haunt you. Tell the others I’m going to miss them. And most of all, thanks for hiring Vered. He’s a loyal and good friend.’

      “Take us out. Let’s see how many of those bastards we can take with us. What do you say we hedge our bet by skimming the upper atmosphere and seeing what kind of response we can evoke?”

      “Yes, Magistrate,” Erasmus replied. Peacekeeper lifted away from Nefas’ building and slowly climbed into the air.

      “It’s Judgment Day,” she whispered.

      At slow cruise, the ship was quiet. Nothing distracted anyone from their thoughts. “I never got to fire my railgun,” Lindy lamented.

      Red didn’t answer.

      Peacekeeper touched the upper atmosphere, where the sky turned from light to dark blue and then to black.

      The enemy frigates created a basket around the corvette. Erasmus dove back into the atmosphere and accelerated. The ships in orbit easily kept pace. The corvette made a tight turn and redlined the acceleration. The ship raced out from under the basket and screamed upward and into space.

      Defensive weapons engaged and the ship rotated through a three-sixty, grazing the enemy formation with railgun and plasma fire. One of the frigates’ shields failed. The impacts penetrated the ship, and it vented air. It dropped out of the race. The other ships sped up, surrounding Peacekeeper. All weapons fired.

      “Like Chosin Reservoir, we have the enemy right where we want him. No matter which way we fire, we’ll hit the bastards,” Erasmus intoned.

      Beyond the largest of the enemy ships, the bright light of a Gate formed.

      Erasmus spoke evenly, as he always did. “The War Axe.”
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        * * *

      

      “Fire the mains,” Captain Micky San Marino barked. The special railguns arranged from stem to stern were able to accelerate projectiles to near lightspeed. On rapid fire at close range, it was like getting hit by so many nuclear weapons. The enemy carrier shattered as if made of glass. Minor explosions disappeared quickly as the air became one with the vastness of space. Three frigates were vaporized before they realized a new enemy had appeared. Two more died when they turned to fight. Another died when it tried to run. The last one skipped off the upper atmosphere, using maximum acceleration to slingshot around the planet and head into deep space.

      Without an integral Gate, it was years from reappearing, if it reappeared at all. The Gate in the system would have to be monitored to prevent the pirate frigate from using it. Or Ankh and Ted could turn it off, only to be reactivated by use of a Federation code.

      It would be years before any last holdouts from Mandolin reared their ugly heads.

      “Nice shooting,” Micky told his ship. “Get me that corvette, Smedley.”

      “My compliments to your timing, Captain,” Rivka replied to the call.

      Terry Henry pumped his fist. “Two wins in one day. You’re going to spoil me, Skipper.”

      “Let’s not do too much more of that.” Micky’s words were harsh, but he nodded and smiled.

      “We’ve lost our Gate drive and one of our power supplies, and we left two people on the planet we need to pick up.”

      “Your final message has been transmitted,” Erasmus’ voice could be heard over Rivka’s open microphone.

      “What? That was only if we died. We didn’t die. You have to get it back!”

      “No can do, Magistrate,” the AI replied.

      “Ankh!” she yelled.

      “Do you need an escort to the planet’s surface, Magistrate?”

      “Oh, shit. You heard that? Never mind. Yes, we would like a ride if you can swing it. Open those big-ass doors of yours. Our ship needs a little work, and probably a new coat of paint, too.”

      Terry spoke loudly to make sure that Rivka could hear. “How is this lawyer thing working out for you, Barrister?” Char punched him in the arm.

      “Ignore him,” she told the Magistrate. “We appreciate the job you do. Micky’s giving me the thumbs-up. Doors are opening. Relinquish thruster control to Smedley, please.”

      “What happened with the phantom destroyer and Keeg Station?” Rivka asked while docking procedures were underway.

      “That’s a story for a different day,” Colonel Terry Henry Walton replied.
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      The War Axe set down on the apron before the lone building. The airlock next to the hangar doors opened, and Rivka and her crew walked out into the daylight.

      “How long have we been here?” Red asked. No one knew. “I’ll be damned. I guess time does fly when you’re having fun!”

      “Don’t talk to me.” Rivka shook a warning finger at him.

      “Lighten up, Magistrate. If we aren’t near death every ten minutes, we’d all get bored. It wouldn’t be us without explosions.”

      “That’s what scares me, Red. We expend a lot of ordnance on these missions. Damn! I called it a mission and not a case. Next time, Grainger, I want a case!”

      Jay and Lauton waved from the entryway before jogging toward the team.

      Red turned to Lindy and rolled his eyes. She started to laugh.

      “We leave you for five minutes, and Red eats so much you have to get a bigger ship,” Jay quipped.

      “Hey! How did I get drug into this?”

      “Because you’re the only male here,” Lindy replied. Red pointed a big finger at the cat. “Does he even have his balls?”

      “Whoa!” Red held up a hand. “That gives me the willies. Is this case wrapped up, Magistrate?”

      “I think so. Why do you ask?”

      “When Grainger first hired me, he said that if I could keep you alive through three missions, he’d give me a bonus. I thought it would be the easiest money I ever made.”

      Rivka sneered. “Was it?”

      “No. It sucked, but you’re still alive, so maybe if you take some time off, Lindy and I can take a vacation to the pleasure moon of Titan with my extensive wealth.”

      “How much did he promise you?”

      “He made me swear not to tell you.”

      “Grainger is a dead man. He didn’t think I would survive three cases?”

      “To your earlier point, he called them missions.”

      “How is Floyd?” Jay asked.

      “Haven’t seen him yet,” Lindy replied.

      “What are we waiting for?” Jay prodded.

      Rivka shrugged and waved them ahead. Once on board, the destroyer took off and headed for space.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you have everything?” Jay asked for the third time.

      “Yes,” Lauton replied impatiently. Peacekeeper landed in the area outside her home. They expected to see the building burned to the ground, but it was intact. Red and Lindy accompanied Jay and Lauton, while Rivka watched from the bridge. Ankh and Erasmus were pleased to find that they still had access to the systems on Zaxxon Major, so they were on a digital exploration.

      The home had been ransacked, but nothing she needed or wanted had been taken. “I’ll get this cleaned up in no time. What do I do tomorrow?” she wondered.

      “Go to work, take your old job, and start working toward an ethical solution to your planet’s problems. The prosperity you enjoyed was artificial, but if it could be exploited while also being beneficial, the potential is extraordinary.” Rivka had been talking with Ankh and used his words.

      “I think it has the potential, too. It’s my home.” Everyone stood around uncomfortably until Red stepped up.

      “Time to go.”

      Jay hugged Lauton intensely, and then they kissed.

      “I’ll be in my bunk,” Red said, eliciting an elbow nudge from Lindy. With Rivka in the lead, they headed back to the ship. “Would you look at that?”

      “What?” Lindy asked, head swiveling as she tried to find what had caught Red’s attention. Rivka looked over her shoulder, curious as well.

      “We’re not running.”
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        * * *

      

      “Gate drive is replaced, and a new secondary power supply is installed. Don’t blow this one, please. I don’t have any more!” Ted warned Ankh.

      “We had no choice. In Erasmus’ opinion, it was the greatest chance for survival. The end result suggests that he was correct.”

      “Fine, fine,” Ted argued. “But don’t do it again or you’ll be dead. Your ship needs to have independent Gating ability.”

      “I understand,” Ankh replied. “We shall endeavor to persevere.”

      “So you’re going to stay with them?” Ted observed.

      “They eat well. My cabin is comfortable, and most importantly, they need me.”

      “Make sure they treat you as an equal and not a servant.”

      “I understand,” Ankh repeated.

      “Take care of yourself, Ankh. And them. I get the impression from Terry and Char that they like the Magistrate, and would be quite upset if any harm came to her.”

      “They won’t realize how much I will do for them, but I will do it because you ask.”

      “They never realize, Ankh, but they do appreciate it. Accept that they don’t know the extent of what we do, because they cannot know. Their minds haven’t gone where ours can.”

      The Crenellian maintained his expressionless look, needing to say nothing further. They stood like that for a few moments before each going their own way. Ted disappeared through the hatch to the interior of the destroyer.

      A fire team of Bad Company warriors showed up, each of the four carrying a bulky crate.

      “Where’s that going to go?”

      “Spare parts go into storage, and I will modify the extra cabin to be a workroom.”

      Rivka didn’t want to hold the Crenellian back. “Welcome aboard, Ankh, and thanks for joining the team.”

      He looked at her for a moment before heading into the ship.

      “What do you think is on his mind when he does that?” Jay asked.

      “Not a clue, but we all have our quirks.”

      Jay faced the Magistrate. “We all have our unique way of approaching life.” Jay shook her rainbow-colored hair.

      “That’s a much better way of looking at it.” Rivka turned serious. “Are you staying on with the crew?”

      “Things are just getting interesting. Now is not the time to leave. I’ll stay for as long as you’ll have me.”

      “Then we better get you some time in the Pod-doc.”

      “It won’t change me, will it?” Jay worried.

      “It will change some of your physical characteristics, but we’re up here, aren’t we?” Rivka tapped her temple with a finger. “Stress is a window to the soul. Same thing with success. Do your looks define you, or is it what you do? Words only matter when followed by action.”

      “Words alone can tear people apart,” Jay suggested, sadness tinging her voice.

      “And that’s why you’re a member of the team. You bring a perspective that the rest of us don’t have.”

      Jay smiled briefly and, lost in her thoughts, made her way on board. The hangar bay was mostly empty and quiet. The work on the corvette had been completed, the equipment stored, and the maintenance bots recovered to do other work for the War Axe.

      Red, Christina, and Kai appeared from the doors that led to the armory. They each carried boxes.

      “Where are we going to put that?” Rivka exclaimed. “And what did you do with Lindy?”

      Red smiled and waggled his eyebrows, his bald head shiny under the lights. A heavy mechanical tread resounded from the doorway, and a mechanized combat suit appeared. The faceplate was mirrored, but Rivka knew who was driving it.

      “Don’t tell me you’re borrowing a mech?”

      “You can have it,” Christina replied.

      Lindy hoisted the mech-sized railgun into the air.

      “Where are we going to put the mech? Come on, Red, I’m a lawyer! I think you have the wrong idea about what we do.”

      Red looked confused. “Magistrate, I’ve been with you on every one of your missions. Some need the mech more than others, but better to have it and not need it, right?”

      “I have the law on my side!” Rivka declared. Red motioned with his head to deliver the new load of weaponry, ammunition, and explosives.

      “How’d that work out on Morinvaille?”

      “A mech would have come in handy. And explosives. Fine. Bring the mech.”

      “You can strap it on the outside of the ship. You don’t need to keep it inside,” Christina explained. They handed the boxes to the warriors leaving the ship after delivering Ankh’s crates. The four took the three boxes and hurried inside.

      “Put them in the rec room,” Red shouted after them. One of the warriors was bleeding from a long scratch down his arm. “And watch out for that cat. He’s a ruthless killer.”

      “Don’t I know it,” the man said over his shoulder.

      Terry and Char strode briskly across the hangar deck, the wombat’s long nails clicking on the metal as she trundled after them. “We’re glad we caught you.” Terry offered his hand, and they shook. Char hugged her. “Sorry. I guess we’re not supposed to touch you, but I’ve had other people inside my head for as long as I can remember.” He pointed at Char with his thumb.

      “I don’t. He’s simply transparent. Anyone can see what he’s thinking,” Char clarified. Rivka had seen into both their minds and found it refreshing. No subterfuge. No hidden agendas. No secrets that they were trying to hide.

      “You should think about becoming a Magistrate. Both of you.”

      “What, and leave all this behind? We will continue our life’s work rescuing Magistrates. And the downtrodden—we’ll help them, too,” Terry explained.

      Is Jay here? a small voice asked in Rivka’s mind.

      “She’s inside,” Rivka answered, looking for the source of the question. Floyd wobbled past and bounced up the stairs and into the ship.

      “What the...”

      “We put her in the Pod-doc. She’s like a small child. Plenty smart. I wish she would stop with the marking her territory. She is adamant about it.”

      “Marking?”

      “You don’t want to know. We have a bot follow us around for the sole purpose of cleaning up after her.” Terry pointed to the small bot hovering inside the hatch on the side of the bay.

      Char leaned close to the Magistrate.

      “I think Terry likes blowing stuff up too much to do anything else. After a century and a half, one gets set in their ways. We’ll stay with the Bad Company and do our best to keep the Federation at peace, in our own way. You do it your way, and in the end, we’ll all get to live in a better place.” Char smiled, took Terry’s hand, and waved goodbye. “Oh, Nathan wants to talk with you.”

      Rivka waved back and hurried into the ship, working her way around the various crates and bags filling the corridors.

      “This looks like a Rigellian pirate freighter! I’m not cleaning it up, but someone sure as hell is,” Rivka bellowed from the bridge before securing the hatch behind her. A soft meow came from under the front console. “Hamlet. What are you doing in here? Are there too many changes for my little introvert? Come up here and give me some loving.”

      Surprisingly, the cat climbed from his hiding spot and leapt into her lap, lying down as she stroked his fur.

      “Chaz, connect me to Nathan Lowell, please.”

      The screen shimmered to life, and Nathan appeared with a distinguished-looking older man, with gray at his temples and a cigar in his mouth. The father of the Queen.

      “Nathan, Lance, nice to see you both.” Rivka wanted to talk about the twenty planets that had been freed from the Mandolin Partnership, but didn’t want to interfere with her boss’s boss’s boss’s agenda.

      “Once again, good work, Rivka.” Nathan smiled broadly and nodded once.

      Lance Reynolds, nominal head of the Federation, chimed in, “I am impressed that you were able to dismantle a major corporation like that. I think I need to be more clear when I send guidance. You were only supposed to collect evidence and determine if there was more. You were never supposed to engage with someone who had their own combat fleet and billions of credits worth of influence. In any case, I like your can-do attitude, Magistrate. My daughter was right about you.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” Rivka replied.

      “You don’t need to say anything. I’d love to give you lots of time off to recover, but criminals won’t take a day off, so the good must be vigilant. Get back to Station 7 and get your people into the Pod-doc. Get your upgrades, and then take your new mission. It’ll take you a week to prep for it, but we need you out there on the front lines defending the good people of the Federation from criminals like Oscura Mandel.”

      “There are more criminals like him?”

      “Different criminals, but there will always be someone who wants to be the next Mandolin. The lure of money and power makes people take obscene risks and do weird things. Magistrates can stop that cold, but only if they’re out there. I’m sorry, Rivka for asking you to remain constantly deployed. Remember, evil never sleeps.”

      “There is a blood trade out here. Mandel was a buyer to use as leverage over world leaders. Maybe in the data we’ll find who the supplier was, but as of right now, it’s still out there. I’ll let the other Magistrates know. We’ll end the blood trade, one way or another.

      Nathan said a few last words. “We would all appreciate that, Rivka. On another note, Lance has approved bonuses for your crew. Are you going to add any more people? If so, we’ll have to talk about your budget in greater detail.”

      Rivka didn’t bother to mention the bonus she was going to give her crew as part of her winnings from Red’s victory in the fight on S’Korr. She opened the hatch to show the current state of her ship. “We are packed to the gills. That’s it on crew. It’ll only be the five of us.”

      “Looks like six,” Nathan said, pointing at the cat in Rivka’s lap. “If you want the whole Evil Magistrate vibe, you’ll have to get a hairless cat.”

      “I’m not getting another cat. I didn’t even want this one.”

      “That’s the thing about cats, Magistrate. We don’t choose them, they choose us. Lowell out.”

      “Is that how it works, little man?” Rivka asked.  He was purring rhythmically in response to being petted. “Chaz, make sure we don’t have any stragglers on board, like warriors or wombats, and let’s take to the sky. Sounds like we have a new case.”
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        * * *

      

      Grainger looked at Rivka over a pile of plates. He stifled a belch. She ducked her head and did the same thing. “So...” He didn’t finish the sentence.

      “You weren’t clear at all on the job description, bitch,” she accused.

      “Your alternatives were limited. Remember that part where you were in prison garb and shackles? Did the job description matter?”

      Rivka chewed on her lip. Her stomach grumbled. “Happy tummy,” she purred. “I guess not. Will people be trying to kill me everywhere I go? I now have powered armor and major firepower on board my corvette. Hello, my name is Rivka Anoa. You’re innocent until proven guilty, except that you’re really not. Don’t look at the mech or she’ll kill you, just like I will.”

      “Sounds legit. Maybe you should start more conversations that way.”

      “You didn’t feed me and then say such nice things because I was hungry.” Rivka leaned back and crossed her arms.

      “Your next mission—” Grainger started.

      “Case,” Rivka corrected.

      “Mission.”

      “Case.”

      “Your next foray to shine light into the dark places of our galaxy is a serial killer on Collum.”

      “Serial killers fall under local jurisdiction. They suck, but they aren’t a Federation issue.”

      “Unless they are only killing foreign dignitaries. We’ve lost one a week for the last eight weeks. It can’t continue, or all the delegations will pull out. You know what the Federation thinks about having to abandon a planet, plus Collum’s Chancellor has requested Federation intervention.”

      “This sounds more like a normal case. Do they have any suspects?”

      “Some, but none sound promising. Everything we have is in the case file. Download it before you go. And on a separate note, your death message was touching.”

      “That was sent by mistake. I think Erasmus was trying to get back at me for being taller than his Crenellian.”

      “I’m sure that’s it.” Grainger stood and almost bumped into Doctor Tyler Toofakre. “Excuse me,” he said before turning back to Rivka. “You don’t need to leave for a couple days. They’re expecting you on Thursday. Enjoy your downtime.”

      “I’m sorry I’m late. Emergency dental repair. A front tooth had been knocked out, but she wouldn’t say what the circumstances were. Oh! You’ve already eaten.”

      “You think domestic abuse?” Rivka asked, suddenly interested.

      “I don’t know.” He waved to get the server’s attention and ordered the same thing he always ordered. “I am concerned. Don’t look, but there she is now. Is that your bodyguard?”

      Lindy and Red both waved.

      Rivka started to laugh and motioned for them to come into All Guns Blazing’s restaurant.

      “You know her?” Tyler asked.

      “Quite well, as a matter of fact. I have my suspicions about what happened.” When Lindy and Red arrived, Rivka fixed them with a stare. “Let me guess—you were testing how well your new nanocytes made repairs. Didn’t he tell you that the first pass isn’t good with teeth? It’ll take another time or two before the nanos figure out how to fix a chipped tooth.”

      Lindy punched Red in the shoulder. “Dammit!”

      Red tried to look innocent, pointing at Lindy and then at his arm.

      “How do you know about the teeth?” Lindy wondered.

      “He fixed mine too.” Rivka nodded to the dentist.

      “Thanks for taking care of me, doc. I have to admit, I expected weird. Seriously, who likes sticking their meat hooks into someone else’s mouth? But you’re a normal guy. You know what? With us around, she needs more normal in her life.”

      Tyler didn’t know how to respond to that. Rivka let him off the hook.

      Rivka frowned. “Next case is on Collum. We’re going after a serial killer who’s hunting aliens.”

      “The hunter becomes the hunted. We got your back, Magistrate,” Red promised.

      

      
        
        The End
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      You are still reading! Thank you so much. It doesn’t get much better than that.

      My Bad Company Book 3 – Price of Freedom is a finalist for the Dragon Award for the best Military Science Fiction of the year! At first, I didn’t care, but then I talked to a few people, and it is a big deal. Who skips the Academy Awards? Well, it wasn’t going to be me, so I bought my ticket and am going to Atlanta to attend a couple days of DragonCon and the award ceremony. We have a lot of work to do between now and then to rally the vote. I don’t want to go all that way and not win, do I?

      Michael Anderle will be there too, and we’ll be on stage together. I would love to win, and hope that you signed up to vote (before this book comes out) and that you voted after you received your ballot. We appreciate your support, first and foremost as readers who enjoy our stories.

      I have a copy of Black’s Law Dictionary, and that is my main reference. The law is incredibly complex, and ninety percent of a lawyer’s job is looking stuff up. Research, research, research. The shows on TV show the cool lawyers whipping things off the top of their heads, quoting legal precedent by case name. They only get there by studying and memorizing—the oft-maligned Socratic method, as it may be. Yes, law school is where you earn your stripes in figuring out how to research, and coherently defend a position based on that research. Nothing is cut and dried. In law school, we had to take one position, switch sides, and then defend the other position with equal zeal. That’s where lawyers in training learn the ropes.

      Veronica Helen’s Kingpin's name:

      Oscura (Italian for dark)

      Nefas (Latin origins of nefarious)

      Organization name: Nefas Services

      Micky Cocker – Mandolin Inc, but I went with Partnership as offered by Staci Armstrong. (Kitchen slicer or musical instrument, a double entendre)

      And Oscura Mandel as the nominal head. I am at the point where I had to choose the names—look for a mash-up of a number of offerings—thanks to Staci Armstrong, James Caplan, Micky Cocker, and Veronica Helen for their suggestions. We'll find the Mandolin Partnership (there's a twist here, you'll have to read the book) with nominal head Oscura Mandel. He goes by Nefas, his middle name, but only to his friends. Are you my friend, Rivka?

      Here are some of the other offerings for names and such. Thank you to such a great group of supporters.

      Tommy Donbavand offered a couple names that I used in this book—go Tommy D!

      Zaxxon Major—six continents, constantly at war with each other

      Quarst—small world with 124 smaller moons surrounding it

      Micky Cocker offered the following names that all appear somewhere within Destroy the Corrupt.  Gargeath, Kleath, Lauton, Colston, Dromet, Reemstar,

      Breedin. Rashveil, Solaric, Pyrothasm, Collum Gate and Morinvaille. For the record, every time I referenced the planet called Morinvaille, I copied it and pasted it from a previous entry.

      Jordan Smith suggested Show Low—named after a poker game, someone gambled the planet and showed the lowest card to win. This planet plays a small role in the book:)

      Heidi Bauer suggested a name that I used—I like it, but it was hard to type. You’ll see that I often try to keep things simple for the sake of my fingers and typing speed. Belheeake

      Tom Dickerson suggested S’Korr, a sports arena-type planetary economy with overpriced beverages and snacks, plus cheap team-logo knickknacks. 

      There was a great thread in the Kurtherian Fans group offering names and planets and races, with the accompanying background data. I have these suggestions already copied over and will be using more of them. Thank you to everyone who dropped a few lines for me.

      I hope everyone enjoyed this story. It was fun to write in a way that I found most relaxing.

      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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      THANK YOU for reading this story, and our author notes in the back!

      “Rivka can’t live and have a future without you.”

      So, that sentence above was something I was going to tack on to the first paragraph when it hit me how true it is. We (the bigger ‘we’ of Indie Authors in general) only have so much time in our lives. Some of us are independently wealthy. (Not me, but I hear there is at least one Indie Author who is independently wealthy. I imagine they have a Unicorn that is twelve inches tall for a pet, or maybe a tiny dragon.)

      However, most of us work for our living whether that is work full time in writing and publishing (me) or they work at another job and write part-time (many, many others.)

      Either way, our time is limited, and we have to decide where that time is going to go. For some authors, our favorite character was accepted by fans and became a way for us to both feed our families and write about who we want. For others, we have so many characters that we can only choose the characters that resonate with the fans.

      Why? Well, in a word, income.

      If it takes anywhere from two weeks to three months to write a book, that book needs to be contributing to our income as much as possible. So, characters that resonate and pull in the fans who WANT to read the next book become a very important aspect of choosing what (or who) to write about next.

      This isn’t always true, of course. Sometimes characters’ scream to get out of our heads and for some writers, they MUST get that out of their heads before moving on. Brownstone, for example, was a character that I really, really wanted to write about but the fans wanted more Bethany Anne.

      So, I delivered.

      Not only to please the fans (thank you so much for pushing me along!) but also because Bethany Anne stories sold.

      There, I said it. I admitted that income was a driving factor.

      Once I completed my twenty-one books for Bethany Anne, I took a three-month sabbatical to get out other stories that I had wanted to see the light of day (Protected by the Damned (Michael Todd) and The Unbelievable Mr. Brownstone.)

      Now to explain how that affects Rivka.

      Craig has MULTIPLE series he works on. He is a beast when it comes to writing (seriously, I’m not joking. Check out the story he wrote in a weekend one-time at Gary-Con.) But even Craig has to make decisions on which series to move forward, next.

      Rivka’s story usurped the next Terry Henry Bad Company story in the queue (and I’m happy to admit as a fan, I helped push my own character back a release.)  Craig was going to write Bad Company, then Rivka 2… But, after some cajoling, Rivka 2 became the first, with Bad Company becoming the second.

      However, Craig didn’t want to let down the Bad Company fans, so he made sure there were some scenes with our lovable T.H. in this story.

      As an author, we have our favorite characters we wish to write about. Then, we have the characters our fans want us to write about, and somewhere in the middle, we meet.

      For any authors you follow and read, ‘vote’ with your reviews and messages on Facebook or other places to encourage your favorite characters to get their next story.  Admittedly, that can be a challenge if five thousand fans want the next book in a series, and you plus one other person want the next one in another of your author’s series. (If that happens, I suggest premeditated begging, or offering ways to make it happen. That will have to be the subject of another author note sometime.)

      So, for Rivka to continue living and existing, feel free to pester the shit out of Craig to write more of her. I did my job and moved her from #2 in the queue, to #1, and now we have her book right here, right now. It’s your turn to turn up the heat for book 03.

      “Rivka can’t live and have a future without you.”

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Serial Killer

          

          Judge, Jury, & Executioner Book 3

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The diplomat bowed to the welcoming committee. Her delegation stood at a respectful distance. “Thank you for your invitation to Collum,” she said pleasantly.

      The male, a representative from the Chancellor’s office, smiled broadly. “We could not be more pleased with the arrival of the females from Zaxxon.”

      Her pleasant demeanor evaporated. “There are no males on my planet,” she replied coldly. “We are what we are. No need to caveat our existence.”

      “My apologies, Ambassador.” The man bowed deeply to show his sincerity.

      The Zaxxon jerked unnaturally before glancing at the hole in her chest. She looked up, confusion and surprise wrestling to dominate her expression, and started to topple. No one moved until she hit the ground, already dead.

      No one had heard a shot or realized the ambassador had been murdered until after the killer had escaped.
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        * * *

      

      “Training for a couple weeks before we accept new missions,” Grainger told the Magistrates. Jael, Chi, Buster, and Rivka nodded intermittently as he looked from face to face.

      “Two things. They’re called ‘cases,’ and give me time to get my crew into the Pod-doc for an upgrade or two,” Rivka stated, raising one eyebrow in Grainger’s direction.

      He threw his hands up. “What?”

      “Maybe a case where we’re not fighting a war?” Rivka asked. “I’m a lawyer first. Your galaxy-jarring missions call for a heavier hand.” She held hers out to show they were small and delicate. Cheese Blintz and Bustamove put their hands next to hers, showing that theirs were bigger.

      “Nope.” He crossed his arms and leaned back, a smug look on his face.

      “I only deal with royalty,” Chi stated, smiling.

      “I don’t do guns,” Jael offered.

      Buster didn’t say anything until all eyes turned toward him. “Fine. Now that Philko ascended to being an AI, I find myself strangely intrigued by cybercrime.”

      “White Collar Crime, a new weekly series starring Bustamove,” Grainger said in his best announcer’s voice.

      “I knew I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “You’ll never see another cybercrime,” Rivka told him, mimicking Grainger. “What case do you want? That’s nice. NO! You get something completely different.” She looked pointedly at the Magistrate at the head of the table.

      Grainger shrugged. “As long as we keep winning, we’re not changing the playbook. Ain’t no I in Team. What do you say we order some pizzas, throw the iron around, and then hop on my ship for a quick ride to Opheramin?”

      “I’m sorry, I must have drifted off from the mind-numbing drone of your voice.” Jael leaned forward and locked eyes with Grainger. “I thought you said we were leaving the station?”

      “That’s exactly what we’re going to do.”

      “Why?” Chi asked.

      “Because maybe you don’t get to know what we’re doing for training. This is important, and once it’s over, you’ll see why. Did no one hear the part about pizza?”

      “I like a good pizza. Are you buying?” Buster asked.

      “Red is going to want to go,” Rivka stated flatly, “especially if there’s pizza.”

      “Pizza first, then go.”

      “So we’re taking pizza with us in our space suits?” Jael asked.

      Grainger stood, grabbed his datapad and strolled away, nose high in the air. He refused to engage further at this juvenile level, or rather at the legal intern level where everything was questioned.

      He smiled as the others followed him out.
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        * * *

      

      After the workout that didn’t include sparring because Grainger didn’t have enough time to send someone to the Pod-doc, they cleaned up and reconvened at one of the many airlocks. Grainger had pre-staged a number of spacesuits.

      Red and Lindy were waiting. “How did you find out?” Grainger wondered, confusion holding him hostage.

      “What kind of bodyguard would I be if I didn’t know where my charge was?” Red crossed his arms and looked down at the Magistrate.

      “And I’m with him. She’s our responsibility. If she leaves the station, so do we.” Lindy mirrored Red’s pose.

      “There won’t be any danger,” Grainger stated weakly before conceding. “Suit up. You won’t need any of your gear.”

      Red removed one strap and then the other to set his unusually long backpack on the deck. “I always need my gear,” he remarked, opening the top to reveal two railguns, a shotgun, grenades, and an assortment of items illegal outside of the military. Lindy smiled and wiggled her eyebrows. He secured it again and loosened the straps so it would fit around a bulky environmental suit.

      “Suit up! We got places to go and people to see.” Grainger pumped one fist, the military signal for hurry up.

      Rivka gripped her bodyguards’ arms and mouthed, “Thank you.”

      “Hang on,” Chi declared. He opened his datapad. “Lexi, if you would be so kind, please have twenty large pizzas with a variety of toppings delivered flash-frozen to the airlock on Level Four. Tell All Guns Blazing to charge them to Grainger’s account.”

      “I’ll need Grainger’s verbal confirmation. Certain Magistrates have been charging a great deal to his account without his authorization. Those charges have been removed from the appropriate people’s future pay.”

      “Go ahead, Lexi,” Grainger said, his gaze fixed on something inside his suit.

      “This is how you wanted us to find out that you docked our pay?”

      “You spent the money, you pay the piper,” Grainger retorted, looking from one scowling face to the next until he got to Red and Lindy. They both shrugged.

      “I charge things to her account,” Red admitted, pointing at Rivka with his thumb.

      “Do we want to argue about money? Are we so motivated by credits that common decency and self-discipline disappears? I’m embarrassed!” Grainger shook his finger at the Magistrates.

      “I have to agree with my learned colleague,” Buster added. “What are we if our words can’t be believed?”

      “Are you being audited or something?” Jael asked as Grainger stood sharply in the spotlight of the Magistrates’ withering stares.

      “Hang on!” Grainger held up his hands to create a physical barrier. “Yes. I’m being audited, but I’m sure it’ll be fine. Magistrates have to be aboveboard on everything. How can we mete out Justice if we are above the law? Keep your noses clean, and point well taken. I promised pizzas, and you know what? I’m prepared to eat my body weight in pies and beer. I like beer with my pie.”

      Rivka opened her mouth to deliver a witty retort and decided against it. He was still her boss, in an odd way, and she respected that. “I’m not going to be last,” Rivka said instead. She hurried to finish dressing. AGB’s efficiency meant that the pizzas were delivered minutes after the last person was ready.

      “Red, can you take these?” Grainger asked.

      Vered shook his head. “Sorry, Magistrate, but I’m on the clock. I have to have my hands free in case something needs killing. And so does she, before you ask.” Lindy nodded.

      Chi faced Buster, and they started pounding on each other’s shoulders. They hooted and cheered before reaching for the stack of pies. The delivery bot turned without a sound and flew away.

      “What the hell was that about?” Jael asked.

      “Sometimes, even though you know something is right, you still have to psych yourself up to do it,” Bustamove told her.

      “I don’t have anything to say to that. Status check?” Grainger called.

      The other six people in the airlock called green. “I’m green, too. Cycling the airlock.” He punched the button and the air was sucked into a storage tank, replaced by the near vacuum of space. The outer hatch popped and slowly opened. Grainger led the way into space, activating the pneumatic jets on his boots to propel him head-first.

      The others followed. Chi and Buster somersaulted and rolled, all the while maintaining a firm grip on the pizzas.

      Grainger headed toward the upper section of the space station. The loose group followed. Lindy and Red flanked Rivka. Each carried one of the rail guns, with the trigger guard released so their gloved fingers fit inside to pull the trigger. The Magistrate couldn’t tell if the others were uncomfortable with the armed escort, but Rivka felt more at ease.

      Whether for status or peace of mind, she had to admit that she liked having bodyguards.

      When Grainger reached an odd projection on Federation Border Station 7, he signaled for the group to gather around.

      He activated the comm system for the suits. “What do you think we have here?”

      Rivka expected some sort of trick, but turned to examine the outcropping. The metal was a different color from that of the main station, and the welds weren’t standard.

      Buster and Chi moved as close as they could, but the pizzas hindered a close-up inspection. Jael took the lead in classifying the projection. “Added on after initial construction. It’s not labeled for use and safety as it should be. What does it do?”

      Rivka finished her circumnavigation of the small attachment before consulting with Red. When she finished she slid across the surface, activating her magnetic boots to stop her so she could stand on it.

      The others turned their eyes to her. “You have something, Zombie?”

      “It’s a deactivated bomb with the explosives removed, I expect.”

      “What the hell are you playing at?” Chi exclaimed, backpedaling away from the projection. Buster was more deliberate in his departure, activating his jets to propel him past his fellow Magistrate.

      “Since we have to be all things, it’s about seeing what may be right in front of us, but with different eyes. When there’s a crime, we collect the evidence. Many times we can stop future crime by prosecuting those responsible for past illegal activities. The more times someone gets away with their crimes, the bolder they become.

      “Although a bomb on the outside of a station may be a military issue, this one came to us when it was determined that it was a commercial construct developed by an individual to further his empire. That individual has been judged and his empire dismantled.” Grainger simulated buffing his fingernails.

      “What’s this have to do with us?” Rivka asked.

      “Forensics is our friend. We have all sides to deal with: the personal, their intent, and then the physical evidence to cement the case. It was amazing how much this thing told us after we asked the scientists who examined it what traces the creators might have left behind. Type of weld, including weld material, fingerprints because they built it in a place with an atmosphere and then transported it here. Air pockets trapped between welds showed us what the creators breathed. It gave us enough to find the planet, then the transport vessel, and finally, the entity who ordered it.”

      “Why would he go to such trouble?” Rivka wondered.

      “One of the oldest rackets in the business. Protection. With the growth of Station 7, he wanted to establish a protection scheme; get paid to not rob them. He was trying to show them what he was capable of.”

      “Terrorism is a capital crime.” Jael smiled. She hated terrorists.

      “Yes. The individual saw the errors of his ways before his life’s spark was extinguished.” Grainger pointed to a ship holding position not far away. A Federation frigate.

      “How do you rate the bigger ship?” Rivka asked.

      Grainger pushed off the station before the jets came to life. “Rich parents left me money.”

      “Wait a minute!” Bustamove interrupted. “I never heard about a bomb outside the station.”

      “Of course not,” Grainger replied. “It also reinforces what we do. Sometimes it’s best to be high-profile, and then there are times where it is better to fly under the radar. When we board my ship, we’ll review a case that needs to be handled delicately.”

      The Magistrates followed Grainger across the short open space. Red and Lindy took positions outside the entire group instead of staying at Rivka’s elbows. When their duties expanded, they had to expand, too. Red was less than comfortable knowing that someone had been able to attach a bomb to the outside of the station he called home.

      “How was the bomb discovered?” Red asked.

      “Maintenance bots. They scour the surface multiple times daily. They noticed the installation as it was happening, and Lexi jammed the activation signal while technicians disarmed the bomb and removed the explosives. It was a threat for a very small window of time. Have no fear that the right people were on top of it from the start. They involved me later because it was outside of any other legal jurisdiction and the military didn’t want to heavy-hand it. Magistrates keep the peace. I think we’ll see our role in this area expanding away from cool palace murders to interplanetary concerns.”

      “You’re harshing my buzz,” Buster replied. “I like a good cozy mystery.”

      “Who doesn’t? I’ll still work my mojo to get us those cases when they appear in the daily feed.”

      “Bullshit!” Rivka declared, quickly realizing that she’d spoken out loud. A couple helmets turned toward her, making the owners veer off-course. They struggled to straighten themselves out. “I’m okay with you getting us those cases, but declaring that you have mojo is beyond the pale.”

      Snickers and snorts greeted Rivka’s hasty recovery.
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      “I’d say that was a good effort,” Jael offered. A few crusts remained from the twenty pizzas. It hadn’t been a formal challenge to finish them, but the group had acted as if it were. Competitive to the last, they forced it down and then reclined in the oversized lounge of Grainger’s frigate. A crew of four ran the ship, but they remained on the bridge or in engineering, leaving the Magistrates to themselves.

      “It must get lonely,” Rivka remarked softly. Grainger forced his eyes open since he’d started to drift off.

      “I don’t know what you mean.” His voice was sleepy, but he was focused intently on Rivka. She reached toward him, and he crossed his arms. “Don’t be zombieing me.”

      She bit her tongue, but the answer was clear in his expression. Theirs was a lonely profession. No one welcomed the Magistrates. Finish the case, mete out Justice, if warranted, and move on. Like in the movies about the Old West that had been brought from Earth. Tombstone was one of her favorite videos and although she knew it was fiction, she embraced it as a real representation. The Marshals had been a select few, just like the Magistrates.

      There was only the inner circle. Everyone else was on the outside, held at arm’s length.

      By giving her a bodyguard and a crew of friends, he had spared her. She expected it was intentional. The others had all been Rangers first, as far as she knew. They had been operating independently for most of their very long lives.

      But not her. “Thank you,” she mouthed to Grainger. He looked uncomfortable with the gratitude.

      Red excused himself to go to the bathroom, but his nefarious reason was revealed with a ship-shaking belch. When he returned, everyone was looking at him. “You heard that?” he asked, looking sheepishly away. “When do we land? Or a better question is, can I get some rack time before we leave the ship?”

      Rivka nodded her approval. Red had been paying attention while she tried to shape questions that would give her the answer she was looking for.

      “You have plenty of time, Red. We can’t Gate too close to the planet. We’ll be in the Opheramin system momentarily, but it’ll take a while to navigate their traffic control system. Sleep fast. We’ll let you know when we’re getting ready to go,” Grainger answered.

      Lindy left with Red to find their cabin.

      “You have number twelve,” Grainger called after them.

      “You may want to turn on some background music,” Rivka suggested.

      “Why?”

      “Their relationship is young, and they act like newlyweds.”

      “Ah. Yes. That. Beau, please play my rock opera playlist.”  Guitars screamed, a lilting soprano wove her voice into the complex melody, and drums hammered at a high rate of speed. “Reduce the volume by ninety percent!”

      The music dissolved into the background.

      “I think I shall be forever scarred, emotionally and physically, from having heard that,” Jael declared.

      “Better than the alternative. Trust me,” Rivka suggested.

      “Back to the mission—”

      “Case,” Rivka corrected.

      “Back to the case,” Grainger continued without missing a beat. “Opheramin is not a new addition to the Federation, but we have little interaction. Our case is one of cloning.”

      “As distasteful as that is,” Rivka chimed in, “it’s not illegal, unfortunately.”

      “Humans.”

      “Oh. That would be a violation of Federation Law, Title 11, Section 10, Sentient Experimentation. I believe the punishment is five years’ incarceration, a steep fine, forfeit and destruction of all materials, and name struck from professional registers. The purveyors become broke nobodies five years behind current technology.”

      Buster tried to lean forward, but his stomach fought him. He patted it happily and leaned back instead. “Are we supposed to have shit like that memorized?”

      Grainger snickered and shook his head. He tapped his temple. “That’s why we have these devices, so our AIs and EIs can tell us. Are you up to date?”

      Rivka smiled. “Upgraded to the latest military comm package. My whole team is. We have yet to practice with them, though, since someone whisked us away at the beginning of our two weeks of downtime.” Rivka stabbed her finger at Grainger.

      “Training is training, even though this is a real case. I don’t have the answer, so we’ll look at it together. Go through the thought process of how this is or is not a criminal violation, and who gets punished? There are four clones from a single human. They are identical. There may be five clones and no human, but two of them have been murdered. What do we do, and to whom?”

      “DNA?” Chi suggested.

      “Already done. Identical.” Grainger crossed his arms again and looked at the Magistrates. They were lost in thought.

      “I could do my thing on them,” Rivka said softly.

      “I’m okay with shortcuts, but this is training. No one would learn anything if you did that. I’ll need you to wear gloves throughout.”

      “I can still sense emotions without touching, but they have to be strong, and they’re usually unclear.”

      “If you get something, don’t tell us. No cheating, so you’ll be more on the outside looking in, Rivka.”

      The thought of a clone’s mind was intriguing. Could she tell it was a clone? “I need to see if I can tell a clone from the real thing.”

      “After we’ve tried it the hard way.”

      “Entering Opheramin space. There is less traffic than usual, which means we’ll be landing in under two hours,” Beau reported.

      “Prepare yourselves,” Grainger said. “We hit the ground running.”
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        * * *

      

      Red and Lindy were first off the frigate. They carried railguns, wore their ballistic vests, and carried small backpacks with additional security equipment in the form of reloads and weapons.

      Grainger was next out, feeling weird about following someone else out of his own ship. The others fell in behind, with Rivka bringing up the rear, and they proceeded to where a small bus was waiting. The efficiency of the AIs in coordinating air traffic control, ground services, transportation, and meetings was unrivaled. None of the Magistrates could imagine doing it themselves.

      The outer hatch closed after Rivka passed through, and she paused to watch the ship seal itself. She took in the azure sky, and the sun’s morning warmth. Green trees lined the small spaceport, making it look more like a park than a monument to interstellar travel.

      Maybe that was the intent. Welcome the travelers home and show them what they were missing. Rivka agreed; it felt like home.

      She’d fallen behind, leaving Red and Lindy in the open, their eyes in constant motion as they searched for threats to their charge. Grainger waved to get her attention, and she hurried to join the others.

      Red and Lindy were last on the bus. She sat up front and Red took the back.

      Rivka sat behind Lindy. “Thanks for joining the team, Lindy,” Rivka told her. The young woman turned in her seat to face the Magistrate.

      “Thank you for having me. I was doubtful about the Pod-doc, especially after it added twenty-freaking-kilos! But as long as the weight stays distributed like it’s supposed to, I guess it’ll be okay. Red likes it.” She waved to the big man in the back, and his cheeks flushed. “I had to buy a whole new wardrobe, which blew all the money I had. I’m embarrassed to ask, but can I maybe get an advance?”

      Rivka looked pointedly at Grainger. “We changed her body so much she has to buy new clothes, and then we make her pay for them? That’s unconscionable.”

      Grainger’s expression never changed.

      “Wait a minute, did I forget to transfer your cut from Red’s fight on S’Korr?” Rivka didn’t wait for an answer, just pulled out her datapad and started tapping. “Dammit!”

      “You bet on your bodyguard?” Jael wondered loudly enough for everyone to hear.

      “No shit I bet on him. You want me to bet against him?”

      “That’s not what I meant. You served up your man in a fight to the death to make some extra money?”

      “To the untrained eye it might appear that way, but it was really the Federation standing up for human decency. And Red won, pulling in an extra eighteen grand that we split evenly amongst the crew.” Rivka ducked her head. “It was evenly split until I forgot to send out everyone’s cut. To make myself feel better, I’m throwing my cut into the kitty. Six thousand credits each. And there you are.” Rivka pointed at Grainger. “And the Federation should pay for her new wardrobe, or at least give her a clothing allowance. We tend to get blaster scorching, cuts, and blood on our stuff.”

      Rivka displayed her Magistrate’s jacket to highlight the blaster scoring that she carried like a badge of honor. Grainger stuck his finger through a hole in the chest of his jacket. “An old-time slug. Hurt like hell; went right through my heart.”

      “You never mentioned that part when you were trying to recruit me...”

      Chi and Buster choked as they laughed, bent nearly double. Jael chuckled and shook her head.

      “’Recruited.’ What an interesting word choice! I think what you meant to say we saved you from Jhiordaan. Yes, that is what ‘recruited’ meant. Getting shot in the heart is less traumatic than the prison planet.” Grainger didn’t look happy.

      “High Chancellor Wyatt has seen me in my underwear,” Lindy interjected, instantly stopping the degenerating conversation. Jael fell into the aisle between the seats, joining Chi and Buster in not being able to speak. Red was wide-eyed in disbelief.

      Grainger tried to maintain his scowl, but failed. He had to look away as Lindy smiled beatifically.

      Rivka winked at her.

      “Got your back, Magistrate,” Lindy whispered.

      When the vehicle arrived, Red hurried to the front, resting a gentle hand on his girlfriend’s shoulder while he looked out the front window to assess their surroundings before disembarking. “The building’s entrance is right in front of us. No dawdling. Follow Lindy straight into the building. I’ll be to the right between you and the nearest location where shooters could hide.”

      Red was first off the bus and took his position, railgun at the ready. Lindy led the Magistrates toward the door. Rivka stayed close behind, but the others drifted. A statue with a plaque drew Jael’s attention. A small kiosk demanded Chi and Buster’s attention. When Grainger, the last off the bus, saw the statue, he joined Jael in reading the dedication to the planet’s first governor, Beilton Opher.

      Red signaled for them to go, but no one was watching. Lindy went through the doors while Rivka looked over her shoulder, discovering that the others weren’t following. She walked back into the open area.

      Red, can you hear me? Rivka asked using her implanted comm chip.

      Roger, he replied. She sensed that he was unhappy. I know I’m supposed to protect the Magistrate no matter where she goes or what she does. It’s not my position to tell you that you can’t do something. That being said, can you get these people inside?

      I’ll do what I can. Rivka smiled at her bodyguard’s exasperation.

      “Guys,” Rivka called when she got to the kiosk. “I’m pretty sure there’s nothing you need.”

      Chi looked up, his hand full of trinkets and candy. “Need? No. Want? Yes. Buying? Yes.” He dropped his treasures on the small counter, and an automated system dragged them one by one into a bag. He waved his chip at the unit and a green light signaled that the transaction was complete. A mechanical arm handed him the bag.

      Buster bought a physical magazine. “What are you getting that for, a museum display?”

      “The bathroom,” he replied with a smile.

      Rivka stared open-mouthed. For a moment, she was one with Red’s frustration. “In the building, please. You’re killing my bodyguards slowly, like the old water torture—one drip of intransigence at a time.”

      “Ooh! A statue.” Buster started walking that way, but Rivka grabbed his arm and steered him toward the door. Chi removed a piece of candy and took a tentative bite, then chewed happily.

      Grainger and Jael strolled through the open area, not in a hurry, but at least they were headed toward the building where they’d meet with the local law enforcement and judicial team.

      Rivka gave the guys a friendly shove. “Don’t make me kick your asses in front of the entire planet. Imagine the embarrassment. Come on, you’re going to give Red heart failure, and where would that leave me?”

      “Six thousand credits richer?” Chi suggested, still chewing. His smile had disappeared as he fought with the gooeyness in his mouth that threatened to remove all his teeth.

      “Serves you right.” Rivka punched him in the arm and nodded to Red. He hustled to meet her at the door, holding it open while his eyes continued to scan the area. He walked through, letting the door close on the lollygagging Magistrates. Lindy was over to the side talking with three uniformed locals.

      Grainger approached.

      “Magistrate,” an older female said, “we’ll escort you upstairs. I’m sorry, but no one can be armed around the holding cells so your personal security will have to remain behind.”

      Rivka joined them. “Are you familiar with Federation Law, Appendix D, Chapter Seven, Section 1 as it relates to armed guards for heads of state? That law applies to Magistrates as well. Wherever we go, we will be armed for our defense. As a Federation signatory, Opheramin will comply with this law. It supersedes planetary or local law.”

      “But if no one is armed, we’re all safer,” the guard countered.

      “If we’re the only ones armed, we’ll be safest,” Grainger suggested.

      “But if the detainees break out, they could take your weapons.”

      “If the detainees break out, then the very last day of their existence will be filled with much pain. Have you ever heard the saying that in the land of the blind, a one-eyed man is king?”

      “I have not.”

      “We’re not going to let this delay us. We’ll be heading upstairs now. The tenth floor, I believe?”

      “You can’t go armed,” the guard said, interposing his body between the Magistrates and the elevator.

      Grainger held up one finger while he removed his datapad from his jacket. “Beau, connect me to the governor’s office, please.”

      “I have the executive assistant on the line,” the EI replied after a few moments.

      “This is Magistrate Grainger. I’d like to speak with the governor, please.”

      “He’s not available,” came a cold reply. Grainger’s nostrils flared.

      Rivka stepped to the side and accessed her datapad. The security personnel started to fidget, and Red appeared at Lindy’s side.

      “By Federation Law, we are permitted armed access anywhere on Opheramin. We need the governor to let the people here know that. You understand what ‘failure to comply’ means?”

      “The governor is not available,” the voice reiterated. “Why is it so important to be armed?”

      Grainger thought his head was going to explode.

      “No one is armed on Opheramin. We are a peaceful society. We have very little violent crime.”

      “’Very little’ is still more than zero, and Magistrates tend to bring out the worst in people,” Grainger argued.

      The elevator door opened and an old female appeared. She shuffled out, waving and smiling as if she were greeting old friends.

      “Magistrates?” she asked, even though she knew the answer. Grainger nodded and closed the link to the governor’s office. He wasn’t going to get anywhere using that approach, but before he closed the pad, he told Beau to report the violation and levy the maximum fine against the government, pending a final review by the High Chancellor.

      “I’m Rivka Anoa, and this is Grainger,” Rivka said, reaching for the female’s hand. The thoughts and emotions the Magistrate picked up were of the case, the nice weather, and how attractive Grainger was. Rivka couldn’t help but smile. Grainger picked up on Rivka’s positive impression.

      “I’m Senior Jurist Pasifa. Titles! I’m sorry. Call me ‘Pass,’ please.”

      Grainger shook the female’s hand. She held onto it for far longer than she’d held Rivka’s hand. Grainger didn’t seem to notice.

      “When I saw this case appear, I knew we had to come,” Grainger started. “It is unique in many ways. It could set a new precedent regarding how we, the Federation, deal with...” he stopped himself before he started discussing case details in an open area.

      “Come with me and let’s get started.” Pass turned toward the elevators, but the local guard stopped her.

      “They are armed, and I’m sorry, Senior Jurist, but they can’t enter the building with weapons.”

      “On my personal authority—” she started, but was stopped by a shake of the guard’s head.

      Grainger bit his lip. He wasn’t worried about their security, and had already started the process of fining the government. He wondered why he was being so difficult about getting Red and Lindy approved to go with them.

      “Will you guarantee our weapons will remain secure if we leave them with you?” Grainger asked. Red clenched his teeth, and Lindy narrowed her eyes.

      “Yes, of course.”

      Grainger tipped his chin to Red., and Rivka nodded without saying anything. Red drew a full breath before removing his pack and stuffing his railgun in. He added other weapons from around his body. Lindy put her weapons in as well until the pack was overflowing. Red shoved it at the local guard, who struggled with the weight of it.

      “Don’t lose our stuff,” Red growled.

      “Now, you’re the king,” Grainger said in a low voice before motioning for the senior jurist to lead on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Before the elevator reached the top floor, Rivka handed Red her neutron pulse weapon. “Take care of this for me, will you?”

      He grinned. “Of course.” He tucked the small flashlight-looking weapon into his pocket. In his other pocket, he had an oversized folding knife.

      Lindy had one, too. They had no intention of giving up all their weapons and were pleased to see that Rivka hadn’t submitted either.

      One team. One fight. The bad guys were out there somewhere, watching for the opportunity to strike. Red could never be off his game.

      Or unarmed.

      And with Lindy, he had a second set of eyes. Two for the price of one. Keeping peace in the universe brought the attention of too many enemies of humanity. Red was happy that Rivka never hesitated to reduce the numbers of those who embraced evil.

      Maybe they were just psychotic, but in the end, those who confronted the Magistrates—any of them—ended up taking a dirt nap when all was said and done, because more was done than said.

      The tenth floor was painted off-white and had no decorations, being both sparsely furnished and austere. The doors and bars broached no question as to the purpose of this part of the building. Someone’s moans sounded down the corridor.

      Five Magistrates, two bodyguards, and the senior jurist waited as someone behind a heavy glass screen punched a button to open the main door. Beyond, there was a set of bars which wouldn’t open until the first door had closed. The small space wouldn’t fit eight people.

      Red shouldered past the Magistrates into the space, then Pass, Grainger, and Rivka squeezed in and shut the door. The bars slid to the side, and they proceeded to the other side. The process was repeated, and when the final four joined the first group, Pasifa led them down a corridor away from the cells. The first two doors were open, showing small interrogation chambers. Each contained a table with a single chair on each side.

      Rivka frowned and turned to the group. Jael was frowning, too. Chi and Buster didn’t look happy. Grainger folded his arms across his chest. Pass started to look uncomfortable.

      “For a peaceful planet, it seems like Opheramin treats its suspects harshly,” Grainger said what they were thinking.

      Pass pursed her lips before replying, “Maybe it’s because suspects and crime are so little of what we do. We find the idea distasteful, and the people in here aren’t just suspects. They don’t come here until we are nearly certain that they were the one who committed the transgression.”

      “’Nearly certain’ isn’t the same as ‘convicted,’ Senior Jurist,” Grainger replied. “Can we see the three suspects, please?”

      Pasifa nodded while looking down. “Wait here.” She shuffled away.

      “This is like an old-time nut house. If you weren’t crazy when you got here, you will be soon,” Chi suggested.

      “What we have to do is determine if one of these three is the original human, or if all three are clones and the human was one of the two who died. Then we have to adjudicate the existence of the clones. What happens to them, assuming that none of the three were responsible for the death of the other two?”

      “What a shit sandwich.” Jael tossed her head as she contemplated the case. She removed her datapad and started tapping.

      “This is training.” Grainger scowled. “There is nothing that’s cut and dried. We have to dig out the good from the bad and get to the truth. When Rivka joined our ranks, she showed us what real lawyering is all about. We need more of that, so here we are. She gets to help us work through this.”

      “When were you going to tell me that?” Rivka demanded.

      “How about now?”

      She closed her eyes and sighed, then removed her gloves from her pocket. “Let the show begin.”

      The sound of approaching footsteps drew their attention. Behind the senior jurist, three identical-looking men trundled along in shackles and chains with a single guard behind them. He didn’t appear to have a weapon. Rivka glanced at Red. He had the neutron pulse weapon concealed in his hand while trying to look casual. Lindy was tense. When the three arrived, she instructed one of them to remain in the hallway, while the other two went to separate interrogation rooms.

      “You can interview them one at a time,” Pass offered.

      Grainger pointed at Rivka, Red, and Chi and then to the second door. “You take that one.” They headed in and closed it behind them. “With me.” The rest entered the second interrogation room. The senior jurist remained in the hallway with the lone guard and the remaining suspect.
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        * * *

      

      Rivka leaned against the wall, Red looming large next to her. They looked at the table where Chi faced an exact copy of the two other suspects.

      He set his datapad on the table and activated it. “What’s your name?”

      “My name is Gregar Deiston,” the suspect replied evenly.

      “Do you know why you’re here?”

      “You think I killed my brother.”

      “I don’t think anything of the sort. Two people who look exactly like you have been murdered. We want to make sure you aren’t the next target.” Chi rolled the words smoothly off his tongue. “You have to admit that you are safe within this building.”

      “Then why the shackles?” the man asked.

      “So the other prisoners don’t think this has become a luxury hotel.” Chi smiled at the man. Rivka fought back a snort.

      “You think I did it?”

      “I think that you think you’re a criminal. It’s my job to determine how many crimes you’ve committed. Let’s start with cloning. The very existence of a human clone means that a crime has been committed. That’s one strike.”

      “Since when is existing a crime? I had no control over any of it. I was simply born. Being born is a crime in the vaunted Federation?”

      “You admit that you are a clone, then. That helps. Why did you kill your creator?”

      “I’m sorry, you’re not very good at this. Are you new? Is this your first day?” the suspect snarked, leaning back and rolling his eyes.

      “I was seeing if you were paying attention. Describe the events that happened ten days ago in the time leading up to the discovery of the two bodies that looked just like you.”

      “No,” the man replied before yawning. “I’m tired. Please return me to my luxury suite.”

      Chi lunged forward and pounded a fist on the table. Gregar flinched and then smiled.

      “Tell me what happened,” Chi ordered.

      Rivka was beginning to think the suspect was right. Chi wasn’t very good at this. He didn’t appear to have reviewed the file to check known facts first in order to gauge the suspect’s reactions, to better identify when he was lying.

      Everyone lies, Rivka remembered Jay’s words. Of course, they do. If they’re guilty, they have every incentive to lie, and even if they’re innocent, not all truth is good truth.

      Chi was still leaning across the table when she tapped him on the shoulder. He straightened up, looking surprised.

      “I’d like to take a seat, please.” Rivka pointed with her eyes at the chair. Chi stepped to the side and she sat down. “Let’s see where we were.”

      She handed Chi’s datapad to him and put hers in its place.

      “If you would be so kind, could you confirm a few details for me?” She fumbled with her screen for a few moments before declaring victory. “Aha! You live at 342 Bearplatz?”

      Rivka looked up when Gregar failed to answer.

      “342 Bearplatz?” she asked again. He only looked at her. “I’ll take that as a yes. You drive a...let me see. I thought I saw a vehicle registration here somewhere...” More fumbling with her datapad. She dropped it on the table, apologized, and picked it up again.

      “I don’t have a car. None of us do.”

      “Are you sure?” Rivka asked in surprise. “I’m sure I saw a registration here somewhere.”

      “None of us do. You’re barking up the wrong tree.”

      “I thought I saw one. I must have been mistaken.” Rivka leaned back before digging into her pad again. “For the five of you, only one identification card was issued. Which one of you has that?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Which one of you carries the card?”

      “We all do,” he answered. “And none of us do.”

      “Please clarify. I’m just a barrister, and not that smart. You might have to spell things out a little more simply.”

      He squinted at her.

      “Did you forget your glasses in your luxury suite? Maybe we can send the bellhop for them,” Rivka suggested.

      “I don’t wear glasses. None of us do.”

      “You don’t need to answer for the others. None of my questions are about them. They are all about you. Do you carry an ID card?”

      He held up empty hands, his chains rattling against the table.

      “Is that a no?”

      The suspect nodded. “Yes, it’s a no.”

      “Douchebag,” Chi mumbled.

      “I don’t like him,” Gregar stated as he glared at Cheese Blintz.

      “I don’t care who you do or don’t like. That’s none of my business. I do care that you are being evasive. As a Magistrate, I take that as a sign that you are a criminal, and are poorly hiding that fact.” She stood to look down her nose at him. “That’s all the questions we have for now.”

      She left the room without looking back, expecting Red and Chi to follow her. Red was close on her heels, but Chi shut the door, remaining with the suspect.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t long before Grainger and the others came out of their room. “Want to give this one a try?” the Magistrate asked before noticing the absence. “Where’s Chi?”

      Rivka pointed with her chin.

      Grainger pushed past and yanked the door open. Inside, a werewolf loomed over the table snapping at the suspect’s face. Gregar was against the wall and had nowhere to go. His jaws were clenched, and his chained hands held up as if they alone could fend off the beast.

      “Holy shit!” Rivka exclaimed. Red’s eyes shot wide and he raised the neutron pulse weapon. Rivka put a hand on his arm.

      “Stop that and get out here!” Grainger ordered, and closed the door before Pass could see.

      Grainger was not amused, but he shook off the scene and smiled. “Let me guess. That guy said his name was Gregar something or other, and referred to his brothers. You think he’s a clone, but you’re not sure.”

      “I think this one’s a clone because he slipped and said that he didn’t have ID. Only one of them does, and that’s the sample donor. Would the real Gregar Deiston please stand up?” Rivka offered. “Now, let’s talk about what the fuck I just saw.”

      Grainger held a finger to his lips. Pasifa wasn’t far away.

      “Soon,” he replied with a wink. She wanted to choke the soon out of him.

      Chi, too. Words were going to be had, and it wasn’t going to be pleasant.
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      “Can you secure these two? Make sure they can’t talk to each other or the third ‘brother,’ as they call themselves? We’ll get to the last one shortly, but we need to share our notes and impressions from the first two conversations,” Grainger told Pass.

      “What was going on in the interrogation room? If you were torturing the suspect, I will have you hauled out of here!” Pasifa declared.

      “We don’t believe in torture any more than you do. We believe in intimidation, mind you, but not torture. The information is too sketchy when people speak while in pain. Under threat, they have a tendency to lie more poorly, from what we’ve found.” Grainger smiled. He knew she had no power to expel the Magistrates, but she could make it hard for them to do their jobs.

      In this instance it was only training, but there was a real case that needed to be resolved. Grainger considered his interaction with the senior jurist as a training opportunity every bit as important as interrogating the intransigent suspects. Even as old as he was, there was always more to learn.

      He was also learning about herding cats. Grainger had never had all the Magistrates on one mission before. He had expected that their strengths would complement each other and show the power of the team approach as an option for exceptionally difficult cases. He was still kicking himself for sending Rivka alone on her RICO case. Twenty planets with a wealthy godfather, one with his own fleet of warships as the prize at the end. Grainger would never admit the mistake, but Rivka’s performance had shown him that her approach might trump what the Magistrates had been doing before.

      Lawyering first. And that was why he had brought them on this case. Training to be better lawyers.

      “You’re the best of us,” he said, looking at Rivka and mistakenly speaking out loud.

      She looked at him from under raised brows.

      The door opened and a disheveled Chi appeared. “Sorry. What did I miss?”

      “We were about to ask you that same question,” Grainger said, turning away from the penetrating gaze of Rivka’s golden-blue hazel eyes.

      “Giving something different a shot,” Chi replied sheepishly. “I didn’t get anything else.”

      He smiled reluctantly, only to find Rivka glaring at him.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled.

      “I can’t believe none of you sandy little buttholes told me about that. Who else? Come on.” Rivka reached toward Grainger.

      “Oh, no you don’t, Zombie!” He backpedaled, bouncing off the wall and running into Lindy.

      “Take your medicine,” the bodyguard told him.

      “Cats and dogs. No wonder my damn skin is crawling,” Red muttered.

      Pass couldn’t follow what they were saying. She shook her head and snapped her fingers. Two guards appeared to remove the suspects and take them to separate detention cells. The third was placed in a holding area not far away.

      Gregar jangled his chains as he walked past Chi. “Am I the one going crazy or are you?” he asked, before the guard nudged him to keep walking. The Magistrate didn’t answer.

      “We could use a debriefing room if you have one available,” Grainger suggested hopefully. Pass pointed to the interrogation rooms and walked away, still shaking her head as if the Magistrates were speaking in tongues.

      Red held the door to the small room with the single table and two plain chairs open. “We’ll wait out here. That should give you enough space.”

      The Magistrates entered, and Red dutifully closed the door behind them. He stepped to the side so he couldn’t hear what they were saying, unless they started to shout—which he expected.

      

      Collum Gate

      The delegation from Y’eaton had decided to go upscale to celebrate their negotiations with the Yollins. They’d found that trying to deal with Yollins on Yoll was problematic and fruitless. The only way to negotiate a border issue was through an embassy on an alien planet. Collum Gate served that purpose nicely.

      The Y’eaton had four legs, a shell, and antennae sticking out of their heads. They also seemed more comfortable in the presence of the upper-class Yollins, who also had four legs. Their mandibles were unique and intimidating, but not as intimidating as the Shrillexians. Their spikes projected from their bodies somewhat like those of a porcupine, but were hard and metal-like.

      The delegation discovered two other groups eating at the establishment, which served a variety of dishes to tantalize almost any palate.

      “Well done, Zaria. Your skill at discovering what the Yollins wanted has helped us move this treaty farther forward today than in the past year. In one day! I can’t even express how pleased I am with the progress,” an older Y’eaton said.

      “It makes my heart soar with joy to hear your appreciation, Mister Ambassador. Everything we do is for a better Y’eaton.”

      The ambassador smiled pleasantly at the syrupy words, secretly wishing that the meals would arrive so they could get down to meaningless small talk.

      “Ah! It looks like our lunch has passed the chef’s watchful eye and is on its way.” A server approached slowly, balancing the tray with five separate platters loaded with a variety of fare. The shock wave hit the server from behind. Riding the front of the wave was a curtain of metal shards that turned him into a spray that splattered across the delegation.

      A spray laced with razor-sharp metal. The delegation from Y’eaton was turned into mash, their shells providing no protection. They were thrown through the front entrance of the restaurant, and into the street beyond.

      The tables on either side were untouched, as if a giant shotgun had been fired from within the kitchen. A hole in the counter suggested the device had been secreted behind it, as if someone had known the delegation would sit at that table.

      In a restaurant that catered to alien diplomats, the chance that someone important who wasn’t from Collum Gate would sit at that particular table approached one hundred percent.

      Who were the targets—the delegation from Y’eaton or just any aliens?
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        * * *

      

      Rivka crossed her arms and leaned against the wall. Grainger offered her a seat, but she shook her head. Jael stood next to her as if they were getting ready to play a game of boys against the girls. Grainger pulled out a chair and spun it around to sit with his forearms resting on the back.

      “Would all the werewolves in here raise your hands, please?” Grainger was the first to put his in the air, and the others followed one by one.

      “You have got to be shitting me. What a triple-decker ass-blast!” Rivka exclaimed, stabbing a finger at Grainger to blame him for not telling her sooner.

      “We were all products of a time long past. We had the gene. We were injured and saved by the blood of a werewolf, a Ranger, who dug our sorry asses out of an ambush gone bad. And then we were further healed and upgraded by the Pod-doc,” Grainger explained. “We joined them in their missions to mete out Justice, going out on our own. But since they disbanded shortly afterward, we didn’t quite get the full training. In our previous lives, the werewolf came in handy, but as Magistrates there’s no need, unless you’re Cheese Blintz and believe that the beast within will convince perps to come clean.”

      “All of you?” Rivka tried not to sound hurt.

      “Does it change who we are or what we do?” Grainger held a finger up to stop Rivka from replying. “Does it change anything besides your perception of us, that you didn’t know a secret from our pasts?”

      “You could have told me.”

      “When was the first time you killed someone?” Grainger asked.

      “What?” Rivka fired back.

      “The first time, and don’t lie to us.”

      “It’s what brought me to you.”

      “Now you’re lying to yourself.” Grainger shook his head. Rivka didn’t understand. “When you were a child. Remember the blood?”

      Rivka sagged like a deflating balloon. She covered her face with her hands as if trying to block the memories from intruding, but she couldn’t stop them.

      “It was the same thing,” she said, her voice suddenly shaking. Her hands remained in front of her, making it sound like she was mumbling. “Like the perp who was set free at trial. I blacked out, coming to with a bloody knife in my hands. I was six years old. A man had tried to take me away. The police found me and brought me home. No one said a word. We had bean-burgers that night, with chips. I remember it as if it were yesterday. I could feel that my parents were upset, but they put on brave faces. That was before they were lost. How did you know?”

      “Bethany Anne shared it with the High Chancellor, and he shared it with me when the time was right. For a moment it made me pity you, but we don’t thrive that way. I met the adult Rivka, and that’s all I need to know. I said you were the best of us because you have taken the law and made it foundational to our work. We have been using the law to keep the peace, but in a case like this one—clones? I don’t know what to do because I don’t care. I don’t see how it hurts the Federation, but you do. You know the ramifications and probably have an idea what to do about it, fully supported by precedent to help shape a future that makes sense.”

      Rivka continued to look at the floor.

      Jael raised her hand. Grainger nodded.

      “For the record, I haven’t changed into a werewolf in over a decade.”

      Buster started speaking. “My answer would be to put them away and be done with it. Remove the perp’s chance to use his knowledge for evil. If we put away two clones, so be it. I know that the law would rather guilty men be free than innocent ones be punished. I don’t see where we can take that risk. If an innocent gets caught in the dragnet, he’s sacrificing for the greater good. That makes sense to me. The military sacrifices. Police make sacrifices. Even people who work in the service industry makes sacrifices.”

      Rivka crossed her arms, not defensively, but in relaxation as the conversation became something she could sink her mental teeth into.

      “I’m with Buster. There are crimes here. I’d ask Philko to give me the language, and I’d shoehorn it in. Don’t you think they are guilty of something?” Chi wondered.

      “We can’t just blast them into nonexistence for being assholes,” Jael said. Grainger looked at her sideways. “Hey! A girl can change her mind.”

      “I’d put them on ice for a month or a year and then come back and see what they had to say,” Grainger suggested.

      “What does the DNA show?” Rivka asked.

      “That the five are identical,” Grainger replied.

      “Can we transmit the DNA data to Ankh? He and Erasmus will be able to dig deeper into it, and it won’t be one hundred percent identical. There’s a margin of error in every DNA sample. The five will be different in unique ways, but all within the standard for identification. I’m sure the five will come up as the same person, but they will be slightly different.”

      Grainger accessed his datapad. “Beau is sending it now.” He put the datapad away. “What else?”

      “We need to look at the bodies. What will the autopsy tell us? Were they murdered? If so, were they killed by the same person? We have multiple issues. Let’s break them down, looking at the most heinous first. We have at least two human clones, right here, right now, and they are creepy as hell. Gregar—the one we talked with, anyway—was right. Existence is not a crime. Being a drug addict is not a crime, but buying illegal drugs is. Being a clone is not a crime. A clone had no choice in the matter. He exists. Do we incarcerate them, or do we give them separate identities, like we would have for identical twins? But at least identical twins have different fingerprints and iris scans. Is that stuff identical for the members of Team Gregar?”

      Grainger brought out his datapad.

      “I’ll save you the time. They are,” Rivka said. “The locals didn’t do brain scans. After their creation, their minds would have started unique development. Even something as simple as looking at an event from different sides of the same room would create unique memories and change how the being thinks. That is my premise, but will it lead us to the real Gregar, if he is still alive?”

      “I’ll order scans for each of the three,” Grainger said.

      “Maybe we can question them during the scan and see what their response is to questions about the murder.”

      “We can’t put a clone away for being a clone, but we can lock up a murderer.” Rivka watched the others nod.

      “That’s what I’m talking about!” Grainger declared, raising his hands to get high-fived by the others.

      “You weren’t talking about that at all,” Rivka stammered.

      Grainger stood. “Who wants lunch?” he asked, opening the door.

      “I’m starving!” Chi replied instantly.

      “Nice work, Zombie. Chow sounds good. Count me in,” Jael added.

      “You da bomb, Zombie.” Buster nodded once and walked out. Red looked into the room to find Rivka still leaning against the wall.

      “Are you okay?”

      “They have the attention spans of twelve-year-olds!”

      “At least you’re not running,” Red suggested with a shrug. “Did I hear something about lunch? I’m pretty hungry, and I bet you are, too.”

      “I know I am,” Lindy called from the hallway.

      “I shall submit to the group’s physical needs, even though we have work to do.”

      “Who are you kidding?” Grainger asked from somewhere out of sight. “You hate working on an empty stomach more than we do.”

      “Fine!” she stated, almost shouting.

      “You’re in for it now,” Jael told Grainger.
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      They couldn’t get the scans until the next day, so Grainger thanked the senior jurist, telling her that they would retire for continued collaboration until the equipment was set up.

      Red and Lindy recovered their gear, skeptical at first, but when everything was accounted for, the big man thanked the security personnel for their diligence and their efforts to keep the Magistrates safe from harm.

      Rivka kept a straight face throughout because she knew he didn’t mean any of it.

      “Your diplomatic skills are improving,” she told him once they were back on board Grainger’s frigate.

      “I was hoping no one would notice. I hate that fawning crap. You want safe? Give me my fucking railgun!” he bellowed.

      “Three weeks ago you had no railgun, and now it’s your baby. Does it have a name?” Rivka pressed.

      Lindy tried to stop her, but it was too late.

      He smiled. “I call her ‘Blazer.’” Lindy rolled her eyes. “What? You have a name for yours, too.”

      “Mabel,” Lindy said softly.

      “Mabel. And Blazer.” Rivka looked from one bodyguard to the other. “And my neutron pulse weapon?” She crooked a finger, and Red handed the weapon to her.

      “’Delimiter,’ or ‘Dealy’ for short.”

      “Not ‘Death on a Stick?’ Or maybe ‘the Fuckupenheimer?’”

      Red and Lindy shook their heads.

      “Dealy. I feel like I should be offended, but that’s for the weak of heart. What do you call your junk? No! Why the hell did I ask that? I still can’t get the image of your junk on my shoulder out of my mind. I have to take a shower.” Rivka hurried away.

      “Your junk was on the Magistrate’s shoulder?” Lindy asked.

      “Yes. I was dying of heat stroke, and she carried me back to the ship. I’ve told you about this. It was fucking hot. Not just a little bit. Not uncomfortable-hot, but kill-you-hot.”

      “You’ve told me, but I like how you get so defensive every time you talk about it. It’s sexy when men have a weakness.”

      “And women have to save me from it?”

      “It’s what we’ve been doing since the beginning of time, my invincible star warrior.” She wrapped her arms around his neck, encouraging him to smile.

      “I was raised to believe that men were the providers and could never show vulnerabilities. We have to be the pillar of strength, the bedrock on which the family is built,” he tried to explain.

      “But if you know that isn’t true, why do you persist?”

      “It’s not an easy habit to break,” he admitted. “I’m trying. Give me that much, and as long as you and Rivka keep reminding me, we’ll get to where it will be second nature. And then if we ever have kids, we’ll raise them differently. Mom and Dad, out there side by side blasting the ever-living shit out of bad guys.”

      Lindy chuckled. “Nice image.” She met Red’s eyes and looked deeply into them. “Weren’t you the one who said the men had the women outnumbered on Peacekeeper? You, Chaz, Hamlet, Ankh, and Erasmus. Something like that. Five to three. ‘We are manly men!’”

      Red liked the way Lindy’s eyes sparkled when she was giving him a hard time. She was making a valid point, though. He had said those very words. “Hamlet is the manliest of us all. That cat doesn’t give a shit.”

      “And what’s this bit about kids? I’m not even sure I’ll let you be my boyfriend.”

      He brushed the hair from beside her eye and tucked it behind her ear. With the tip of his finger, he slowly and lightly traced the outside of Lindy’s ear.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, the team retraced their steps. Red wanted to vary the routine, but it hadn’t become predictable yet. If there were a third day, he would insist they change the time, the bus, and the approach to the building.

      Red and Lindy handed over their weapons without being asked, even though it wasn’t easy. The senior jurist wasn’t waiting for them. They didn’t need an escort, so they headed up.

      They took the elevator in two groups. No one spoke as they contemplated what the day would bring. Red and Rivka were the first ones out, nearly running into Pasifa, who was rushing toward the elevator.

      “I’m so sorry,” she apologized. “I was helping the medical team get set up and lost track of time.”

      “Of course you were helping them,” Rivka said with relief. “I thought we’d worn out our welcome, and that was the last thing we wanted. I brought you this—a pastry from my home planet. I hope the fabrication device on the ship has done it justice.” Rivka offered the small bag with the treat inside.

      Pass smiled and accepted the gift, graciously taking a small bite while her guests watched. She grinned and took a bigger bite. When she finished chewing, she lost her smile. “This is a nasty business. We don’t want to be known as the clone planet.”

      “Has anything like this happened before?”

      “Not to my knowledge,” she replied. Rivka touched her arm and smiled warmly. Images of another case flashed through her mind.

      Damn, there was! The images of a scientist being led away in shackles under the dark of night flashed through the senior jurist’s mind.

      Rivka would ask Beau to look into it as soon as she was free to send the request.

      The senior jurist led the way through the halls, past cells where prisoners reclined, watching every move the visitors made. Rivka thought it odd that the space selected for the brain scans was beyond the detention area. Red carried Dealy, the neutron pulse weapon, in his hand. Lindy had her hand in a pocket where a knife was secreted. Rivka wondered how good the young woman was with it.

      Grainger and Buster walked with their heads up, eyes darting around. Jael and Chi were also on edge.

      “Excuse me.” Rivka tapped Pasifa on the shoulder. “This is an interesting arrangement, with the cell block in the middle of the building. I’ve always seen them at the ends of corridors with only one way in or out.”

      “There is only one way out, and that’s back the way we came. Unfortunately, this building wasn’t originally meant for this purpose. As I said, we’re a peaceful people. Crime is such an ugly mark.”

      Once through the cell block, the area opened up with larger rooms, one of which had a reclining medical chair with a heavy device that could be arranged around one’s head. A team of two people in white scrubs was waiting. The computer interface was live.

      After the introductions, one of the technicians said they were ready.

      “Can you link this directly to our ship? Does it have an external capability?” Grainger asked, already tapping on his datapad.

      “Of course,” the technician replied. Grainger turned Beau loose, and within moments the uplink was established.

      “Thank you. We’ll parse the data separately. We’ll need a baseline reading for an average person from Opheramin, if you could send that sometime as well.”

      “Yes, no problem.” The technician was accommodating. While they waited for the first suspect, he accessed a baseline reading and transmitted it.

      They didn’t wait long before one of the Gregars arrived. They put him in the chair despite his protests.

      “I refuse to give my permission for this invasive procedure. You are torturing me!” he screamed.

      “We have different definitions of invasive, I think,” Grainger mumbled. He leaned close to the shrieking man. “If you want to be throat-punched, keep screaming.”

      The threat had no effect.

      “I don’t want to do this, but to build trust, one simply must do as one says he will.” In a flash, Grainger knife-handed the man in the throat. The noise instantly ceased. The suspect’s hands were strapped to the arms of the chair, so he couldn’t rub his injured neck. He started bobbing his head back and forth. “I told you to shut it, and now you need to hold your head still. I’m told they can get a reading even if you’re unconscious, so even if you make me hit you again, we’ll still get what we need. Maybe it will be easier that way.”

      Grainger made a fist and reared back. Gregar clenched his mouth shut and sat still. A technician tightened the piece around his head, and the scanning began. It took a total of five minutes from start to finish.

      After the scan, Gregar glowered at the Magistrates. Grainger ordered, “Get him out of here, and bring in the next suspect, please.”

      The next version of Gregar arrived, readily took the seat, sat back, and relaxed. He was in the room for a total of seven minutes and didn’t say a word the entire time. The Magistrates remained silent for the process as well.

      “Next,” Grainger declared when the second scan was finished.

      The third Gregar Deiston was identical to the other two, but he wasn’t. The look in his eyes was different. Rivka noticed and immediately moved forward, reaching out to touch him. Grainger stopped her. Jael, Chi, and Buster hovered as if each wanted some personal time with the suspect.

      “I never had the pleasure of chatting with you as my brothers did. I feel left out,” Gregar stated.

      “We should paint numbers on their heads,” Jael suggested.

      “I suspect you are trying to determine if there are clones among us.”

      “We’re trying to find the murderer of your so-called brothers,” Rivka replied, standing casually to give the man the least number of physical cues.

      “Then why are you talking to me?” he countered.

      “You’re the one doing the talking, but let’s hook you up and get the test out of the way first,” Grainger interrupted, nodding to the technician. Gregar shrugged and didn’t fight the procedure.

      Five minutes, and the final test was done. Grainger accessed his datapad and verified that Beau had the information. The EI immediately returned with a note that he’d received the analysis from Ankh and Erasmus.

      Grainger pointed at Rivka and pantomimed typing on the datapad. She removed hers and accessed the information Ankh had sent. She skimmed it, since it was more than thirty pages, and tapped out a quick note.

      In the middle of an interrogation. Please give me an executive summary.

      She put her datapad away and looked up to find Gregar’s gaze boring a hole in her. She smiled at him. “You’re the one who got the identification card.”

      “We all carry the same card. The local government is less than accommodating to those who aren’t able to present a birth certificate. We should all have our own so we don’t run afoul of the law, which is our current plight. We’ve been held for far longer than the law allows. I insist that you let us go—me and my brothers.”

      Grainger smiled at Rivka. A gentle hand pushed her from behind. She laced her fingers behind her back and started to stroll around the suspect.

      “Are you sure you understand the jurisdiction handling this case?” Rivka asked.

      “Opheramin,” Gregar replied with less confidence than his previous statement.

      Rivka shook her head. “Federation law applies, specifically Title 11, Section 10 regarding sentient experimentation. All suspects can be held during the active investigation period. Is there any doubt that we, the Federation Magistrates, are actively investigating this case?” Rivka waited, but Gregar didn’t answer.

      Rivka continued her lecture. “No need to say anything, because I am right. You can consider this to be part of your legal education before you engage a lawyer. You’ll be held for as long as we need to adjudicate this case, which we will do before we leave. Do you have any questions?”

      “I guess you’re going to do what you’re going to do—use the law to bludgeon the little guy.”

      Rivka pursed her lips. Wrinkles appeared on her forehead as she assumed her contemplative face. “We use the law to protect people. You have not been bludgeoned, but should you be found guilty and the law calls for it, you will feel its full weight. The law is a framework in which civilized societies function. Don’t ever forget that. One of you violated the law, and then one or more of you murdered your brothers. We will find who did it. There are other points of law, but I don’t wish to bore you with technical details. Understand that you and your brothers, as you call them, are in a very dark place. The more we shine the light on you, the more we see.”

      She waved at the guard in the hallway to take this version of Gregar away.

      “We’ll be in touch.” She smiled as he walked away, his expression no longer neutral.

      Once he was gone, Jael started slow-clapping. “You used the law to bludgeon him without actually threatening him. Bravo, sister!”

      “You bludgeoned that smug look right off his face,” Buster remarked. They took turns clapping her on the back.

      Grainger thanked the technicians as the group departed. The senior jurist remained silent, having watched the proceedings to make sure that Opheramin law was upheld. The Magistrates had made it clear that she was no longer in control. She realized that once she had called for help, she had passed the buck.

      Maybe it had been her naiveté, having never referred a case to the Federation for adjudication. Deep down inside, she didn’t want this case. It was troubling, and after all, Opheramin was a peaceful planet...
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        * * *

      

      “Imagine what you could have accomplished if you’d interrogated him while in the form of a werewolf!” Chi whispered.

      “You can talk while you’re changed?”

      “Well, no,” Chi stammered.

      Rivka didn’t bother to reply. She wanted to get back on board the frigate and dig into the report Ankh had sent, as well as look into the analysis of the brain scans. On the bus, she never once looked up from her datapad. The others looked out the window, taking in their surroundings. Red and Lindy watched for threats, cradling their railguns to bring them comfort and peace of mind.

      Red and Lindy bracketed their Magistrate since she was studying and oblivious to everything around her. The other Magistrates left her alone.

      “What’s your ship’s name?” Buster asked.

      “Does it need a name?” Grainger replied with a shrug.

      “Of course it needs a name!” Jael remarked. “I call mine Starseeker’s Chariot.”

      “Your boat used to be a druggie’s personal yacht. It’ll hold one person comfortably, and you see it as a chariot?” Chi couldn’t figure out how the name fit.

      “Yes. That is the correct name. What do you call yours?”

      “Doomsayer’s Deathride,” Chi shot back.

      “Bullshit.” Jael looked down her nose at him.

      “Okay. It’s called Red Corvette. Don’t judge me.”

      “That is all I’m going to do.”

      “No. I don’t have a name, and I don’t think I need one. The frigate is hull number sixty-nine.” Grainger tried not to smirk as he hurried into the ship. Jael rolled her eyes, and Chi and Buster groaned.

      Rivka remained oblivious.

      Once in the ship, Red put Rivka at a table with a comfortable chair before conducting a quick search of the ship. Lindy stood guard until the outer hatch closed and she received the thumbs-up.

      The other Magistrates gathered around Rivka.

      “Oh, jeez,” she grumped. “Ankh wants to talk us through the data.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      Rivka chuckled. “Coffee for everyone!” she declared and headed for the galley. No one offered to help, and she didn’t need it. She brought five mugs back.

      “Can’t you just order him to send the data?”

      “No,” Rivka answered. “My crew are all volunteers. We work as a team. No one is giving anyone orders.”

      Red snorted.

      “I heard that!” Rivka pointed at him. He attempted his best innocent face. “And no one gives Ankh shit. He’s one of the best in the universe at what he does. He may be a big-headed but tiny alien, but he’s on my team. I will beat the living shit out anyone who gives him grief.”

      Grainger looked at her from beneath a single raised eyebrow.

      “If I can’t do it, I’ll have Red and Lindy do it. Your ass will be beaten, so don’t cross that line.” Rivka looked from face to face, unconvinced that they were going to play nice. “Fuckers,” she added for emphasis.

      Nods suggested they would try.

      Rivka handed out the coffee and brought up the main screen. Ankh’s face appeared. It was live, but it could easily have been a single image. Ankh’s expression was blank, and he didn’t move.

      “Thanks for the analysis, Ankh. Can you give us the executive summary up front and then maybe we can ask questions to fill in the blanks?” Rivka asked hopefully.

      “No,” he replied simply. “Let me start with the Single Nucleotide Polymorphisms. There are approximately ten million in the human genome. Ninety percent of these will be identical from one human to another. Needless to say,” Ankh started.

      But you’re going to say it anyway, Rivka thought, joining her fellow Magistrates in taking a long sip of coffee.

      “In the clones, there is well beyond a ninety-nine percent match. In fact, each of the DNA samples, including those from the two bodies in the morgue, were exactly the same, except in the minute area where they were different. There, each of the five was different. No single marker identified one of the five as more human than the others. All five are distinctly human.

      “So I continued with the short tandem repeats, which were, expectedly, inconclusive. Since the SNP data was complete, I looked at the mitochondrial DNA to build an exact sequence. Despite their similarities, I expected to see differences deep within the strands.”

      Ankh stopped, and Rivka froze mid-sip. “Did we lose the connection?”

      “No,” Ankh replied.

      “So what’s your conclusion?” Rivka wondered.

      “There are five clones.”

      “None of them is human?” Grainger blurted.

      “All of them are human,” Ankh replied.

      “Is one more human than the others?” Rivka prodded.

      “No.”

      “You’ve been a great deal of help, Ankh. Thank you! So, from what I hear you saying, we haven’t found the human from which these five were cloned.” Rivka crossed her arms as she started to descend into thought.

      “I assume the original donor is dead.”

      The Magistrates focused on Ankh’s face.

      “What makes you say that?” Grainger asked.

      “Because the cloning process in this instance, which included background data from the case file, suggests that it is a destructive technique using significant quantities of source material from the donor’s organs. Namely, brain matter and internal organs.”

      “So you didn’t need to do the analysis of their DNA at all?” Grainger’s expression soured as he asked the question. Rivka bit her lip to keep from laughing.

      “Human genome analysis is fascinating. I’ve been able to compare the samples to other human data that R2D2, the research and development unit, maintains. Fascinating.”

      Rivka purposefully took a slow sip of coffee, hiding her face behind her mug.

      “Thank you, Ankh. You have been spectacular, and your information most enlightening. We have to go and lay down the law. I’ll be home soon.” Rivka quickly tapped her pad to turn off the screen and cut the signal.

      “He couldn’t have started with that?” Grainger asked.

      “I told you,” Rivka said. “But does it matter as much as the data he shared? I have it all here. I also have a quick brief on dealing with clones.”

      “Of course you do,” Chi said. “That changes things.”

      “Not really,” Rivka said, which stopped the others in their tracks. “We still have a murderer to find. We were always going to have to adjudicate the future of the clones, but now we don’t get to chuck the original human into the hoosegow. Shame. That being said, who ran the cloning process if it wasn’t the original guy? Maybe we have someone new to look for.”
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      Immediately following Ankh’s revelation, they made a trip to the morgue and then to the scene of the crime. “Why didn’t we do this first?” Chi asked.

      “Because this stuff will keep. Perps will keep changing their story, the more time you give them,” Rivka replied. She’d been the one who insisted on interrogating the suspects first. Grainger had agreed with her logic.

      When they reached the morgue and looked at the bodies, they got no additional insight. Rivka spent a total of five seconds examining the dead. She focused her attention on the one who conducted the autopsy, which on Opheramin, wasn’t a doctor but a scientist. Still called a coroner, he talked about the details of the wound and made a guess as to how it could have been made.

      “Blunt object from behind,” Grainger surmised. “Same for both.”

      The scientist deflated with the simplification. “Pretty much.”

      “Same method for both suggests a single perp, but what if the perps were identical clones?” Rivka pondered. “What about motive and opportunity?”

      Rivka looked from one face to the next, but no one could answer. They’d read the investigative reports, but nothing had stood out. For Rivka, it wasn’t what stood out, but the overall picture. It wasn’t a single smoking gun, but an entire story. Too often there was a single clue that tied the suspect to the crime.

      And then there were cases like this where none of it made sense. They were all guilty of something, but maybe none of them were.

      “Why?” Rivka asked.

      “There can be only one?” Grainger quoted from one of his favorite movies.

      “Maybe it is as simple as that,” Buster replied, fully engaged. Chi nodded, looking like he wanted to say something.

      “Cheese Blintz? Come on, man, out with it,” Grainger encouraged.

      “The three in custody have gone to great lengths through their evasion to conceal the truth. To me, that suggests they are guilty. We can’t catch them in a lie since they’ve said nothing, which was wise on their part. They don’t need to incriminate themselves. As you so astutely pointed out before we started, we need to convict the guilty using evidence.”

      “And we still don’t have any of that,” Buster said. “I read the file. The fact that all five of them have identical fingerprints jumped out at me. How is that possible?”

      “Beau?” Grainger asked his datapad.

      “I would have said that it is not possible, but I will revise my opinion based on current evidence.”

      “That wasn’t much help,” Jael remarked. “Shall we explore the crime scene?”

      “Beau, can you have the legal authorities meet us there to give us access, please?”

      “I am contacting them now.” The group waited for a full minute before Beau returned. “They will be there when you arrive.”

      “I don’t know how you do it, but I like it. You are the epitome of efficiency, Mister Beau.”

      “Thank you. I—” Grainger cut him off and stuffed the datapad into his coat.

      “Shall we?” He motioned for the others to lead the way. As usual, Red was the first one out the door.
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      The two-story set of rooms was within an apartment complex. It looked more like a laboratory than a home, considering the sterility of the environment. Everything that was painted was white, and the majority of the tables were stainless steel. A small corner was splashed with the brown of a couch, two recliners, and the reflection from an inactive video screen.

      “Hard to believe that two murders happened in here.” Rivka walked slowly through the area, looking at the outlines on the floor where each body had lain. “They didn’t find a weapon.”

      “The case file was glaringly devoid, yes,” Grainger said as if answering a question. Rivka had been making a statement as she thought out loud. “Any thoughts, people?”

      Chi walked through the area. “We’ve seen plenty of dead bodies in our day,” he started as he examined the way the person had fallen. He looked at his datapad for pictures of the scene and studied the autopsy notes. And then he returned. “Their heads hit something.”

      “Of course their heads hit something,” Jael said.

      “What I mean is, as opposed to something hitting their heads. The momentum was generated by the head moving to impact a stationary object.”

      “Why didn’t the autopsy say that?” Jael asked skeptically.

      Rivka speculated on the answer. “This is a peaceful planet. They don’t see these kinds of things here.” She closed her eyes as she turned to face different parts of the room. In her mind’s eye, she tried to recreate the events, imagining the bodies first and then moving backward through time. The timelines diverged rapidly.

      “They weren’t killed here,” she said. Everyone nodded. The coroner had also noted that in his report. “Did someone carry the bodies through the hallways of the complex? I doubt it. Spread out,” Rivka told them. “I’ve sent the three-dimensional image of the object or surface shaped like the wound.”

      The others accessed their datapads. Chi and Buster went upstairs. The others stayed on the first level. It didn’t take long.

      “Here,” Chi called over the railing into the open area below. The Magistrates headed up the stairs with Lindy close behind. Red stayed in the apartment’s open doorway, looking out, not in.

      There was an office with desks upstairs, but only a single grossly oversized bed. Jael said what everyone was thinking. “That’s pretty creepy.”

      Chi pointed to the decorations on the bed’s footboard. “Could have been any one of those.”

      The four protrusions were round, about half the size of a human head. “Why didn’t their investigators find this? It’s almost a gimme.”

      “Peaceful planet. The investigators were probably distraught at seeing the violence. Look at us. We’re immune to it.”

      Buster and Chi made big eyes at each other. “I’ve done far worse,” Bustamove declared.

      “Which of us hasn’t?” Grainger asked softly. Even Rivka nodded slowly.

      “Back to the crime. Are we certain that all five were in here?”

      “Yes,” Grainger replied.

      “Then all three are complicit, no matter which one was pounding heads,” Chi suggested.

      “Odd that both would be in here and die in the same way. What’s the chance of that? Suggests it was deliberate,” Jael offered. She gave Rivka a broad smile.

      “Teeth,” Rivka said.

      “What? I brushed.”

      “Not you. The perps. What if there’s a senior clone? One who was made off-planet somewhere and then made the other four? That senior clone would be the one who would be guilty of cloning the others. They talk strangely, did you see that? They never showed their teeth, except that third one. He was more than happy to show his pearly whites. Back to the morgue.”

      The others followed Rivka as she hurried out. Grainger ordered the bus to stand by. Rivka started to run.

      Red saw her coming and signaled for her to fall in behind him. He jogged slowly down the hallway.

      “What’s the rush?” Chi whispered.

      “I don’t know,” Buster replied.

      “It is kind of exciting, don’t you think? Cracking the crime to mete out Justice!” Jael declared.

      “That’s what we do every day,” Buster said.

      “Not like this,” Grainger admitted. “I would have already sent the three suspects to Jhiordaan. None of us do it like this, except for her.”

      “I like her way. Slower, but I like it.” Jael nodded as she trotted after the big man carrying the railgun.

      When they reached the bus, Rivka took the seat behind Red and hunched over her datapad. “Beau, please connect me to Doctor Toofakre on Federation Border Station 7.”

      A happy face appeared, his mask pulled down past his chin.

      “Rivka! To what do I owe the pleasure? Or maybe I missed a lunch engagement, and you’re going to arrest me.” He looked alarmed, but only for a moment as Rivka chuckled.

      “No. I need some dental forensics. Can you describe genetic conditions for teeth that would get fixed, but still could leave the same dental pattern?”

      “You’ve come to the right man. To answer your question, yes.”

      She waited, but he didn’t say anything else. She knew the image hadn’t frozen because he blinked slowly and regularly.

      “Well?”

      “Well, what? I answered your question. Was there something else?”

      “What are the genetic conditions?”

      “As you have demonstrated, that is a completely different question. Precision in language, Magistrate, as you’ve lectured me.” Tyler smiled but continued quickly after seeing the look on Rivka’s face. “The first thing that comes to mind is amelogenesis imperfecta. The enamel doesn't form properly, resulting in teeth that are misshapen, stained brown, and often painful to the patient.  They come in this way from birth due to a genetic abnormality.” 

      “I suspect they weren’t misshapen in a way that needed to be corrected since the dental patterns are identical in the five that we are examining.”

      “It’s quite impossible for five people to have the exact same dental pattern,” the dentist said, shaking his head.

      “Not if they’re identical clones, but only one had his teeth cleaned up, if I had to fathom a guess, and that would not have carried over to the others.” Rivka looked somewhere else, already thinking ahead until Tyler waved from the screen to get her attention. “And consider this privileged information as part of an ongoing investigation. Tell no one or I’ll have to kick your ass.”

      Doctor Toofakre’s mouth opened, but she cut him off before he could speak. She looked up and smiled. “Got you.”

      Grainger met her gaze. “You owe him a nice dinner and maybe a short getaway on a pleasure moon somewhere.”

      “What?”

      Red’s head shook as he fought his laughter.

      Jael enunciated each syllable. “Plea-sure moon.”

      “Fine. As soon as I retire from the Magistrates, I’ll gallivant around the galaxy seeking personal gratification. Until then, Justice, bitches!”

      Grainger leaned back to stare at her. “And you have the gall to call me strange.”
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        * * *

      

      It took no time at the morgue to confirm that the teeth of the two on the slab were discolored. They hopped back into the bus and headed for a final meeting with the senior jurist.

      Red and Lindy handed over their gear without breaking stride on the way to the elevator. Two elevator trips found the five Magistrates and two bodyguards on the tenth floor, waiting for the senior jurist. She walked through a door beside the elevator.

      “My office is one floor down. Those are the stairs,” she said at Red’s harsh look. He wished he’d known that for contingency planning purposes.

      Everyone lies, he thought, even if they simply don’t tell the whole truth. What would it have hurt to tell me there were stairs? Red’s face worked through his frustration. Lindy noted her partner’s angst and brushed against him, fondling a buttock where the others couldn’t see. His upset faded and he winked at her.

      “Please bring the three perps to one place so we can talk to them together,” Rivka told her.

      She pointed with her chin at the guards behind the glass. One hurried out as the other picked up a comm link.

      “Where they did the brain scans. That will work. How did those turn out, by the way?” Pasifa asked.

      “Inconclusive,” Rivka replied, walking side by side with the senior jurist. “Everyone’s thoughts are unique. In this case, similar, but unique. Also, each had put himself into a different emotional state to mess with the scan. The exercise as a whole was illuminating because it threw the suspects off their game.”

      “Interesting.” When Rivka brushed her arm, she could feel that the older female was relieved by the impending resolution of the case. She wanted to return to her sedate life—the peaceful existence she embraced as the bedrock of her planet’s culture. Rivka wanted to believe that such a place existed as much as the senior jurist, but the full holding cells suggested that Pass might have been living in her own dream world one floor below where she didn’t have to see or hear the incarcerated.

      Rivka moved away, looking at the floor as they walked, refusing to make eye contact with anyone as they walked by the cells. An arm reached out from a cell, trying to grab Jael. She grabbed and twisted, snapping the forearm without breaking stride. The perp started screaming. Pass hurried ahead.

      “Keep your hands to yourself, asshole,” Grainger mumbled before speaking more clearly. “You have been judged.”

      The room had been cleared of equipment. A table now rested where the scan station had been. Six chairs kept the table company. None of the Magistrates sat down, but Rivka pulled one out for Pass to sit. She then put three chairs side by side against the back wall. It wasn’t long before the three suspects arrived, their shackles and chains rattling softly.

      Grainger pointed to the chairs. The three Gregars weaved amongst themselves to confuse those watching. No one tried to stop them. They took their seats, pleased with their deception.

      Rivka took center stage. “Let’s see your teeth.” None of them opened their mouths.

      “We can help,” Buster offered. He, Chi, and Jael approached, each grabbing a suspect’s face and peeling the lips back. The Gregars tried to bite the Magistrates, but that only earned them immediate punishment in the form of a knee to the chest or slap to the side of the head.

      Only one had white teeth.

      “Even a clone has a vain side. You were cloned from some long-gone original on a planet far away. You brought additional material here to create the others, but they weren’t doing what you wanted or something like that. The reason you did it is unimportant. You were eliminating them one by one so you could start over. Of course they complied, because that is what they do. You are all clones and do as you’re told. You have more free will, but that’s because it is what you were told.”

      The clones looked confused.

      “I have free will!” one stated. Rivka ignored him.

      “The judgment is this: you, Gregar the original clone, are guilty of murder. You will be sent to Jhiordaan to live out the rest of your days. You two. Being a clone isn’t illegal, but participating in a murder is. Your punishment as accomplices after the fact is that you will be surgically maimed so you can be told apart. You will then be exiled from Opheramin to separate corners of the galaxy where you will have no money, only low-paying manual labor positions. By the time you earn enough to leave your situation, you’ll be old men. If you commit another crime, you’ll expedite the meeting with your brother on Jhiordaan.”

      Rivka walked back and forth as she talked, never taking her eyes from the three clones. She stopped and faced them one last time.

      “This judgment is final.”

      Rivka turned to walk away and the first Gregar tried to leap from his seat, but his shackles caught when he raised his hands to get the chain around her neck. Buster caught the chain running down his back and using his enhanced strength, pulled the clone back and slammed him into the wall.

      Grainger tapped on his datapad. “Beau. You heard the judgment. Issue the orders.” He nodded politely to Pasifa. “Thank you for your hospitality. We’ll be leaving now.”

      Without further ado, Red led the way out, walking quickly since he’d had enough of Opheramin and clones.

      They all had.

      Grainger caught up with Rivka. “You weren’t going to zombie him? You know, just to be sure?”

      “I was one-hundred-percent sure. I didn’t need to see into a warped mind to confirm what I already knew.” Rivka slowed. “How are you ever certain enough to adjudicate a case?”
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        Collum Gate

      

      

      First Minister Mol Gat strolled the promenade, his mane shining with the colors of the rainbow. As a single male from Alma Nine, he showed his hair in the way that peacocks did on Earth and for the same reason. He was trolling for mates. He was good with interspecies, being open to the adventurous side.

      It never hurt one’s chances of being an ambassador, either. His head held high, he window shopped, having no reason to be there except for the exercise and the fresh air. There weren’t enough people around to make it a proper showing.

      The capital city’s shopping district was nearly a ghost town, but he wasn’t afraid. He wanted to believe that he was showing the courage of his people. A couple ambassadors had died recently, but he chalked it up to random chance. The style of murder was different for each. He didn’t think they were related.

      Any place worth living had a certain level of excitement. Like the time he met Jack Marber, a fine example of what fearless looked like.

      From a side alley, a beggar appeared. With nothing else to do, Mol Gat, feeling magnanimous, pulled a token credit chip from his pocket, a throwaway that he offered to the man. The female? Mol Gat couldn’t tell since the individual was covered like a leper.

      Which was probably for the best. The ambassador would have to take an anti-bacterial bath when he returned to his quarters, but for the moment, he would be kind and giving.

      When the beggar was close enough to reach out and take the chip, he took another step closer. A gleaming, thin blade appeared in his hand, and he thrust. Mol Gat’s eyes shot wide. The beggar twisted the blade, churning the ambassador’s insides. When the attacker drew his hand back, the knife disappeared under the coverings.

      With a casual turn, the beggar walked away.

      No one saw the ambassador drop to his knees, mouth agape, dying. His mind screamed in terror, but his body wouldn’t respond. He couldn’t call for help. The credit chip fell to the ground, and the body of Alma Nine’s ambassador followed.

      

      Federation Border Station 7

      After the frigate’s return, the Magistrates had one final meeting.

      “Thanks for parking in the hangar bay. I don’t look good in an environmental suit,” Jael said.

      “Does anyone?” Rivka asked.

      “I think Buzz Spacestar does, but I believe he’s not in space with his,” Chi claimed.

      “The actor?” Rivka rolled her eyes and then her whole head while sticking her tongue out.

      “Capture that image, Philko!” Buster stated. “Aha! Being named after an actor, I don’t appreciate your tone when it comes to my fellows, so you shall pay, Rivka Anoa. I don’t even have to manipulate this image.”

      “With friends like you...” Rivka left the remainder unsaid.

      “With friends like me, we get to welcome a special guest traveling through. Everyone, say hello to Barnabas.” Grainger looked at the door. He looked away, waited, and then pointed to the door.

      “Say hello to Barnabas!” he repeated. When no one stepped through, the Magistrates stopped watching the door.

      “Who is Barnabas?” Rivka asked, hoping to get a rise out of Grainger. He ignored the jibe. Of course, she knew who Barnabas was. She’d gone to law school on the QBBS Meredith Reynolds.

      Grainger searched the Magistrate’s conference room with his eyes as if someone were hiding. Once he declared the room clear, he explained, “Barnabas is Ranger One. Or rather, he was. He did not become a Magistrate, but he’s on our side, scouring the universe with Shinigami.”

      “What’s a Shinigami?”

      “His AI, and his ship. All of it.”

      “I was supposed to intern with him when my training was completed, but we didn’t quite get there,” Buster lamented. “I’ve met him once, but that was right before the Rangers disbanded. I wanted to be him. He was the bomb!”

      “A real bomb? Wouldn’t he explode?” Jael taunted.

      The door popped open, and a man with a pleasant smile on his face walked through it. He was of medium height, with light brown hair and blue eyes, and he was dressed anachronistically in a brown three-piece suit, the jacket off and dangling from his fingertips.

      He closed the door carefully behind him. The Magistrates were already standing. Buster pushed past Grainger to pump the Ranger’s hand, and Barnabas laughed easily as he greeted the other man. He glanced around the room, resting his eyes briefly on one person before moving to another.

      “Please, take a seat and share some words of wisdom,” Grainger offered.

      He nodded but shook each person’s hand. When he shook Rivka’s hand, she didn’t want to see into his mind, but a couple of emotions flashed through. He was worried. She saw a strange image: what looked like a glass jar with a jellyfish inside, and someone in a long cloak. She frowned. What was Barnabas investigating?

      He winked at her. He could read minds, too, and could do it without having to touch the person. He knew that Rivka knew, but he didn’t let it bother him.

      Barnabas took a seat and kicked back, beaming a smile at the group. “Words of wisdom. Hmm.” He looked at the ceiling and considered. “Well, you’ll have an idea about the missions, but no one tells you the shit you’ll be putting up with from everyone else—bureaucrats, low-level station administrators, bankers. And during the past few missions, I’ve had a crew of gloriously incompetent pirates trying to steal my ship.”

      “Talk to us about your current mission. I sense it’s bothering you. Maybe we can help. We have some resources,” Rivka politely suggested. Grainger studied her, wondering what she had seen.

      Barnabas gave her an intrigued look before settling back in his seat. “Ah. I suppose I could do that. We responded to a distress call from a civilian ship. Now, this was far out—well out of Federation territory. They know of humans there, but not well, and there are a few species you might not know: Brakalons, Ubuara, Luvendi, Jotun.”

      The group all leaned forward to listen, eager to hear more.

      “A Jotun was murdered on the transport,” Barnabas explained. “Now, the Jotun are—well, they sort of look like jellyfish, so what they do is they make these mechanical suits that have a tank in the middle of them. They kind of float there and control the suit with their tentacles.”

      “That’s crazy,” Buster whispered.

      “No, what’s crazy is trying to tell them apart.” Barnabas flashed him a smile. “Anyway, the ship had to be brought to a halt because under Brakalon law, if a crime happens on a spaceship, you have to stop the whole thing and wait for authorities to arrive. Well…there was a complication.”

      “Isn’t there always,” Grainger muttered.

      Barnabas gave a low laugh. “Every single time, I swear. So, the first thing that happened was we showed up, and there was a spaceship a little ways away from the Srisa, trying to block the distress signal and shooting down any ship that tried to approach.”

      The group looked at each other, intrigued by this development.

      “It was an advanced craft, and probably would have taken down any other ship easily, but—well, the Shinigami was Bethany Anne’s personal ship.” Barnabas gave a small, self-satisfied smile. “It was easy to evade what this ship was throwing at us and tail them. We figured we’d be able to unravel the murder easily, except that the alien flying it used a self-destruct protocol rather than talk to us.”

      “Over a single murder?” Rivka demanded. “Who was this person?”

      “Interesting question. I assume you mean the murdered Jotun, yes?” Barnabas waited for her nod. “Yes, he was a ship captain in the Jotun Navy. Now, something you probably won’t know—I worked with the Jotun Navy on my last mission, and that was against the direct orders of their Senate. Long story short, we were going up against a corporation that had bribed some of the senators to look the other way, and the Navy wasn’t willing to. One of our best theories is that the murdered captain helped in the battle, and the Senate had him killed. But there are some issues with that theory.”

      “They’d have publicized it if they did, wouldn’t they?” Rivka pointed out. “Because they’d want it to be a warning, right? Or a very public punishment, at least.”

      “That’s a good point.” Barnabas frowned. “Also strange is the fact that the other ship waited by the Srisa. They didn’t take the actual assassin and leave, and the assassin didn’t shut down the Srisa’s distress signal. It’s as if the two weren’t working together—but both of them wanted what they were doing to be kept quiet.”

      Grainger sat back and rubbed his chin in thought.

      “Well, he was involved in something shady,” Buster said finally. He shrugged and looked around at the others. “Right? He had to be. He screwed someone over hard, probably with someone else. The assassin killed him quietly—”

      “Why, though?” Rivka interrupted.

      “I don’t know, but let me finish. So they killed him quietly, and the other ship was there because his accomplices suspected that was why he was killed, and they didn’t want anyone to find out about it. They were going to try to hush it up, you know?”

      Barnabas was staring at him, frowning slightly. An idea was clearly coming to him. “They sent a message to the Jotun government,” he said slowly. “The captain of the Srisa said he had sent a message. I assumed it was to the Navy—but what if he sent it to the Senate?”

      Buster gave him a deer-in-the-headlights look. “I’m not sure I quite—”

      “We all thought he was assassinated by the Senate for helping the Navy,” Barnabas explained. “But what if he was assassinated by the Navy for helping the Senate?” He slapped his leg. “That’s it. That’s absolutely it. They sent that ship to keep anyone from investigating until their own people could get to it. Oh, Jeltor is not going to be happy.” He rubbed his face and stood. “I…have to go right now, I’m afraid. There are some people I need to talk to before any more assassins get hired. Thank you all.” He ran for the doorway and pelted through it, only to stick his head back around the doorframe a moment later. “It was very nice to meet all of you. I hope we’ll meet again, and if you’re ever in need of aid, do call on the Shinigami.”

      He left, footsteps receding at high speed.

      “He’s a lot more old-fashioned than I expected,” Buster said finally.

      “He was a monk on Earth,” Grainger said.

      The others stared at him, mouths hanging open.

      “You’re kidding,” Buster said.

      “Nuh-uh.” Grainger shook his head. “His manners were kind of an inside joke amongst the rest of the Rangers. They all said he had a stick up his ass, but he’d do anything for his allies.”
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        * * *

      

      Grainger scrolled through a number of screens. “We are in an enviable position in that there are more cases than we can adjudicate. So, for the first time ever, you have some say in which missions you’ll go on.”

      “I like the new Grainger!” Rivka declared.

      “New feathers on our shiny bird. Well done, Magistrate!” Jael added.

      “First up, Buster, I’ll need you to investigate spaceships crashing on Parkilo Prime. We’ve had two Federation vessels and one private ship crash on their final approach. Something is going on, and it’s a Federation issue.”

      “Whoa! What happened to choosing our missions?” Buster complained.

      “As soon as I heard the words out loud, the whole thing sounded wrong, so I changed my mind.”

      Jael raised one hand, and with the other, she cranked as if using a fishing pole. Her middle finger slowly raised until it was the sole upright digit.

      Rivka revised her position. “I don’t like the new Grainger.”

      “Moving on!” He smiled at the Magistrates. “Chi and Jael—”

      “Wait a minute,” Buster interrupted, looking at his datapad. “Parkilo Prime is populated by sentient plants?”

      “Yes. Sentient plants with a big problem. They need you, Bustamove. They need you to work your Magistrate magic and resolve their issue. I picked you because there’s probably a cyber component to the crime. It doesn’t answer the question of why, but may lead you to who. So there you are.”

      Buster wanted to argue, but it made sense. His AI Philko appreciated a challenge.

      “Chi, I need you to dig into the pits of something called the Damu Michezo on the planet Tol. With their application for membership to the Federation approved, we need to validate that this death match bullshit isn’t being corrupted within Federation Law. Someone called Valerie conducted an interdiction there once. You need to see if they still understand.”

      Chi pointed to Rivka. “Sounds perfect for Zombie,” he deflected. She didn’t agree.

      “No, it’s all you, my man. Dig in and see how they run it. I hear the Skulla are something else, so good luck with all that. We need a fighter on this one who will have some credibility. She looks like a strong breeze could blow her over.” Grainger pointed with a thumb.

      “Hey! I resemble that remark,” Rivka quipped. She was taller and heavier than when she had first joined the Magistrates thanks to the Pod-doc, but she hadn’t gained as much as Lindy.

      “Jael...”

      “Why am I always last?” Rivka wondered.

      Grainger ignored her. “Jael, you get voter interference on the frontier planet of Jurdenia.” He tapped his screen to send her the file. She gave him her best stunned-mullet face.

      Rivka slid down in her seat until her eyeballs peeked over the edge of the table.

      “And Rivka gets the icing on the cake.” Grainger paused for dramatic effect, but the Magistrates were making faces as they looked at the files. He had to stretch upward to make eye contact with Rivka. “Fine. This one is a bit disconcerting. It appears that someone is executing alien ambassadors on the planet of Collum Gate. This place held promise as a hub for intersystem negotiation. Even Yoll has taken advantage of the opportunity to negotiate boundary issues. It’s raising tensions amongst all the alien representatives since everyone assumes it’s one of them doing it.”

      “A serial killer or a starter of wars?” Rivka considered while sitting up in her seat. “I’ll take it.”

      She started digging into the case file Grainger had released to her. The others disappeared into the background as she focused on the information.

      Rivka jumped up, startling the others. “I need to go. See you after we save the day.” She bolted from the room, yelling at her datapad for Chaz to recall the crew.
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        * * *

      

      The Magistrate hurried aboard Peacekeeper. Red remained outside the corvette, waiting on his better half.

      Lindy had been out running errands, since only one of the bodyguards had been needed while Grainger’s meeting was ongoing. She was on her way.

      “Chaz, what’s the status of the crew?” Rivka asked.

      “Ankh and Erasmus are in their laboratory. Lindy is on her way. I haven’t been able to contact Jay, but her embedded comm chip says that she is in the spa.”

      “Again?” Rivka chuckled as she rushed back to the hatch. “Red, can you have Lindy stop by the spa and drag Jay out of there? I’m sorry, I mean, ‘coordinate her immediate departure.’”

      Red put a finger to his temple as he activated his comm chip to talk with Lindy. A moment later he replied, “She’s on her way. She will coordinate Jay’s immediate departure, even if that means Lindy has to throw her over a shoulder and carry her.”
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        * * *

      

      “They’ve called five times, Mistress Jayita. I think you should talk to them.”

      “Nopity nope,” Jay mumbled into her towel as the four-handed alien continued to work on her back. The Pod-doc process had added weight, girth, and height. Lindy chose to deal with the changes by working out to excess. Jay decided there would be plenty of time for that later, so she turned to pampering.

      A commotion outside the massage studio signaled the end of Jay’s reverie.

      The door opened none too gently. “There you are!” Lindy declared. “We have to go. Immediate mission. Need to save the universe. Chop chop.”

      Lindy crossed her arms and motioned with her eyeballs that it was time to get up.

      “Get out,” Lindy told the masseuse. “Please.”

      Jay groaned and whined as she got dressed. “We sit around forever, and then all of a sudden we’re in a hurry. What is up with that? Has being deliberate gone out of vogue?”

      “If only the criminals would cooperate. And we haven’t been sitting around. We’ve only been back on station for what, six hours?”

      “Not me.” Jay pulled on a new blouse, loose to hang over her yoga pants. On their way out, an older woman stopped them.

      “I’m sorry, but your credit chip has been rejected.” The woman was standing between them and the door. Lindy wanted to go but wouldn’t leave her friend hanging.

      “What’s the damage?” she asked.

      “Nearly ten thousand credits.”

      Lindy’s lips turned white, and she clenched her teeth, glaring at Jay. The younger woman, who was sporting platinum-blue hair, smiled weakly. “I’ve never looked at prices before...” she started to say.

      “Now’s a good time to start!” Lindy stated angrily.

      “I believe I have seven thousand.” Jay handed her personal chip to the older woman, who withdrew the maximum it would allow.

      “You still owe two-thousand eight hundred credits.”

      Lindy pulled out her chip and held it out. The older woman ran the charge, beaming after it went through. “Add your usual tip?”

      Before Lindy could answer, Jay spoke. “Of course.”

      The average person did everything they could to avoid confrontation. The relief on the older woman’s face was clear that she was happy that the situation was resolved with minimal grief.

      Lindy took the chip and shoved it back into her pocket. She made growling noises deep in her throat.

      “I’m sorry. I’ll pay you back.”

      Lindy turned on her. “I just paid three thousand credits at a spa, and I didn’t get a single knot massaged out. You’ll take care of that when we’re on board!”

      “Done!” Jay continued to profusely thank Lindy for saving her from the embarrassment of not being able to leave the spa.

      “I still can’t believe you spent ten grand on the spa. How long have you been in there?”

      “When did we get back?”

      “Two weeks ago. You’ve been in the spa that whole time?”

      “Not the whole time,” Jay stammered. “Well. The Pod-doc and then some shopping, but outside of that, yes. I’ve been here.”

      “I don’t know what to say.” Jay kept falling back. “Keep up, we’re in a hurry.”

      “My legs are a little rubbery,” she tried to explain.

      “Two solid weeks of massages. No shit, your legs are rubbery. You’re working out starting about five seconds after the Peacekeeper’s hatch closes.”

      “You used to be so much more fun,” Jay grumbled.

      “I used to be three grand richer, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Rivka sat on the bridge and scrolled through the case file. She pored over every word. Three ambassadors had died, one was lost with his entire entourage. Seven victims in total. Each attack had been unique. Besides the fact that an ambassador had been killed, there was nothing linking the deaths. None of them had been working on similar projects. There was no overlap. There was nothing that jumped out at her screaming, “Start here!”

      She thought she heard the ship’s engines start and felt a gentle bump as Peacekeeper lifted off the deck on its way out of the docking bay.

      “Status,” she requested.

      “We are leaving the station on our way to clear space, where we’ll activate the Gate engines and jump to Collum Gate. Systems and stores are one hundred percent.”

      “Thanks, Chaz.” Rivka stood and stretched. She needed a good night’s sleep if she were to tackle the fineries of the diplomatic circuit. “Call the crew to the rec room for a quick catch-up.”

      “All hands, all hands, mandatory meeting in Peacekeeper’s nerve center, right now!” Chaz blasted through the ship’s systems.

      “I think I should have been clear that you weren’t to shake everyone out of their skin,” Rivka clarified a few moments too late.

      “My bad, Magistrate,” the EI whispered.

      The hatch opened, and she left the bridge. Four steps later she walked into the rec room, where no one looked happy.

      “Sorry about that. Chaz is overly excited to be back on the job.” No one smiled. “Okay. Out with it.”

      Lindy pointed at Jay.

      “Jay?” Rivka demanded.

      “My parents cut me off.”

      “Why is that a surprise? You’re supposed to be in jail,” Rivka shot back.

      “But. Well. I was spending money like I always do...” She hesitated. Lindy crossed her arms and tapped her foot. “Lindy had to bail me out of the spa.”

      “You were incarcerated in the spa? Is that a thing?” Rivka was confused.

      Jay hung her head, her face flushed.

      “She ran up a ten-grand tab.”

      “That’s a lot of body oil,” Rivka surmised. “And man candy.”

      “I had to borrow money from Lindy!” she blurted. “I’m so sorry.” Jay started sobbing.

      “It’s just money,” Rivka offered. Lindy turned into Red’s embrace, and he held her tightly.

      Ankh watched emotionlessly. “I can take care of that if you’d like.”

      “Would you?” Jay asked. Rivka was skeptical, unsure what Ankh meant. His eyes glazed as he communed with the AI resident in his head and together, they tapped through the networks.

      “Lindy’s money has been restored to her chip, as has yours. The initial charge was unlocked and covered by the original chip,” he claimed.

      “My parents allowed the charge?” Jay smiled through her tears. He didn’t dignify her question with an answer.

      Rivka glared at Ankh. “We use our superpowers for good, Ankh,” Rivka said. “Put it all back the way it was, please.”

      He disappeared into his own world for a few moments before his eyes cleared, and he met Rivka’s gaze. “It is undone, except for Lindy’s payment. There is a loan in Jay’s name which she will pay back from her wages as part of your crew.”

      “Ankh! That was a very decent thing for you to do. And legal, for what it’s worth.” Rivka nodded once. She would have hugged him, but the Crenellian was even less touchy-feely than Red. “Thank you.”

      Jay was oblivious to the huggability of others. She threw herself on Ankh and hugged him to her, picking him up and swinging him around before setting him back down and apologizing. She picked him back up for one more long hug. She set him down again and sat, closing her eyes as she took deep and slow breaths.

      “Don’t do that,” Ankh told her in his small voice.

      Lindy started to reach for him, but Red stopped her. He suspected the Crenellian regarded hugs as a form of torture. It probably took all he had to tell Jay not to do it.

      The air grew thick, and no one spoke. It was Rivka’s ship, her crew, and her responsibility to keep the peace.

      “We have a tough case coming up,” Rivka said firmly, pointing to the screen where Chaz had brought up the case file. “Ambassadors are being murdered. The Federation wants this one brought to a conclusion sooner rather than later. Seven deaths, three of them ambassadors, in the past week. Someone is knocking off alien dignitaries, and we can’t have that. I’m afraid that no matter how quickly we get there and start working the case, the bodies will continue to pile up. Some worlds have already evacuated their staffs.

      “Do you hear those words as I do? Evacuate, as if Collum Gate were a war zone. What makes this case so important is that Collum Gate has been growing as one of the best places in the galaxy for alien worlds to negotiate. Many treaties have been signed there because the various parties can negotiate in peace. If we lose that, the Federation doesn’t know if it can be replaced. The sentient species of this galaxy could stop talking. If that happens, we all lose.”

      “What you’re saying is that you have another intergalactic war to stop before it starts, you and the four of us. Seven, if you count that cat and the AIs.” Red rubbed his chin after being so profound.

      “Something like that. For the record, I don’t count Hamlet.”

      “Don’t count him out,” Jay joked, having recovered some of her composure.

      “There’s the case file if you want to look at it. Pull up a map of the embassies, Chaz, so Red can get the lay of the land. We’ll meet with local law enforcement and Dignitary Security as soon as we land. In the meantime, I need some sleep.” Rivka started to walk toward her cabin. “Chaz. Take us in, but hold orbit until after I’ve had a good eight hours of sleep.”

      “How do I evaluate if you have had a good sleep, Magistrate?” Chaz asked.

      “How about you hold station until I tell you?”

      “I can do that. Sleep fast, Magistrate.”

      Rivka nodded toward Red and Lindy. “Keep the peace in my absence. And the quiet. Yes, peace and quiet.”

      Red started talking to the ceiling. “Chaz, prepare the room for physical training. Jay, you have some iron to throw.”
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      “No!” Rivka declared, putting her foot down to emphasize her denial.

      Red leaned toward her with his hands out, pleading. “Let us take the mech. You won’t even know it’s there.” He smiled pleasantly while Lindy made faces behind him.

      “You know we can’t show up with a mech. You think that we’ll take fire and you don’t want anything to happen to Lindy.” Rivka struck a nerve; Red winced. Lindy punched him in the back.

      “I’ll take care of myself. We’ll be wearing full ballistic protection, but you are not going to treat me differently. Didn’t we already have this protective man conversation?”

      Red bit his lip while competing emotions warred within. Lindy hugged him from behind and apologized softly.

      Rivka gave him a moment before continuing, “We are going in heavy, but not with a mech. I’m sorry Red, but we have a job to do that doesn’t include increasing the fear. We walk in confidently. We find the fucker who’s doing this, and then we deliver the judgment. If we are getting into firefights, we’ll unstrap the mech, and we’ll go to war. Until then, heads on a swivel and stay out of the open.”

      The mech suit was strapped conspicuously on top of Peacekeeper. Getting into it would be problematic at the best of times, but there was no room for it inside the ship. Red had hoped to either maneuver it into the cargo bay while in space or climb into it while the ship was on the ground. In either case, it would take time and wasn’t something that could be done while under fire.

      As the head of security, Red was challenged to know when they needed to man the suit before they came under fire. Their track record in regard to acting versus reacting wasn’t stellar.

      “When we need to put on the suit, we won’t be able to delay,” he argued.

      “I think when we need support from a mech, it will be patently obvious.”

      “And probably too late,” Red retorted.

      “And that is the razor’s edge that we will have to walk,” Rivka replied. “I understand, big guy. I like knowing your firepower has my back. I like knowing that Lindy’s firepower has yours. With Jay, we have four sets of eyes watching. That has to be better than when it was just us, doesn’t it?” Rivka tried to explain.

      “You have me, too. I shall come with you,” the Crenellian stated, his voice even and emotionless.

      “I’m not sure about that, Ankh.”

      “It is logical. I’m the only so-called alien member of the crew. I’m the only one who can tap into security feeds wherever we may be, and I’m the only one who doesn’t come across as threatening.”

      The others moved aside to let Ankh into their circle. Red looked over Ankh’s head at Jay. The small alien with the big head knew what the large bodyguard was implying.

      “She’s terrifying,” Ankh whispered.

      Rivka coughed and turned away, covering her face. She choked until she headed for the small galley to get a drink of water. “Thanks for reprogramming the food thing,” she said after downing a glass and ordering a food bar. “This stuff is edible now.”

      Ankh looked at her but didn’t reply.

      “Can you program Grainger’s ship to produce only borscht-flavored bars?” she asked.

      “Of course,” he replied. “If I knew what borscht was.”

      “Never mind, then. It was a random thought. I need to focus on what we’re doing. I see this as a chess match. The murderer—and for now, I’m assuming that we have one perp and not a strange coincidence—has already made at least three moves, maybe more. We’re playing catch up. This person likes to kill high-profile aliens. Does Crenellia have a diplomatic presence here?”

      Ankh considered the question. An emotion briefly crossed his features, something they’d not seen before and couldn’t relate to a human response.

      “A diplomatic presence, no,” he finally answered.

      “We may need you to play the Crenellian ambassador, Ankh.”

      “I am not the ambassador,” he related the fact.

      “As the only Crenellian here, there’s no reason why you can’t be.” Rivka smiled as a plan started to take shape in her mind.

      “My people already have a presence here, but not an ambassador. I cannot speak for Crenellia.”

      “Crenellians are here, but there’s no embassy?”

      “There is a vehicle waiting outside for the crew of Peacekeeper,” Chaz reported.

      “They’ll have to wait. Chaz, bring up everything you can find on the Crenellians on Collum Gate.”

      The crew retreated to the middle of the recreation room. The five of them watched as a logo appeared on the screen followed by a short video ad. Company information scrolled by. Rivka shook her head.

      “The Crenellians are arms dealers?”

      “My people sell defensive weaponry, yes.”

      “That looked like a hell of a lot more than defensive weapons,” Red mumbled.

      “Some of the weaponry has an offensive component, but the market is huge for planets only wishing to protect themselves from an alien invasion.”

      “I’m glad you’re on our team. Chaz, arrange a meeting with the Crenellians, too. We may need them to agree to give Ankh the title of ambassador.” Rivka signaled that it was time to leave. “Jay? You’ve been awfully quiet. We need your powers of perception. As a member of the crew, it’s time to earn your keep.”

      “I’m so sore!” she blurted.

      “What did you do?” Rivka demanded of Red and Lindy.

      “Worked out, like she should have done since the Pod-doc finished with her. We have a lot of ground to make up,” Lindy explained.

      “Okay,” Rivka replied pleasantly. “Put on your walking shoes, Jay. We’re going to town.”
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        * * *

      

      Opulence greeted the crew when they left the ship. The vehicle took them to a welcome terminal where they were treated to a wide a variety of sights and smells, a representative sampling of the galaxy-wide treats brought to Collum Gate to make any traveler feel welcome. Red walked in front carrying his railgun, and at the back of the entourage, Lindy carried hers. She found that she could look over Rivka’s head, now that she’d been through two sessions in the Pod-doc.

      Lindy liked her physical changes. The added four inches of height gave her a completely different perspective. And she could carry weight she had previously considered unfathomable. She told Rivka that if Red went down again, she could carry him. The Magistrate was good with that. Red promised them both for that to happen again, they’d be carrying his corpse.

      Jay wanted to stop and browse a couple of the small shops in the massive corridor that welcomed new arrivals.

      “We need to get to work, but it’ll be here when we leave. I hope that the people will have an upbeat attitude then because their world will be safe once more.” As they passed, Rivka smiled and nodded at the shopkeepers.

      “These folks are anxious because it’s their livelihood that’s being threatened,” Jay replied. “There’s no threat to their lives, just their health and well-being.”

      “I think that’s the same thing,” Rivka said.

      Ankh walked along casually. The Magistrate had to slow down since he was already breathing heavily. Red slowed down without looking after Lindy informed him of the pace using the embedded comm chip. They maintained a running conversation while they evaluated threats and the ever-changing tactical situation. Red was in his element and being able to talk about what he did while doing it made him sharper.

      And gave him an extra set of eyes, so he didn’t have to turn around to see where the Magistrate was. He was responsible for one-hundred eighty degrees, not three-sixty. What mattered most to him was doing his job, keeping the Magistrate safe so she could do hers.

      Someone almost ran into him with a cart. He hadn’t seen it coming because he had let his mind wander.

      Get your head out of your ass! he ordered himself, forcing his eyes back and forth to reestablish his situational awareness.

      He held up his hand to stop the parade before the team exited. Rivka took the opportunity to look back at the decorations, which were bright without being gaudy. It was classy and well-manicured, a nice way to welcome dignitaries to Collum Gate.

      Rivka snarled. And someone out there was ruining it for everyone.

      She pulled Ankh close. Chaz had already notified authorities of the Crenellian ambassador’s arrival, so the bait had already been dangled. She was still wrestling with whether to meet with the Crenellians first as part of the ploy or start the investigation. The warrior in her won out. Law enforcement called to her.

      Red waved the group forward once he made eye contact with their hover-van driver.

      “Stay close,” he called over his shoulder. He led the way down broad steps, in the classic style of gleaming white marble.

      Jay nodded appreciatively at the style and class. “I like the way they do things around here.”

      “How could you not?” Rivka agreed.

      Fury!

      The emotion hit her as if the person were standing next to her, but there was no one nearby. Why the anger, and at whom? Rivka wondered, throwing a protective arm around the Crenellian. He tried to shrug it off, but she pulled him closer and spun him around to face her.

      A bullet raced through the space where he’d just been and tore into the Magistrate’s abdomen. She doubled over and fell, rolling two steps before stopping and leaving a bloody smear behind.

      “Get them in the van!” Red yelled. He leveled his railgun, but had no idea where the bullet had come from. The hiss of its passing left only the vaguest impression of its trajectory.

      Lindy wanted to shoot something, but that wasn’t her role. She slung her railgun over her shoulder and scooped up the Magistrate in one arm and Ankh in the other as she zigzagged her way down the remaining steps. Red remained where he was watching for any indication of another shot. A second bullet shattered marble behind Lindy’s erratic path, and then she was in the van, pushing the others to the floor and lying on top of them.

      Jay screamed and darted toward the van.

      “Get in!” Red yelled at the driver as he ran. He still had no idea where either shot had come from, and that didn’t matter.

      The Magistrate was down.

      Red jumped into the front passenger seat, and the driver shot off into traffic with wide eyes as he watched the travel lanes. He was trying not to think about the bleeding dignitary in the back.

      “How is she?” Red managed to say over his shoulder, watching the outskirts of Collum Gate shoot by as they headed toward the city center.

      “Should I go to the hospital, sir?” the driver asked in a shaky voice.

      “She’s coming around,” Lindy replied after she lifted herself off the Crenellian and the Magistrate.

      “I hate getting shot,” she muttered. “Are we clear?”

      “We’re out of the ambush area,” Red proclaimed. “We’re clear if he, she, or it was working alone.”

      “Help me up.” Lindy boosted Rivka into the seat, picked Ankh off the floor and put him next to her. Lindy kneeled on the floor to examine both. The Crenellian looked uninjured, albeit ruffled.

      Rivka made faces and groaned as she reached inside her jacket. She winced as she removed her hand, then smiled. “Ha! Missed my datapad.”

      Red turned to the driver. “Take us to the law enforcement center. The cop shop. We need to have a word about the Magistrate’s security.”

      “They weren’t shooting at me. I only got in the way. Congratulations, Ambassador Ankh’Po’Turn. You are the first to survive a Collum assassination attempt. Maybe you and Erasmus can track the digital footprints to see who might have received the notice of your arrival?”

      Ankh stared straight ahead and quickly became lost within his mind as he and Erasmus interfaced with the systems they needed to help them in their search.

      “Would you look at this shit?” Rivka exclaimed, sounding stronger with each new word. “I have holes in my jacket!”

      “You have holes in your body, too,” Lindy said, unused to seeing wounded people. “I hope I never grow accustomed to this.”

      “Just enough to not let it bother you. It’ll help you stay on the edge,” Rivka told her. “Did you see where the shots came from?”

      “I got nothing,” she replied. “I never saw a puff of smoke, a distortion in the air, or a flash, and the sound seemed to come from multiple directions.”

      “Like a railgun but not, or the Magistrate would have been blown in half instead of that baby-sized hole she has,” Red offered.

      She pulled her shirt up to verify that the nanocytes had ejected the bullet and sealed the hole. “Baby-sized. Right.” Rivka thought it had felt like a cannonball tearing through her body. “Damn, that hurt,” she complained.

      “We have to get lucky every time. They only have to get lucky once,” Red said, knowing that he could influence the Magistrate’s luck in most cases.

      “Do you have any nanocytes, Ankh?”

      The Crenellian didn’t answer since he was deep within the cyber world.

      “I don’t think so,” Rivka answered for him.

      The driver kept glancing over his shoulder at the person they’d carried bleeding into his van. If there hadn’t been a puddle of blood on the floor, he wouldn’t have believed she’d been shot. Color had returned to her face, and she was talking as if nothing had happened.

      “There’s a big difference between a single trip to the Pod-doc and multiple trips to boost the little buggers within,” she proclaimed. “You’ve had two?”

      “Yes,” Lindy replied simply.

      “Red?”

      “Three,” he replied.

      “Jay?”

      The young woman was hunched over and spoke in a small voice. “One.”

      “You know what you’re saying, don’t you?” Rivka cautioned. “If you got shot like this, it would hurt more and take longer to heal. As soon as we get back, into the Pod-doc for rounds two and three, understand?”

      “Yes, Magistrate,” she replied as she continued to stare at the blood puddle on the van’s floor.

      “This person has pissed me off, Red. I don’t like being pissed off. I feel compelled to do something about it.”

      Red nodded. “I’m not sure how well I can protect you,” the big man said. “I thought we had it covered, and they still got a shot past me. How long did they have to set up the ambush? Minutes?”

      “Every dignitary comes through that entry. Maybe Ankh was a target of opportunity, and the ambush had been set up for a long time. What better way to say you don’t want war than to attack those who supply the arms?”

      “That makes more sense than them being able to set up something like that with no lead time. They had the perfect angle. I want this person as badly as you do, Magistrate. I can’t abide someone making me look bad. I take my job seriously. We have yet to complete a mission where someone doesn’t get hurt. You may have to fire me.” Red was grumbling.

      “There will be no reward by firing. You’re going to suffer with the rest of us!” Rivka followed her statement with her best maniacal laugh.

      “Does it take getting shot to put you in a good mood?” Lindy asked.

      “It takes surviving to put me in a good mood. We’ll get this nut grabber, make no mistake. There will be a judgment, and there will be an execution. I’ll zombie every being in this city if I have to to find this person.”
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      The hover-van pulled up in front of the law enforcement station, but Rivka told the driver to continue around the corner. She directed him, as per Chaz’s instructions, into an enclosed area behind the building. When the driver finally parked, uniformed locals were waiting.

      The driver seemed relieved to finally stop. He was the first one out and started walking in circles. Red ignored him, climbing out next to introduce himself to the officers. They looked at him and his railgun suspiciously until he slid the weapon around to his back and offered a hand.

      He towered over the natives of Collum Gate. It was a slightly heavier gravity than Red was used to, which tended to make the locals shorter and squatter.

      Lindy popped the side door and stepped out. She was covered in blood, as was Rivka. With her coat open, it looked like the bottom half of her shirt had been painted red. It still glistened with the freshness of undried blood.

      With a determined stride, Rivka approached the group. The officers hurried to help the Magistrate, but she waved them off. Lindy watched from next to the van, her appearance one of guarded mirth. She gave Ankh a hand so he could get out. Jay stayed close to the Crenellian although he tried to edge away from her.

      The driver staggered away from the hover-van, doubled over, and puked.

      “What happened?” an older Collum officer asked.

      “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and someone tried to kill my friend.” She nodded toward the Crenellian.

      The officer blew out a long breath. “No one was killed? Who was injured?” The other locals spread out to form a cordon around Rivka and her group.

      Rivka pointed to herself.

      “Call an ambulance!” he shouted over his shoulder.

      “Stop!” Rivka ordered in her best Magistrate voice.

      “No need,” Red added. “Just a flesh wound, and it’s been taken care of.”

      “The reception was unexpected only in how quickly it happened. I feel the pain of your investigation.” Rivka looked at her shirt before turning toward Lindy. Her darker clothes made the blood stains less obvious. “I could use a new shirt, and then we need to talk about some things. Most importantly, our next steps.”

      “Let’s go inside,” the officer replied. “I’m Supra Harpeth, in charge of the investigation into the ambassadors’ murders.”

      “I think that’s why they were taking potshots. He’s the Crenellian ambassador,” Rivka told him, pointing with her thumb over her shoulder.

      “We didn’t know. So the attack was another on an ambassador? I better send my investigators to the scene of the attack based on this revelation. That was you, then.”

      “Yes. Coming down the front steps. I have to say that the welcome hall of the spaceport is second to none. I am impressed.”

      “Besides the shooting,” Jay suggested.

      Rivka shrugged noncommittally. “Besides the shooting, that is,” she parroted. “We need to put a stop to whoever is doing this. I wouldn’t be surprised to see all traffic through your arrivals terminal grind to a halt.”

      Supra Harpeth nodded to Rivka and bowed to Ankh. “Welcome to Collum Gate. I hope the unfortunate coincidence of a shooting at the spaceport doesn’t prevent you from enjoying our lovely city.”

      “Coincidence?” Rivka wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly. “I thought you were certain these were linked.”

      “We have no evidence that they are linked. They are each so different. One who shoots or bombs has a different mentality than one who is willing to look a victim in the face as they stab them.”

      The group started walking. The supra looked troubled. Rivka had told herself she was willing to use all her tools to solve this crime. No one was outside the Magistrate’s purview. She gently touched the supra’s arm.

      “I understand how disconcerting this could be. The entirety of Collum Gate’s future is on your shoulders. You’re the scapegoat, but know that we’re here to solve this crime, stop the perp cold, and restore the security of those who live here. We’ll get there,” she said in a calm and even voice, all the while listening to the turmoil boiling within him.

      He considered himself a failure because he’d had to call for help, but he had no leads and no suspects.

      “We may have a lead,” she offered. Hope sprang to his mind before she let go of his arm. “We’ll need your conference room and a little time. We didn’t want to start anything without you.”

      Red watched the exchange, relaxing while they walked through the station.

      They had started their investigation the second they’d published the notification that Ankh was the ambassador. They’d gone fishing and had gotten a big bite. Red hoped Ankh would be able to trace the perps through cyberspace. He’d seen Ankh in action and was confident that if it could be done, the Crenellian and the AI who shared his head would be able to do it.

      Jay tried to take Ankh’s hand as if she were walking with a child, but he wouldn’t let her, finally angling away until Lindy was between them.

      “What’s up, little man?” Jay asked.

      “He’s afraid of you,” Lindy suggested without looking at Jayita.

      “How so?”

      “You’re the serial hugger,” Lindy chided.

      “A title that I’m proud to carry, I’ll have you know.” Jay leaned around Lindy and waved her fingers at the Crenellian. He stiffened and kept looking forward.

      “We have a great deal to talk about. Ankh? Do you have anything yet on how the information regarding the Crenellian Ambassador went astray?”

      “I believe so,” Ankh said less confidently than Rivka had hoped.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The screen shimmered to life as the supra stood there, waiting patiently for the media to drive the presentation. An image appeared on the screen, and a voice started talking using the system’s speakers.

      “Who’s doing that?” Supra Harpeth asked.

      The presentation froze. Rivka pointed to Ankh.

      “How?” the supra continued.

      “He’s really smart,” Rivka answered, leaving it at that. She twirled her finger in the air, and the presentation continued.

      “The secret announcement regarding the arrival of the Crenellian was made at this point in time. The communication traveled within a fixed channel until here, when the signal was separated three ways. Two were official, and the third was an official-looking channel. Once the signal traveled into the secure systems, it was controlled. We are only interested in this third channel. It funneled the signal through a decoding system and then broadcast it. Once broadcast, we could not track the recipients.”

      “That isn’t much of a lead, but it’s more than we have,” the supra admitted.

      “It’s not as much as we’ll have once we tap the server. You’ll need to visit the server farm, where I suspect you will find our next clue. I’m counting on it,” Erasmus confirmed.

      “Who was that?”

      “Erasmus. One of Plato’s stepchildren. An Artificial Intelligence.”

      “Where is it?”

      “Erasmus? He’s in Ankh’s head,” Rivka explained, growing perturbed at questions that wouldn’t help them find a killer.

      “The little guy is an AI?”

      “No. Ankh is a Crenellian. The AI lives in his head with him, and he’s sitting right here.”

      “That’s really weird.”

      “You know what’s weird? Us sitting around, talking about things that don’t matter, when there’s a server farm out there we need to raid.” Rivka turned to Ankh. “Thank you, Ankh and Erasmus. If you’ll give us the address, we’ll get on our way.”

      “I’ll get the armed response unit ready to go,” Supra Harpeth stated. “And while they’re getting ready, we’ll contact the judge to get an access permit.”

      “We don’t need an armed response unit, and we don’t need an access permit. I’m a Magistrate. I issue my own warrants, and the shooter isn’t at the server farm, is he, Ankh?” The Crenellian shook his head slightly. “There may be some security, but we can handle them. The fewer locals we put into the line of fire, the better off everyone will be. You are more than welcome to tag along.”

      “But, that’s not how we do things on Collum Gate. We have protocols,” the supra stammered.

      “Federation Law supersedes. I’m sorry, but you no longer have jurisdiction. The Federation needs this case resolved, and quickly. I cannot overstate the importance of Collum Gate to the health and well-being of the Federation. Be proud of that. I want your help, but I call the shots. If you can’t agree to that, then we’ll do this without you. That’s not a threat, but it’s the way it has to be. Please join us, and help us help you.”

      “I’ll let my superiors know,” he replied softly. “Head for the garage, and I’ll meet you there in about five. We’ll take a law enforcement van.”

      “I would prefer to remain low-profile. We can take our hover-van. It’s leased for the duration of our stay.”

      “You mean the one where your driver was puking and has probably already quit?”

      “I’ll drive,” Red offered.

      “I’ll have the uniformed driver meet us at your van if it’s still there.”
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      “And this is why we need him with us,” Rivka explained. The empty van was where they’d left it, the blood dried to a dark brown on the floor. The driver was nowhere in sight.

      “I could drive,” Red said.

      “Then you can’t use your railgun, and we know how much you love Blazer.” Rivka tapped her foot impatiently.

      Five minutes became ten.

      “You’re driving, Red. Ankh, sit behind Red on the floor and call out the directions to keep us going the right way,” Rivka directed. Jay climbed into the far back, with Lindy beside her. Rivka took the middle seat, and Ankh crouched between the driver’s seat and the first row back. Rivka removed her jacket, tore off her stained shirt, and threw it on the floor, then put her jacket back on. “Okay, let’s go.”

      Supra ran at them, yelling for them to wait.

      “I’m sorry. Guvna had a lot of questions. The driver is on his way.” Harpeth pointed to an approaching man.

      Red threw open the driver’s door and stepped out. He walked around the van to get into the first row, but Ankh was in the way.

      The Crenellian pointed to the next row back.

      “Ain’t gonna happen,” Red replied. He reached in and lifted Ankh out, standing him on the ground.

      Ankh stared at the bodyguard. “I need to be able to see and react,” Red clarified.

      “Just sit in his lap,” Rivka told them.

      “No!” they declared in unison.

      “Red, goddammit, make room.” Rivka was starting to steam.

      Red wedged himself against the side of the seat. He reached out and pulled Ankh in next to him. Ankh didn’t take up much room, so Red relaxed and settled in.

      “I’ll sit up front.” The supra started to get in as the driver fired up the engine.

      “Sit back here with me so we can talk. I’d like to hear more about Collum Gate. This looks like an incredible place.” Rivka smiled and patted the seat next to her.

      “Where to?” the driver asked. Ankh gave him the address.

      “Tell me about Collum Gate,” Rivka requested when the hover-van had lifted into the air and started maneuvering toward the street.

      “Collum Gate was established nearly two hundred years ago by a spacefaring race called the Sc'allid...” Rivka watched him and nodded every once in a while, but she was engaged in the conversation on the tactical communication system within their heads.

      Did you see that he’s not armed? I’m not taking responsibility for him, Red said.

      Fine, I’ll watch out for him, Lindy replied.

      Bullshit! We watch the Magistrate first and the rest of the crew second. He’s number eleven on our top ten list.

      I’m not armed, Ankh said.

      Neither is Jay, Rivka jumped into the conversation.

      Are you sure about that? Lindy asked.

      I didn’t want to, but she made me. It’s in the back of my pants, Jay interjected reluctantly.

      What? Rivka tried to keep her exterior neutral while she found out who was packing what heat.

      You are, Red emphasized to the Magistrate.

      Of course, Rivka replied. But I’m me, and you have neutron pulse envy. If I wasn’t here, you’d be carrying it.

      Damn straight. Blazer and Dealy, bringing evil to its knees.

      His is Blazer, but yours is Dealy? Jay remarked.

      Mine is Mabel, Lindy admitted.

      “Rivka?” the supra said more loudly to get her attention.

      “I’m sorry,” Rivka stuttered. “I was thinking about the case. I get lost that way. Federation Law is streamlined, but it’s still plenty complex. I am concerned about the breadcrumbs.”

      “Breadcrumbs? I don’t understand.”

      “It’s from an old human children’s story. It’s pretty horrific if you think about it, but scaring our children seems to never go out of style. The children left breadcrumbs so they could find their way out from the evil witch’s lair, or something like that. We follow the clues like breadcrumbs. We only need one to get us started.”

      “I see,” Supra Harpeth said, pursing his lips and looking out the window. “We’re almost there. Pull past and let us off around the corner.”

      Red lifted Ankh over his lap as the two changed seats.

      “Why do humans have to be so big?” Ankh asked the window.

      Red shrugged and clutched his railgun to his chest. He watched through the front window before leaning down to see to the rooftops of the buildings to their left. The nondescript but stylized building to their right housed the servers they were after. Somewhere deep within, the signals were intercepted and then sent to recipients who could be anywhere in the galaxy.

      Ankh shared none of his concerns about the myriad of tendrils that might lead from the communications node. He and Erasmus had no doubts that they’d figure it out. All they needed was time. “I need time with the computers,” Ankh found himself saying out loud.

      “We’ll give you as much as you need,” Rivka assured the Crenellian.

      The architecture of Collum Gate was nonlinear, consisting of curves and rounded corners. The humans were shocked at the imbalance within single structures. Windows would be on different levels and were different sizes. Taking in a block as a whole, balance would be restored. Comparably-sized buildings swept upward as mirrors of their counterparts, individually discordant, but taken together, they comprised a symphony.

      Rivka admired what she saw. When they turned the corner, she was introduced to yet another block of flowing buildings. The hover-van jerked to the right and slowed. When it stopped, Red opened the door and jumped out, hurrying to the corner where they’d just turned. He assessed the area. No open windows opposite. No observers on any rooftops that would hold them. Many flowed to a point, and wouldn’t support someone outside. Red appreciated that aspect of the architecture.

      The others disembarked, and Lindy held them back. Red gave the thumbs-up and headed down the street, startling a woman with two small children. She turned and ran the other way. Red led the group to the target building’s entrance.

      “Keep Ankh out of sight,” Red called over his shoulder before he went inside. Rivka stayed on one side of the Crenellian with Supra Harpeth on the other, and Jay followed. Lindy stayed between the group and the roadway where hover-vehicles of various types flew past.

      The road surface was a fine carpet of greenery, grass that helped fuel the planet’s oxygen supply. No wheeled vehicles remained on Collum Gate since the planet’s leadership strived to present a modern appearance while retaining the old world charm.

      They used that to welcome alien races to incorporate a part of their world into the culture of Collum Gate.

      Or used to.

      Now people ran in fear.

      Red walked into the lobby of an apartment building. There were no signs, and stairs to the left led both upward and downward. In the middle, an open elevator door beckoned.

      “Which way, Ankh?” Red asked as he scanned the small area, his railgun pointing where his eyes looked.

      “Down,” the Crenellian answered.

      “Looks like a tight squeeze. Don’t bunch up.” A double-wide stairway went up, but a narrow set of stairs led downward.

      “At least they’re well-lit,” Rivka suggested after they had descended through the first two turnbacks. “How deep does this go?”

      The lights went out.
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      Rivka instantly pulled Ankh behind her. She stared into the darkness below. A hint of light remained. Her enhanced and oversized eyes pulled in all there was until Red’s outline appeared. She focused on him and saw more detail as her eyes further adjusted, including a shadow. To the big man’s right, squeezing into the corner, unnoticed, with a long blade in hand.

      Red, armed person at your three o’clock low, Rivka said over the comm.

      With a vicious swing, he brought his railgun through the space. It connected with a heavy thud, and whoever was trying to ambush the group was thrown into the wall. The shadow crumpled to the landing without a sound.

      Rivka hurried ahead. “Coming down behind you, Red.” When she reached him, she warned him again. “I’m here, reaching around you to look below.”

      She leaned past him, making contact to let him know exactly where she was. He aimed his railgun into the darkness.

      “I have a flashlight,” he whispered.

      “Not yet. Have it ready.” She pulled his barrel lower. “I’m going to use Dealy. We can’t destroy any more servers like we did with Nefas, but if this doesn’t stop them, I’ll need you to light them up.”

      She removed her neutron pulse weapon and aimed down the stairs to where three cloaked and hooded forms continued to climb slowly and silently upward. She dialed her weapon to nine and aimed at the shadowy figures.

      “You can stop right there unless you want to die,” Rivka warned. The three hesitated for only for a moment before continuing toward her.

      Rivka fired. From below came grunts and screams from the wounded, their innards reduced to slush. They turned to run, but died before descending a single step and tumbled down the stairs.

      “Lights,” Rivka said evenly. Red clicked on his flashlight. Behind them, Lindy shone hers into the corner of the landing.

      “What if those people didn’t do anything wrong?” the supra asked, his eyes glistening under the flashlights’ beams. He bent down to check the body. “I’m going to have to report this.”

      “I don’t give a fuck what you do,” Rivka growled. “We’re in the presence of something dark. I can feel it.”

      It was like a raincloud that hung just over one’s head, threatening to spill sheets of water on the masses below, merciless in its torrent.

      Rivka joined Harpeth in looking at the corpse. She pulled the dark cloak away to reveal a young woman, willowy thin, in a skin-tight bodysuit. A sheath hung on her hip. Beside it, a curved thirty-centimeter blade had fallen from her hand.

      “Is this your standard accouterment for a casual day out?” Rivka asked the supra. He gazed at it open-mouthed. Rivka picked the weapon up and passed it back to Jay.

      “So young.” He put his fingers over her eyes and brushed downward as if he needed to confirm that they were closed. He clenched his teeth. This was his town, and these were his people. Something was going on, and he didn’t know what. He was more embarrassed than anything. He wanted to be upset by how quickly the Magistrate killed people, but ambassadors were dying, and this was a step toward finding those responsible. He wrestled with justifying the Magistrate’s methods. He made his decision. “I can’t be a part of this.”

      “Then go outside and wait for me.” Rivka put a hand on his shoulder and continued in a hushed tone, “It’s okay if this isn’t for you. Magistrates have to deal with the very worst the universe has to offer. When violence is called for, we have no choice but to outdo the criminals. As they say, don’t bring a knife to a gunfight.”

      She dismissed him with a wave of her hand. The supra slowly made his way between those standing on the stairs. Ankh moved to the landing and checked the sprawled body. He removed a pair of goggles from her head, loosened the band, and strapped them on.

      “Turn off the flashlights, please,” he requested, and they did as he asked. Rivka kept her focus down the stairs, watching the landing below where the jumbled bodies lay.

      “Night-vision goggles, thin and high resolution. I shall keep these. You can turn the lights back on.” Ankh pushed the goggles to his forehead and waited while Red slowly moved downward. He dipped around the landing and pulled back in case anyone was waiting. He’d seen nothing but a closed door at the bottom of the next flight of stairs. He removed a pair of goggles from one of the bodies and put them on.

      Lindy, take one of these sets of goggles and give the other to Jay, Red told them. He passed the two sets to Rivka, who handed them back to Jay and Lindy. They extinguished both flashlights and put them on.

      “Sweet,” Red whispered.

      He continued down the stairs, with Rivka close behind and Ankh casually strolling after them. Jay enjoyed the goggles, waving the knife to see it in the light-green glow by which she was seeing in the dark. Lindy brought up the rear, her railgun pointed at the wall. She turned her head in all directions, enjoying the ability to see without having to carry a flashlight.

      Do you hear anything? Rivka asked.

      A mechanical hum. Nothing that sounds like people. Red kept his observations clear and concise.

      When he reached the door, he stopped.

      Anything I should know before going in, Ankh? Keep in mind that I have a railgun, Red requested.

      Don’t shoot any of the equipment. It’s best if you don’t shoot anything in that room, Ankh replied.

      I think we’ve already dealt with the guards. The people in that room shouldn’t be armed, should they? Lindy ventured.

      Magistrate, can I have Dealy?

      You can borrow Reaper, Rivka replied. Red shrugged one shoulder before he reached an empty hand back. Rivka slapped the neutron pulse weapon into it. We could use a couple more of those if you have any lying around.

      There is only one of those, and I’m appalled at how cavalierly you treat it! Ankh shot back.

      It’s called field testing, and we’re doing it up right. You’ll have our report soon.

      Really? Ankh wondered.

      No.

      Rivka didn’t need to turn around to see his goggled eyes staring at her. Jay moved in front of the Crenellian, brandishing her blade as she put herself between the door and him.

      Lindy, protect Ankh no matter what happens, Rivka ordered.

      What’s going to happen? she asked.

      On three, Red interrupted, and when he’d counted down, he rammed into the door. It was locked and didn’t budge. The only thing he’d accomplished was announcing their arrival. He took two steps back and powered into the door, but it remained steadfast in denying entry. Red saw where the bolts were in place.

      “Fire in the hole!” he yelled and took aim.

      “Don’t...” Ankh started to say, his voice disappeared into the skull-bouncing thunder from the hypervelocity darts shredding the locks. Red jammed through, dropping the railgun to hang from its sling as he took aim with the neutron pulse weapon.

      Movement drew his eye, nothing more than a shadow darting behind a stack of electronics. The room was filled with equipment bathed in muted light, colored indicators flashing in syncopation.

      Sprawling, yet haphazard, the room had a purpose. It was cold. Much better for the equipment than heat. Heavy power cables were strung through the open overhead. Red rushed to the first bank of computers and leaned around, counting on the goggles to see into the dark corners.

      “Coming around the end!” Red called.

      Rivka had followed Red in, suddenly alarmed at being unarmed.

      A figure appeared and darted toward the door. She stuck out her leg, sending the individual tripping and face first into the floor at Jay’s feet. She touched her blade against the side of the person’s neck.

      “How many more are in here?” Rivka demanded, rushing over to grab the person’s arm. A woman. Thin and pale. The woman’s mind ran under the dark cloud of fear.

      None.

      She was telling the truth. Rivka added in a gentle voice, “Let her up.”

      Jay kept her blade aimed at the woman with the adult face but a youth’s body.

      “That’s all there were in here. We’re clear,” Rivka told Red. He nodded and signaled for everyone to stay where they were as he quickly explored the rest of the room. Two minutes later the lights came on in the room and stairway. The goggles adjusted instantly, protecting the wearers from getting blinded.

      Red removed his and carefully put them into a pocket. Ankh pulled his up, letting them rest on his oversized forehead. Jay and Lindy followed Ankh’s lead.

      “It’s your show. We’re looking for the next breadcrumb,” Rivka said.

      “Put one of the coins I gave you inside that server,” Ankh directed, pointing.

      “I don’t have them,” Rivka replied.

      “Where are they?”

      “On the ship,” Rivka said softly.

      “What good are they on the ship?” Ankh asked in his neutral voice. Rivka suspected he was annoyed.

      Red held out a hand with one of Ankh’s devices.

      “Why do you have these?” Rivka wondered.

      “I thought they might be useful,” Red answered. “Just like grenades.”

      “You have grenades?” Supra Harpeth asked, appearing in the doorway. Lindy jumped, earning a harsh look from Red.

      “Don’t you?” Red shrugged one shoulder.

      Ankh sat down while Rivka remedied her shortsightedness by emplacing the device Red had given her. The Crenellian disappeared into thought, and the group waited.

      “What made you change your mind?” Rivka asked.

      “My superiors registered my complaint with the Federation, earning themselves a call directly from Lance Reynolds. I wanted to express my heartfelt apology for not fully supporting your efforts to save me from my failure to resolve this case.” The supra held his hands before him as if praying.

      “You were told to apologize or be fired?”

      “Something like that.”

      “If they ask, I’ll tell them that your words brought tears to my eyes.”

      “Might be a little much,” Harpeth replied, but nodded and smirked.

      “I doubt they’ll question my veracity.” Rivka slapped him on the shoulder. Red watched, casually cradling Blazer. Rivka held out her hand. He slapped something into her palm. She held up his flashlight and thrust it at him.

      “Mine.” He swapped the neutron pulse weapon. The Magistrate happily shoved Reaper into her pocket. “Is this the infamous server farm?”

      Ankh was in his own world, oblivious to what was going on around him. He wouldn’t be answering any questions. But there was someone else who knew.

      “We need you to tell us what you know,” Rivka said to the woman. “Start with your name.”

      The woman didn’t look belligerent, only terrified. Her jaw worked, but she couldn’t form words.

      “Jay, put that thing away and help her calm down.”

      She looked for a place to stash the blade, but couldn’t find one. She finally gave it to Lindy for safekeeping. The bodyguard took it and returned to the landing on the stairs where she could watch for intruders. While there, she relieved the body of its sheath, clipping it onto her ballistic vest and stuffing the long blade into it.

      Lindy relaxed and settled in, making sure that no one surprised the team as Harpeth had done when she had become too interested in the room below and not the security of those in her charge. She understood why Red was so hard on himself. A moment’s loss of concentration could be the difference between life and death. Her lip curled at the thought.

      Red had told her there was much to learn and that it required a different mindset, shutting out everything the Magistrate was doing except how an enemy might take advantage. Much to learn indeed, but she had Mabel for comfort, and her big man to teach her.
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        * * *

      

      “Bring the van out front,” the supra said into his communication device.

      Lindy led the way up the stairs, with Jay and Ankh behind, then Rivka, Harpeth cuffed to the prisoner, and Red.

      It had been twenty minutes since they’d breached the server room. It took Ankh less than ten minutes to learn its secrets and give them two leads. The caretaker was in the wrong place at the wrong time. She hadn’t spoken, which led the supra to commit to keeping at her until she told them who’d hired her.

      “I don’t understand the reason for the security. People wearing dark cloaks and carrying knives. What was that all about?”

      “Gaining the tactical edge,” Red offered. “With only one way in or out, they would die in place without getting the drop on any intruders. It was their one-time use plan. Don’t forget that they had the high-res night vision goggles.”

      “But why? I can’t believe the computers were important enough that five people were hired to protect them.”

      “They were,” Ankh offered without further explanation.

      Supra Harpeth stepped over the bodies. “When can we get our people in here?”

      “As soon as we walk out the door, Supra,” Rivka said, “but keep this place locked down. We may need to return. No matter what, I don’t want any outsiders in here messing with the equipment.”

      Ankh waved a dismissive hand. “There are tracking programs on all of it. The only way to remove them is to completely wipe the servers and start over. We’re fine no matter what they do.”

      “You are amazing, Ankh. Thank you for joining the crew, and before you ask, the answer is yes. You can keep the goggles.”

      “I wasn’t going to ask that,” Ankh deadpanned.

      Rivka turned back to Harpeth. “You’ll probably need armed guards here, too. I suspect our perp won’t appreciate our intrusion into his or her affairs. It also means we move fast. We follow every breadcrumb as soon as we find it, while the trail is hot. And you need to keep her in custody until we’ve found who we’re looking for.”

      “Is that how you roll? Hit the ground running and only speed up from there?”

      “I’d like to say that I adjudicate cases at a measured pace, but that would be misleading. The pace is frenetic. Criminals don’t need to enjoy freedom one second longer than necessary. It pains me that they breathe the same air as good people.”

      “Our legal system doesn’t enjoy the same level of passion that you have, but we don’t have to carry the burdens of an entire galaxy.”

      Rivka was frowning when they reached the small entry area.

      Harpeth motioned for his people to get to work. “Four bodies on the stairs and an equipment room with a busted door. Secure the room and recover the bodies. Keep the room under armed guard until I cancel the order.”

      The stiga—the investigator—saluted and waved two petros, uniformed patrol officers, to him to take a post at the top of the stairs. Four more petros and two specialists headed down to clean up the mess.

      “It must be nice to just walk away from something like that. I’ll be quagmired in the paperwork for weeks.”

      Rivka stopped him. “Killing people is never nice. Chasing people who kill people isn’t nice. You know what’s nice? Sitting around doing the paperwork, and bitching about the people who do the hard work. If you keep whining, I’ll send you packing. Is that clear?”

      Supra Harpeth was all too aware of his attitude. He grimaced and slowly shook his head. “You’re right. I don’t deserve the honor of working with the first Magistrate to visit our planet.”

      “Shut up and get in the van,” Rivka told him. Red was first into the open and waited to the side while the others hurried from the building and into the waiting vehicle.

      Lindy closed the door behind her.

      “Where to, Ankh?”

      “The Collum Daily building,” the Crenellian replied.

      “The news outlet?” Harpeth asked.

      “The news outlet.”
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      “The police can’t raid the news,” Harpeth said.

      “The police won’t be,” Rivka replied before leaning over the seat to look at the back of the Crenellian’s head. “What are we looking for, Ankh?”

      “We are looking for a switch.”

      Red shrugged. Harpeth didn’t know. Jay and Lindy had no idea. Lindy was admiring the sheath and the long knife.

      “You’ll have to clue in us lesser mortals, Ankh. I don’t know what you mean by a switch. Is that another computer?”

      Ankh was wedged between Red and the window. He wasn’t able to face Rivka, so he talked to the back of the driver’s seat. “A switch is a switch. It takes a signal from the outside and routes in one of multiple directions. I believe there is one that is manually activated. Someone at the news station is sending decoded signals to third parties.”

      “Decoded? That’s what the equipment in the basement did.” Rivka rubbed her chin as she tried to form the web in her mind of where the signals were being routed and rerouted.

      “Yes. Our original signal was diverted through those servers, where it was decrypted and retransmitted directly to the Collum Daily’s offices. Most of the information stays there. Supra, have you ever wondered why the news outlet seemed to have the latest on everything? They are stealing classified information. And, by narrowing who publishes the scoops, we need to talk with Nat Ferider. She is the recipient of the information.”

      The supra’s mouth fell open, and he gawked. “That’s not possible. She’s a respected journalist and treats people decently, even in articles that expose tough information. She wouldn’t be a criminal.”

      “We don’t have to judge until we get more information. I’ll talk to her myself and get to the bottom of it in short order. What did you say, Ankh? There’s a manual switch?”

      “Yes.” The Crenellian didn’t waste any words.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      With Supra Harpeth leading the way, the group headed for the senior editor’s office.

      “Hang on a second.” Rivka removed her datapad and pulled up a picture of the person she was there to find. She showed it to Lindy. “Why don’t you stay here? If she shows up, could you hang onto her for us?”

      “Bodyguard,” Red warned.

      “She’s been promoted,” Rivka replied. “She’s now a direct action intervention and security services specialist.”

      “You’re making that up,” Red said, shaking his head.

      “Damn straight.” Rivka turned back to Lindy. “Don’t let her get past you. We don’t have time to waste looking for someone who doesn’t want to be found. We already have at least one of those. I don’t want any more.”

      “Will do. I’ll be outside.” Lindy tipped her chin to Red, and he smiled back.

      “I suppose you’re going to make an impassioned plea to unload the mech,” Rivka said as Red watched Lindy walk away. Jay punched him in the arm.

      “What was that for?”

      “You were staring at her butt.”

      “And?” Red scanned the surrounding area. Nothing had changed in the ten seconds since he’d last evaluated it for threats. He smiled, the image of Lindy still in his mind. “We need to move. Standing around always makes me nervous.”

      “Stand now, run later! That’s our mantra,” Rivka suggested, ushering Harpeth to the front.

      “I don’t understand, but that’s okay. You off-worlders have your own ways, which we welcome even if we don’t understand them.”

      The entire first floor of the Collum Daily building was a cubicle farm. As the sole source for news on the planet, they sported a large staff that was perpetually busy. Based on the government’s guidance, the Daily had restricted their speculative articles about the murders so they didn’t create a panic. The information was already being circulated in the diplomatic channels. There was less anxiety within the populace than the Collum Gate leadership expected to see.

      It was common to hear, “They’re just aliens.”

      Rivka was aware that the locals were trending toward supporting the killer. It didn’t change her job, but it did affect how she looked at the locals. Even Harpeth had tried to distance himself from the investigation, which had been alarmingly lean on evidence and facts.

      The Magistrate was starting to wonder if it was a worldwide conspiracy. Her expression told everyone that her thoughts were troubled.

      They walked up a wide and ornate staircase to the level where the senior editor’s office was located. He chose not to be on the top floor so he could be in the middle of the action and stay in touch with the reporters.

      There was no cordon they had to pass, no security, only a couple of junior editors who filtered the volume before it reached the boss.

      “We’re here to see the senior editor,” Harpeth told the person closest to the door. The woman didn’t even look up as she pointed over her shoulder with her thumb. She stopped and looked up when Red towered over her desk.

      “What are you?” she blurted, pushing her chair away from the man mountain.

      “Personal security for the Magistrate,” Red replied without looking at her. “What are you?”

      He didn’t have to snark back, but the locals were putting him in a foul mood.

      “I’m an editor with the Collum Daily. Maybe you’ve heard of it?”

      “The fact that I’m standing here suggests I have. Are all the Daily’s employees arrogant assholes like you?”

      She harrumphed her outrage. Rivka made eye contact with Red before turning toward the senior editor’s door. She tried not to laugh at her bodyguard’s retort, but her patience was wearing thin, too. They’d been on the planet for mere hours and had already been attacked.

      Twice. She was wearing her jacket without a shirt, which was liberating but less than professional. Lindy was wearing her bloodstained clothes, which was less than optimal.

      Harpeth knocked twice and opened the door. Inside was a harried-looking man sitting in the middle of a holo-projector. Screens twisted and danced around him as he viewed videos, read headlines, and looked through random paragraphs of Collum script.

      “We’ll come back later if you’re busy,” Supra Harpeth offered.

      “We’ll talk now,” Rivka corrected. “Ankh, can you shut that off, please?”

      The Crenellian strolled to the console, reached through the holographic image, and tapped a button. The holoscreens receded into the console.

      “Excuse me!” the man declared loudly, looking angrily at the supra.

      Rivka smiled and offered her hand. “I’m Magistrate Rivka from the Federation here to investigate the ambassadors’ murders.” She left it open to see if the senior editor would give something away. She thrust her hand closer, and he finally took it.

      His disdain for the Federation jumped to the front of his mind. When he looked at Ankh, he recalled a short piece related to the attempt on the Crenellian’s life—an article written by the journalist they were looking for.

      Now was the perfect time. She held his hand as she asked her first question. “What do you know about Nat Ferider and her relationship with the serial killer?”

      Doubt filled his mind. He never questioned his journalists and their sources, but hers had been unparalleled in its accuracy and the speed with which she’d produced the stories. He believed Ferider was in on it. Despair! His soul cried out in anguish. He pulled his hand free and collapsed into his chair, burying his face in his hands.

      “I don’t know anything about that. She’s a good journalist. One of our best,” he finally said.

      “We need to talk to her,” Rivka stated flatly.

      “Up one level, corner office,” he mumbled through his fingers.

      Rivka pointed at the door. When they went outside, they found the junior editor on her personal communication device. Red pulled it from her hand, clicked it off, and dropped it in the trash can before continuing toward the stairs.

      “Gossip is such an ugly thing,” Jay told her. Jay swished her platinum blue hair in an arc past the woman’s face as they walked away.

      What kind of thugs have we become? Rivka asked over their internal comm system. Red, don’t do that kind of shit.

      It won’t happen again, Magistrate. She pissed me off, but that’s no excuse. She was no threat to you, so I shouldn’t have given her a millisecond of my time.

      Thanks, Red. That’s good focus. I don’t know what it is, but something’s not right here. These people are putting me on edge, too.

      It’s the diplomatic influence, Ankh suggested.

      I don’t understand, Rivka replied.

      I know this one! Jay exclaimed. In diplomatic circles, there is much said that isn’t true. Perception is the only reality, so they maintain false fronts. The serial killer—is that what we’re calling him now?—has destroyed the facade. Without that, the real world becomes an ugly place.

      Is that what you saw from your parents? Rivka asked. They reached the steps and started to climb.

      All the time and way too much. They were two very different people, depending on which side of the door they were standing on.

      We need to find this person and put them out of our misery so we can get off this planet.

      I’m wondering when the island paradise mission will come, Red remarked.

      The third floor was busier than the first two. A person brushed by and rushed down the stairs, then a second person. A third one had her face buried in a folder, mumbling as she walked by. Rivka turned after she’d gone by to watch her.

      “Nat?” she called. The woman threw the folder as she leapt down the next three steps and started to run. Jay froze, putting a protective arm around Ankh. Rivka shrugged and started walking back down the stairs. Red took the flight of stairs in two jumps, getting into a position where he could see the fleeing suspect. The supra followed.

      Our suspect is running down the stairs and headed toward you, Red passed to Lindy over their internal comm channel. He slowed to a walk as he watched the woman race between the cubicles. Just before she reached the door, Lindy stepped through. She hit Nat Ferider in the chest with an arm bar. The journalist’s feet came out from under her as she upended, spun in the air, and slammed face-first into the floor.

      Lindy picked the gasping woman up with one hand and started dragging her toward the stairs.

      Rivka waved them to where she waited on the landing. Red dominated the top of the stairs, holding his railgun across his chest. He was in full combat gear, including his combat helmet.

      All of the employees saw the exchange. It was hard to miss the Daily’s number one journalist running from a bunch of newcomers, only to be intercepted and body-slammed. Recording devices peeked above cubicle walls to capture the video.

      “Ankh, I don’t want any of that video or an article about this to hit the street for twenty-four hours. If you would be so kind...” Rivka requested.

      The Crenellian’s eyes unfocused as he communed with his AI. His night-vision goggles were prominently displayed on his forehead. He didn’t care what he looked like.

      And neither did Rivka, when she thought about it. He did his job well.

      I’ve put a scrubbing program in place to lock out the videos. One was already uploaded but has been quarantined. We’ve discovered thirty-one recordings on the floor below. Erasmus has locked them within their devices, and further recording will not be possible within this building for the next twenty-four hours. Does this mean that the investigation will be complete by then?

      “It will have to be. The perp has to know we’re on his or her tail. Will they be brazen and hide in plain sight? We’ll see what we can learn when we find this switch and ask a few questions of our dashing new friend,” Rivka replied.

      Lindy shoved the woman up the stairs to land at Red’s feet. “Get up and come with us.”

      “Who…who are you?” Nat stammered.

      “You didn’t think to ask that before you started running? What are you afraid of?” Rivka asked as she gripped the woman’s arm and helped her up.

      Fear of being found out. Fear of losing her stature. Fear of the faceless and nameless entity she funneled information to. Fear that she was finished.

      Rivka almost felt sorry for her. Almost.

      “You wanted to be the number-one journalist on the planet, so you crawled into bed with evil. How did you expect that to turn out?” Rivka jerked the woman to get her attention. “Never mind. Just show us the switch, that thing you flipped to send supposedly secure information to the murderer. You do know what that makes you, don’t you?”

      Rivka’s face was inches from the journalist’s.

      The woman started sobbing uncontrollably. Rivka grabbed her by the ears and growled into her face. “Show us, or I swear I will punch my hand into your chest and rip out your beating heart! Where’s the switch?”

      It flashed into her mind—one simple toggle under her desk with a lead going into the drawer. The drawer was coded, but Rivka had seen the numbers.

      “Bring her,” the Magistrate ordered. Lindy twisted the woman’s arm behind her back and pushed. Supra Harpeth finally stepped up, showing a pair of stylish handcuffs. He secured her arms behind and guided her up the stairs. Lindy stayed far enough behind to prevent any runs for freedom. Red took his usual position and headed back up the stairs. He started to perspire. The heavier gravity was weighing them all down and probably contributed to their short tempers.

      Jay was holding Ankh’s hand as if she were leading a child. Her right hand remained free and on the hilt of the long knife at her side. A lump in the small of her back showed where she kept the pistol. Rivka could understand why someone would be intimidated by the Magistrate’s team. That couldn’t be helped, because they needed to be intimidating. They had to deal with the worst the galaxy had to offer.

      Nefas hadn’t been intimidated. He hadn’t cared. The worst criminals didn’t since they thought they were the biggest and the baddest.

      What will this switch tell you? Rivka asked.

      Where the signal goes next. The breadcrumbs.

      Follow the breadcrumbs, Rivka reiterated. Thanks, Ankh.

      When the group reached the journalist’s office, the door was locked. Red didn’t bother asking for the key. He hip-checked it, splitting the doorframe. The door swung inward, showing a desk with screens, bookshelves, and meager decorations. It was a working journalist’s office.

      Rivka walked around the desk and kneeled to look underneath.

      “Here,” she told Ankh. He bent down to look at it.

      “We need to get in there.” Ankh pointed at the lower desk drawer. “Unless you have one of the coins I gave you.”

      Rivka glared at Ankh briefly. They’d already covered that ground.

      She punched in the code, and the drawer opened. “It’s all yours.”

      He leaned down to study the electronics within.

      “How’d you do that?” Nat Ferider asked, her eyes puffy and red from crying.

      “Tell us more about your contact,” Rivka stated, wrapping her fingers around the journalist’s wrist.

      “You’re hurting me,” Nat complained.

      “You’re an accessory to a serial killer. In the Federation, that’s a capital crime. As a Magistrate, I can pass judgment right fucking now. Do you understand?”

      “But I didn’t do anything!” she groaned, and the tears started to flow afresh.

      “The information you received about the arriving Crenellian ambassador? That was him.” Rivka pointed to Ankh, two arms deep into the drawer. “I got shot for it. If I wasn’t special, I’d be dead. What do you want from me, forgiveness?”

      “Yes,” she muttered. Harpeth held her tightly to keep her from falling. “I’m innocent.”

      “Now you’re a liar in addition to an accessory to multiple murders and an attempted murder.” Rivka let go of her arm. She wasn’t getting anything new. The woman didn’t know who she was transmitting the information to. She suspected, but remained willfully ignorant. “You know the best thing about being me?” Rivka waited. “I don’t care about your plea. I know what’s in your mind. I’ve seen what you’ve done through your own eyes. You are as guilty as sin. You will be banished from this job since you can’t be trusted to report the news, having demonstrated a willingness to create the news instead. And because you have caused so many people physical pain, uncuff her.”

      Supra was confused but did as the Magistrate ordered.

      “Now give me your shirt.” Rivka snapped her fingers. “I said, give me your shirt. Because of you, my last one was ruined. Give me your shirt.”

      The woman did as ordered, standing there in just her bra, trying to cover herself with her hands.

      “Give me your hand.” Rivka held hers out, rock-steady. Nat Ferider put her hands behind her back and shook her head. “I said, give me your hand!”

      Rivka jabbed her in the stomach, and she instinctively brought her hands to the front. Rivka caught one and rammed it into the side of the desk, breaking three of the woman’s fingers. She screamed and howled.

      “Get out,” Rivka growled and pointed at the door.

      Nat looked like she wanted to say something but decided against it, cradling her injured digits over her fancy teal bra as she staggered from the office.

      “Is that how you do things?” Supra Harpeth asked.

      “She’ll never forget the consequences of her crime. I’ll file the report with your department, so you have it in case she runs afoul of the law again. I don’t think you’ll have any more problems with her, and isn’t that what punishment is supposed to be about?”

      “But you broke her fingers.” Harpeth pointed to the spot on the desk, reliving the meting out of Justice.

      “Yes, because her fingers threw the switch that sent intelligence to the killer. That intelligence was used to kill people. I could have executed her. Is that what you’d prefer?”

      “Of course not. That’s barbaric, just like physical punishment!” He stood as tall as he was able and looked down at her. Red bumped into him from behind.

      “You’ll not want to threaten the Magistrate,” he said in a low and dangerous voice.

      “Or what?”

      Rivka held her hand up to stop Red before he pummeled the supra.

      “You’re off the case,” Rivka said. She removed her datapad. “Chaz, log an order with Collum Gate that Nat Ferider is a convicted felon and that she is prohibited from holding a public interest position. Also, report to law enforcement that Supra Harpeth has been removed from this case by my order. Thanks, Chaz. Now you, get out.” She pointed at the door. He had to work his way around Red, who filled the empty space. Lindy locked eyes and glared at him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Once the door was shut, Rivka took off her jacket and put the shirt on. She tossed the jacket over her shoulder, holding it casually with one hand.

      “Now that we’ve alienated all the locals, what’s our next stop?” Rivka asked.

      Ankh stood up, holding the device, wires dangling from it.

      “Erasmus has found a number of addresses that we need to visit.”

      “How many?” Rivka groaned.

      “Only twelve.”

      “And I just fired the guy who could help us. I wonder if he’ll leave the driver.”

      “We should probably go,” Red suggested.

      “Ankh?”

      “Yes. We can go. I’ve shared the locations on your datapad. You’ll be able to see them on a map. We’ve calculated an optimal route to visit them as quickly as possible, although it would have been optimal to hit all twelve at once, just in case the killer is monitoring them.”

      Red opened the door and headed out.

      “We don’t have that option—unless we do. Lindy, can you run down Harpeth and tell him to wait? I want to talk to him.”

      “On my way, Magistrate.” Lindy squeezed Red’s butt before she accelerated across the floor and disappeared down the stairs.

      When the Magistrate reached the first landing, she found Lindy and Harpeth.

      “You didn’t make it very far,” Rivka quipped.

      “I want you to reconsider,” the supra said with his head bowed.

      “Done!” Rivka declared happily. She checked the area to make sure no one was listening. “I need you to coordinate a simultaneous raid on twelve different properties. And we need to hit them only as soon as humanly possible. I have the coordinates.”

      She showed him the map on her datapad.

      “Personal residences in different economic zones throughout the city. This is interesting. Each of them borders an alien district.”

      Jay had Ankh pulled tightly to her side, her arm wrapped protectively around him.

      “You have separate housing areas for aliens, even if they don’t need special accommodation?” Rivka asked.

      “It’s not like you’re trying to make it sound,” Harpeth replied, holding his hands up defensively. “They’re just different areas, same everything else.”

      “I’ve been told that this planet is a peaceful place, unused to violence. Now we have a shooting war because there are sides. The haves and have-nots. The tall versus the short. The wide versus the thin. The off-worlders and the Collum Gaters. I don’t wish anyone harm, but it looks like separate but equal hasn’t worked out.”

      “You can’t judge us on the actions of one person!”

      “Our thoughts become our attitudes become our words become our actions.” Rivka held his gaze. “The killer may be acting alone, but there is a disgusting amount of sympathy for what this individual is doing. Like that woman with a few broken fingers who helped create the conditions for murdering aliens.”

      Rivka stopped. The journalist’s office jumped into her mind. It had been low tech, except for what was hidden in the drawer.

      “Ankh, who programmed the servers to decrypt diplomatic communications? It sure as hell wasn’t Miss Prissy Pants.”

      “The signature within the code was H4rea78L. The code was sophisticated, on par with what we saw from the Mandolin Partnership. I don’t think it was her. It may not have been the shooter, but someone the killer hired.”

      “What are we going to find at these twelve houses?” Harpeth asked. Ankh looked up at the supra but didn’t answer.

      “What do we need to tell the officers to look for?” Rivka clarified.

      “The killer, of course. All of these homes are supposed to be vacant, but they all have significant energy signatures. They are occupied, and they were the places that received the signal when the switch was flipped. I put a tracking code in each of those places should they move the receiving equipment.”

      “You flipped the switch?”

      “Once Erasmus had control over the system, yes. We reduced the number of variables and planted a false message.”

      “We just foiled an attack. Would they raise their heads again so soon?” Rivka wondered. She didn’t think so.

      “I planted the message that the key ambassadors would be meeting at the Forum tonight.”

      “But they are meeting tonight!” Harpeth blurted.

      “There was nothing on the schedule and nothing in any of the servers that suggested this meeting. It was planted information.”

      “Yes, but they didn’t tell anyone about it! I knew, but they asked that we not provide security. I changed who would patrol the area, but that’s it. No one else knows besides the guvna.”

      Ankh’s nostrils flared while his facial expression remained neutral. “We better find the killer before tonight,” he said blandly.
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        * * *

      

      Rivka breathed heavily, almost snorting like a bull ready to charge. It had been ninety minutes, but finally, the law enforcement was in place to conduct the simultaneous raids. Harpeth held his communicator up and tipped his chin toward Rivka.

      “Don’t wait on me. Light this candle, and let’s go kick some ass.”

      “Go! Go! Go!” Supra Harpeth ordered.

      “If all twelve places are occupied, how will we know which one is the killer?”

      “All you have to do is detain the squatters. I’ll do the rest. We’ll get to the bottom of it.”

      The communicator crackled. The first takedown was over. One man in custody.

      “Driver,” Harpeth called, “take us to Nebula Court.”

      The hover-van lifted into the air and accelerated away. It whipped silently through the city, stopping first at the intersection since it didn’t have emergency lights.

      “Ankh?” Rivka asked.

      “Green lights from here to there, Magistrate,” Ankh said softly.

      Instantly the light changed. The van careened through traffic, maintaining speed until the final turn onto the target road. Two law enforcement vehicles were parked out front, lights flashing. A squat and heavy man was cuffed and seated on the front step.

      Red jumped out and held his hand back to keep anyone else from getting out until he’d visually scoured the area. He waved them out and stepped aside. His railgun was raised and tracing a figure eight through the air. Lindy climbed out last and added her railgun to his, covering an opposite sector, finger on the safety, ready to flip it off if she needed to engage.

      Rivka marched straight to the man in handcuffs.

      His lip twitched when he saw her approach, but he made no move to stand or speak.

      She took a seat next to him and put her hand on his shoulder before asking pleasantly, “What are you doing here?”

      Watching the alien sector. Fury!

      “Who do you report to?”

      “What?” the man retorted.

      Lost his job to alien technology that replaced the workers. Then lost his home. He was alone.

      Rivka stood. “Let him go,” she told the officers before turning back to him. “That alien technology you are so angry about is made by humans, just not here.”

      “How did you know?” he asked, standing and lifting his hands so he could be freed.

      “I’m the Magistrate. It’s my job to know things. Don’t be angry at aliens. They had nothing to do with you losing your job. That was your people right here on Collum Gate. When one door closes...”

      “I know, I know. A new one opens. Isn’t that what you were going to say?”

      “Something like that. Being angry? That isn’t going to get you to a good place. Get yourself straight and get back to work. You’ll feel better for it.”

      “But where? There aren’t any jobs.”

      “I hear there’s an opening at the Collum Daily. I’m sorry, that’s not fair. Ankh?”

      The Crenellian looked up at her. “Yes?”

      “Job openings that he might be qualified for?”

      “This is how you wish to employ an R2D2 researcher?” Ankh asked evenly.

      “At this moment in time, that answer is yes.”

      Ankh turned to the man. “There is a new construction project opening not far from here. They are conducting interviews tomorrow. The response to their ad has been lackluster because the manual labor pool is limited. They’ve raised their starting rates to be more competitive.”

      “But I’m not the manual labor sort,” the man complained.

      Rivka twirled her finger in the air and pointed to the van. “Next!” she ordered.

      Harpeth checked his device. “Suspect in custody at Beau Nair Place.”

      Lindy snorted, and Red smirked. Jay made no comment. “Next stop, Beau Nair,” Rivka said slowly.

      The hover-van headed out. Once again, they had green lights the whole way. The driver smiled as he drove the leased van at breakneck speeds, something he would have never been able to do, even with lights flashing and in pursuit.
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        * * *

      

      Five suspects later, they were no closer to finding a perp. Rivka sat with her head hanging down.

      “We’re down to a one in six chance,” Jay suggested. “It’s better than where we started.”

      “A d6 instead of a d12? I’ll take those odds,” Red replied.

      “You don’t play that game, do you?”

      “Of course. Helps me stay on my toes, teaches me how to work in a team, problem-solving, and tactical and strategic thinking. It’s the whole mental training package. The question should be, Magistrate, why don’t you play?”

      “Who do you play with?”

      “Right now, the computer, but Lindy is almost ready to give it a shot. We can play in the red room. Get the whole crew on board.”

      “I’m pretty sure ‘almost ready’ is a stretch,” Lindy muttered.

      “When are we going to visit the Crenellians?” Ankh asked, his voice small.

      “As soon as we finish with these final six.” Rivka put a comforting hand on his shoulder. He flinched but settled back. No emotions washed over Rivka. No images jumped into her mind. His was the difference between a mind wracked with emotion and a disciplined, controlled mind.

      At the next stop, they found two suspects in custody. A man and a woman, both angry, snarling at their captors like wild dogs.

      “Red, Lindy, I may need your assistance with this pair.”

      She reached toward them in the way that earned her the nickname “Zombie.” They recoiled until Red and Lindy held them still. The pair snapped their teeth at the bodyguards. Red elbowed the man in the head. Lindy pulled back on the woman’s hair until she grunted in pain.

      “What are you doing here?” Rivka asked for the seventh time.

      The man gritted his teeth and glared.

      “He’s the one. Take them both in,” Rivka said in relief. In his mind, he’d seen her before—through the scope of his weapon, right before he pulled the trigger. “Where’s the rifle?”

      He tried to fight her the instant he realized that she was in his mind, but it was too late.

      “Floorboards in the attic. Dig it out and bring it. Tear the house apart looking for anything else. We have a knifing and a bombing to account for.”

      She was concerned that she hadn’t seen those crimes in his mind. Maybe the woman.

      Rivka grabbed her. “What was your role in the murders?”

      “What murders?” the woman shot back. Confusion. She’d seen them on the news but knew nothing otherwise.

      The man had concealed everything from her.

      “She doesn’t know anything, but bring her along anyway. Keep her apart from him. And I want to talk with those in the last five places. Bring them to the station.”

      The officers threw the two in separate vehicles and with lights flashing, they headed out.

      “Easy as that?” Red asked as Rivka pointed toward the house. “These things are always so anti-climactic. We’re running with our hair on fire, and then the perp’s in custody. We wipe our hands of it and go on our merry way.”

      “I’m happy that we stopped the killer. That we did it quickly, in a relative sense, is an added bonus. We couldn’t have done it without Ankh, our newest and most valuable member of the team.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Jay said, grimacing as she looked in the wardrobe at the smattering of off colors and discordant designs.

      They opened drawers and lifted mattresses while they waited for the officer to retrieve the weapon.

      “What’s taking so long?” Rivka said and started up the ladder into the attic crawlspace. Red grabbed her.

      “You get the feeling that something is wrong? Let me go first,” he said.

      Red raised his pistol and pulled his knife. With one in each hand, he carefully climbed the ladder. He poked his head through the opening and ducked back out.

      “Officer’s down,” Red whispered. “Looks empty, but no one come up here until I give the all clear.”

      He lifted himself through the opening and into the attic, crouching low to move toward the downed petro. The man’s skin had already turned purple. He’d only been dead for a few minutes.

      Red examined what he could see before flipping the man over. A needle lashed out from beneath and scratched the back of Red’s hand, burning like fire. Red rubbed it on his vest, clenching his teeth against the pain.

      Rivka had climbed the ladder and was watching him.

      “Don’t touch the body. Poison trap.” Red cradled his hand as his nanocytes fought against the invading toxin. He studied the flipped body. With his boot, he stomped the activation triggers and destroyed the traps arrayed around the weapon. He poked with the butt of his railgun to make sure there weren’t additional traps before levering the rifle from its place. He held it up. “Got it.”

      “Anything else in there?”

      Red scooped out a small bag. “Ammunition, and there’s not much of it.” Red stepped aside so Rivka could look in. The scratch on his hand was already closed. He wiggled his fingers. “Still tingling.”

      “If that had happened a few months ago, you would have been dead.”

      “Maybe. I’m quite the specimen if you haven’t noticed.”

      “Really?” Lindy called from the opening where she stood on the ladder. She glanced toward the body. “Is he dead?”

      “I’m afraid so,” Rivka replied. She took hold of his ankles. “Grab his arms.”

      Red crouched to lift his end of the officer and crab-walked toward the opening. They sat the body upright, and Rivka let him fall over her shoulder before she descended the ladder. The Magistrate continued down the stairs and into the yard. Supra Harpeth groaned and hurried to help.

      “There was a trap in the attic. Poison.” Rivka felt bad for the officer and his family. The perp had been caught. There was no reason for anyone else to die. When she’d seen the malice in his mind alongside the image of the rifle, she hadn’t seen the trap he’d set. To him, it was a trivial thing. To the officer on the ground, it had been life and death.

      Evil saw the world differently. Psychopaths had no remorse. Ever. Rivka didn’t look forward to further interrogations, but she needed to know.

      Where was the bomb-making equipment?
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      Rivka’s crew was subdued when they arrived at the law enforcement center. Harpeth hadn’t made it yet since he’d taken the body to the morgue. He also committed to turning the rifle in for forensic examination.

      The Magistrate wanted to send a message to the ambassadors, but in a couple of hours, they would be together to talk about the serial killer. In the meantime, Rivka intended to further interrogate the perp.

      It appeared that the guvna had different plans. He intercepted Rivka and her crew. “I cannot thank you enough for your help in resolving this case,” he said in a slimy politician’s voice. He thrust out his hand, and when Rivka took it, he pumped hers over-enthusiastically.

      Get off my planet! screamed in his mind. Rivka chuckled and pulled him close. “We’re not leaving until I talk to him.”

      The guvna’s smile faded slowly. “I’m sorry, but in this matter, we’ve reinstated an ancient law that allows capital punishment. In accordance with Federation Law, if we apply the Federation standard in the adjudication, we can reestablish jurisdiction as long as the accused is a Collum Gate citizen, which he is.”

      “You’re refusing to let me see him?” Rivka said in a stone-cold tone. Red rolled his shoulders to make sure his railgun clanked against his gear.

      “Refuse? That’s a sensational word. We are freeing you to return to your duties. It’s a big galaxy, and we’re only one small planet. Our issue is between us and our people. We need to resolve it. I’m sure you understand.”

      “I do understand, Guvna. I understand that you want to take credit for the apprehension. I don’t care about the credit, but I do care about the resolution. I don’t think he worked alone, and I need to talk with him and get confirmation. That’s what I want. You can grandstand all you want, but I have a case that isn’t closed until I say it’s closed.”

      “I’m afraid you have no case. It is back in our hands now. If all goes as we expect, he’ll be executed by this evening.”

      “What?” Rivka was outraged. “Why in the hell would you rush that?”

      “We have everything we need. Do you know that under our law, an execution is carried out using the convicted’s own weapon?”

      Rivka shook her head. She was trying to think through the law, but she was too angry to make sense of it. “We’ll return to my ship, but this isn’t over. Not by a long stretch.”

      The guvna held his hands out, palms out by way of an apology. Rivka stormed from the station to find the hover-van parked without a driver.

      “Do you think they recalled their driver, now that they consider the case to be closed?”

      “Undoubtedly,” Jay said. “It’s what my parents would do. Make the situation so uncomfortable that the person ended up doing what they wanted. Our presence here has been uncomfortable from the word go. Now that you’ve done their job for them, they’re ratcheting up the pressure.”

      “You have wisdom beyond your years, Jayita. Thanks for joining the team.”

      “I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know. I haven’t contributed much on this one, but I will protect Ankh while the others protect you. You two are doing all the legal work. I guess you can refer to me as the hired muscle.” To emphasize her point, Jay lifted her arms and flexed her biceps.

      Red laughed out loud, recovered quickly, and went back to watching for threats.

      “No driver. Looks like you’re the wheelman, Red.”

      “Wheelman in a vehicle with no wheels. No one up front with me, please. Lindy by the side door. Everyone else, stay frosty. I don’t trust anyone on this planet.”

      “You’re not alone.” Rivka joined Vered in an examination of the hover-van. A bomb would ruin their day. “Ankh, can you look under there and see if there’s anything that’s not supposed to be there?”

      “Why me? Is it because I’m short?” It sounded harsh despite Ankh’s even tone.

      “Of course not! It’s because you know electronics and what should or shouldn’t be there.”

      “Okay.” Ankh bent down to look under the vehicle. Rivka nodded and held her hand out to show how tall the Crenellian was.

      Once Ankh gave the all-clear, Red climbed in. Jay slid the side door open. “Hang on,” Red told her. “Why don’t you guys stay clear until after it’s running? I mean, put a building between this thing and yourselves.”

      “You heard the man,” Rivka told them. Lindy didn’t want to leave. “It’ll be fine. This is for Red’s peace of mind, not ours. Ankh didn’t find anything, and we all trust him, don’t we?”

      They trooped to the other side of the parking area. All clear, Rivka passed.

      They couldn’t tell that the vehicle was running until Red drove it erratically toward them.

      “Maybe we are safer out here,” Lindy ventured. The hover-van settled near them, and the side door popped.

      “All aboard!” Red shouted from the driver’s seat.

      They reluctantly climbed in. Once they were inside, Red drove without issue, staying in the travel corridors while Ankh worked his magic to ensure traffic control favored their route. When they reached the spaceport, Red maneuvered around the side of the arrivals terminal and accessed the parking area directly using the Magistrate’s carte blanche. They left the van next to Peacekeeper and climbed aboard.

      Rivka immediately sequestered herself on the bridge and called Grainger.
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later, Lindy had showered and changed into something that didn’t have dried blood all over it. Everyone ate something, too, except the Magistrate, who was still behind a closed door.

      “She’s pretty mad,” Jay ventured.

      “She got her man, but didn’t, and then she was prevented from closing the case. I’ve never seen her not resolve a case. It has to chap her ass,” Red added.

      “There is more case,” Ankh said. The others turned to listen. “Erasmus and I planted tracking programs on the communication tendrils leading from our original message. There is a channel that’s still active.”

      Lindy and Red looked at each other, jaws clenched as they became angry with the local law enforcement.

      “Bureaucrats,” Red said under his breath.

      Jay said what needed to be said. “The Magistrate was right. There’s more than one killer.”

      Red hurried to the bridge and banged on the hatch before opening it. The Magistrate was pacing, and the High Chancellor was on the screen. “Is that you, Vered?” the older gentleman asked, looking past the bodyguard.

      “Lindy is dressed this time,” Red answered, mouth open to continue. The High Chancellor interrupted, speaking quickly.

      “That’s not what I was looking for.” The man’s hands appeared on his screen as if trying to avoid a fight.

      Red smiled. “I’m surprised you wouldn’t. I can’t stop looking myself, but I need to interrupt you for a word with the Magistrate.” Rivka had stopped walking and stood with her hands behind her back. “Ankh says that one of the comm channels that supported the killer is active. The shooter wasn’t working alone.”

      “Are we confirmed that there’s another? An active broadcast isn’t enough hard evidence to pull the case back from the locals. The guy they have in custody is a murderer. But did he commit all the murders? I don’t think so, since Ankh is starting to paint the picture of a conspiracy. I need something a little more solid to wrest the case back into Federation hands.”

      “What the locals giveth, the locals taketh away,” the High Chancellor pontificated. “Deliver hard evidence of a second suspect and you can wrest jurisdiction back, but not before. What are you most concerned about?”

      Rivka turned to the screen. Wrinkles appeared on her forehead as she shaped her feelings into words. “I’m afraid they are going to put a man to death and the murders won’t stop. They’ll lose face. We’ll lose face, and most importantly, innocents will lose their lives.”

      “Your heart is as big as the galaxy itself, Magistrate Rivka Anoa. This is a delicate stage, since the Federation cannot be heavy-handed regarding a member planet’s internal affairs. You may have found the suspect, but how they handle it now is their business. Take care, Rivka. I look forward to seeing how you did what was in the best interest of both Collum Gate and the Federation.” The screen faded to black.

      Rivka headed for the rec room, pausing to place a friendly hand on Red’s shoulder and smile at him. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to win this one, but it wouldn’t be for the lack of trying.

      “C’mon, Red. We have lives to save.”
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        * * *

      

      The hover-van raced from the spaceport, Red driving like his hair was on fire. Rivka’s team hung on tightly. Red yelled over his shoulder. “They say one hundred and ten kilometers per hour is the speed at which even the best sniper can’t hit the target.”

      “That’s also the speed where humans turn into pancakes if you hit something,” Rivka shouted back. “What does your anti-assassination manual say about driving with the windows open?”

      “I only have the clear ones open, and none of them are bullet-proof, laser refractive, or shielded, so it’s a moot point.” Red jerked the vehicle through three dimensions, keeping a clear lane ahead for as far as possible.

      Ankh threatened to drop a few red lights in Red’s way if he didn’t slow down.

      “That would be bad, Ankh!” Red laughed almost maniacally.

      “Did you know he was like this?” Rivka asked out the side of her mouth.

      Lindy shook her head. “I should have suspected. Driving is one big competition, and he hates to lose.”

      “It’s not really a competition,” Rivka replied helplessly.

      “We know that...” Lindy left the implication where it was.

      Red laughed from deep within his broad chest. He continued to change travel lanes as necessary to maintain the momentum. When he arrived at the Forum, he finally slowed. Ambassadors and other alien delegates were already arriving.

      After they were notified that the meeting had been compromised, they hadn’t canceled it, as Rivka had wished. They’d doubled down and moved it forward in time.

      The Magistrate jumped from the van while it was settling to the ground. “Catch her!” Red shouted into the back. Lindy pulled herself past Jay and Ankh, dived out the door and sprinted after Rivka. The last two passengers climbed out, Jay hovering protectively over the Crenellian.

      Red lowered the hover-van to the ground and bolted from it, locking it as he ran.

      “Hold up!” Lindy called when she caught up with the Magistrate. Rivka continued to walk quickly, stomping her feet in aggravation with each new step. “If a murderer is around here, running into the open isn’t the best way to let Red and me do our jobs. Let us protect you, Magistrate. At least let us try.”

      Rivka slowed and let Lindy get beside her. Red flowed to the other side, and they continued toward the indoor amphitheater called the Forum. Jay and Ankh rushed after them, but the Crenellian wasn’t good at running. His pace resembled that of an old man trying to use a broken walker.

      Jay wasn’t strong enough yet to carry him while running. She cursed herself for self-indulgence when she should have been preparing for the next battle like Red and Lindy. Hell, like everyone but her. She was instantly ashamed, and the adrenaline strengthened her resolve not to hold the team back. She hoisted the dense alien and jogged toward the others. She was out of breath when she reached them at the doors.

      Red was arguing with the guard. Rivka was trying to get out from behind him to state her case on why they had to let her in. Red finally stepped to the side, even though he was prepared to butt-stroke the guard and remove him from their path.

      “I am a Federation Magistrate on Federation business,” she declared. He didn’t bother checking the screen to see if she was an invitee. She held up her credentials, which listed her in the same capacity as a head of state. She prided herself on being able to talk her way into places, saving her creds for when her powers of persuasion failed.

      “Fine,” the guard replied, trying to sound bored. “But you can only bring one lackey.”

      Rivka raised a hand before Red could pummel the man.

      “All of them. My entourage is indispensable, and they will all accompany me. You understand that my credentials grant me complete latitude in bringing my party with me.”

      “Just one.” The guard insisted.

      “You are now in violation of Federation Law regarding diplomats. I refer you to Appendix D, Chapter Seven, Section 1. The punishment isn’t harsh, but you are preventing me from performing my duties. This will hurt me more than you,” she promised.

      “What are you going to do?” He planted his feet shoulder-width apart and crossed his arms over his chest.

      With the speed that her nano-enhancements allowed, she kneed him in the groin, lifting him off the ground. When he touched down, he crumpled, turning into a puddle on the ground like ice cream on Keome.

      “You have been judged,” Rivka declared.

      “She warned you, dumbass.” Red was more to the point.

      “One more thing.” Rivka leaned close, appreciating the tears running from the clenched eyes of the moaning man. “Make sure no one enters after us. I believe there is going to be an attack.”

      She swayed past on her way to the interior, where the team found at least a hundred people.

      “We need to get them all out of here if you think there’s going to be an attack. You’re thinking bomb, aren’t you?” Red’s eyes darted around the area, looking for optimal points to place an explosive. He scoured the rafters for balloons of poison gas, and next were recesses where a bomb could be hidden behind ad hoc projectiles.

      “It’s too big, Magistrate. We can’t search this place without it taking all night.” Red moved in front of the Magistrate, offering his body to absorb the impact should there be an explosion.

      “We’re in this together, Red,” Rivka stated, gently pushing past her bodyguard. He followed closely. Lindy, Jay, and Ankh joined them. “No, you guys get out of here!”

      “That’s not how it works.” Jay’s resolve rang through her words. “We go where you go.”

      “I don’t have time to argue, but when we get back to the ship, we’re going to iron this out.”

      “I look forward to being alive to go back to the ship,” Jay replied.

      Lindy winked at her before taking in the crowd. Heads were starting to turn toward the noisy newcomers. The crowd engaged in a low din of hushed voices as they waited for the meeting to start. Fifteen minutes.

      Rivka walked toward the dais in the center of the Forum where two alien ambassadors looked out upon the crowd. A humanoid wore gaudy robes of scarlet and gold, while the other was a four-legged Yollin. He stood near the lectern at the side of the dais and watched Rivka approach. She vaulted onto the stage and he flinched, taking a half-step back.

      The diplomatic community reacted best to credentials, so she removed hers and flashed them to the ambassadors who appeared to be running the show. Red motioned for Jay and Ankh to start checking around the dais and Lindy positioned herself on the other side of the hall, watching for anything untoward or anyone acting oddly.

      She discovered quickly that in a crowd of a hundred different species, there was no standard of odd that she could reconcile. She started looking for the squat humans who made up the population of Collum Gate.

      Aliens weren’t the threat.

      Rivka covered the microphone with her hand before she started speaking. “You’re in danger.”

      “Didn’t they catch the killer?” the Yollin ambassador asked.

      “One of them. I’m convinced there’s a second member of the operation, the one responsible for the bomb. This place is a prime target, and we need to move everyone out; scatter them so we can check the building. I need everyone to return to their embassies or official residences, and I need them to be out of this building in less than ten minutes.”

      She checked the time on her datapad.

      “Eight minutes,” Rivka corrected.

      “But they caught the killer,” the Yollin repeated.

      “We caught one killer, the shooter. We did not catch the bomber or the stabber. Whether that is one or two people, we don’t yet know. You have my word on that as a Federation Magistrate.” Rivka was pretty sure, and she was willing to put her creds on the line if that was what it took to convince the aliens to leave the Forum in the next eight minutes. She uncovered the mic. “We can discuss it later, but we need everyone to leave this building right now. And I mean right now. I think there is a bomb in here! I hope I’m wrong, but in any case, you need to get out!”

      She finished by yelling into the microphone and pointing toward the exits. The ambassadors stood almost as one but moved without a sense of urgency. Since most were elder statesman, their pace was understandable, but Rivka needed them to regain a spark of youth.

      “Red.” She pointed toward a clear spot on the ceiling. “A little enticement, please.”

      The crack of hypersonic darts blasting through the overhead lit a fire under the elder statesmen assigned to Collum Gate. The rush cascaded into a stampede, but the ambassadors found kindness in lending a hand to each other as they streamed toward the exits.

      “And you, too,” she told those on the dais as she waved them toward an exit. They both reluctantly nodded and strolled away.

      “Pack it up. Time for us to go,” Red ordered, motioning to Ankh and Jay.

      “We need to find the device!” Rivka jumped from the dais and joined Ankh in searching where a thing could be hidden. Red stormed over to Rivka, picked her up, and started running. “Come on!” he bellowed.

      Rivka fought him for a moment but stopped. “I’ll go. Put me down.” He slowed and let her feet touch. She nodded as she sprinted toward the door, catching up with the last of the diplomats heading out. Jay scooped up Ankh and struggled to run without the adrenaline surge.

      Lindy materialized, taking the Crenellian into her arms, letting her railgun bounce on its sling over her shoulder. Relieved of her burden, Jayita was able to keep pace with the much bigger and stronger bodyguard. Jay’s platinum-blue hair was the last through the door. It closed behind her, and despite everyone’s expectation, there was no building-destroying explosion.

      Once outside, Rivka angled toward the groups that congregated outside. “Don’t bunch up!” she yelled at them, waving her arms wildly. Whether they finally got the message or just wanted to avoid the crazy woman, Rivka achieved her desired result. The ambassadors drifted toward their waiting vehicles and departed slowly but surely.

      When Rivka checked her datapad, it was ten minutes beyond when the meeting was supposed to start.

      “That’s not what I expected,” she said. Red and Lindy both shrugged. “Maybe it is set for later? Or maybe there is no bomb.” Rivka’s features fell as dejection set in.

      Ankh spoke softly. “Erasmus used the building’s wireless electronics to create a sensory screen, blocking all signals into and out of the building.”

      “As in, if it was a remote activation, it wouldn’t have gone through.” Rivka was about to tell Ankh to lift the block, but the Yollin ambassador approached. She held up a finger. Wait one.

      “Madame Magistrate, I have to protest the discombobulation of my meeting. You’ve singlehandedly set back my place in this group by a hundred years. It will take two lifetimes to get it back. You’ve destroyed my credibility!”

      The Yollin’s mandibles clacked with his agitation.

      Rivka looked at Ankh and nodded. “Lift it.”

      With a crack of lightning and the roll of thunder, windows shattered and the center of the Forum collapsed.

      “You were saying?”

      Rivka and her team headed for the hover-van.
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      “Take us to the station. I need to talk with the asshole,” Rivka said, ice crystals hanging from her words.

      “Which one?” Jay wondered. Rivka winced. She wasn’t enamored of any of the locals.

      Emergency vehicles screamed in alarm as they passed on their way to the Forum, where they would find no casualties. Not even the guy she’d kneed. He had staggered through the parking area the second he’d caught sight of her, trying to put as much distance as possible between his privates and the Magistrate.

      “The guvna. I need access to the prisoner.” Rivka looked at her datapad, trying to formulate the questions that would lead her to the shooter’s accomplice. “Turn the zombie loose.”

      Ankh shook his big head. Hovering over his small neck, the movement threatened to topple him. “You’re not going to like this.”

      “What?” she asked, already expecting the worst.

      “Datapad.”

      She was holding it in her hands. The screen jumped and shifted. “Did you hack into my pad?”

      “Not as far as you know,” Ankh delivered in his naturally deadpan voice. Jay chuckled.

      “Oh, shit!” Rivka exclaimed. “Step on it, Red. They’re going to execute him.”

      She turned her attention back to the pad, riveted by the scene on the screen. The shooter was chained to a wall while a masked officer stood at ease with the rifle.

      “Ankh, contact the station for me and order them to halt the execution. The bombing of the Forum is the evidence I need to reestablish Federation jurisdiction over this case.”

      Ankh held steady and stared out the front window. Red bumped a girder and nipped another vehicle in his headlong rush toward the station, continuing to accelerate. The traffic lights flashed red and he dodged upward, skipping over the lateral traffic and returning to the travel lanes.

      “Come on, buddy. I need those lights.”

      “They have changed the codes. Reestablishing control now.” The last series of lights flared green and held steady. “The station has refused your request to stay the execution.”

      “Why did they think it was a request?”

      “They deemed it so in their denial. It was clear that it was a Federation-based order.”

      Rivka ground her teeth as she watched the execution theatrics move toward their inevitable conclusion. A microphone appeared before the condemned man. “Any last words?” a voice off-screen asked.

      “Fate has already delivered my sentence. I have become the destroyer of worlds, without remorse, without shame. My cause is noble, a purpose far greater than the small minds here can contemplate. A destroyer is a creator when from the ashes, something new arises. Collum Gate had lost its way, but now the people have a chance for redemption, free from external influence. In that, I am the creator of a new and better world. My life is sacrificed for the greater good, and my time now ends because my job is done. Let the new world blossom.”

      The shooter smiled and faced the camera, appearing to look directly into Rivka’s eyes. The microphone disappeared and the camera zoomed out, panning to a single officer, holding the rifle that Red had hoisted from the attic trap. A drum beat three times and stopped. The officer squeezed the trigger and the rifle bucked, but there was no flash or smoke.

      The convict jerked once, and his head flopped sideways. The sound had been turned off so viewers wouldn’t hear the shot that exploded through the man’s chest.

      The camera panned out to show the guvna with a firm stance, head held high. Someone shoved a microphone into his face.

      “The laws of Collum Gate are sacrosanct in that violence begets violence,” the guvna said solemnly in his prepared comments following the execution. “Don’t be violent and you won’t be on the receiving end of such terrible punishment as we had to witness today. I have to thank Supra Harpeth and his team for finding the criminal and bringing him to Justice. If you have any questions, I’ll take those now.”

      A reporter up front in the small crowd was first to raise her hand. He pointed at her.

      “If the executed man was the shooter, then who blew up the Forum at the time of a diplomatic gathering?”

      Rivka pointed at the screen. “Answer that, asshole!”

      The guvna looked over his shoulder to summon the supra, and they talked in hushed tones behind their hands. When he turned back, the guvna raised his arms to quiet the crowd. “I will be looking into that personally. Thank you for coming.”

      The leader of the local law enforcement walked past those standing with him on the small stage, shaking their hands briefly before he and the entourage hurried off-screen. A commentator’s face appeared and started rehashing what had been said, his take on their take on the so-called facts. Nothing new. She tapped her datapad off.

      “Why are we going to the law enforcement center again?” Red asked.

      “Slow down, Red. I need time to think.” Rivka looked out the window and mouthed words but didn’t say anything. Red pulled to the side, stopping at a mini-mart.

      “Jay, can you run in and buy us some water?” Lindy asked. Red nodded and popped the side door. Jay held her hand out. Lindy was hesitant to give her a credit chip. Ankh put his small hand in hers and climbed out. Together they walked toward the mini-mart.

      “Are they, you know...” Lindy wondered.

      “No. Crenellians aren’t compatible with humans. I think he trusts her, compared to us, who are just oversized barbarians. She put herself between the shooter and him, proving her loyalty with actions, not words. And she’s nice all the time, no matter what. Who wouldn’t want to be her friend?”

      “I can’t blame him or her. I’m glad you two found each other.” Rivka looked up from her datapad. “I think this is going to be a lonely job. We have each other. The locals who should appreciate our help are against us almost as much as the criminals. It chaps my ass. They want our help, but they don’t. They want the problem to go away and us to leave their planet. I’m not sure my ass has ever been as chapped as it is right now.”

      “We’ll take your word for it,” Red replied. Lindy smiled at him.

      Jay opened the minimart’s door and held it for Ankh. He strolled out at his slow pace. He looked around as he walked, taking in the sights but unaffected by the grandeur. Jay waved a bag that was stuffed to bursting.

      When they reached the hover-van, she passed out bottles of water and see-through baggies with a variety of items best described as nuts, berries, and weeds.

      “What am I looking at?” Red asked while examining the bag.

      “The clerk called them snack packs, high in energy and nutrition,” Jay replied happily. She opened her bag and popped a handful into her mouth. Her smile melted into a sour face. She leaned out the window. Upon seeing the immaculate ground, decided not to spit it out. She hid the bag in her lap as she ejected the foul concoction, closed the baggie and stuffed it all back into the bag.

      She held the bag open for her teammates to deposit their snack packs.

      “Why is everyone looking at me?”

      Rivka shrugged. The respite and camaraderie had cleared her head, and she made a decision. “Take us to the station, Red. I need to talk with Harpeth and the guvna if he’ll deign to see me. Ankh, what kind of chatter are we hearing on the diplomatic channels? Are they lining up to leave?”

      “Why do you think I know what is happening on the diplomatic channels? They are encrypted.”

      Rivka stared at him without blinking. He maintained his composure for only a few heartbeats before coming clean.

      “Fine. Yes. No one is leaving, but the Yollin ambassador has filed a complaint with Collum Gate about the failure to provide adequate security for the diplomats. He demanded that the Federation take control of the situation. He named you as the only one on this planet who seemed to care about the diplomats. The complaint and demand were signed by over one hundred others, and have been formally registered with the Federation.”

      “When were you going to tell me this?” Surprise gripped her features as she glared at the Crenellian.

      Her datapad registered an incoming call.

      “High Chancellor Wyatt.” Rivka smiled. “To what do I owe this honor?”

      He dipped his head to give her the schoolmarm look.

      “Is it about the diplomatic letter?”

      He tapped his nose with a finger. “Don’t execute any of their bureaucrats. They don’t know any better, but you need to take charge of the investigation and find those responsible.”

      “We nailed one of the bastards, but Collum Gate took him away before I could interrogate him. Then they wouldn’t let me see him, as you already know. The explosion at the meeting was what I needed to reestablish jurisdiction over the case, but they refused to comply with my order to stop the execution. I’m pretty miffed,” she admitted.

      “Cool and calculating—that’s what they need. There will be some turmoil at the station since the planet’s leadership is now fully involved. I would be surprised if a bunch of people have not already been fired.”

      “We’re on our way there, High Chancellor.” Rivka frantically waved at Red to get going. The hover-van lifted off the ground and raced into traffic. The Magistrate hung on as the erratic maneuvers began afresh. She tried to sit still but found it to be impossible. “I’ll take care of it. The locals are tools to help me find the shooter’s partners.”

      “They already executed the criminal?” the High Chancellor interrupted. “He had only been in custody for a couple hours.”

      “They don’t mess around. They perform executions using the murderer’s own weapon.”

      “Who are executions for, Magistrate?” Wyatt asked in a patient voice.

      “Reduce the burden on society of long-term incarceration of an incorrigible. Communities can’t take the risk of a psychopath being reintroduced.”

      “While you’re solving this case and after you’ve meted out Justice, get back to me with the right answer of why Collum Gate employs capital punishment. And listen to the question. I asked who they were for, not what.” The High Chancellor’s image disappeared, to be replaced by the diplomats’ formal complaint. Wyatt had given Rivka homework in the middle of a high-profile case.

      She had regurgitated her law school answer, one of many options, but the one she believed. The High Chancellor hadn’t bought it. It made her think outside the boundaries of a conspiracy to murder alien diplomats. From her datapad, the official complaint stared at her.

      It was worded simply, but the impact had to roil the highest levels of Collum Gate’s government.

      “Be careful what you ask for, Magistrate. You may get it.” Jay was being her honest self. Rivka had wanted jurisdiction in a bad way—and now she had it.

      “No one else can die,” Rivka punched her fist into her palm. “Ankh! Find me another breadcrumb.”
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        * * *

      

      Harpeth rushed out the front door and started running. Rivka held out her hand. Stop. The supra slowed to a walk.

      “Anything you need, Magistrate, let me know.”

      “We need a solid forensic examination of the Forum.”

      “That’s where I’m headed now. I invite you to join me?” The supra started inching away.

      “I want to talk to the guvna first. We’ll meet you there.”

      “The guvna is inside, but he’ll be leaving soon.”

      “Then we’d better catch him before he goes.”

      Ankh climbed out of the hover-van. “Are we going to ride with you?” the Crenellian asked, looking at Harpeth. Jay appeared at Ankh’s side, giving the supra the hairy eyeball. Red remained in the driver’s seat.

      “Lindy, go with them. Red and I will be along as soon as possible.” Rivka’s stone-cold tone suggested her decision was final. Lindy slugged the last of her water and threw the empty container back in the van. Rivka issued one final warning to the supra. “Listen to my people and take care of them.”

      Harpeth toed the ground and shuffled his feet. Rivka waited for him to say what he had to say.

      “I’m sorry, Magistrate. This has been a goat rope from the first murder. We didn’t believe it was orchestrated, and then all of a sudden it was. Then the aliens came down on us for not doing our jobs, while also not helping us. It was like beating our heads against a stone wall when we tried to talk to them. Then you showed up, ran around our city, killed some people, and found the perp. We wanted so badly for it to be over that we didn’t hear what you had to say. Thank you for remaining on the case while we were busy patting each other’s backs.”

      “Why did you do that? Collum Gate took all the credit, but we won together. Your people conducted the raids to secure the hideouts, but without him,” Rivka pointed to Ankh, “we wouldn’t have found any of those places.”

      “The senior positions are put through a public approval process. We have to uphold the law, but we have to maintain good public relations as well. It prevents heavy-handed law enforcement.”

      “You mean it prevents effective law enforcement. We were looking for a serial killer, and you wanted to pussy-foot around because the public might not approve? How happy are they going to be when they have to pay for the building that was just blown up by the perp you dutifully ignored?” Rivka closed on the supra.

      “I can only say I’m sorry so many times. What do you want from me? A resignation? Fine. I failed spectacularly. I should go.”

      “Stop!” Rivka put all the weight of her position into that one word. “You’re going to make this right by getting to the Forum and finding evidence that we can use to corner this scumbag. On the way there keep unfucking yourself, so that you can do your damn job when you arrive!”

      Red appeared at Rivka’s side as she stormed toward to the station’s entrance. The hover-van was abandoned in the middle of the lot, but no one was going to mess with it.

      “Shall we?” Jay offered, motioning for the supra to lead the way to his vehicle.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you that mad?” Red asked, not looking at Rivka as he scoured the station’s main entry for threats. There were enough uniforms inside that he was not very concerned. He would never be completely at ease, except inside Peacekeeper. He thought the name fit.

      “Nah. I wanted him to stop his waffley bullshit and get to work. Someone who knows how to make sophisticated bombs is out there. Every person in this city is at risk, and Harpeth knows the ins and outs of how things work. He also has access to resources we need, like people and labs.” Rivka looked up at her bodyguard. “I remember a time not that long ago when a certain man mountain would have said that such things weren’t his concern.”

      “Times change. When cases became missions, we evolved into a combat squad where we all have to watch each other’s backs. It’s not that I didn’t care about this stuff before, but that my job was different. And what I do today is different from what I did back then. Did you see Jay shielding Ankh with her body? Jay. She gave you the finger, and you almost ripped it off her hand. Now she’s protecting the smart guy with the big head and stupid goggles.”

      Rivka chuckled softly. “I am blessed with a great team. We better get in there before the guvna escapes. Plus, I need to talk to the other five suspects, assuming they haven’t executed them or let them go already.”

      They started to walk toward the elevator, and officers got out of their way. The word had already been passed. Don’t mess with the Magistrate.

      Once on the elevator, Rivka turned toward Red. “There’s a price on your head, isn’t there?”

      The large man wasn’t surprised that she knew. He nodded.

      “What do you say when we’re finished here, we find your former employers and have a conversation? I think afterward, you and my other bodyguard will be safe to take a nice vacation somewhere. A place you can go without your weapons and maybe let your hair down.”

      Red bumped his helmet off and ran a hand over his smoothly shaven head. “I’d like that. I’d like to see those two punished for their crimes, but you won’t get testimony from me. I gave them my word, and you know how I feel about that. They’re scumbags, but it’ll take you all of ten seconds to learn that on your own.”

      “We’ll take care of them, Red. You, me, Lindy…all of us. We’re going to ruin their day.”

      “They won’t know what hit them.” Red smiled, but his eyes turned dark and dangerous.

      On their floor, the Magistrate led the way toward the guvna’s office. Perps and field hands didn’t pollute this floor of the facility. It was immaculate, and decorated better than the palaces on some planets.

      “Methinks they aren’t a slave to their budget like most police forces. Too much success and the politicos start cutting funding,” Rivka mumbled as she walked through the outer office, ignoring the assistant at the desk outside the massive doors leading to the inner chamber. Rivka shook her head as she ground her teeth, yanked the door open, and headed in.

      The guvna stiffened when he saw her. A box on the desk was stuffed with a number of personal items. The room looked like it had been sanitized.

      Rivka didn’t beat around the bush. “Why did you execute that man?”

      “He committed a capital crime under Collum Gate law. Everything was done in accordance with the law.” The guvna sounded like he was parroting a media release.

      “But not in accordance with common sense. The case wasn’t closed. I told you that!” she growled. She didn’t know what answer he could give that would satisfy her. Maybe she only needed her pound of flesh.

      He didn’t reply. Nothing he said would have been good enough.

      There was no value in further words with the guvna. In less than a day, he had gone from being an ally to an obstacle to a fading image in Rivka’s rearview mirror. “Where are the suspects from the raids?”

      “Two floors down,” he replied softly. Rivka turned and left. Red glared briefly before following her out.
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      Rivka was given access to the suspects, four men and one woman, without question. She visited them in their cells, not wanting to waste time by having them moved to an interrogation room.

      “What were you doing in that house?” she asked each while holding an arm. Some tried to fight, but they weren’t strong enough. Nowhere near strong enough. Red loomed nearby, which helped reduce their spirits.

      Four were squatters, but the last one, the woman, was quiet and confident.

      “What were you doing in that house?”

      The woman’s arm remained limp as images flitted across Rivka’s mind. It was like watching the heat shimmer over a desert’s sands. Watching. Waiting for the right time. Aliens!

      “Describe what was going to happen at the right time?” Rivka asked.

      “Very good. You can see into my mind. How about this?” the woman said projecting lurid images of her and a naked Red.

      Rivka let go and stepped backward. The woman lunged forward despite her handcuffs and grabbed Rivka’s hand to continue pummeling her with warped images of gratuitous sex.

      Red peeled the suspect’s hand off the Magistrate’s arm and slammed her back into the chair. “Stay down!” he ordered, moving behind her and waiting.

      “If you only would stay down,” she purred.

      “I don’t know what she’s doing, Magistrate, but you’re better than her. Work through it and find out what you need to know.”

      Rivka met Red’s eyes. He dipped them to point at the woman. Rivka surged into her, grabbing both wrists. “Who are you working with?”

      The images bounced. A face appeared. A man, shrouded in shadows as he talked in a low voice. Naked people!

      “What’s his name?” Rivka pressed, squeezing the woman’s wrists and yanking her arms.

      She didn’t know his name, but he worked at the Collum Daily. He was sitting in a cool room filled with equipment, showing the woman around. His face became clear under the lights.

      Rivka had seen him in the building.

      “Let’s go!” She pushed the woman away and stepped to the door. The woman tried to get up, but Red dropped a hammer fist on top of her head, crunching her neck and driving her into her seat. She collapsed over the table before sliding to the floor.

      In the hallway, Rivka grabbed the waiting guard. “The other four are free to go, but that one, she’s an accomplice. Lock her up, but whatever you do, don’t kill her!”

      Rivka ran to the elevator.

      “Where to, Magistrate?” Red inquired.

      “The Collum Daily.”
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        * * *

      

      “Can’t this thing go any faster?” Lindy asked. The driver ignored her. Harpeth leaned over his shoulder.

      “Uniforms, both lostas and petros, are already on the scene and have the area cordoned off. An analysis van is on its way. Manpower to sift the wreckage is being assembled. Getting there a few minutes sooner isn’t worth the risk.” Harpeth hesitated before adding, “In my opinion.”

      Lindy nodded. Ankh stared out the front window, lost in communing with his AI. Jay watched the people and their body language. She wanted to do more for the team. She hadn’t done anything to help this case, including buying something that was a cross between dead squid rotting on the beach and fermented cabbage—snacks purchased with Ankh’s credit chip because hers was maxed out.

      She bowed her head and tried not to cry.

      Lindy started rubbing her shoulders. “It’s okay,” she whispered. Jay wore her emotions on her sleeve, so there was no doubt she was upset. Lindy understood why because she also hadn’t contributed much on this case, not in her mind anyway. She started to laugh. Jay turned, her anger fighting her sorrow.

      “I was thinking about how little I’ve done for the Magistrate today, but then I remembered. I got to body-slam that one bitch who sold out her people to be the queen of the news.”

      Jay smiled. “Yeah, you did. Ass over teacups.”

      “While we’re occupied guarding the Magistrate, you’ve been watching over Ankh. It may not seem like a lot, but he’s the one they shot at.”

      “I know. If you ever wondered, now you know. The Magistrate would take a bullet for any of us. As would Red. I wonder if I will. I’d like to think so. I know you will. And Ankh will use his techno-magic to save us all.”

      The big, bald head turned, goggles firmly in place on his forehead. “It’s not magic, it’s mastery. Some work with the technology, having a rudimentary understanding of the science, and others, like Ted, bend it to their will.”

      “Profound, Ankh,” Lindy stated.

      “I’m afraid I would only block a bullet destined to hit you in the kneecap, and that’s not a good use of my life, but I am working on a personal shield. With further miniaturization of an Etheric power supply, I believe I can build something that would protect us all.”

      “Raise shields, Number One!” Lindy said in her huskiest voice. Jay looked confused again. “It’s some stupid video series that Red watches.”

      “I bet he doesn’t think it’s stupid,” Ankh postulated.

      “No. And don’t you tell him I said that!”

      Ankh looked at Lindy with his usual blank expression. They both jumped when the door popped up. They’d arrived at the Forum, and it was a beehive of activity.
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        * * *

      

      Red couldn’t drive like he wanted to. Without Ankh, they didn’t have a straight shot of green lights. It seemed to be the opposite, stopping at each intersection to wait for the traffic. The Magistrate was in the back. Even though she’d wanted to be up front, Red had talked her out of it.

      She played with her datapad. “Chaz, show me a layout of the building. Where is the computer room?”

      “The basement,” the evolved EI replied. A map with arrows showed the way. At the back side of the stairs that commanded the main floor was the stairway down.

      “Why are they always in the basement? What the hell is up with that?”

      “It’s a tactically inferior position,” Red replied, drumming his fingers on the driver’s yoke while waiting for the light to change. “But it’s easier to keep cooler.”

      “You’d think that with modern technology, those things could be smaller and better cool themselves.”

      “Every time technology advances we want more of it, and content expands to fill new capacity. The newest stuff is more powerful than ever, as is the demand.”

      “Where did Red go?” Rivka punched her bodyguard in the arm. “I’ll buy your explanation.”

      “Do you think he’ll be there?” Red asked.

      “No. I think he left the second we launched Miss Prissy Pants out the door. Do you have any of Ankh’s coins?”

      “Two. Didn’t you stock up when we were back on the ship?”

      “I forgot.” Rivka shrugged. “Ain’t no ‘I’ in team.” She pushed on Red’s shoulder, but he didn’t budge. There was too much of him and too little space in the driver’s seat.

      “Ain’t no Ankh coins either, Magistrate.”

      When they finally hovered into the parking area, they found the lot mostly empty of personal vehicles.

      Red climbed out, stretching as his eyes searched. He reached back in to get his railgun. Rivka opened the side door, making Red rush around the vehicle.

      “You think they packed it in for the day?” Red asked.

      They hurried to the main entrance, happy to find it unlocked.

      “I think they work early hours. Maybe this is normal for the late afternoon in the digital publishing world before the night shift comes in to set everything up for the next day.”

      They found minimal staffing, but they didn’t care about the journalists or paper pushers. Their target was IT, information technology. They went around the main staircase and down, finding the computer room at the bottom. Inside, a young woman was at the desk working on a programming issue using a holographic interface. She almost jumped out of her skin when Rivka poked her shoulder. She fumbled with the physical controls until the holoscreens dropped.

      “Who are you?” she demanded.

      “I’m Magistrate Rivka. There’s a man who works here...”

      “There are a lot of men who work here. You’ll have to be more specific.”

      Rivka took a slow breath. She pointed to the workstation where she’d seen him in the suspect’s mind. “He was sitting right there. Brown hair, a little spikey, not too tall. What’s his name?”

      The woman knew who she was talking about. Recognition flashed across her features before she tried to put on a brave face.

      “What’s his name?” Rivka asked as she gently touched the woman’s small shoulder.

      She recoiled, but not before the name appeared in her mind.

      “Bindola Shnobhauer. Really?”

      “I didn’t say anything!” the woman protested.

      “Now you’re afraid. Why? You know he’s killing people, and you believe that if he thinks you gave him up, he’s going to come after you.”

      “I didn’t know, but he’s creepy. Who isn’t, down here?” She took in the entirety of the space with a grand gesture. She sat down and buried her head in her hands.

      “What else do you know that will help us find him? Please understand that I won’t rest until we’ve caught him. He left early today, before the end of his shift, didn’t he?”

      She nodded reluctantly, blinking rapidly.

      “Where can we find him?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t hang out with the guy. He’s creepy, always making remarks about aliens doing weird stuff.”

      Rivka checked Bindola’s workstation. She held out a hand, and Red placed one of Ankh’s devices into it. She put it behind the flashing systems. As usual, all the computers were operating.

      Ankh, I think we found our bomber’s name. Bindola Shnobhauer. I’ve put one of your devices on the workstation that he was using. Get this... Rivka passed over their internal comm link.

      He worked at the Collum Daily, Ankh finished.

      If you knew that, why didn’t you tell me?

      I can’t share every half-baked notion I have. I had no evidence besides a hunch based on how the broadcast signal traveled. It wasn’t really broadcast, simply sent unidirectionally.

      How was it half-baked if it was right? Never mind. Can you access his system and dig out any information on where he might be or what his next target may be?

      Rivka waited impatiently. “Have I become so spoiled by the speed with which Ankh does things that when something takes longer than five seconds, I want to start pounding on the desk?”

      “He is good, but yes, you’ve been spoiled by your team’s awesomeness.”

      “Not a word I would have thought you would use, but I’ll take it. Come on, Ankh, tell me you’re done.” Rivka smiled as if his voice would appear inside her head. It didn’t. She grumped and moped around the IT section as she tried to kill time.

      When Ankh’s voice returned, it carried an unusual sense of urgency. You must get to the Crenellians’ building. There’s a car bomb.

      “Car bomb in front of the Crenellian business!” Rivka blurted.

      Red didn’t hesitate. He flung the door open and raced up the steps. Rivka was right behind him, pushing him to go faster.
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        * * *

      

      “We need to go,” Ankh insisted. He started pulling Jay but quickly ran out of energy. “He’s going to bomb my people.”

      “Then that’s the last place you need to be,” Lindy argued.

      “No! I need to help them.”

      “Help them do what?” Lindy asked. Jay was torn between wanting to help her friend and doing what was right by that very same friend. “If I’ve learned anything from Red, it’s that if you know there’s going to be shooting, stay out of the line of fire.”

      “There’s not going to be any shooting. It’s a bomb,” Ankh retorted.

      “Same premise. We’re not going. Can’t you do your thing from inside the van?” Lindy waved at Harpeth, who was standing knee-deep in rubble nearby. He looked annoyed for a moment before climbing to where Ankh weakly tugged on Jay’s hand. “Ankh says there’s a bomb at the Crenellian business building.”

      The supra whipped out his communication device and started issuing orders. When he shut it down, he spoke softly. “Three units are en route to cordon off the area. And that’s it. There are no other officers available.”

      “Can’t you call them from elsewhere in the city?” Jay asked.

      Harpeth glanced past Lindy, Jay, and Ankh. All around them lay what used to be the Collum Gate’s finest conference center. Lights flashed and people moved slowly, checking things and moving on. “There isn’t anyone. We aren’t staffed for multiple major issues.”

      “Diplomatic security?” Lindy suggested.

      “The Crenellians run a business. They aren’t an accredited diplomatic post, so they don’t rate security.”

      “Maybe other diplomats can offer their contingents to help?” Lindy urged.

      “I won’t ask them that. With the murders, and now this? I can’t take the risk of asking them to loosen their own security for someone else. Spreading us thin may be the plan. Then they’ll hit where we aren’t.”

      Lindy picked up Ankh and starting running toward the police vehicle. “Are we going?” Jay called after them. She followed.
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      Ankh, buddy, give me some green lights, Red begged.

      Have the Magistrate send me your route.

      “I heard,” Rivka said from the back seat. She hunched over her datapad and tapped the map, dragged a finger along the route, and hit Send.

      Accessing now. You can accelerate. It’ll be green by the time you get there.

      Red jammed the accelerator down, and the hover-van leapt forward. He took the highest travel lane. At that speed, he was able to skip over other vehicles, much to the passed drivers’ chagrin. Rivka held on, cringing and starting to flinch in anticipation of a collision. The light remained red.

      “We’re going to die,” Rivka proclaimed.

      The light changed, and Red hit the intersection at nearly full speed. He barely missed the last of the cross traffic, but the lane ahead was now clear. He took a lower lane, and the vehicle increased speed. It wasn’t long before he caught up with the traffic, and he started to swerve and dodge between the vehicles.

      Rivka checked her datapad amid the bouncing and jerking. When she kept it even with her eyes, the map showed they were less than five minutes away. She wondered if it was taking into account Red’s egregious speed.

      She had her answer three minutes later when the van slowed to a crawl to turn the corner onto the street where they would find the Crenellians. Their building, which bordered the diplomatic sector, was an icon of modern architecture, welcoming to locals and aliens alike.

      Parked vehicles lined the roadway before it. According to Ankh, one of them contained a bomb. Judging by the destruction at the Forum, they wouldn’t be able to use the leased hover-van to block the explosion, but that was what they were going to do anyway.

      “Put it right in front of the doorway, Red.”

      “My thoughts exactly, Magistrate.” The hover-van rushed ahead, swerved off the main travel lane, and stopped in front of an ornate building with a simple entrance. Over the double door was a sign that said, Crenellations, Inc. Beneath that was a quote: Secure your planet. Secure your people.

      Rivka jumped from the van and up the steps. She tried the door, but it was locked. She pounded on it with one hand, stabbing the buzzer with the other. Red climbed out of the hover-van on the side opposite the parked vehicles. He stood tall right behind the Magistrate, tightening his helmet and blocking as much space around her as his massive frame allowed.

      “Come on, people!” Rivka shouted.

      “What if Ankh already had them evacuate?”

      “Dammit.” Rivka turned to her internal comm chip. Ankh, did you tell the Crenellians to evacuate? We’re here, and no one is answering.

      She waited. She felt like her head would explode.

      Ankh, buddy, are you there? “Ankh isn’t answering.”

      Lindy, are you with Ankh? Red asked, talking to the whole team.

      He’s jamming the activation signal like he did at the Forum. It’s taking all he’s got, it appears. I’ve never seen a vein throb in his forehead before. I don’t know if he warned his people, but you need to get out of there. He looks like he’s barely in control.

      “Come on!” Rivka yelled, keeping her finger on the buzzer. A Crenellian face appeared on a small screen above the button.

      “You can let go of the button now,” a voice said, sounding nearly identical to Ankh in the delivery.

      “You’re in danger. Someone has planted a bomb, and you need to get out. How many of you are in there?”

      “What if you’re the bomber?” the voice asked.

      “Say what? I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa. Ankh’Po’Turn is on my team, and he is afraid for your safety. Please, come with me.”

      “We are safe inside, I assure you. Ankh. He told us he had arrived. He’s an outcast from gentle Crenellian society. He turned on us and is no longer welcome on Crenellia. You need to know who you’ve cast your lot with.”

      “I really don’t care about any of that. There’s a bomb out here, and it’ll be best if we’re not out here with it.”

      The screen went blank.

      “You have got to be shitting me.” Rivka stabbed the buzzer button and held it down. She could hear the tone through the door until it stopped. She pressed the button a few times to confirm her suspicions.

      The Crenellians had deactivated the button.

      “Fuck those guys,” Red said. Rivka nodded, evaluated the situation, and came to a decision. “We can’t let their neighbors get blasted. We need to find that bomb.”

      “No, you don’t!” Red declared, grabbing the Magistrate by the arm. “We need to go. Let the bomb techs find it and take care of it.”

      Rivka shrugged free and pointed up and down the street. “What bomb techs? How long before Ankh loses control? We need to find it and either deactivate it or drag it out of here.”

      “What do you know about disarming a bomb?” The whites of Red’s eyes shone with the passion of his plea.

      “I have Chaz at my beck and call. Shall we?” Rivka asked calmly.

      “You will be the death of me.” Red’s shoulders sagged in his surrender to the Magistrate’s will.

      “But you won’t be the death of me.” She slapped Red on the shoulder and ran to the first vehicle opposite the door. “I’ll go this way, and you go that way.”

      She peeked through both the front and back windows while trying to see under the skirts of the various hover configurations. She finally moved close, braced her legs, and lifted the vehicle with one arm to look beneath. Fans, wiring, directional controls—nothing untoward.

      Red had his hands cupped around his face as he tried to see into the next vehicle. Once satisfied that it wasn’t packed with explosives or unidentified boxes, he followed Rivka’s lead in lifting up the vehicle to look underneath. Satisfied that there was nothing obvious, he moved to the next.

      Just like Rivka.

      And then they moved to the next and the next until they reached the end of the street.

      We haven’t found anything in any of the vehicles lining the street, Rivka reported to her team. I hate to ask this, but is Ankh sure it’s a vehicle bomb?

      The long delay suggested no one knew.

      Anyone have an idea of what we do until Ankh is back with us?

      Get Ankh to stop what he’s doing, but only after you’ve cleared out, Lindy replied.

      Red and Rivka met back at the van. “What if this was an elaborate ruse?” Rivka asked.

      “That guy is more than capable, judging by how hard Ankh has had to work to find the breadcrumbs,” Red answered. “I don’t know what to tell you, but what if he hid the bomb better than we were able to check?”

      “And standing in the open like two morons is not the best way to deal with the lack of evidence?”

      “I remain in awe of your eloquence, Magistrate.”

      She flashed her middle finger at him.

      The inaction stalemate was broken by the arrival of a delivery van. The hover-vehicle eased down the street to stop in front of Crenellations, Inc. Rivka waved and Red walked around the other side, his hand on his slung railgun, ready to pull it to the front.

      The driver watched in alarm. “Can you move your van? I have a delivery for this address.”

      Rivka smiled at the driver.

      “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and I need to see that package.”

      “No can do,” the man replied, pursing his lips in his belligerence. “On-Time Delivery guarantees that the packages in its care are secure at all times. We have a contract between the sender and the recipient that we hold dear. I’m sorry.” His eyes turned to Red who leaned casually against his hover-van with his railgun balanced across both hands.

      “You can threaten me, but I won’t budge. Fine. I’ll carry it around your vehicle.”

      When Rivka reached through the window to stop the man, he floored it, and she grabbed him by the throat. The vehicle dove forward with Rivka flopping half in and half out of the driver’s window. The van jerked to a stop.

      “I’m a Federation Magistrate executing a valid search warrant. Don’t move this vehicle while I register it with your company. She kept one hand on his throat but stopped squeezing when he clutched at the offending arm. Rivka removed her datapad and balanced it against the window frame. “Chaz, transmit a search warrant to On-Time Delivery that I need to see the package intended for delivery to Crenellations, Inc. Driver is...” She looked purposefully at the driver.

      “Number 37. Belesta,” he stated.

      “Got it?”

      “Yes, Magistrate. The warrant has been transmitted.”

      “Now park this vehicle right here and get out. I think you’re carrying a bomb, so you need to put as much distance between this van and you as you can. I’ll let you go as soon as you park it. Do not shut the vehicle off.

      The driver tapped it into Park, but kept his hand over the button to re-engage the drive.

      “If you do that, I’ll have my bodyguard kill you and destroy your vehicle. How does that sound?”

      “It sounds like bullshit. Who are you people?”

      The driver’s communication screen lit up with an order from his company to cooperate with Federation authorities.

      “It’s all you, Magistrate.” He released his seatbelt and signed that he was going to get out.

      She let go and stepped back for the man to get out. When he opened the door, Red looked disappointed that he didn’t get to fire his railgun.

      The man started walking, glancing over his shoulder as he went. When the Magistrate carefully opened the back door, he started to run. Rivka dove to the ground. Red ducked behind his hover-van and covered his ears.

      Nothing happened.

      “I thought he might have been an accomplice,” Rivka said. She stood up to find a single package in the back of the delivery vehicle. Red aimed his railgun at the man’s back. Rivka waved him off. “Let him go.”

      “As you wish,” Red slung his weapon and joined Rivka in looking at the outside of the package.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “If you’re going to get blown up, it wouldn’t do my resume any good to survive the ordeal.”

      “Fair enough. For the record, I have no intention of getting blown up.”

      “For the record, I have absolutely no control over whether you get yourself blown up or not. The least I can do is have my atoms scattered with yours.”

      “That’s so romantic. Do you talk to Lindy that way?”

      “She hasn’t tried to get me blown up.”

      Rivka put her hands on her hips and glared at her bodyguard. He pointed at the package with his eyes. “Are you going to open it?”

      “I don’t think so. What do you say we move the van to the open field, and you light it up with Blazer?”

      “Now you’re talking my language.” He got in, started it, lifted off, and moved the van slowly toward the field. He parked it in the middle and walked a safe distance to a shallow ravine. Rivka joined him, and they dropped behind the hill. With a clean field of fire and nothing behind the van for kilometers. Red smiled, Rivka covered her ears, and he fired.

      With precision, he walked the hypervelocity projectiles back and forth through the cargo area of the delivery van.

      “You think it should have blown up by now?” Red asked.

      Lindy, get Ankh to lift his block. We’re clear.

      Wait! Red jumped in. “Did you check our van? It was parked outside the Collum Daily while he was there.”

      “Dammit! Could we have put it any closer to the building?”

      “I don’t think so.” Red jumped up and started to run. He twisted his arm behind him to point at Rivka, who had popped up behind him. “Stay there!”

      Don’t lift the block! Just a few more minutes, Rivka encouraged.

      Hurry, Lindy replied.

      It took Red four seconds to find the device. Where could someone put a bomb where they wouldn’t attract attention? Behind a panel above the skirt in the rear engine compartment. When Red saw it, he quickly shut the panel and ran to the driver’s seat. He fired the vehicle up and headed toward the field, skimming over the ground until he could park it next to the delivery van.

      He shut it down and ran. Right before he reached the ravine, he gave Rivka the thumbs-up.

      Tell Ankh to lift his block.

      The explosion was spectacular, reducing their hover-van to a cloud of flying debris and the bottom frame and turning the delivery van into a smoking husk.

      “I wonder what was in the package to the Crenellians?” Rivka stood when the debris stopped falling.

      “I bet they’ll know when something they ordered never arrives. We could say there was a bomb in the package,” Red suggested.

      “We could. We’ll leave it as an open issue. They can make a claim if they so wish, but I don’t think they will.” Rivka chewed the inside of her lip. “They could have gotten their package, but they were jerks and left us by ourselves to guess what it was.”

      “Now what?”

      “The next breadcrumb. Our perp is on the run in a city with a hundred thousand humans and ten thousand aliens. I’m sure he has a lot of places to hide, so we have to either root him out or draw him out.” Rivka nodded definitively. “I think a challenge to his manhood is in order.”
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      When the law enforcement van showed up, Ankh was sound asleep, head cradled in Jay’s lap.

      “Sorry it took so long to find the bomb,” Rivka said softly.

      “But we won, right?” Jay replied.

      “We stopped him this time, thanks to a little luck. Look what Ankh had to go through to keep us safe. If he hadn’t done that, we would have been smears on the facade of Crenellations, Inc.”

      Red found Lindy and pulled her to him, kissing her deeply. Rivka watched in growing discomfort. “Excuse me. Bomber on the loose.”

      “I’d say I was sorry, but I’m not,” Red started.

      “Should we wake him so he can see his fellow Crenellians?” Jay asked.

      “No.” Rivka slowly shook her head. “They said he was a traitor to his people.”

      Jay put a hand over the small ear on the side of Ankh’s oversized head. “I need to go kick their asses,” she declared.

      Rivka stopped her with a hand and a smile. “No need. He found his people on the War Axe, and then he found us. Can you imagine living in a place where there’s no sense of humor?”

      Silence filled the van. Jay softly stroked Ankh’s head, picking at the night vision goggles that remained propped on his forehead.

      “Isn’t that the steampunk look?” Red ventured.

      “I like it. It’s much better than smoking a pipe to look distinguished.” Jay smiled at the sleeping alien.

      “Where’s Harpeth?” Rivka asked.

      “Still at the Forum.”

      “Did they find anything?”

      Lindy shook her head. “Not a damn thing.”

      “I suspect the bombs are self-sanitizing. They blow up in a way that vaporizes the mechanics of the device. For how small they are, they pack a hell of a wallop.” Rivka pointed at the front seat, and Red climbed in. “Back to the Forum, my good man!” Rivka called to the driver.

      “Yes, Magistrate.” The specialist secured the door, lifted off, and headed out.
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        * * *

      

      The pace of the search had slowed by the time the Magistrate returned to the Forum. The last time she had seen it, the dust cloud still hung heavy in the air, and the explosion was ringing in her ears. Supra Harpeth waved for her to follow him to the forensics van.

      To Rivka, it looked new, but the supra said it was ten years old but little-used. They didn’t often have events of that magnitude. “There was only one other, but that was a building collapse from shoddy workmanship. Otherwise, the lab deploys during the annual exercises. That’s it.”

      Inside, they found it nearly immaculate, with a single aisle and narrow tables with shelves lining both sides and shelves checkerboarding the walls. The technology was arrayed across the front wall. Various devices to scan, sample, and report were stacked for ease of access and use.

      A single technician worked while instrumental music played softly in the background. He was examining varied bits and pieces using a magnifying lens attached to eyeglasses. No one wore eyeglasses on Collum Gate. That was old tech. These were specific to the job and probably standard kit for the van. When the technician looked up at the impatiently waiting duo, his bug eyes shot wide.

      He removed the glasses and blinked the lights clear. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “What’s the word?” the supra asked, focusing on the technician and not the myriad of bits and pieces scattered across the tables and shelves.

      “I have some interesting bits of wiring, but it could be from anything. That was a big building.”

      “Nothing, then?” Harpeth sounded dejected.

      The technician shook his head. “I’ll keep looking. There’s a lot more to sort through.”

      Rivka thanked him before leaving the van.

      Twilight was settling over the city. “We could start fresh in the morning,” Harpeth offered.

      “Or we could keep him running until he messes up. I expect your people are raiding every address known for our Mister Shnobhauer.”

      “Once this area was isolated and no casualties were confirmed, we sent out three teams. They’ve found nothing. He cleared out earlier today from his main residence.”

      “What did he take with him?” Rivka leaned close.

      “I don’t know,” Harpeth admitted.

      “Take us there right now, please.”

      Harpeth pinched his eyes shut, and his face turned pale. “This could be the longest day I’ve ever had.”

      “You’re kidding? We’re going to keep running until we catch him. He’s vulnerable at this time, and we’re going to take advantage. Put on your big-boy pants. We have work to do.” Rivka didn’t wait. She walked quickly to the van, nodding to the driver as she shut the side door. Harpeth worked his way into the front seat and announced the address. The law enforcement hover-van lifted into the air and sped away.

      Ankh continued to sleep. Red played with his railgun.

      “You got to fire it today, so you should be happy.”

      “I shot up a package filled with bistok bacon.”

      “How do you know what was in there?” Rivka wondered.

      “I’m making stuff up. It’s better than Crenellian underpants, which probably look like little kid superhero shorts.”

      Rivka snorted, happy that Ankh hadn’t heard. Jay tried to give him a dirty look, biting her lip to keep from laughing.

      “Onward and upward,” Rivka stated. “We’re going to check the Shnobmeister’s house to see what he took with him.”

      Rivka put down her datapad and started conversing with Chaz. “Let’s put him on his heels. We need to enlist the aid of one hundred thousand pairs of eyes. Chaz, plaster his image on every video screen and personal media device in the city. This is a crimson alert for a terrorist on the loose. We are getting closer, which means he becomes more and more like a trapped animal. The big question is, will he sacrifice his life for his cause? If not, then he’ll be easier to catch. And once we have him, what are you going to do, Supra Harpeth?”

      The supra contorted himself in the front seat to look into the back of the van. He locked eyes with the Magistrate. “We’re going to do whatever you agree to. If you want to retain jurisdiction, then so be it. If you want to hand him over to us, we’ll have to figure out how to blow him up, assuming the evidence supports his guilt.”

      “He came after me and my friends. I will confirm what I know, I will judge him, and then I will mete out Justice.” Rivka looked back at her datapad. “Broadcast the city-wide search, Chaz. Let’s make him crawl into a hole. Supra, have your people ready to respond. I think we’re done with the Forum. Extra effort there gains us nothing.”

      “Roger that, Magistrate.” Harpeth used his communication equipment to issue orders to a broad range of law enforcement personnel. When he closed out the last call, he looked satisfied. “Maybe we will get some sleep tonight.”

      “Maybe,” Rivka said, not as confidently as Harpeth.
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        * * *

      

      Bindola Shnobhauer lived an austere life. His apartment in an upscale neighborhood lacked decoration. The suspect had gone on the run with whatever he could grab. It was up to Rivka to discover what that was, and how far it could take him.

      Red hovered over her as she searched. “Watch out for traps. Maybe you could let me do this?”

      “And let you dig in with those meat mallets you call fingers?”

      “I’m naturally endowed.”

      Lindy snickered from the doorway.

      “I don’t think the Shnob-meister is the trap guy. He blows stuff up, which makes me wonder…where’s his bomb factory? It isn’t here and was probably never here. Where’s his vehicle?”

      “Harpeth?” Rivka called. “Is his vehicle included in the city-wide search?”

      “He didn’t have a vehicle; nothing that we can find, anyway. We’re talking with the neighbors to get a description of how he came and went, and especially how he left earlier today.”

      Rivka thanked him for staying ahead of the investigation, and he went back outside to continue his coordination of the information collection and manhunt.

      The Magistrate dug through the dresser and closet trying to figure out what clothes had been taken. A square mark indented into the closet’s carpet suggested that a rather large suitcase had been there. She held her hands out to gauge the size. “What do you think he put in here?” she asked.

      Red shook his head. “That would hold the whole dresser’s worth of clothes, and since the dresser is mostly full, my guess is that it wasn’t clothes. Maybe his bomb factory?”

      Rivka called for the forensics specialist to sample residue on the floor and wall around where the suitcase had been. If there were any explosives, that was where they would find them. The dining table had already been wiped for trace evidence. Fingerprints on the entry pad and inside the apartment told them that only Bindola had been there.

      No visitors.

      Rivka put her hands behind her back and started pacing. “A lone bomber. That fits the profile, but he wasn’t alone. He was influential enough to convince the shooter to take up his cause, which resulted in the commission of a capital crime. That’s pretty significant. So where did this happen? Online in a secret forum somewhere? Ankh and Erasmus would have found that. Where else? Is there a secret anti-alien society?”

      She stared at the floor as she tried to find the question that might lead her to the next breadcrumb.

      “Whenever I hear someone talk about a secret society,” Red started. He didn’t finish the thought.

      “What?”

      “It’s bullshit. Everyone lies, and there’s a second part to that. No one can keep a secret. Secret societies would be the cool thing to be a part of, but only if people know.”

      Rivka puffed out her cheeks and sucked them back in as she contemplated what Red had said. “Then where did he meet his partner in crime? And the big question is, how many more are in on it? The pro-alien sentiment here isn’t what the government wants you to believe.”

      Lindy stepped in. “How big is the anti-alien underground? Harpeth has to know. He’s too smart to be blind to it. The movement may have grown quickly, but that’s also its weakness. To grow, there has to be a fertile field and a way to share the seeds.”

      “I’m surrounded by the best people.” Rivka smiled at her bodyguards, who were becoming far more than simple security. They’d always been more, but now they were starting to shine brightly.

      Her burden of having to see all and know all was getting lighter.

      “It is surprising,” Lindy continued, “what people say when they’re eating and especially drinking. I don’t know if they think their server is invisible or if they’re trying to impress the server with their deep thoughts, but it happens. If we can find out where he ate, we’ll be able to get insight from the workers. They will know something.”

      “The kitchen suggests he wasn’t a big eat-at-home kind of guy. Supra!” Rivka shouted on her way outside. Red and Lindy hurried to catch up and take flanking positions. When Harpeth popped his head out of the van, his hand over his comm device, Rivka continued, “We want to know where Shnobhauer ate.  His financial records may provide some insight, but however you can get the information, we need it. There are people we need to talk to.”
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        * * *

      

      The station was a bustle of activity. Everyone was doing something, and Supra Harpeth was pulling his hair out. Without the guvna flying top cover, he had to field requests from both above and below him in the chain of command. He was wearing down quickly.

      Rivka felt sorry for him, but she had a killer to catch.

      After the broadcast went out, the tips started pouring in. The station was inundated.

      Harpeth helped himself to another cup of coffee, offering some to Rivka and her team. Inside the law enforcement building, with the new deference paid to the Magistrate, Red and Lindy were still on the job of keeping Rivka safe, but they were able to relax. They both accepted large mugs of steaming java.

      Lindy had carried the sleeping Crenellian from the van and put him on the supra’s couch. Jay was folded over next to him, also out cold.

      Rivka accessed her datapad, and it vibrated. She tapped it, and a familiar voice spoke.

      “I have some information for you,” Erasmus said.

      “You can work while Ankh sleeps? Why didn’t I know this?”

      “I don’t know why you wouldn’t know. Ankh doesn’t sleep very often or for very long. I always work. I’m an AI. I don’t need sleep.”

      “But you’re in his head. Never mind. I appreciate you jumping in to help us.”

      “It is impossible to tell if the suspect knows that the links from the servers have tracers. The programs are extremely sophisticated. My ego wants to tell me that he’ll never find them, but reality dictates that I have to consider the possibility. There are pulls on alien schedules. The Ixtali, the triumvirate of representatives from the Alaxar Trinary, the Yollins, and the planted agenda for the Crenellian ambassador.”

      The revelation reinforced what Rivka had expected. The bomber would rise to the challenge.

      “Send those itineraries to my pad. Is there anything else you can tell us, like where he ate, or if he rented a vehicle?”

      “We’ve sent his image to every rental and leasing agent in the city. No one has replied.”

      “I suspect that he has dozens of fake profiles. He didn’t expect to get caught, but he planned for it, just like he planned for everything else. How is he two steps ahead of everything we do?”

      “He could have help, like an AI.” Erasmus’ voice lingered. Rivka was the first to make a sound when she blew out the breath she’d been holding. “Can we get in front of an AI?”

      Erasmus laughed. “Not all AIs are created equal, Magistrate. I will allocate a part of my processes to this question. We will get in front of this individual, whether he has an AI and an army of accomplices or not.”

      “I like your attitude, Erasmus. Stay in touch. I wondered how long we’d be without Ankh. Now is a critical time in the chase. This is when he would be most prone to making a mistake. At least he’s in the open, especially if he is continuing to target alien diplomats. Is he trying to foment a revolution?” Rivka shook her head as she started to pace. “Remember the shooter’s final words? Collum Gate had lost its way, but now the people have a chance for redemption, free from external influence.”

      Harpeth started to raise his hand as if requesting permission to speak. Rivka tipped her chin toward him.

      “With his position at the Collum Daily, he could have planted a headline story that hits all the outlets declaring who knows what. Maybe their goal was nothing less than a civil war, trying to unite the people against the aliens.”

      “Erasmus?” Rivka requested.

      “I am looking through the Daily’s servers now for pre-loaded stories. There is nothing in the queue, but he could have stored it off-site, like at the server farm. I’m running a worm to look for a time-activated program.”

      “Maybe we can just shut down the Daily in entirety. Cut all the feeds,” Harpeth suggested.

      “That might be exactly what he wants. That would be almost as telling as getting an official story that was misleading.”

      “If there are any new personals or new ads that are scheduled to start, replace all of them. We don’t need him hiding his message in plain sight, either,” Rivka directed.

      After a few moments, Erasmus spoke. “That’s done. I’ve also found a series of articles that were scheduled to run. One already has. I’ve removed it, and all references to it. Here it is for your review. At the bottom, you’ll scroll into the other articles with the timestamps of when they were programmed to promulgate.”

      The first message was short, barely a paragraph, but it planted the seed for the stories that followed. Rivka read it out loud.

      “Breaking News! A threat against the general population has been made. Law enforcement authorities have confirmed that it came from the alien sector, implying a purge of the human blight. The purveyor of the message remains on the loose and Collum Daily’s sources suggest the alien is under diplomatic immunity. We will share more when we know more.”

      “That won’t incite the public,” Supra Harpeth stated, sarcasm dripping from his words.

      “I’ve already removed the article from the Breaking News feed. It is being buried to obscurity. The follow-up articles have all been quarantined.”

      “As soon as he realizes the other articles aren’t being shown, he’ll do one of two things: go to ground, as in disappear, or come out swinging like there’s no tomorrow, because in his world, there won’t be. What do you think?”

      “I hope he mans up so I can punch his face and then toss his limp body to you for judgment,” Red proclaimed. Lindy nodded in agreement.

      “I think he will explode whatever bombs he has planted. Go out with a bang, and then go underground to drive the revolution manually,” Erasmus offered.

      “There won’t be any revolution. No civil war, no war against aliens. We need to find this guy and put him down.”

      The supra’s face turned hard. He was worn out from riding the day’s emotional wave, and the real Harpeth was showing through. He had no patience for criminals. He didn’t care whether they were aliens or humans, only that no one made trouble.

      Rivka could sympathize. That was all she wanted, too.

      “We’d better put together our response teams. Which target do we want him to go after?” Rivka asked.

      “From a tactical standpoint, the Yollin compound is the most secure. The Ixtalis are self-contained. The Alaxar Trinary is what we call a soft target. Their compound is an open garden where people can commune with nature. And you know what the Crenellians have.”

      “They’re the only ones outside an alien zone. That’s where he’ll go,” Rivka declared. “We’ve already been there. He’ll hope that we’ve designated it secure and moved on. He failed to destroy it once. Maybe that is the challenge to his manhood I had hoped for. And the Crenellians are assholes.”

      Rivka turned and found Ankh sitting up and staring at her.

      Jay glared through sleepy eyes.

      “I meant those assholes, not you,” Rivka clarified. Ankh’s expression didn’t change. “Supra Harpeth, bring your people together. I need to brief them on what’s happening next.”
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      Thirty uniformed officers crowded a briefing room that was designed to comfortably handle a dozen. Red and Lindy stood outside the door to make more room. Ankh stood next to Rivka and was driving the video display.

      “Listen up!” Harpeth bellowed. The room quieted. “The Magistrate is going to brief you on tonight’s operation.”

      A simple introduction, but it was all Rivka needed. She nodded and tried to speak from her diaphragm to project her voice over the crowd. The first image Ankh showed was of the short message, the one Shnobhauer had planted.

      “That was how it all started, but it wasn’t really. It started a long time ago when a small group of people looked at the alien diplomats as the root cause of all the problems on Collum Gate. I exaggerate, but that is what the evidence seems to point to. At least two individuals were involved in this conspiracy and the murders that resulted from it. We have information that suggests he may attempt to bomb one or more of the following places.”

      Ankh dutifully showed pictures of the three embassies and Crenellations, Inc.

      “My gut tells me that he’ll go after the Crenellians again. He was stymied once, and I believe that his ego demands a rematch.”

      A few of the officers nodded. Others just took in the information. Most wore the blank expression of someone who had worked too many hours in a day.

      Rivka needed their engagement. “Supra, please show them where they’ll set up.”

      Ankh dutifully brought up diagrams of the buildings and the surrounding areas. Harpeth went through them one by one, designating teams of two and where they would be positioned. He kept five teams in reserve.

      A specialist broke into the meeting and rushed to the front. She handed the supra a tablet and waited while he read it. When he was finished, she took it and left the room. Rivka looked at him expectantly.

      When he finally decided to speak, it was in a low voice. “Shnobhauer has been spotted. My compliments to the Magistrate on making a positive impression on Crenellation, Inc’s neighbors. Someone reported seeing our suspect—right before the Crenellians let him into their building.”

      Supra Harpeth put a hand on Ankh’s shoulder and mumbled an apology. Ankh looked at the offending hand until the supra removed it.

      “How can we get inside Crenellations, Inc?” Rivka asked.

      “You can’t. They have to let you in.”

      “Ankh! Did you say we can’t?”

      “Let me correct my statement. Crenellations, Inc is a fortress. It will be problematic to breach the defenses.”

      “What defenses?”

      “Spring guns, lethal radiation barriers, gas clouds, and more auto-targeted weaponry.”

      “They didn’t get approval for any of that!” Harpeth blurted.

      “You can charge them if they survive.” Rivka bent down to Ankh’s level. “Is the Crenellian ambassador ready to make an appearance?”

      “What could I do by getting inside?”

      “What could we do, you mean?” Rivka pointed to herself. “You must have your bodyguard with you.”

      “No!” Red roared from the doorway. “Let me go. I look like a bodyguard. You look like the Magistrate.”

      Someone snickered.

      Rivka wrestled with the decision. Red wasn’t wrong, as was often the case.

      “Ankh?”

      “They will have physical barriers and technology to jam any signals into or out of the building,” Ankh said in his usual emotionless voice.

      “Well then, you and Red are going to have your work cut out for you. Bring him down and stop the attack. But you have to capture him alive because I need to talk to him.”

      “I don’t think they’ll let Vered in,” Ankh said softly.

      “You go in together or not at all.”

      “What’s the contingency plan, Magistrate?” Harpeth asked.

      “We go in heavy. Explosives and railguns to breach the front door. We go in straight. The building is a fortress, right? Let’s use that to not kill the hostages. I’m assuming there are hostages. What else would he be doing in there?”

      Ankh’s normally emotionless veneer slipped.

      “He may be brokering a deal for more weapons.”

      “What the hell would the Crenellians do that for? They have to know we’re looking for this guy!” Rivka’s fists were jammed into her sides. She wasn’t angry at Ankh. They had called him a traitor—the people who might be selling arms to a terrorist.

      “It’s what they do. They sell weapons,” Ankh explained. “Crenellia is a planet on the frontier and is not yet a signatory to the Federation, although negotiations are ongoing.”

      “They won’t fight once we’re inside?”

      “They will use their technology. If they are being held hostage, then Shnobhauer will use Crenellian technology. No matter who is in charge inside, you will have to fight the automated weaponry. If I’m inside when the systems are not actively engaged, Erasmus and I can probably access them and shut them off.”

      Rivka removed her datapad from the inside pocket of her Magistrate’s jacket. She shivered, even though the room was hot. “Chaz, send a message to Crenellations, Inc that the Crenellian ambassador is on his way.”

      “I’ll take five teams,” Harpeth told the officers. He pointed at individuals, and they nodded to acknowledge. “The rest of you are on standby. Wait in the tactical deployment area two blocks from the target structure.”

      Rivka led the way out. When Ankh left the room, Red handed his railgun to Lindy and picked up the Crenellian. “You and me, buddy. Let’s rock that guy’s world.”

      “You can’t kill him.”

      “You know I want to, Ankh, but I won’t. The Magistrate will extract every bit of intel from his brain before judging him. My guess is that he’ll die ugly.”

      “I think we all die ugly when it’s time,” Ankh replied.

      “Damn. You two are bringing me down. I’d say don’t take risks, but that would be abjectly moronic. Try to take risks that aren’t too risky.” Rivka wasn’t sure she should hug Red since she didn’t want to crush Ankh. In the end, she decided a gentle hand on Ankh’s head would suffice. “Don’t you dare die. Either of you. I should be the one going in there.”

      “The difference between you and us, Magistrate, is that we’re expendable.”

      “I’m not,” Ankh interjected.

      Rivka snorted. “And neither are you, you big goon. I’ve gotten used to you blocking my sun. Don’t make me try to find someone else. Lindy might miss you, too.”

      “Maybe,” Lindy added.

      Jay had been suspiciously absent from the conversation, so it surprised the others when she finally spoke. “I should go with them as Ankh’s special assistant.”

      Red shook his head.

      “I’d like that,” Ankh said. Red stopped and stared.

      “Say what?”

      “Okay,” Rivka found herself saying. The banter stopped as they climbed into the law enforcement van.

      Ankh started his own briefing for Red and Jay. “My people are no physical threat to you, but under no circumstances should you allow them to touch or interact with any equipment...” He continued to talk until they arrived at the corner. They’d walk from there.

      Rivka grimaced as the three exited the van. Red removed his vest and patted himself down. Rivka handed her neutron pulse weapon to him. It looked like a flashlight. He winked when he palmed it. Jay took Ankh’s hand, and together they walked into the roadway and toward Crenellations, Inc.

      Lindy stood shoulder to shoulder with the Magistrate.

      “I feel like shit,” Rivka stated.

      “Me, too,” Lindy agreed.

      Harpeth sat in the passenger’s seat, watching. “What now, Magistrate?”

      “We prepare ourselves for a violent breach. Bring your explosives team and be ready.”

      Harpeth snapped his fingers, and two pairs of individuals jogged up. “Prepare for an explosive breach of the front door. On my order.”

      Lindy handed Red’s railgun to Rivka. “For when the power of the law is secondary to physics.”

      “Blazer. I can’t believe he named his gun.”

      “That’s not the only gun he’s named,” Lindy hinted.

      Rivka turned to her new teammate. “I’m glad you joined us. I’m sorry you have to be here for this. I don’t even want to watch this. I like being on the doing end of things.”

      “I’m not sure I could be anywhere else right now, Magistrate.” Lindy raised her railgun and tapped Blazer. “May this be resolved quickly. To the pain.”

      “To the pain,” Rivka replied before chuckling. “Maybe we should have brought the mech.”
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        * * *

      

      We’re walking toward the front door, Red reported over their internal comm link. He scanned the front of the building looking for weaponry, but nothing stuck out. He identified panels disguised to look like part of the building. Emplacements. Good field of fire. Safe at the entrance.

      Roger, Rivka replied, unsure what Red’s running narrative meant, but happy that he was engaged.

      Jay pressed the button while Ankh stared at the camera. Red was surprised to hear it buzzing through the door. The deactivation had only been while he and Rivka were out front.

      A Crenellian face appeared on the screen.

      Probably not hostages. A Crenellian answered the doorbell, he relayed.

      “What do you want?” the voice asked evenly.

      “You know what I want,” Ankh replied in the same tone.

      “Maybe you can enlighten us, traitor.”

      “This could have gone one of two ways. I had hoped for the first while knowing the second was correct. Give up the human. He has crimes to answer for. And so, it appears, do you.”

      “We provide a valuable service to the entire galaxy.”

      “Of course, you do, but you don’t need to supply terrorists. There are a great number of planets that could use Crenellian help, but your arrogance and egos are getting in the way of good business and technological advancement. There is more you don’t know than you can imagine.” Ankh stared emotionlessly at the screen.

      Red nodded in appreciation of the monumental burn delivered by the tiny big-headed alien to his countrymen.

      “You’re not coming in,” the Crenellian on the screen replied.

      “I expected as much.”

      The screen went blank, and the door popped open. Ankh motioned for Red to enter. He hurried around Ankh and Jay and pushed the door open carefully as his eyes darted around the unknown entry. No one was there. He tiptoed through.

      Ankh has opened the door. Follow us in, Red reported. Erasmus?

      There is so much they don’t know. Ankh’s internal voice laughed. By answering our ring, they opened the door and didn’t even know it.

      “Go, go, go!” Rivka called as she and Lindy started running.

      Harpeth was caught flat-footed. “Go where?”

      “We’re in,” Rivka shouted over her shoulder as she turned the corner and ran toward Crenellations, Inc.

      Ankh and Jay followed Red inside.

      Goggles, the Crenellian told them before he moved his into place.

      The lights went out. Emergency systems instantly appeared, bathing the area in red, but only for a few moments before they, too, disappeared.

      Vered walked slowly as music started playing. Grainger’s death metal. It wasn’t loud, but it would cover any sound they made short of firing a railgun.

      They’d become the predators. Red snarled, wishing for his railgun, when someone bumped into him from behind. He glanced over his shoulder, where Rivka was holding Blazer out. He took it in one hand, passing the neutron pulse device to her with the other. He smiled savagely, his goggles hiding the determination in his eyes.

      Lindy flared to his side, pointing to her goggles and then to the room on her right. She held up a single digit, drew a line across her throat, and stabbed a finger in the opposite direction. Red hatcheted his arm to the left and started moving that way.

      I have a Crenellian at a workstation in front of me. He is working the keyboard. Lindy reported.

      Shoot the computer, Ankh ordered.

      She aimed and fired a single projectile. The railgun’s crash shook the tables within the room, exploding the computer and blowing the Crenellian backward off his chair.

      Oops, Lindy exclaimed. She moved carefully through the room toward the injured alien. Dropping to a knee, she kept her railgun pointed at a second doorway. The Crenellian’s small neck pulsed with life. Lindy removed a zip tie from her pocket and locked his small arms behind his back.

      Ankh strolled in behind her, stepping casually around the injured Crenellian.

      What is this place? Jay asked.

      A workshop. Look for a technology demonstration room, an immersive holographic experience. It helps sell the products when the buyers are on the receiving end of what the weapons can do. There may even be a live-fire system in the basement. I believe that’s where the others will be.

      There’s no place to relax in here, Jay commented.

      That’s not what we do. There will be a nice kitchen and a nice bathroom with a sauna. Engaging our minds is the epitome of who we are.

      Are the weapons turned off, Ankh? We’re not going to get lit up every time we walk into a room, are we? Rivka asked.

      The systems are completely under Erasmus’ control. If there is a standalone system, not on the grid, Erasmus cannot be held responsible for that. Ankh stopped and looked around. Jay kneeled next to him.

      If there were such a system, Erasmus better tell us where it is, or he is responsible. Rivka was adamant about that. The more hope she had for getting through this without getting hurt, the more she wanted to come through unscathed.

      She’d already shared some of her blood with the ground of Collum Gate. She wished to share no more of hers or from anyone on her team’s.

      Red and Rivka prowled through the left-hand rooms, which were austere and utilitarian, containing nothing of note. They reminded her of Ankh’s cabin on Peacekeeper.

      They need some color in their lives, she suggested.

      We’re at the door to the basement, Lindy relayed. Grainger’s death metal continued to scrape across their eardrums. No one complained.

      Wait there until we’ve checked upstairs, Rivka ordered.

      Red and Rivka circled back to the front of the building and slowly climbed the curving staircase. A marble railing arced upward, drawing the eye to a skylight above, currently filled with the dark of the night sky. Whoever built it took care with the simple elegance. Rivka appreciated the beauty in the single moment she allowed herself.

      Red quickly moved off the steps and onto the balcony. He stopped to survey his surroundings, crouching to make himself a smaller target. Rivka ducked behind him, understanding why but thinking it did little for a man of Red’s size. He waved at her to follow, and they started at the far end to funnel anyone who ran down the stairs and out the front door to where Harpeth and his men should be.

      The farthest room was the sleeping quarters. Six small beds were arrayed in two rows. More physical austerity from the cerebral race.

      Room after room, labs and workshops, but the last room they checked, the one closest to the staircase, was the largest and completely packed with military hardware. There was even a satellite hanging from the ceiling. A plasma weapon’s launch barrel protruded from it, pointing directly at the door through which they’d entered.

      Once Red confirmed that no one was hiding in the display room he whispered, “How’d they get this stuff up here?”

      Rivka shrugged. None of the equipment was manned. It was all made to be operated remotely. Effortless warfare.

      “I’m glad Ankh is on our side, but I’m not liking his people much.”

      “The galaxy will be fine without this crap. War needs to be expensive; have a high cost in lives, so people think twice before waging it.”

      They’re coming out, Lindy blurted directly into their minds.
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      In a rush, the door popped open, and a small bot ran headlong into Lindy. She had been ready but still wasn’t able to respond before being bowled over backward. The suspect was next out, delivering a stiff arm to Jay’s forehead before running for the front door. Four Crenellians rushed out and tried to grab Ankh.

      Jay picked him up and spun, delivering a back kick that impacted the chest of the closest Crenellian. She spun back, throwing a wild roundhouse kick at the other four. They dodged back, one of them tripping over their prone comrade.

      With Ankh still in her arms. Jay closed on them. “Leave him alone!” she shouted. The Crenellians backed away as she kicked at their faces.

      Maybe you should make them lie on the floor? Ankh suggested.

      “Get on the floor! On your faces, maggots!” Jay was unhappy. Not only had she been attacked, but she was also afraid she’d killed one of the Crenellians. He was on the floor, unmoving, unblinking eyes staring at nothing.

      The others assumed the face-down position, and Jay started to hyperventilate.
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      He’s running toward the front door! Lindy passed.

      We’re upstairs, Rivka replied. She and Red bolted from the room and jumped down the stairs, hitting the fifth step down, before leaping again. The suspect appeared for a moment as he ran through the foyer and into the entryway. Bodies collided with grunts.

      “Got you,” Harpeth declared. “Cuff him and hold him tight.”

      Rivka and Red hit the bottom step together, finally slowing when they saw the uniformed personnel blocking the entryway. They held a struggling and squirming figure.

      “Please turn the lights on, Erasmus,” Rivka requested. The lights blazed to life, bathing the area in their warm glow.

      One of the officers grabbed a handful of hair and turned the man’s face toward Rivka.

      “Bindola Shnobhauer. At last, we meet,” she said coldly, watching Harpeth to see if he would take the man away before she could talk to him. Zombie him.
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      She grabbed him by the arm and looked into his dark eyes, the depths of which seemed empty. The spark of life and joy was gone. She could feel the despair within his mind.

      “Who else is killing the aliens?” she demanded. No one. The shooter had been a pleasant surprise, a competent marksman to join the cause of Collum First. She saw in Bindola’s mind the knife attack that he’d made on the ambassador. It had given him a feeling of superiority for a few moments. It had given him joy.

      Rivka let go and stepped away.

      “What’d you see?” Harpeth asked.

      “He is a very sick man. His mind is genius, and his rational being is almost gone. He’s to be pitied. Supra, find everyone associated with Collum First. You’ll want to talk to them about their irrational hatred toward aliens.”

      Rivka moved close to grip Shnobhauer by the neck. “Where were you going in such a hurry?”

      Away. Anywhere but there.

      “Where is your bomb factory?”

      Factory? Each one is a work of art. A bomb studio…yes. That’s what it is.

      “You’ll want to bring the Crenellians in, too. He was making bombs in the basement. He attached one of those bombs to our van to destroy the evidence and his accomplices,” Rivka told the supra. “No honor among this band of thieves.”

      Supra Harpeth waved his officers past. Lindy was in the doorway, waiting while Jay hovered over the prone captives, unable to take her eyes from the alien she’d killed.

      “One last question,” Rivka started. “You worked with aliens to kill aliens. How do you justify that within that brain of yours?”

      Fury! The aliens are all predators. Turn them against each other. They are nothing more than genetic failures on a galactic scale.

      “Indeed,” Rivka replied. “Lock him up forever. He’s taken his last breath of free air. For the record, Bindola Shnobhauer, you have been judged.”

      Harpeth nodded before shaking his head. “You know our laws, Magistrate. He’ll be executed before the night is out.”

      “Why? What will capital punishment do in this case?”

      The supra looked around before leaning close and speaking in a hush. “Because we have to win, and win big. No one can rise from the penal system and challenge authority. Not someone with his disdain for life.”

      “There’s no cost savings?”

      “Of course there is. We’d pay for rehabilitation if it worked, but the recidivism rate is too high. None of the training or touchy-feely programs work with any semblance of reliability.”

      “So you make the problem go away?” Rivka cocked her head to give him side-eye.

      “We deal with such problems in a definitive way.” Harpeth didn’t invite further discussion on the subject as Bindola Shnobhauer was shackled and led to a waiting cruiser. He was chained to a ring inside the vehicle, and two officers took positions on either side of him. With a lead and trail car, the small convoy lifted into the air and raced away.

      Four Crenellians appeared in handcuffs. The fifth required a stretcher, and the sixth needed a body bag. They were sequestered while waiting for a vehicle to take them away.

      Rivka and Red joined the others in the back where steps led to the basement. Ankh was trying to guide Jay from the building, but she wouldn’t budge. She continued to stare at the spot on the floor where the dead Crenellian had lain. Rivka was torn between wanting to look in the basement and helping her crew.

      Red saved her from having to make the decision. “Lindy and I will take a look downstairs. Watch over them while we’re gone.” Red pointed with his chin at Ankh and Jay.

      “Will do, Boss,” Rivka replied. The big man nodded, and together with Lindy, they headed below ground. Five minutes later, they returned. “Too many weapons and explosives. I’m surprised they didn’t blow themselves up.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Computer systems. A bunch of them; probably run all the different toys they have in this place. I’m not sure how you would dismantle a weapons cache like we have here. If you blew it in place, secondary explosions would level the block.”

      “We’ll leave that for Harpeth to figure out. Jay, honey? Come with us. I think we’ll go back to our ship now and get some rest.”

      Law enforcement vehicles were stacked up in front of Crenellations, Inc. The ambulance pulled up and removed the injured alien. Two officers climbed into the back with him. The body bag went into a different vehicle. The four prisoners were put in the back of a windowless hover sedan. Ankh stood tall on the steps as he watched his people hauled away.

      When Crenellations, Inc was cleared, Supra Harpeth posted guards and attached a special magnetic lock to the front door. “What do you say we look this place over when we have fresh minds?” Harpeth asked.

      “What do you say we turn this over to the Federation? R2D2 will be interested in taking this place apart.”

      “What’s an Arty Deetoo?” the supra asked.

      “The Federation’s research and development team. I don’t know who else could dismantle that place without destroying everything on this block.”

      “I’d like to collect evidence to support the charges I’m going to file against the Crenellians.” Harpeth wasn’t playing. Rivka knew that their support of the terrorist made them guilty as if they had planted the bombs themselves.

      “We’re going to let the Federation retain custody of them. And actually, as soon as possible, I’ll take them with me. I expect that I’ll be sent to Crenellia anyway in order to talk about this and the Crenellian role in the galaxy. If their involvement were to become common knowledge, they would become pariahs. They can serve a purpose, but not in the weapons bazaar.”

      “I’d like to prosecute them, Magistrate.” Harpeth crossed his arms and clenched his jaw.

      “Of course, you would. Things have been going so well, Supra. I’d hate to see that spoiled. Deal with Shnobhauer as you wish, but have the Crenellians meet me at my ship as soon as possible. Bring the dead one and the broken one, too. We’ll take them home in disgrace.”

      Harpeth huffed once before nodding. “As you wish.” He waited for the Magistrate and her people to board the law enforcement van and move away before he left the crime scene. Two cars and four officers were on guard, and would remain on guard until the Federation relieved them.
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        * * *

      

      The city’s lights sparkled, a welcoming visual treat for anyone who took the time to look. When the city’s inhabitants awoke the next morning, they’d go about their lives, never knowing what cesspool had lurked beneath. The alien population would know about the capture of the perp, although it would be a while before they returned to openly moving about within the city.

      Fear had been planted, and like a mighty oak, it would remain steadfast against the winds of change.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “First one is always the hardest. I’ll never forget mine,” Red said, trying to console Jayita.

      “Nor mine,” Lindy added. Hers was far more recent, but she had been as prepared for it as one could be.

      “But the difference between yours and everyone else’s is that yours was self-defense. What would they have done if they had gotten to Ankh? Evil people do evil things, and it takes good people doing bad things to stop them. It may not make you feel any better right now, but that’s what our line of work is all about. We’re not here to coddle those who have lost their way. Ours is to kick their asses so hard they never see the light of day again. Sometimes it hurts us as much as it hurts them. May we never stop caring so much that it doesn’t hurt.”

      Rivka poured a round of drinks for the four of them. Ankh didn’t drink, but he didn’t leave while they did.

      “Here’s to keeping the peace.” Rivka clinked the glass in Jay’s hand.

      The young woman finally looked up. She studied the faces of the four people around her. Determination. Justice. Freedom. The law. “I guess I could have worse company,” Jay quipped.

      “You gave me the finger!” Rivka smiled.

      “And you damn near ripped that finger off.”

      “Damn straight.” Rivka threw back her shot and held out the glass for a second round.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt, Magistrate, but law enforcement has arrived with the Crenellian prisoners.”

      “Ankh? Are you okay with us transporting them to Crenellia?”

      “Yes. Why wouldn’t I be?” Ankh asked innocently.

      “Because they called you a traitor and said you were shunned.”

      “Did you believe that?”

      Rivka met Ankh’s unblinking gaze. “Not in the least.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      “Chaz, open the door and let’s bring them aboard,” Rivka requested.

      Lindy took Red’s railgun and headed for the cabinet they considered to be their armory. She locked the weapons inside while Red cracked his knuckles and looked intimidating. The four uninjured Crenellians carried the body bag containing their dead compatriot. The fifth alien limped heavily, using a cane to keep from falling over. Rivka made them put the body by the main hatch before they shuffled to the rec room.

      “Sit here,” she ordered them. Because of their shackles, they were unable to climb into the human-sized chairs. “On the floor, then. It’s padded.” Once in place, they sat rigidly, unmoving and not making eye contact.

      Ankh sauntered in. He looked at the chair that loomed over his fellows. Rivka picked him up and set him in place.

      “It is not Crenellia’s place to arm terrorists and cause civil wars. I was in one, and only later did I see the terrible cost that was on my head, on our heads. You should be ashamed of yourselves.” Ankh’s voice was even, but a vein began to throb in his skinny neck.

      “Who should be ashamed?”

      Rivka couldn’t tell which of the five had spoken. They didn’t move their mouths much when they talked.

      “Enough!” Rivka told them. “Prisoners don’t have the right to speak on board my ship.” She glared at them until she was sure they weren’t going to talk again.

      Hamlet appeared in the corridor and stretched, showing his claws and fangs before sauntering toward the aliens. He rubbed his face on one, and then the next. They shied away from the cat as if he were poisonous. He didn’t care.

      He was a cat. The more they tried to lean away, the more he wanted to climb on them. After he had tormented them all, Jay scooped him up and headed toward her cabin. Lindy and Red took seats in the recliners. “We’ll watch them, Magistrate. I expect you have a report to write.”

      “I do.” Rivka moved toward the bridge. “Chaz, take us to Crenellia, best possible speed.”
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        * * *

      

      Peacekeeper remained on station according to the instructions from Crenellian traffic control. The armaments and defensive systems between the planet and orbit were more than Rivka wanted to tangle with. It was a technological demonstration and a visible portfolio for any buyers with deep pockets.

      Four hours they waited. Rivka had fallen asleep when Chaz alerted her. “We’re being guided in, Magistrate on a one-time-use travel corridor. They warn us not to stray from the designated path or risk instant destruction.”

      “Then don’t stray.” Rivka yawned.

      “I shan’t,” Chaz confirmed. The ship spiraled downward until it descended onto a remote parking apron on the far side of the spaceport. After it landed, they waited.

      “Do you think they’ll send a car?” Rivka asked aloud, not expecting an answer.

      “We could just kick them out and go,” Red suggested.

      “That’s not a bad idea.” Rivka scratched her chin, wondering if the prisoners were uncomfortable. They’d been on the floor for a long time.

      “That’s a horrible idea!” Lindy stood, giving Red a dirty look. “They’re in our care, so we have to take care of them.”

      “They’ll be taken care of. I’ll be with them.”

      Red jumped up and ran to the weapons locker. He hauled out the railguns and handheld weapons. He and Lindy armored up and prepared to go.

      “We may not need the full package.” Rivka pointed to herself and her usual Magistrate garb.

      “Maybe we take the mech this time?”

      “I have no intention of making you or this ship an impact crater because we incited the Crenellians. I wonder how many weapons they have pointed at us right now?”

      “All of them?” Ankh ventured.

      “Maybe you should stay with the ship.”

      Ankh looked at her as he usually did. She couldn’t tell if he was confused, belligerent, or simply questioning her statement.

      “Fine. You can come.”

      “Is Crenellia a signatory of the Federation?”

      “Not yet,” Rivka said slowly.

      “Then what the hell are we doing here? What if they try to arrest us? I’m not getting hauled off to prison by a mob of tiny big-heads.”

      “Since the Federation is in active negotiations with Crenellia, we do have recognized diplomatic status. Don’t worry, Gulliver, I won’t let them haul you away.” She kneeled in the middle of the sitting group. “Get up. It’s time to go.”

      Red mashed the button, and the hatch opened. Temperatures were mild. Rivka waited for the group to pick up the body bag and shuffle out. Rivka looked behind her, expecting to see Ankh. Jay was there, holding his hand. She looked curiously at the body bag.

      “Terrorists have a way of ending up dead,” Lindy said pleasantly, slapping Jay on the back. “Fuck those guys.”

      Jay smirked, her eyebrows furrowed.

      Lindy shrugged. “It’s how I feel. What do you say we dump this trash and go home? I’m ready for some private time with my man.”

      Jay blinked quickly, and Lindy winked at her.

      “Damn.” Rivka motioned for everyone to keep moving. She felt like she was chaperoning a third-grade class to the aquarium.

      Before they hit the bottom of the stairs, a shuttle flew in and landed not far from Peacekeeper’s stubby wing. First off was a human wearing a Federation pin.

      “I’m Hans Sedolin, assistant to the lead negotiator.” The young man smiled broadly, nodding to Rivka and her group. “I’m sorry you had to wait. Getting clearance to go anywhere takes forever. You’d think the Crenellians would be more efficient, but sometimes they have to put the aliens in their place. Well, all the time, actually. No matter. We are at their main government building where their ruling council resides. That’s where these five are supposed to go. Climb aboard, and let’s see if we can make record time getting back.”

      “Nice to meet you, Hans. I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa. That’s Red, Lindy, Jay, and Ankh’Po’Turn. These are the ones who were running Crenellations, Inc. We’re giving them back to their government. If we’d left them on Collum Gate they would have been executed, so here we are.”

      He ushered them onto the cramped shuttle. Rivka made the Crenellians stand while her team took the seats. Hans was granted immediate clearance, and he wasted no time taking off and zooming toward the city.

      They’re starting to get nervous, Ankh told Rivka’s team.

      How can you tell? Red wondered. Ankh gave him his best blank stare.

      Are you thinking that their little operation on Collum Gate was unsanctioned? Relief washed over Rivka like spring rain. I thought we were going to have to fight your entire race.

      Yes and no, Ankh replied.

      Yes and no what?

      Yes, I believe they were acting independently, and no, you won’t have to fight all Crenellians.

      The shuttle approached a building that would be described as a megalith on any other planet—a monstrous structure with multiple landing pads dotting the rooftop. It was a massive rectangle, all black, windows indistinguishable from the structure. Hans landed the shuttle without the slightest bump and dropped the ramp. Red was first out, scanning the rooftop and neighboring landing pads for threats.

      The building had turrets with weapons’ barrels protruding. Automated weapons systems—a Crenellian favorite.

      Rivka joined Red.

      “What do you think?”

      “I think I’m ready for this one to be over, Magistrate.”

      “We’re on the final leg. We’ll drag our carcasses over the finish line and collapse on the other side. But we’ve already won. No more diplomats died after our arrival.” The main government building dominated the landscape. The entire city spread before them—a great view with nothing to see. “A little color wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

      Hans led the way, going slowly so the shackled Crenellians carrying the bag could keep up.

      No one offered them a hand. You made your bed, now lie in it, they thought.

      Once inside, they were met by an older human and a group of five Crenellians.

      Rivka hurried forward and offered her hand. “General Reynolds, what are you doing out here?”

      “I could ask you the same thing, Magistrate,” the General replied, smiling easily. “These fine folks are the Crenellian Leadership Council. They’re in charge of all things Crenellia. They were very interested to hear the story you told and voila! Here you are body-slamming this pack of scumbags. They’ll take them from here.”

      One of the council tapped on a datapad, and a series of bots streamed forward. Each collected one of the prisoners, securing the shackles to a pad on which the prisoner stood. The bots flowed away.

      “They didn’t plead for their lives,” Jay blurted.

      “Jayita.” Lance Reynolds waved to her.

      “They wouldn’t,” Ankh explained. “It is not our way. They were caught. They will be punished.”

      “Does Crenellia have executions?”

      “Of course not. That is barbaric. I thank you on behalf of my people for not letting them remain on Collum Gate where they would have been put to death. Our punishments are much worse. We have remote outposts.” Ankh’s whole body shook in the way his people did when they laughed.

      Rivka thought he was having a seizure every time she saw it.

      The council stepped forward and spoke as one. “We welcome the Federation’s assistance in finding these criminals and helping us bring them to justice. We hope that we can return the favor someday. And to you, Ankh’Po’Turn, you are welcome on Crenellia any day as a favored son who has faithfully carried the banner of our people into the bosom of the greatest power since the Kurtherians.”

      “Join the Federation and help us help others,” Lance stated.

      I’m sure the main sticking point in the negotiations is the arms trade, Rivka asserted.

      Alas, ‘tis true. It’s their main export and their primary source of revenue. We can’t cover the shortfall, so we have to figure out how the arms trade can work within the Federation’s legal framework. It’s somewhat of a shitshow.

      Somewhat, General?

      He laughed. It’s a total shitshow, but Rome wasn’t built in a day. Can you stay and help me with some of the legalese?

      “Oh,” Rivka blurted aloud.

      The General laughed even harder. “I’m kidding. Take your team home and get some R&R. That’s an order, Magistrate.”

      “Yes, sir. You heard him, people. Saddle up!”

      Rivka hugged the man who was the nominal head of the Federation, hundreds of planets strong and growing every day. She was one small piece in the big puzzle. So many teams like hers, overt and covert, risked their lives to keep the peace.

      “Thanks, Rivka. And thank you all.” The General nodded and motioned for the council to lead on.

      Rivka twirled her finger in the air. “Time to go home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      “I still have that bitch’s shirt!” Rivka said from her cabin.

      “I’d like to see the law that says you can take the shirt from someone who caused your shirt to get ruined.” Red raised an eyebrow at his boss.

      “That was an on-the-spot civil claim for damages. It was properly adjudicated,” Rivka held her head up as she made her proclamation.

      “I’m sure it was. What’s on the docket next?”

      “Take some time off, Red. Don’t go too far, because as soon as I can get a lead on one of your former employers, we’re leaving to go set things straight.”

      Lindy and Red locked fingers.

      “I made reservations at the honeymoon suite at the top of the station. It boasts a panoramic view of the stars.”

      “Don’t you have to get married to be newlyweds?” Rivka looked from one face to the next. Red shrugged.

      “Magistrates can marry people, can’t they?”

      “Magistrates, boat captains, and concerned citizens who paid their money and took an online course—like a particular dentist we all know.”

      “We’re not getting married by a dentist!” Lindy declared.

      “Aha! You are getting married.” Rivka threw the bitch’s shirt on the floor and stepped on it on her way to hug Lindy and Red.

      “What do you say we skip the formalities and head straight to the honeymoon suite?” Red wondered, running a hand slowly over his bald head.

      “Sounds good. See you when we see you.” The lovebirds hurried away before anyone could change their mind.

      Ankh was in his lab working on a new piece of hardware. His night-vision goggles remained a fixture on his forehead. Jay sat by herself in the rec room with Hamlet in her lap. She absentmindedly stroked his fur to rhythmic purring.

      “How are you doing, Jay?”

      “Just killing time before my shift.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I work at the spa now. Evening clerk and general cleaning.”

      “Do they know your hours aren’t going to be regular or even predictable? I need you with me. You’re a valuable member of our team.”

      “I know all that, and I thank you for your kind words and hospitality. But I really like the spa, and by working there, if there is an opening, I can snag the time for almost nothing. I get paid and pay off my debt that much sooner. It’s a win-win.”

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Notes - Craig Martelle

          

          September 1st, 2018
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      You are still reading! Thank you so much. It doesn’t get much better than that.

      I think the Executioner series is my best-received series out of all of them that I’ve done. Thank you to you wonderful people for joining me. I really like this series, and enjoy writing it.

      I’m getting a few questions regarding more backstory for some of the characters. We’ll reveal little bits and pieces with each new book in this series. One of the main questions surrounds the Rangers-turned-Magistrates. I’ve talked to Michael extensively about this. He numbered each of the Rangers in The Kurtherian Gambit, but the universe is a big place and they needed more reach, so there are secondary Rangers—those brought on board by the main Rangers and sent to the outer reaches to do what Rangers do. They were of sound character, but still the second string.

      It is from this group (and there were a great many Rangers who fell into the second string) that we find our Magistrates. Grainger, Jael, Chi, and Buster were grunts, saved by a werewolf (who happened to be a Ranger), and then moved into the Ranger ranks. As for which Ranger? We’ll keep you guessing for now. Michael and the Just In Time readers are keeping me on my toes in regards to canon. We don’t want anything to conflict with what we know from the KGU. I spent a couple hours on just a few sentences in order to get them right.

      This book is the first time this group will have worked as a team since they were transformed into Rangers and then Magistrates.

      So I went right to the top. Natalie Grey came up with a crossover piece so Barnabas could make an appearance, talk to the Magistrates, and make some magic happen. I am so happy to have that addition to this book. Thank you, and thanks to Michael, who gave it a read and two thumbs up.

      I needed some DNA terminology, and from the UK, I found this site extremely helpful - http://aboutforensics.co.uk/dna-analysis/.

      Once my dentist, Dr. Tyler Ingersoll, found out that I was writing this series, he offered the bit about genetic dental issues that I worked into the plot. I think it made for a great conclusion to the clone sub-plot while allowing me to discuss some other legal elements. I have to research a great deal with this series. I was able to wing a lot of stuff in the post-apocalyptic series, but I can’t do that here.

      What if someone was cloned? Can you exist without a birth certificate? Of course you can, but can you do anything more than just exist? What will the law allow? Interesting hypotheticals, to say the least, so I put my twist and stamp on them and then moved to the main event.

      Murder!

      
        	Recruits and Rookies - rank is Losta

        	Patrol officers, the uniforms - Petro

        	Patrol leaders, older, still in uniform – Hardco

        	Detectives, Investigators (different uniform) – Stigo

        	Specialists (bomb techs, forensics, etc.) - Specialist

        	Investigation leaders (no uniform, but formal dress, like a suit) – Supra

        	Police leadership (senior nonuniform ranks) - Guvna

      

      I had an awful lot of help from people regarding names. Here’s what I used and who I have to thank.

      Tommy Donbavand – Parkilo Prime, populated by a sentient plant species and Nat Ferider.

      Micky Cocker supplied a nice list of names, of which I picked - Y'eaton, Zaria,

      Sc'allid, Harpeth, Opheramin, Collum Gate, and Jurdenia.

      I hope everyone enjoyed this story. It was fun to write in a way that I found most relaxing. James Caplan, Micky Cocker, and Kelly O’Donnell keep me on the straight and narrow with in-process reads and ideas, language smoothing, continuity, and overall readability. They are an amazing bunch who help make me and my stories better.

      No one goes on this journey alone. If it weren’t for being surrounded by great people and the incredible readers who keep picking up my books, none of these stories would be possible.

      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Notes - Michael Anderle

          

          September 12, 2018 (a very special day to me)

        

      

    

    
      P(re).S. – Thank you to our Beta Readers, JIT Team, Editing Team, and the Operations and Art folks who helped create this book. It is a P.S. that is so important, it goes first.

      

      Are you reading this?  Then I have a SPECIAL thank for to you. I turn fifty-one today. A bit of an accomplishment, and a sign I can’t deceive myself any longer about the truth.

      I am on the ‘other side’ of youth.

      I’m in the maturing stage of life. It’s time for me to put on that hat of wisdom and see into the future, providing insightful stories which cause readers to read and reread the book for nuggets which will illuminate the cosmos and bring peace and harmony to alien inter-species relationships throughout the galaxy.

      Or, you know, I can write more stories where we blow shit up, and hope the alien inter-species issue is solved by someone in the future.

      I think I like that option more…

      

      Imagination BECAME reality

      

      I remember reading an article where scientist (of that time) admit to reading science-fiction and watching Star Trek and it made their minds explode with ideas. The concepts they believed were cool in their youth drove them to their work paths in the future, and still excited them in their day-to-day activities as they actually created the theories and working prototypes to bring what had only been imagination to fruition.

      I have to admit I (one day) hope to create some cool piece of technology in a story which becomes a reality in the future.

      I’m ready for the future of learning (very small rant from a fifty-one-year old – I’m becoming a curmudgeon I think… Just ignore this )

      It is no great stretch to say that most adults who worry about education around the world believe we can do better. Now, “better” might require parents to get involved, which (if we have one-parent families trying to place food on the table) might require help from the community, etc., etc.

      Or, you know, we the general populace of science-fiction readers might decide to band together and cobble together the technology and research of today and build an infrastructure of classes, training, testing, and laws (yes, we would have to change the laws, I think. At least in a lot of the states in the US. I can’t speak to the laws in other countries.)

      I bet we HAVE the core technology infrastructure right now to create the virtual school of tomorrow. I can imagine a way we get there from here, and it will have to deal with so much political crap it’s crazy. For example, 2016 instructional spending (which is not total spending, just the instructional aspect) was $4,077 in Arizona and $15,746 in New York.

      Scratching my chin (and being a bit cynical), I imagine New York might have some explaining to do on that high of a spend. My (admittedly very fast WIKI lookup) suggests that New York is 37 out of 50 in educational attainment (% High School Attainment levels)

      (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_U.S._states_by_educational_attainment )

      

      I tend to be a “follow the money” sort of fellow. I believe New York probably suffers from challenges which Arizona does not.

      So, how can we dream up a system which supports BOTH of these great states?  We have free teaching already (just go online and check out videos from well-known universities.)

      Often, it is not the teachers who are lacking, but the infrastructure (both material and immaterial) which is hampering both teachers and the operations group.

      Or hell, they suck! (Which is a possibility.)

      I suspect that in my lifetime we will have a completely new paradigm of teaching and I’d love it to be from Science-Fiction fans that made it happen. For an extensive discussion of one such system, check out Crescendo of Fire, (click here) the second book in LMBPN’s Braintrust series by Marc Stiegler, and Let the Bits Run Free, also by Marc Stiegler, an educational short story which will be on LMBPN’s Ear Crush Podcast Friday September 21st. (http://lmbpn.com/earcrush/).

      There, I’ve added the necessary societal thoughts into the book, woven in delicately between the first page and the last.

      So, anyone ready to go blow shit up and take out the bad guys?

      Because I’m fifty-one, not dead.

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Look who the cat dragged in!” Red laughed as he finished another set using the bench press, turning the massive pile of weight over to Lindy. “What happened to your hair?”

      “Don’t listen to him. Stretch, and let’s get you started,” Rivka told Jay, who was participating in her first post-Pod-doc visit to the gym.

      Jay motioned for the Magistrate to join her in the corner for a private conversation. The two women huddled together, and Jay looked over her shoulder before whispering, “He’s right. After the treatment, my hair’s curly and I can’t do anything with it.”

      Rivka shrugged. “My eyes weren’t always this color. The Pod-doc changes us.”

      “But…” Jay protested. She pulled the collar of her shirt down to reveal a single black hair the length of her hand growing out of the middle of her chest. She wrapped it around a finger and yanked it out, tossing it aside. Almost instantly it reappeared, and within seconds it had grown back to its previous length. “I don’t like that, and I don’t feel right. I don’t feel stronger or more invincible or anything like you guys seem to.”

      “After our workout, we’ll get some answers. Maybe your nanocytes need to settle in. Give them a vigorous shake-up, and you may be amazed.”

      “What about this?” Jay pointed at the hair dangling from her shirt.

      “I don’t know what to tell you about that. I can’t tell you it’s not weird.”

      “I don’t want it.”

      “There are a lot of things in life that we don’t want but get to cope with anyway. Maybe the nanos determined you needed it for some reason. Tiny alien rappelling lessons?”

      Jay rolled her eyes as Rivka clapped her on the shoulder.

      “Come on, we’ve got a lot of reps to do before we can call it a day.”

      Lindy grunted with effort as she tried to keep up with Red. He beamed with pride after each completed rep and glanced at the stack repeatedly. “A new record!” he declared when Lindy finished and the plates thumped into the rack.

      She stood and stretched. “Felt good, but that’s it. Unless I get my skeleton upgraded to titanium, I’m not sure my body can handle any more. I can feel my bones straining. How screwed up is that?”

      Red laughed softly before giving her a sweaty hug. “I feel it, too. Maybe we’ve hit the limit of enhanced human endurance. Look at that stack!” The modified weight rack registered upward of a metric ton, and they were lifting all of it. “We don’t know until we go beyond.”

      Rivka pushed Red aside and straddled the bench. She put her feet up and pushed the stack upward, easing it back into place after five reps. “I see what you mean.” She cut the weight to a single plate—a mere two hundred pounds—and pointed for Jay to take her place.

      The young woman with the curly black hair looked skeptical as she laid back, braced herself and strained against the bar. The muscles in her arms bulged and tightened, but the stack didn’t move.

      “That’s weird. She should be able to push that on her worst day,” Red remarked, pursing his lips and watching intently as he tried to figure out what was wrong. Lindy crossed her arms and clicked her tongue.

      “Enough weights,” Rivka directed, not wanting Jay to be embarrassed or further skylined as incapable. The young woman looked worried as Rivka pulled her upright. “Time for some gentle sparring.”

      She looked slyly at Red. The two contenders always ended up in the ring last. Rivka was smaller, but a heavyweight in ability. She trained hard with Grainger every chance she got. Being a Magistrate was dangerous enough without going at it half-assed.

      “I’ll get to you,” she told him. “Come on, Jay. Let’s work on some counter-moves. Try to punch me in the head.”

      Rivka raised her hands and bobbed lightly on the balls of her feet. The impact came before anyone saw the movement. Rivka’s head snapped back, and she found herself falling. She landed flat on her back and Jay rushed forward to kneel beside her, worry creasing her brow. “I’m sorry! I don’t know what happened.”

      Red reached down and yanked Rivka to her feet. “Did you see that?” he asked.

      “I saw nothing,” Rivka mumbled. “How’d you do that?”

      “Maybe we should try the bag?” Lindy suggested, hoping to avoid being Jay’s next victim.

      Jayita sat on the mat and hugged her knees. “I’m so sorry,” she stammered.

      “For what?” Rivka asked. Jay mumbled unintelligibly.

      Ankh? We could use your expertise in the Magistrate’s gym. Jay’s nanocytes are doing weird things, Rivka requested, using their internal comm system.

      Interesting. I worked on the programming because we can’t have her all bulky like the rest of you. I’ll be right there, the Crenellian replied.

      Rivka shook her head at the reply. “Ankh is coming. He said we’re bulky, and he couldn’t allow Jay to be like us, whatever that means. In the meantime, how about we do a little speed check?”

      “I like being bulky.” Red flexed a massive bicep.

      “I’m not sure I like being called bulky, but there are advantages in our line of work.” Lindy smiled at Red.

      “Our line of work,” Red emphasized, swelling with joy at having found his soulmate. He gave her a quick peck on the cheek.

      “My big, bad bodyguard,” Rivka cooed, flexing her bicep. “Am I bulky?”

      Red looked away, and Lindy shrugged.

      “You have been saved from our fate, it appears. Come and take a shot at the bag. I think you’re going to find a skill that none of us have.”

      Jay reluctantly stood and faced off against the bag. She slapped it a few times.

      “Not like that!” Rivka stood behind the bag, took hold, and braced herself. “Hit it like you’re fighting for your life. Practice how you play, as the saying goes.”

      Jay bounced on her feet and punched—wildly, but blindingly fast. The only sign that she’d swung was the sound of her hand hitting the bag. Dents appeared where she’d struck. With each impact, Rivka grunted from the shock.

      “Try to kick it,” Red suggested.

      Jay bent at the waist as she executed a side-kick, sending Rivka off her feet to land in a heap. The bag swung freely as the Magistrate laid on the floor. Jay hopped and kicked it again. No one saw her foot as the bag careened off the ceiling. She tried to catch it when it flew back toward her, hitting Jay in the chest and knocking her to the floor opposite Rivka.

      “Let me see if I understand this. You can strike at light speed but get knocked over by a feather?”

      “We’ll work on that,” Ankh said.

      “How long have you been standing there?” Red asked, surprised that the Crenellian had snuck up on him.

      “Does that matter?” Ankh asked, looking up with his usual blank stare. Red shook his head and was first to look away. “I’ve programmed the nanos for maximum speed at the cost of strength. Jay will not have your density; her muscles are optimized for something more in line with her personality. Speed will save her life, not strength.”

      “I would like to think that her mind will save her life rather than any physical enhancements,” Rivka offered.

      “I’d like to think that you won’t put me in harm’s way.” Jay stood as tall as she was able, towering over the Crenellian but shorter than the other three. “Or Ankh.”

      Red and Lindy waited for Rivka to answer. “Or that,” she muttered with little confidence.

      Jay started to laugh. “So, I’m okay?”

      “You are more than okay, Jayita,” Ankh stated. “You are faster than what they used to call vampiric speed. You will also be able to take a bullet without dying, although it’ll be painful and take a long time to heal. When your adrenaline pumps, you should be able to see a bullet in flight and step out of its way. You won’t be able to dodge a laser or most energy beams, unfortunately.”

      “She’ll only be able to dodge some of the energy beams, but all bullets? Where has this been all my life?” Red wondered.

      Ankh stared at the big man. Red found himself looking away yet again. Lindy caught his chin and pulled his face toward hers.

      He smiled and shrugged. “He can probably kill us with his brain, so let’s not push it.”
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        * * *

      

      Tod Mackestray was a Blokite. His squarish head topped his broad shoulders, giving the impression of a blockhouse on top of a small mountain. As wide as he was tall, he moved in a graceless waddle. Keen eyes on the front and sides of his head missed nothing and helped his focused mind assimilate information. That was critical in running his budding empire.

      The only thing Tod sold was influence, from blackmail, threats, and protection rackets to simple leverage. The Blokite moved people into key positions and just as quickly moved them out. He thought of it like chess.

      His bodyguards knew it was a dangerous business. At least once a week, the leveraged would try to strike back, but they were amateurs in the ways of the universe. He had yet to break into the highest ranks of power, but that time was coming.

      And soon.

      Mackestray’s lip curled when he thought about it. Upcoming elections. There was nothing democratic about it. The votes had been logged into the system before the first voter cast her ballot. The process didn’t matter since the outcome depended on the final tally. His boy would win by a sound one percent.

      It was worth a cool million credits, which was still a steep discount based on influence from the back end. In Tod’s mind, having a hotline to the chairman’s ear was worth more than credits. The world would be shaped under his influence. And if the chairman tried to cut ties? The Blokite had the evidence of vote tampering that he’d share with the public.

      It was called leverage, and Tod Mackestray used it like a surgeon used a scalpel.
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        * * *

      

      Grainger sat in a dark corner where he could see out the vast All Guns Blazing window while also seeing the entrance, his double Flaming Buki Hole forgotten on the table before him.

      The datapad next to the drink buzzed, drawing his eye. High Chancellor Wyatt. He looked around to make sure no one was nearby, tipped the screen, and tapped to answer. “What can I do for you, High Chancellor?”

      “We have a couple big cases on the docket, and I don’t see that any Magistrates have been assigned.” The older man smiled, but his voice was cold.

      “Not all cases,” Grainger replied. He tapped through his screens while the reduced image of the High Chancellor stared at him from the upper left corner. Two Magistrates were already on their way. He tapped a couple of buttons. “Jael and Chi are looking into the gang violence in the Tricott Cluster, and Buster is already digging into the government corruption case. I put two on one case, High Chancellor, based on what we learned working as a team. Sometimes it takes two sets of eyes to get the law and the case right. That one could be dangerous.”

      Wyatt looked disappointed but answered pleasantly, “That fills two, but we still have a couple major issues out there, and we’re slowly building a backlog. What are you going to assign to Rivka?”

      “She’s asked for some time off to take care of a personal matter.”

      The High Chancellor sat up straight and leaned toward the screen. “What kind of personal matter?”

      “She wouldn’t tell me, but I think she’s going after Red’s former employers—the ones who put a price on his head,” Grainger whispered at the screen.

      Wyatt clicked his tongue and nodded slowly. “Then she is going to do legal work that needs to be done. Give her all the support she needs but won’t ask for, and log it as an official case sanctioned by me, classified to the highest degree. Our eyes only.”

      “I’ll inform her at once,” Grainger said, but Wyatt shook his head.

      “She shouldn’t keep secrets from us, so we’ll keep this under our hats, so to speak. She’s going to a dangerous place. I’ll inform the Bad Company that we may need their services.”

      “Nothing like a mechanized combat unit and destroyer to emphasize certain legal interpretations.” Grainger checked over his shoulder. He was alone. “I’ll leave her to it. The Magistrate ships have trackers, so we’ll know where Peacekeeper is at all times.”

      “Is that the name she gave it? Maybe she needs a bigger ship. She has a way of rescuing the distraught and building followers.”

      Grainger laughed easily. “She does indeed. I think the only thing keeping her from taking on more is the size of her ship. I think the corvette might be best.”

      Wyatt delivered a genuine smile. “Keep me informed.” The older man’s face faded from the screen. Grainger shut down his pad, shoved it inside his jacket, and stood, promptly bumping into someone. Rivka looked up at him.

      “Who you talking with?”

      Grainger stepped back smoothly to stay out of Rivka’s reach. “When are you headed out?” he countered.

      “After you give me some answers.” Rivka slowly extended her hand. Grainger picked up a plate and used it as a shield to fend her off.

      “We all need our secrets, don’t you think? Maybe you tell me straight up: where are you going?”

      Rivka stuffed her hand into her pocket. “You are correct, Grainger, but don’t let it go to your head. I’m sure you’ll be wrong next time. We find ourselves at an impasse, so with that, I’ll return to my ship. I have some prep work to do for my time off.”

      “We got your back. Just let us know, and we’ll be there,” Grainger told her.

      “I know. I’m not quite ready to share yet, but when I am, you’ll be the first.”

      Grainger leaned against the table as Rivka maneuvered her way through the bar and out the front, nodding and waving at the staff as she went. He looked at his unfinished drink, put his plate back on the table, and tried to remember where he had been going. When nothing came to mind, he returned to his drink, finished it, and called for another.

      He turned his datapad on and started reading an old-time science fiction novel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Rivka scowled at the screen while reclining in the captain’s chair. “You haven’t found a damn thing? How is that possible?”

      “Mister Tod Mackestray maintains a non-presence. He doesn’t exist, as far as the Federation is concerned,” Chaz, the ship’s artificial intelligence, replied.

      “He has to exist, or at least his companies do. You know the old adage, Chaz. Follow the money. You’ve been given access to how Red was paid back then. What did you find?”

      “The company that paid him had exactly one employee. As soon as Red left, that company dissolved. There are too many companies with only one employee. I cannot canvass them all.”

      “Ankh is on board. Did you ask Erasmus and him for help?” Ankh’s custom-designed AI called Erasmus had been instrumental in helping resolve Rivka’s previous two cases. Erasmus lived inside the Crenellian’s head.

      “Ankh is not currently on board. He left shortly after Jayita departed for work.”

      “We’re going to need their help. Hang on.” Rivka opened the hatch on the bridge and yelled,  “Red! Get your ass in here.”

      She laughed softly as she waited.

      “Really? This is how we talk to each other now?” Red asked. Lindy was at his side dressed in shorts and one of Red’s old t-shirts.

      “It isn’t. I’m sorry, big man. I wanted to tell you that Chaz is unable to find any data on your old boss.”

      “Which one?”

      “Mackestray,” Chaz clarified.

      “That guy was a total snake, for a Blokite anyway. He jumped from planet to planet, never setting up in one place for too long. I don’t know any way to track him. He didn’t share any particulars of his businesses, but he bought and sold influence.”

      “How could a ghost sell influence?”

      “That’s probably the best way to sell it. He keeps his hands clean while threatening to blackmail others. Pay to keep him quiet or pay to dethrone an opponent. Politics is a nasty business, and thus a fertile place for scum like Mackestray. Before you say it, I thought he was a politician aspiring for some high office because of the people he was meeting with until I heard the conversations, and then I couldn’t get out of there fast enough.”

      “Who is the other guy, and how’d you come to work for him?” Rivka asked.

      “The other is an interesting character. His name is K’Twillis, an Aborginian. He’s half-plant, half-humanoid, and needs a certain amount of solar radiation each day for photosynthesis. It’s a strange race. He speaks by way of a microphone thing that he carries and surrounds himself with a security team of locals and aliens.”

      “Since the Federation is race-neutral, we can’t track aliens based on their species, but we can search for them based on their dietary restrictions if they’ve registered them with the authorities,” Chaz remarked. “A quick search does not find an individual named K’Twillis anywhere in the Federation.”

      “Of course not. You left his service why?” Rivka asked.

      “Mining. He runs operations that rip gashes in planets’ surfaces,” Red replied.

      Rivka chewed on her lip. “You don’t strike me as an eco-warrior, and modern reclamation technologies can clean things like that up in short order, so why did that bother you?”

      “It cuts me deeply that you wouldn’t think I care about the environment.” Red winked at the Magistrate. “It’s not that it can’t be reclaimed, but his methods were to forcibly displace the locals, or kill them if they didn’t move. Have you ever gone into someone’s home in the middle of the night and torn them from their beds? I have. One time. I wouldn’t do it after that. The people were terrified and for good reason. K’Twillis sent crews in and strip-mined a place, abandoning it after he got what he wanted.”

      “Mining operations have huge footprints. Illegal mining? How in the hell does he get away with that?”

      “Buys off local officials.”

      “But then it would be legal mining, based on the corruption of the locals. Bribery isn’t a big crime. Selling out your planet? Those people need to be on the receiving end of some Magistrate Justice.”

      “That, too,” Red admitted. “But we leaned on them as necessary.”

      “Chaz, can you track strip mining operations from...”

      “Try Remus Six,” Red offered.

      “From Remus Six. Let’s see if he’s leaving a trail across the galaxy.”

      “This would be easier if Erasmus could help,” Chaz requested.

      Ankh. Could you and Erasmus return to Peacekeeper, please? We need your help, Rivka sent using their internal comm. She expected an answer right away but didn’t get one.

      “Chaz, will you locate Ankh, please?” Worry lines creased Rivka’s brow.

      “He’s in the Pod-doc on Level Four.”

      “I’ll be back,” Rivka said, running for the hatch. Red fell in behind her, and Lindy behind him. The Magistrate didn’t question it. She accepted that they would join her and hoped she didn’t need their expertise.
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        * * *

      

      Jay leaned against the wall while the technician kept his hands off the controls. His arm twitched because he wanted to make adjustments, but a tsk from Jay stopped him. Ankh and Erasmus were in control, even from inside the Pod-doc.

      When the cycle ended, the door opened, and Ankh climbed out and got dressed. Jay kneeled to be at eye-level with him. “You don’t look any different.”

      “I wouldn’t suppose so, no,” the Crenellian replied evenly. He didn’t bother to thank the technician. That wasn’t his way. He walked out without a further word, stopping when Rivka nearly ran into him.

      “Ankh! I was worried about you,” the Magistrate admitted. Red and Lindy visually scoured the corridor to ensure that Rivka was safe before they turned their attention to the small alien.

      “Why?” Ankh asked innocently.

      “I didn’t know you were going to...” Her voice trailed off as she looked him up one side and down the other. “What did you have done?”

      “The actions on Collum Gate convinced me that I needed to survive getting shot, so I’ve programmed my nanocytes to respond to injuries, plus I enhanced my skeleton, including my cranium. It is protected by a titanium alloy now. Can’t risk Erasmus.”

      “Or yourself,” Jay suggested with a smile.

      Rivka stood with her hands on her hips, unsure of how she was feeling. “I don’t know if I’m supposed to be angry that you didn’t tell me or happy that you are now better protected. And why aren’t you at work?” Rivka raised an eyebrow at Jayita.

      “I got fired.”

      “I have been around humans long enough to know that your emotions are your undoing,” Ankh started. “I do what needs to be done. I am on the team for that purpose. Do you trust me?”

      Rivka stammered before replying. “I’m sorry, Ankh. You are correct.”

      “Of course I am.” Ankh’s expression never changed. He wore his night-vision goggles on his forehead.

      Rivka wanted to call him an ass but thought better of it. She needed him more than he needed her, and he wasn’t trying to be abrasive. Ankh was hopelessly honest. Ankh was Ankh.

      “We need your help, Ankh. We’re looking for a couple of individuals who don’t want to be found.”

      Ankh looked up at her. “Is it a case or a mission?”

      Rivka smiled. “We’ll call it a reckoning, but we’ll stay within the framework of the law. We have to.”

      “Yes, yes. Let’s get back to the ship, and you can tell me all about it.” Ankh strolled off at his slow pace, but Red picked him up. The bodyguard’s patience was extremely limited, and Ankh didn’t mind getting a ride.

      “You said you were fired,” Rivka started. “Why?”

      “They said they didn’t want my kind in there.”

      “What did they mean by that?” Rivka questioned.

      “Someone working there for the perks, or not a member of the family, or hair too blue, or whatever.”

      Rivka’s lip twitched, and she growled deep in her throat. “Detour.”

      “I thought we might,” Red remarked. Lindy nodded, taking the lead to hurry the group toward the spa.

      “What are you going to do?” Jay asked.

      “What I always do: learn the truth.”

      Jay hung her head and followed. Rivka wondered if Jay had been completely honest, but didn’t press her and avoided touching her. The Magistrate knew that Jay was upset, but couldn’t pinpoint why. She’d find out soon enough.
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        * * *

      

      K’Twillis shambled through the park, spreading his leafy arms to catch as much sunshine as possible. Two bodyguards walked nearby, hands conspicuously clutching automatic weapons. In a place like Capstan, weapons were rarely allowed. Those with them were given a wide berth, which was exactly how K’Twillis liked it.

      He removed a comm device from the foliage surrounding his body and held it up to what passed for a mouth. “Do we have the permits yet?” he asked in the whistling and rustling that passed for the Aborginian language. The device converted it to Galactic Standard.

      “Not yet. They seem to think that operations are already underway. They want to visit the site to understand the boundaries.”

      “We’ve been working for two weeks now. Under no circumstances are they to visit the site. Show them the video.”

      “I did, and they aren’t convinced. They want to see it,” the voice on the other end said, his pitch increasing with each word.

      K’Twillis clicked off and called a new contact. “He’s finished his usefulness. Replace him with someone who will do as I ask.”

      “It’ll be done today,” the other voice replied, and the link was cut.

      “What do you think?” the Aborginian asked no one in particular. “Beautiful days should have beautiful deeds by which to remember them.”

      The bodyguards maintained their distance and their vigils.
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        * * *

      

      The old woman at the desk crossed her arms and scowled at the unseemly group that stormed into the spa’s foyer. “You are banned. You no come back!” the woman declared, shaking a finger at Jay as she peeked out from behind Red’s bulk.

      “Why is she banned?” Rivka demanded, moving close. The woman stood her ground. Rivka smiled pleasantly and touched the woman on the arm. “I asked why she was banned.”

      “She was a bad employee. She don’t take reservations!”

      Rivka saw gaps in the schedule where there could have been massage appointments.

      “Jay?” She turned a cold glare toward the young woman with the tight curls.

      “They were waffling about their appointments. I couldn’t convince them to reserve a spot.” Jay lifted her head and stared back at the old woman. “She raised the prices, and is blaming me that people think it’s too expensive.”

      Rivka rolled her eyes, sorry that she’d put herself in the middle of it. The old woman’s guilt rose to the surface before quickly subsiding.

      “We’re out of here,” Rivka said and twirled a finger in the air to indicate that they were leaving. Ankh’s eyes were unfocused. Rivka wondered what he was doing but wouldn’t ask. Some things were better left unknown.

      “You go!” the old woman repeated.

      Rivka stopped and shook her head. She turned back until she was nose to nose with the woman. “If you want me to shut this place down, say one more word.”

      The proprietor looked like she was going to say something, but stopped, re-crossed her arms and glared at the group. Rivka hurried away so she didn’t have to make good on her threat.

      “Jay,” Rivka said calmly. “Would you come a little closer, please?”

      The young woman was reluctant but worked her way to Rivka’s side. “Are you going to punish me?”

      “No. I think you’re doing enough of that yourself, but listen to me. You are never to go back there. Maybe you’re not a salesman, but you can’t keep slots empty just so you can get a deep discount on a massage. That’s not cool.”

      “I know, but they were all angry at the new prices and I couldn’t fill the schedule. I can only apologize so much. I took the slots so they didn’t lose too much money.”

      “I understand,” Rivka said, stopping to hug the young woman. “It looked like a good fit, but it wasn’t. You have a job, so let’s get you better suited for it. I’d like you and Lindy to go to the gym for a workout. Red, Ankh, and I have a few things we need to do to prepare for our next case, so we’ll be returning to the ship.”

      “I don’t feel like working out,” Jay muttered.

      “That’s your job, and you need to go do it. We don’t get to pick our moods in our line of work. Consider this good practice. We’ll meet you at the ship when you’re finished.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Tod Mackestray lounged in an antechamber of the governor’s palace, the nicest home on Amberstrom. Located in the Gridlow Expanse, the series of six habitable planets had banded together to join the Federation. They operated under one umbrella, which created more travel than Tod wanted.

      He grumbled, “Every time I leave one place for another, the natives run wild and I have to waste time getting them back under control.” He sneered at the thought. “What to do about that? I need to leave an agent behind, but I don’t trust anyone enough to let them operate in my name.”

      He paced in his rented office paid for by a fake shell company. He never left a footprint of his passing—not on the tile floor, and not in the business world. Alone with his thoughts, he often talked to himself because he considered that he gave himself the best advice. He trusted no one else with the insight of his business.

      Which is what he told the politicians. “It’s not personal. It’s only business.”

      For the price they paid, they were either shielded from public scrutiny or their opponents subjected to it. It was the most personal of things, one’s reputation. But it was about Mackestray making money. If both sides tried to pay, the higher bidder would emerge unscathed.

      He sat at the massive desk that had come with the office. No one in their right mind would attempt to move such a thing. He leaned back and kicked his feet up onto the desk, and the chair groaned under his weight. Blokites were top-heavy, evolved like musk oxen to withstand blows to the head and shoulders.

      “Margaret, please connect me with the chairman.”

      “Of course,” the AI responded over the desk comm’s speaker.

      “Chairman Tip Nel’s office,” a young woman’s voice answered.

      “I’m sorry. This was supposed to be the chairman’s direct line,” Tod blurted.

      “There is no direct line to the chairman. All calls are routed through this office. May I help you?”

      “Yes. Connect me to Chairman Nel.”

      “May I tell him who’s calling?”

      “Mackestray,” Tod said. He needed his name to strike fear into the hearts of any who heard it. There were footprints that he wouldn’t leave, and there were hurricanes that appeared from nowhere, carving a wide swath across the land and disappearing just as quickly.

      A gruff voice answered, “Mister Mackestray. The chairman would like to meet with you to personally thank you for your assistance in the last election. Would you be available later today?”

      Tod clenched his fists and ground his teeth. When he relaxed enough, he reached a finger to the comm system and tapped it off. His AI had routed the signal off planet to make it untraceable. He would use that same anonymity for his next step.

      “Margaret. Please connect me with Fil Pol.”

      “Of course,” the ever-pleasant AI replied.

      “Pol,” the woman’s voice answered.

      “You know that you won the election, right?” Tod started.

      “Who is this?” she asked.

      “I’m the one who fixed the election for Tip Nel. Look at your screen. Here is a sample of the evidence I have of his crime. What is it worth to you to have this election overturned and yourself installed once the real numbers come to light?”

      There was a long delay. Margaret showed the politician on screen, her camera tapped without her knowledge. Her brow furrowed in thought as a wide range of emotions crossed her face.

      “I think you should simply come clean, for the good of the people,” she finally suggested.

      “Anytime a politician opens their mouth, bullshit spews.” Tod snorted. “My price is a half a million credits. He paid me a million, but I’m willing to give you a cut rate because he’s reneged on our deal.”

      “How do you know I won’t do the same thing?” Her head hung down, and she spoke with a quiver in her voice.

      “Because once you get in bed with me, there is no getting out or you will be destroyed, as I’m going to destroy Chairman Nel. I will help you get the office. That’s my business. If you want to be an honest politician while you’re there, that’s your business. I don’t care about that, although I may need a favor every now and then. Half a mil is the cheapest I have ever sold a planet’s leadership, so you will still owe me. Do you think you can take care of these people better than Nel?”

      She nodded, but Tod waited until she spoke.

      “I don’t have half a million,” she admitted.

      “You will once you are in office. I sign contracts based on people’s word. Do you give your word?”

      She leaned forward and hung her head before standing, then laced her fingers behind her back as she stood tall, acting as if she were speaking to an adoring crowd. “I am the right person to be the Chairman of Regola Seven. This planet needs strong leadership to escape the yoke of our neighbors and become self-sufficient. I have a plan. Yes, whoever you are. I agree to your terms. What is your timeline for implementation?”

      “Mackestray is the name. The newsfeeds will be flooded within minutes. Core data will go to every prosecutor’s office on the planet. The data and allegations will also be sent for review by Federation jurisprudence. Make no mistake. Tip Nel will not be the chairman come tomorrow.”

      “Mister Mackestray. I can’t say that it’s been a pleasure, or that I’m comfortable paying half a million credits to confirm an election that I won fairly.” She started shaking her head.

      “In politics, it’s not who earned the most votes that matters. It’s who counts those votes. Please find my payment information on your screen. Write it down since the information will disappear as soon as I cancel this connection. There will be no digital record of our conversation or that I even exist. Please abide by our agreement. Don’t make me destroy you, too.”

      As soon as she had written down the information from the screen, he clicked off.

      “Margaret, please execute program Nuclear Depth Bomb Tip Nel.”

      “Executing,” the AI confirmed.

      You got that right, Tod thought. How dare you fuck with me? I have your million, and now I have an example of what happens if you try to turn on me. You’ll be eating out of a garbage can inside a week.

      “Margaret, It’s time for us to leave. Have a cab pick me up outside for the trip to the spaceport. I’ll retire to orbit and watch from there.” Tod took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the top of the desk. “This still doesn’t solve the problem of how to maintain an effective presence when I’m not here.” He wiped the door handle on his way out. “It’ll come to me.”

      He started to whistle as he headed for the elevator, handkerchief in hand to wipe down everything else on his way from the building.
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        * * *

      

      “Erasmus, please show Chaz how it’s done,” Ankh requested for everyone’s edification. He didn’t need to speak aloud and rarely did; only when he was trying to make a point with the lesser beings.

      Rivka rolled her eyes and willed her patience to keep her from arguing. Red rolled out the bench and dialed the magnetic bar to a challenging resistance before lying back and pounding out a set.

      “I’ll be on the bridge,” the Magistrate said over her shoulder, stating the obvious as her weak jab at Ankh. The hatch closed behind her. She stopped at the sight of the grey furball curled in the middle of the captain’s chair. “Hamlet, you need to get a life,” she told the cat.

      She picked him up, earning herself a scratched arm before settling into the chair with him on her lap. The cat never opened his eyes. She watched the cut on her arm close, always fascinated by how the nanocytes responded to her injuries, while casually stroking the cat’s soft fur.

      “Chaz, don’t take offense at Erasmus or Ankh.” She wasn’t sure who she was trying to soothe with her words.

      “I do not. Erasmus is much smarter than I. He has already created a worm tracker to pull the disparate elements that might fit the profile of either of the parties Vered named. I have high hopes that we will be on our way shortly.”

      “I like your positivity, Chaz. While we’re waiting, connect me to Grainger, please.”

      The screen shifted, and Grainger’s face appeared. “Hey! Why are you on my pad?”

      “I’m calling you.”

      “You’re calling me what?” he countered before shaking his head and continuing, “This could be the first time you’ve ever called me during the day. I feel I should be honored, but that also makes this strange. Should I be worried?”

      “We’re going after Red’s former employers. I can’t allow the price to remain on his head. After what we went through on Collum Gate, we can’t have random people shooting at us. We get enough of that because of me.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know.” Grainger smiled and wiggled his fingers at the screen. “These guys are criminals, right?”

      “As far as I know. I trust Red, and he says they break the law as part of their business.”

      “Then it’s a Federation matter. Don’t forget the part where they put a hit on him. That makes it our business, so for the record, it’s an official investigation.”

      “So I don’t have to take vacation time, and I’ll get my normal pay? You’re the best, Leibowitz.”

      “Leibchein. It’s Leibchein.”

      “I just wanted to hear you say it. My day is now complete.” Rivka drew a finger across her throat, and Chaz cut the signal. “Either Grainger is getting slower, or my game has dramatically improved. What do you think, Chaz?”

      “I think you have game.”

      “I got game!” Rivka declared. The cat stretched, exposing his needle-like claws. She stopped moving, and he relaxed into her lap.

      Erasmus spoke through the bridge’s speakers. “I believe we should start on Remus Six and follow K’Twillis’ path from there.”

      “I said that two days ago.” Rivka stared at the screen as a star map slowly took shape. At the bottom left was Remus Six. A myriad of systems filled the rest of the screen. Some of them started to flash.

      “What you see flashing are the potential sites that K’Twillis moved to following his operation on Remus. He may have gone to all of them, but there is some overlap on timing. If there is only one of him, one of these is a false trail. The other is not, and that is where we’ll pick up the trail. I suggest we visit each planet in order to build a more complete profile. With your talent, we will be able to glean more information from the officials that he ‘influenced.’”

      “Influenced. Coerced. Strong-armed. Blackmailed. Killed. I think a number of terms could apply. K’Twillis is a shambling Aborginian. He should stand out anywhere except a jungle planet with sentient flora,” Rivka commented. “And what about Tod Mackestray?”

      “Mister Mackestray’s profile is much more difficult to build. Of nine-hundred and forty-seven elections, corruption or illegal influence was claimed in nearly nine hundred of them.”

      “No politician, no matter what the race, believes that they can lose a fair election. It’s the nature of the business. I just want to find him. I don’t care about influence-peddling among politicians. Are any of them starting wars?”

      “No more than usual.”

      “Define ‘usual,’ Erasmus.”

      “One percent. We have nine of them beating war drums, so to speak.”

      “We’ll avoid those nine areas. Wait, put them on screen.”

      Lights started to flash, creating an arrow that pointed at Remus Six.

      “I’m not sure that falls into our definition of the word ‘usual.’”

      “I appreciate your human insight. The geographic view suggests that these are not random. However, when I rotate this three-dimensionally, the apparent line becomes more random.”

      “Show the Gates between those systems.”

      “From any one of those systems to any of the others takes at least two Gate transits. In most cases, it’s three, and for the two systems farthest out, it’s four.”

      “Back to random chance, then. Don’t rule out that our boy isn’t the one starting these wars. How would he profit from a planet going to war if he only sold influence?”

      The hatch slid open, and Red walked in. “He charges them to end the war.”

      “From what you knew of him, was he the type to get off on starting wars?”

      “He seemed like he wanted the people he put in power to stay in power. He saw that as doubling his influence because he could call in favors. You see, blackmailers never stop asking to be paid, even if it’s not in credits. The well never runs dry. The Mackestrays of the universe will suck every bit of life from their victims and then demand one more drop of blood.”

      “I thought these people were his clients?” Rivka rubbed her chin in thought.

      “They are all victims, although some pay more for the pleasure. The best thing to do if you’re on the wrong end of Tod Mackestray is disappear.”

      “Public service positions, yet these people want them badly enough to pay a fortune to help them cheat. And then their roles are so fragile, they’re willing to pay anything to keep them. I can’t wrap my head around the logic because it makes no sense to me.”

      “That’s why Tod Mackestray exists. It makes perfect sense to him. He understands who his potential clients are, and where their weak spots are. He sticks a pry bar in and starts leaning on it. In the end, they all come around.”

      “Are you getting this, Erasmus and Chaz? Can you make heads or tails of this information to better refine your search?” Rivka asked.

      “Yes. This has been most informative. With the latest information, I am positive that we need to go to Remus Six as soon as possible. Chaz will make preparations to leave.”

      “Belay that,” Rivka announced. “Lindy and Jay aren’t on board yet. We’ll leave as soon as they’ve returned.”

      “Recall them at once!” Erasmus demanded.

      Rivka tilted her head and looked at the screen. “Is that you, Ankh? It sure sounds like you. And no. They will finish their workout.” Rivka looked over her shoulder. “It’s been…what, eight months since you were on Remus Six?”

      “Right around that,” Red confirmed.

      Lindy and Jay, please return to the Peacekeeper as soon as possible. We need to get going. Erasmus thinks he has a lead.
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        * * *

      

      Lindy was flat on her back. Nanocytes rushed to her broken jaw and split lips. Blood streamed from both nostrils and down the sides of her face, and her eyes started to glaze over from shock.

      “I am so sorry!” Jay cried, kneeling next to her friend to help her sit up.

      Lindy blinked while her head lolled and moaned from the pain of her broken face, then coughed and turned to spit blood. When the blood stopped flowing from her nose, she faced Jay. “Did I at least hurt your hand with my face?” She chuckled, touching a tentative finger to her lips. “I must be a sight.”

      “I don’t think it’s safe for anyone to be around me!” Jay stood and pounded around the mat, crying in anguish.

      “Shut your pie hole!” Lindy shouted. Jay stopped and looked at the woman on the floor. “Help me up.”

      She held her hand up, and Jay took it. As she came to her feet, she stumbled forward, caught Jay off-balance and flipped the girl onto her back. Air exploded from Jay’s lungs when she landed, and she groaned.

      “When you strike you are faster than thought, but you still need to be able to defend yourself.”

      …please return to the Peacekeeper...

      “We better get cleaned up. Training is done for today. You did well, Jay. You’re building strength, although, according to Ankh, you’ll never be disgustingly bulky like Rivka or me.”

      “He didn’t mean that! I think you are both beautiful.” Jay smiled while trying to wipe away some of the blood on Lindy’s face.

      “I’ll wash it off. You didn’t even work up a sweat.” Lindy showered quickly and then Jay, who maintained a monologue about how much she disliked her curly hair.

      “Why is it like that?” Lindy wondered.

      “No one seems to know.”

      “Maybe it’s a secret weapon?”

      Jay stopped scrubbing it with a towel, contemplated the words, and went back to work on her hair.

      When they hurried from the gym Lindy’s lips were almost back to normal, but she kept tentatively poking her face and saying, “Ouch.”

      Jay tried to apologize, but Lindy wouldn’t have it.

      “Listen, all of us are enhanced, but I should have healed already. We’re bigger and better versions of ourselves, but we still have limits. You have a real superpower. You can move so fast that people can barely see you. The Magistrate? She has a gift, too. Ankh is a genius. Red and me? We’re normal people, and glad of the company of those who are special, like you three.”

      Lindy carefully watched the younger woman for signs of depression. They didn’t need someone with superhuman speed who was unstable.

      Jay nodded. She didn’t feel special. She couldn’t feel her enhancement at all. Her mind willed something to happen, and it did.

      Jay shrugged off Lindy’s words. “You and Red are the team’s power couple. We all wish we had what you two have.”

      Lindy smiled. “What do you think we have?”

      “A partner to share your life with.”

      “What about that woman from Zaxxon Major?”

      Jay blushed as she looked away.

      “Come on, now. You’ve been in touch, haven’t you? Maybe give her a call when we get back to the ship. Keep that spark alive.”

      “She’s busy! Lauton is in charge of the whole planet now. They call her ‘Premier.’”

      “Then she needs someone to talk to who doesn’t work for her. I bet she wants to hear from you as much as you want to talk to her. You do, don’t you?” Jay nodded. “And you call us the power couple. We don’t run a planet. Way to go, Jayita!”

      Lindy slapped her on the back, and the younger woman stumbled.

      “We better hurry,” Jay suggested and started to run. Lindy took one more step and Jay was gone.

      “That’s some crazy shit,” Lindy mumbled as she jogged down the corridor toward the hangar bay.
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      Following their new procedure, they Gated to the edge of the system, used their systems to get the tactical picture and make sure they didn’t end up in the middle of a hornet’s nest, then conducted a shorter Gate jump closer to their destination.

      Remus Six.

      Chaz flew the corvette to the planet and took the ship in.

      Rivka met with the others in Peacekeeper’s recreation room, galley, common room—the one room that was all things.

      “Tell us what happened when you were last here, Red.”

      “I arrived on a freighter, having been hired by a Blokite named Tod Mackestray. I tried searching the net for him, but nothing came up. I liked that. In my line of work, there’s a great deal of value in anonymity. In any case, he had asked me to come to an office in the middle of the capital city of Remulon.

      “The office had nothing in it but a desk. The walls were bare. There was no chair for the guests. He sat on a crate, but if you’ve ever seen a Blokite, they don’t fit in normal chairs. It didn’t make any difference to me, but the surroundings were one of those things you think about later as something that should have set off alarms. I didn’t know what his line of work was, though, and I was already on the clock. When getting paid, don’t ask questions. I let him do all the talking.”

      Red stared at the wall, losing himself as he thought back to that time. The muscles in his jaw worked as he thought less than fondly of the meeting he was trying to describe.

      “He said his trade was influence. I was to do as I was told without question. I tried to clarify that I provided personal protection. I should have balked when he replied, “That, too,” but I needed the money. The only credits I had were the ones he had paid me. I owed him.

      “He conducted no work in his office. I had to sit outside as if I were a receptionist, but he was paying me top credits, and he gave me a sweet blaster.” Red smiled.

      “What happened to the blaster?” Rivka asked. Red’s smile turned into a frown.

      “I threw it in a river and ran from K’Twillis’ gang. That wasn’t much later, but let me finish with Mackestray.” Red looked at the ceiling as he continued to narrate his story. “The first time we left was to meet with one of the candidates for city mayor. Once again, I was outside and didn’t hear what they talked about. From that meeting, we went to the guy’s opponent, some female. She refused to meet with him privately, so I stayed close by. That was when I learned what he did, but even that didn’t seem untoward. All kinds of people try to influence elections.

      “It was what came next that brought it all into focus. Mackestray could find nothing on the guy, so he had no leverage, as he explained it. He would have to resort to intimidation. She paid him a bundle. I didn’t hear the final number, but it was well into six figures. When we left, we went to the guy’s apartment. The Blokite and I waited for him in the hallway. When he arrived, he was angry and threatened to call the police. I roughed him up a little.” Red hung his head and let out a long breath. “I held him once he was more pliable, and that was when Mackestray shoved a blade between the guy’s ribs. He murdered the guy because we had ourselves an honest politician without secrets in a closet who refused to be intimidated.

      “We returned to the office, and that was when I quit. I was hired muscle, but I wasn’t. I’d shield an employer with my body, but I wasn’t going to murder people, even though I just had. In the eyes of the law, I was a murderer. Mackestray seemed to take it in stride. Told me to keep the blaster, which I did.

      “Out of money, I immediately fell in with an Aborginian, a humanoid plant. That dude was huge and leafy. It was weird, but his credits were as good as anyone’s. I tried to do some research, but he was incognito too. K’Twillis was a ghost, and I wasn’t the only bodyguard, so I took that as a good sign. He was into mining. We visited the site where a line of Remans waited to work. They were carrying bodies out one side while ushering in fresh meat from the other. I never saw such a haphazard operation, but the ore was flowing. I could respect that.

      “Within days, the mine was playing out and needed to expand along a vein, but there was a village in the way. K’Twillis offered to pay them off or move them, but they wanted neither. That was when me and the boys went in and forcibly removed the villagers. Within a day, the mining operation had consumed what was their home. When a few of the villagers returned with spears, K’Twillis ordered their disposal. I went out with the group, but tossed my blaster in the river and ran. I wasn’t going to be a party to any more murders.”

      Red sat down heavily. Lindy hugged him from behind, resting her chin on his shoulder.

      “Now that you know, you need to charge me for my crimes. I’m sorry, Magistrate.”

      The law ran through Rivka’s mind. Red had committed a number of crimes, but she was the judge, jury, and executioner. Her word was final.

      “Since you are a trusted informant for the Federation, I agree to your plea deal. For the admission of two misdemeanor trespassing charges, I find you not guilty on all other charges. Double jeopardy prevents you from being tried again for those crimes. That’s the end of your adjudication, but K’Twillis and Mackestray? Those two have a lot to answer for. Their judgments won’t be so light once we find them and get to the truth.”

      “If I may,” Erasmus interrupted. Ankh remained stoic throughout. He probably hadn’t heard a word Red had said. “How did Mackestray find skeletons in his targets’ closets?”

      Red turned to the Crenellian, unsure if he was talking to Ankh or the AI in Ankh’s head. He decided that it didn’t matter. “He was always talking to someone called ‘Margaret.’”

      “Did you see her?”

      “No. It was over a private comm channel with a device he carried.”

      “I suspect Margaret is an AI. Did he have a spaceship?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t work for him long enough to find out.”

      “I’ll assume that he does. Someone in his position needs to be able to move quickly and freely. I’ll begin my search for a ship that travels where he does. Maybe this won’t be so hard after all.”

      “It won’t be that easy,” Red suggested. Rivka nodded her agreement.

      “I guess our first stop is the mayor,” Rivka said. “You said that even the clients became victims, so she is probably still on the hook somehow. Chaz! Get us an appointment. The Magistrate is in the house.”
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        * * *

      

      With his usual efficiency, the AI ordered a vehicle with a driver and made an appointment with the mayor’s office, since it wasn’t possible to make an appointment with the mayor directly. Rivka decided it was better than nothing. The group boarded the small van, the bodyguards in full combat gear. After the last few cases, it was clear that the Magistrate and her team had a huge target on their backs.

      She wondered how many times she would be shot while doing her job. She wondered about Grainger and the others. He had said it was dangerous but hadn’t expounded.

      “What do you think, Red?” Rivka asked.

      “Are we taking bets on who bleeds first, how far we end up running, or which bones get broken?” he asked as if reading her thoughts.

      “Am I that transparent?”

      “We’re going into the lion’s den, where only lions live. I’m calling first blood today,” Red replied nonchalantly.

      “I thought I had today,” Lindy declared. “You have to pick a time.”

      “Ladies first.” Red dipped his head but maintained a constant vigil, watching outside the vehicle.

      “By three in the afternoon.”

      “Fine. I’ll take six.”

      “No!” Rivka shot back. “There will be no blood today.”

      “No blood today, but running on the next planet? I say it happens within two hours of leaving the ship,” Jay offered.

      “What?” Rivka glanced from face to face. “Ankh? What do you have to say?”

      “Erasmus and I calculate that at least four members of the crew will be injured and all members of the crew will run at some point during this mission.”

      “It’s a case,” Rivka clarified. “Four injured and everyone running? I can’t believe how little faith you have in the Federation’s legal system.”

      Ankh looked up at the Magistrate, his goggles firmly in place on his forehead. “It has nothing to do with faith and everything to do with statistics and what can be calculated. Calling this a case is a disservice to the real cases out there,” Ankh replied evenly. “We are on a mission to find Red’s former employers and convince them to do something that they have no intention of doing. When they see Red, every resource at their command will be brought to bear with the singular intent of killing him. Anyone nearby will be collateral damage.” Ankh pointed to those in the van.

      “It seems to me,” Jay suggested, “that maybe we want to maintain a lower profile. Go undercover.”

      “You should listen to her,” Ankh said. “Her recommended course of action will reduce our casualties by half.”

      “Aren’t you the pleasant one.” Rivka snorted. “What’s it worth to get in on this?”

      “We had to roll over from Collum Gate, but it’s a two fifty buy-in. Eight seconds, Magistrate. It was eight whole seconds from when we left the space terminal to first blood. Even Ankh, cynic that he is, had guessed it would take four hours.”

      “I’m not a cynic. My estimates are based on probabilities, which are rooted in math. I’m very good at math.”

      “There’s two grand in there right now.”

      Lindy gave the thumbs up.

      “I could use that money,” Jay admitted.

      “Two thousand credits?” Rivka couldn’t believe that her team was betting on aspects of the case. “What’s the bet that I get the perp?”

      “There’s no bet on that since it is a hundred percent certain that you will.” Red nodded vigorously in support of his own statement.

      “I recuse myself completely. You four will have to work it out among yourselves. I can’t be betting on when someone gets punched in the face.”

      “We should add that,” Jay suggested.

      “Ankh?” Lindy asked.

      “Yes, yes. I’ll add that as a prop bet. Check your datapads for the update.”

      Rivka shook her head. The driver seemed oblivious to the banter. Rivka wished she had been excluded as well. Sometimes it was better not to know.

      “If you want to get me anything for Christmas, I’ll take ignorance.”

      “What’s Christmas?” Ankh asked.

      “Does it come in a spray?” Red wondered.

      “I’ll take two if anyone finds it,” Jay added.

      “I feel like the world has turned on its head in the past five minutes.” Rivka continued to shake her head until the van pulled in front of the gleaming multi-story building with a massive sign out front that declared it the seat of the Remulon government. By the people and for the people.

      Rivka took in the words. Red was the first out of the van, blocking the view of the Magistrate’s door with his body. Ankh and Jay climbed out next and walked ahead. Rivka stepped out and followed Red as he took the lead on his way to the entrance. Lindy jumped out last and assumed a position at a reasonable stand-off distance. Her eyes darted back and forth and up and down in a never-ending search pattern.

      Red walked quickly but varied his speed, zigzagging on occasion to foil the aim of any sniper.

      They breathed a collective sigh of relief when they walked inside, and Rivka glared at her oversized bodyguard.

      “What happened to the good old days where we didn’t have to walk on pins and needles?”

      “I don’t remember any days like that. All I remember is shooting and running, or running and not shooting. Have I mentioned lately how much I love my railgun? Thanks for hooking me up,” Red remarked.

      “Doesn’t look like the home team appreciates it.” Rivka held out her credentials as a group of armed security, weapons drawn, rushed toward them. Rivka wondered if Lindy was going to win the first blood bet. Rivka decided it was time to change the dynamic. “I am a Federation Magistrate, and you will stand down!”

      The group spread out, slowed, and assumed firing stances, both hands on their handheld weapons as they aimed at the group.

      “What the hell did I just say?” Rivka stormed up to the oldest member of the group and shoved her credentials in front of his face. “I suggest you lower your weapons, or the Federation will come down on you like a metric butt-ton of bricks.”

      The man whipped out a hand and ripped the credentials from Rivka. She could feel her temperature rise and started to shake with anger. The man flipped the badge and document at her face before telling his people to stand down.

      Rivka let the credentials bounce off her and land on the floor. When his weapon had been lowered, she launched her fist into his face, snapping his head backward. He was out cold before he hit the floor. “That’s for assault and battery on a Federation official, specifically me. You have been judged, asswipe. Paperwork to follow.”

      He never heard the judgment that was passed. Whenever he woke up, he’d discover that he was a criminal.

      “I didn’t have time to bet on the punch!” Jay whispered loudly. Ankh shook his big head, which always made it look like he was going to fall over.

      “That line will have to be to the minute. No day or hour bets. Too broad,” Ankh declared.

      “Focus, people,” Red warned. He and Lindy had no time for casual conversation. Their railguns remained leveled at the security personnel.

      “Where’s the mayor’s office?” Rivka demanded.

      “Top floor.”

      “Déjà vu all over again.” Rivka waved for the others to follow.

      “You can’t go up there like that,” one of the security people stated, holding his hand out as if that would stop Red.

      “What is it with these places? It’s like they all have the same playbook.” Rivka fixed the man with a withering glare. “You! Shut your pie hole. Magistrate. Under Federation orders. This fuckstick right here, should he ever wake up, is why we’re armed. People like you make it necessary for people like me to have people like them!” Rivka stabbed a finger at Red. “Come on.”

      She headed for the steps without looking back, hearing the footfalls of her team, each distinct and unique, behind her. “Maybe first time someone points a weapon,” Jay whispered.

      “That seems appropriate, but we’ll have to measure that one in seconds,” Ankh replied softly. Red picked Ankh up halfway up the first flight of stairs.

      Lindy waited at the bottom, covering the security people while the others quickly climbed.

      “I think we need to work on our undercover skills,” Jay suggested.

      At the top of the stairs, Rivka stopped. “No more talk of bets, please. I need to concentrate, because we need the mayor to tell us what we want to know, and then we need to get the hell out of here before someone gets hurt.”

      “Couldn’t agree more, Magistrate,” Red replied. “The Blokite will be on the move. Every second we delay is that much more of a lead we give him.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Rivka agreed. Red put Ankh down, and Jay took the Crenellian’s hand. The big man walked carefully to the double doors labeled with the mayor’s office coat of arms and slowly opened the door before leading the team through.
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      The outer office was a beehive of activity. No one bothered to look at the visitors until someone noticed the armed party, then, with a gasp and stifled cry, all work ground to a halt. Rivka marched ahead, showing her credentials.

      “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and I need to talk with the mayor. This is Federation business, and I’ll tolerate no interference.”

      The first person to speak didn’t make a good impression. “You can’t see the mayor.”

      “Is she not in? Because I think she’s here.” Rivka looked at Ankh, who nodded slightly.

      “You don’t have an appointment, and she’s busy, so you can’t get an appointment.” The woman behind the desk didn’t bother to stand as she delivered her well-practiced line.

      “Red, break the door down.”

      Like a freight train heading down the tracks, Red launched himself at the door, kicking it handle-high. It burst open. Inside, a naked mayor and well-built young man ducked for cover. Rivka powered in with Jay and Ankh in tow. “Wait here and keep them outside,” the Magistrate told Lindy.

      Red did a quick survey of the room before grabbing the man by the back of the neck, frog-marching him to the door, and throwing him outside. He pushed the broken door as far closed as it could go, comfortable that Lindy stood just outside. He took the opposite position inside and leaned back to watch Rivka do her job.

      Holding a shirt protectively over herself, the mayor snarled and spit invectives.

      “Shut up,” Rivka ordered. “I know you paid Tod Mackestray to guarantee that you’d win the election. That’s quite illegal, I’ll have you know. The Federation is a champion of fair and impartial voting processes, so I can either haul your ass off to Jhiordaan, or you can tell me where to find Mackestray.”

      The woman turned her back while she dressed. After she finished, she slumped into her chair.

      “You’re in big trouble with the Federation, besides whatever the hell we just witnessed going on in here.” Rivka impatiently paced. “Where is he?”

      “I haven’t heard from him since the election. I am just a mayor, so maybe I’m a nobody to someone like him.”

      “What did you pay him? Half a mil, was it?” Rivka pressed while she worked her way around the desk to loom over the mayor. “Where is he?” She grabbed the woman’s arm and opened her mind, but the mayor didn’t know. She wasn’t sure where he’d gone after she had won. She was happy not to have heard from him. But he went somewhere...

      “You saw him leaving on a small spaceship. A yacht. Where was it headed?”

      Surprise crossed the mayor’s face before she resumed her neutral politician’s expression.

      “The ship’s name was Pandora’s Pleasure. I don’t know where it was headed because I didn’t want to know. When you become associated with a creature like Tod Mackestray, the less you know, the better off you’ll be.” She looked at Red. “Haven’t I seen you before?”

      “I also was an associate of Mister Mackestray for a very brief time,” Red admitted.

      Ankh disappeared into his own world as he worked with Erasmus to locate the Blokite’s yacht.

      Wry mirth sparkled in the mayor’s expression. She leaned back and closed her eyes. “It wasn’t worth it.”

      “Looks like you were making the best of it,” Rivka said pointing with her chin at the clothes still on the floor.

      “Well, there are some benefits to being me, but overall, I lost my ass and part of my soul. If you can get Mackestray, that would be a great burden lifted from my shoulders.”

      “That’s because he’s the causal link to your crimes that we know you’ve committed.” Rivka held the mayor’s arm to make sure she understood what the Magistrate was about to say. “I will reserve passing judgment on you—for now, that is. Here’s what I need you to do if you are to avoid exposure and punishment. You will be the best damn mayor this city has ever seen. You will be so selfless that homeless people will feel sorry for you.”

      “I understand,” she replied softly.

      “That is a far cry from what I need to hear.” The images flashing through Rivka’s mind suggested she would comply, at least as much as her nature allowed.

      “I will do as you require of me.”

      “You will do as your people require. And no more of this bullshit!” Rivka kicked at the clothes as she walked away. Red pulled the door open until it fell off its battered hinges, then leaned it against the wall and shrugged.

      Jay took Ankh’s hand, and they walked out together. Lindy led the way through the suddenly crypt-quiet group of aides and assistants. The mayor started yelling people’s names, creating a stir and a flurry of activity as those called hurried to her office. The naked man was nowhere to be seen. Rivka couldn’t complain about the mayor’s taste, only her judgment.

      And the fact that she was a politician. On the stairs, she asked Jay, “Do you think I’m overly harsh toward politicians?”

      “I think politicians are too used to people blowing smoke up their asses. I believe they are genetically incapable of telling the whole truth, so they don’t know how to deal with you. You are boxing, and they are trying to play chess. They keep trying to move their pieces while you’re punching them in the face. They are left bloodied, not understanding why they haven’t won.”

      “I appreciate your insight. I think they should give you points for the first face punch.”

      “I think so!”

      “No can do,” Ankh said.
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        Licensing Board Chairman Dies in Fiery Hover Crash

      

      

      K’Twillis read the headlines twice before digging into the article. “Who’s your replacement?” he asked after finding that the board was in limbo. That served his purpose as much as having someone in his pocket. He only needed the pits to work without oversight for a couple more months before he’d cash out and abandon it all.

      Coming from a planet of swamps, K’Twillis found that strip mining the drylands for their most profitable minerals wasn’t a conflict. If they were decent creatures, then they wouldn’t live in such climates. He reasoned that he could do nothing to their already ugly planets that would make them worse.

      Except line his pockets, if he’d had pockets.

      What does the galaxy’s richest mining entrepreneur do with his money?

      “Whatever I want,” he answered himself. “I will stop when I can buy an entire planet. I need enough people to keep my swamp clean, to keep the skies clear, and make sure that no one bothers me. That is my desire.” He stood alone in a channel of water well away from the city. He didn’t need the modern conveniences the population embraced. He needed money, lots of expendable credit chips, and a few phone numbers. Outside of that, he trusted the planetary surveys done by a Magnetite trader, for which K’Twillis paid him well.

      Finding key people was easy. Getting them to turn a blind eye was almost as simple most of the time, but on Felgar, he found his efforts repulsed. That was why the chairman had to die. If he had to remove another, people would grow suspicious and the tendrils leading back to him would become more prevalent.

      He wanted only enough time to finish the job and move on. Anonymity was his friend.

      “Billister!” he “shouted” through his microphone.

      The wiry former soldier appeared, eyes shifting with each step. The ease with which he carried his weaponry suggested the man knew one purpose in life.

      “Sir?” Billister’s voice sounded like gravel bouncing within a can. K’Twillis’ ears couldn’t tell the difference.

      “Prepare primary and contingency plans to eliminate the members of the licensing board.”

      “Roger,” the man confirmed before walking out.

      “You make this easy,” K’Twillis called. He contemplated paying the man a bonus but rejected it. He was already being paid top credit. Pay for the best, get the best. Now, if only the miners would pick up the pace. “Billister! Tomorrow morning we’re taking a trip to the pit. You might have to light a fire under those lazy bastards. Are your boys ready and able to do that?”

      “Lighting a fire” was the harshest phrase the Aborginian could use. On his planet, no good came from fire. It was beyond deadly to his people.

      Billister stuck his head back in the door. “Of course. I’ll line up the truck. Four AM departure to catch them sleeping on the job?”

      It wasn’t the first time they’d visited the site. It definitely wouldn’t be the last. The security man knew that the time frame allocated for the operation was shrinking, which meant more hands-on engagement. If the workers would work only when the whip was cracked, then they’d have to score a great number of backs to get the job done.

      Billister was fine riding herd on the minions. He earned one month of vacation a year, working twenty-four/seven the other eleven months. This was the other eleven. He checked his mental whip to make sure the spurs and burrs were in place and ready to tear flesh.

      “Come on, boys, we have a couple missions,” he told the group of locals he’d hired solely for their muscles and lack of attachments. In the end, they’d all be killed. He couldn’t leave loose ends hanging, like the one who got away. He’d never forget the man’s name.

      Vered.
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        * * *

      

      “Where are we going, Ankh?” Rivka asked.

      The Crenellian stared unfocused eyes at a spot on the bulkhead. “Erasmus has tracked the ship through three different destination systems. The newest information is months old, unfortunately, but maybe that indicates Tod Mackestray and Pandora’s Pleasure are still there.”

      “Sounds like a shortcut. Take us out, Chaz,” Rivka ordered while she studied the screen. “Look at the election cycle on that planet. I’m willing to bet that the elections happened a couple of months ago.”

      “You are correct,” Erasmus noted. “Extrapolating election data and overlaying it on the star chart, focusing solely on planet-wide events, we have three potential systems where Mackestray may currently be.”

      “Do we guess, or do we go to his last known location and try to find out what he renamed his ship?” Rivka asked rhetorically.

      Jay put her hand on the Magistrate’s shoulder to show her camaraderie with the unanswerable. “Whatever we do, you’ll make it work.”

      “Last known location,” Rivka declared. “I’m still building the case. I want to interrogate the accused to learn the truth. I believe Red unequivocally, but I need this to be airtight. When we have Mister Mackestray in custody, we’ll go back to those we’ve talked to and make sure he’s the one, if there is any doubt whatsoever.”

      “I hope it turns out that way, Magistrate,” Red replied. “I think it’ll probably end with the sound of railguns unloading.”

      “I get the impression he won’t go without a fight. I don’t want to take unnecessary risks to capture him alive.”

      “The universe will be a much better place without someone like Tod Mackestray in it,” Red remarked.

      “I can’t make that judgment right now. I hope you understand.” Rivka noted the sour expressions, but she couldn’t compromise her principles.

      Red nodded, tight-lipped.

      “First and foremost, we need to have the bounty removed. Ankh, is there anything you can do about that?”

      Ankh’s vacant expression suggested he was elsewhere.

      “Erasmus? What can you do about removing any references to a price on Red’s head?”

      “Finding such a thing is a significant challenge. Where do criminals hide their crimes? Which bars do hitmen frequent, and what do they post to be discovered later? I fear that there is no way for me to resolve the issue digitally. It will take removing the source for the payment.”

      “Do you have anything that says for certain there is a contract out on Red?”

      “The only thing in Federation possession is images of flyers found in various dives showing a picture of Vered and a variety of reward credits.”

      “What’s the highest?” Red asked.

      “Fifty thousand,” Erasmus replied over the ship’s speakers.

      Red looked disappointed.

      “That’s a rather hefty sum for someone to push you out an airlock,” Rivka suggested. Lindy gave Red a push from behind.

      “Fifty k?”

      “Stop it.” Red smiled and pushed her back. “I’m still not sure what I’m getting paid since the deposit amounts seem to vary wildly. Are you deducting for ammunition used?”

      Rivka shrugged and threw up her hands. “How would I know any of that? I don’t know what I’m getting paid. I think what you really want to know, my rather large friend, is whether it is more lucrative to keep you around.”

      “Inquiring minds want to know. Do I have to sleep with one eye open?” Red looked at Lindy, head up and eyes narrowed in question.

      “Since I don’t want any felons on my crew, I guess we’ll issue the edict that no one gets to kill Red to collect the credits. The Magistrate has spoken. So let it be written, so let it be done!” Rivka pounded one fist on the table.

      “Why not?” Jay asked.

      “What?” Rivka and Red asked together.

      “You always say to follow the money. Maybe we kill Red and then demand payment. I don’t mean really kill him, just make it look good enough to be paid for our services. Ankh can trace the money and maybe help us find who we’re looking for. There are two contracts, so maybe we can kill two birds with one stone.” Jay crossed her arms and smirked.

      “Two birds and Red. Sounds like a banner day,” Lindy noted with a laugh. “And it sounds like a great plan.”

      Rivka started pacing, hands behind her back as the details to support Jay’s idea rushed into her head. “Undercover, where we reduce our exposure and get them to come to us. I believe these used to be called ‘sting operations.’”

      “So much better than punching people in the face,” Jay suggested without making eye contact with the Magistrate.

      “If there is no face punching or blood, then no one wins the pool.” Rivka stopped pacing to look at her team.

      “The credits roll over. There will be blood eventually. Someone will win. Grainger expressed interest in joining the pool, as did the other Magistrates.” Red helped himself to five food bars from the processor before asking if anyone else wanted something.

      “They wouldn’t dare!”

      “I’ll take their money,” Lindy said. Jay nodded. She would, too.

      “Ankh? Are you with us, buddy?” Rivka asked.

      “He is occupied presently, but we like your plan. Wherever we go next, we’ll need someone to be the executioner. That someone needs to be either Jay or Lindy. You can’t do it, Magistrate, and Ankh refuses to play that role. He chooses to remain aboard Peacekeeper.”

      “I’ll do it,” Jay said.

      “I’m probably more credible,” Lindy refuted.

      Rivka was torn. She didn’t want to put either woman in the line of fire, although one could dodge bullets, while the other would survive getting hit.

      “Where’s a man I can offer up for sacrifice?” Rivka pondered. No one laughed. “I’m sorry, Jay.”

      “Does that mean it is or isn’t me?”

      “I guess it depends on how you look at it. I’m going with Lindy for this. It’s your idea, but I need you to cover Ankh. He, as we have learned in this fantastic future where we live, is critical to finding the evidence we need to locate and prosecute the perpetrators.”

      “Glorious,” Red interjected through a mouthful of food bar.

      “I know you like the new food bars. You can thank Ankh later.”

      Red swallowed heavily. “No, I want my death to be glorious! Explosions and fire, railguns echoing, people screaming, children crying, and burly, manly men raising buckets of ale in my honor. It’s the least you can do for me, Magistrate. Maybe pay me time-and-a-half for my troubles?”

      “You and your damn credits. What do you spend your money on, anyway?”

      “I have people to take care of now. I’m saving for a month-long honeymoon.”

      Lindy smiled.

      “Sorry to burst your bubble, but we’re just going to transmit a phony death certificate. I think you’ll die in your sleep from poison that gave you a heart attack. The poison will have been hidden in a raspberry chocolate flambeau.”

      Red’s lip curled in disgust. “I will never be able to show my face in public again.”

      “That’s the idea.” Rivka patted his cheek before returning to the bridge. “Erasmus, we have to make some plans and bring Ankh along with you...”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Tod Mackestray sat on the bench in a space that served as the dining room and living room. The Blokite’s space yacht was built for speed and maneuverability, along with enough creature comforts for no more than two people. Best if the two were a couple since there was only one bed.

      He didn’t have a partner. That bothered him, but not enough to do anything about it. He didn’t trust anyone enough to let them share his life. He would always suspect that they were after his money.

      “Margaret, what’s the ETA to our next target? I mean planet? I mean conquest?” The Blokite laughed at his own joke.

      “We are fifteenth in the queue through this Gate. There is only a short wait at the second Gate, making our estimated time of arrival in nine hours.”

      “What is it going to take to get a Gate drive and one of the new Federation power sources?”

      “That is restricted technology and only installed on official Federation ships. Should such a vessel be captured, the AI will suicide, taking the technology with it. At this point in time, I don’t see a way to acquire the drive or power source.”

      “Keep your ear to the stars. They’ll come available, and when they do, I want to be the first to get one. I don’t care about the cost.”

      “Your wish is my command,” Margaret replied.

      “Just how I like it.”

      Tod Mackestray retired to the bed.

      “Let me know when we arrive, Margaret. I’m sure I’ll be busy since the elections aren’t far off.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The cycling of the Gate engine was nearly silent, but the shift through the Etheric dimension announced their arrival at the edge of Leed’s Planet space—a single habitable planet in a three-planet system orbiting a large K-Class star.

      “No unusual chatter. No noise at all,” Chaz reported. “No obvious threats.”

      “Take us in soon as you can.”

      “Counting down from ten minutes until the Gate engines are recharged.”

      “Thanks, Chaz.”

      Rivka left the bridge and joined the others in the recreation room. “We’re going to kill you when we land, Red,” Rivka stated matter-of-factly. “The elections here seem like they didn’t go well. There was an inordinate amount of mud-slinging, which may or may not indicate Mackestray was here. Was it business as usual? I can’t tell when it comes to politicians.”

      Jay shook her head. “It’s too easy to believe the worst things.”

      “We’ll see whoever is in charge and work our way backward from there. Ankh?”

      The Crenellian looked at the Magistrate through bloodshot eyes.

      “When was the last time you slept?”

      “I don’t need sleep like humans. You people embrace your slices of death as if they are magical. I’ll never understand it.”

      “You look tired as hell. You should get some rest. We’ll be there soon.”

      “Is that what you wanted?” Ankh asked.

      “No, sorry. Once we’re on the ground, I need you to find out what happened to Pandora’s Pleasure.”

      “Erasmus is already on that. He’ll be accessing the appropriate databases as soon as we arrive.”

      “Accessing appropriate databases,” Rivka said slowly. “In my reports, I reference your cyber-sleuthing as those things discovered via a digital footprint. Do I want to know the details of how you find the information?”

      Ankh held her gaze as he answered, “You do not.”

      “At some point in time, we may have to testify regarding how we did it. Defend that we had probable cause to search.”

      “That sounds like a waste of time. I hate wasting time. We will not testify.”

      “You might have to.”

      “No, we don’t.”

      “But you might have to,” Rivka reiterated.

      “No, we don’t. How long are we going to do this, Magistrate? I have programs I need to work on.”

      “I guess we’re done—for now, that is. Just in case, make sure you...” Rivka’s voice trailed off.

      “Do you want the information or not? Our methods are from original programming that most people wouldn’t understand. Ted understands, and Plato, of course, but not your average human.”

      “It’s hard not to take that personally, Ankh.” Rivka laughed and smiled. “But it is exactly what you mean because it’s true, even though I think we have vastly different definitions of average.”

      Ankh didn’t respond.

      “When we hit the ground, Lindy, Jay, and I will head into town. Red, even though you’re dead, stay frosty. We may need you, but your first job is to keep Ankh safe.”

      Red nodded and held out his hand. Rivka took what he offered—the coin-sized devices that Ankh had made to help him access alien computer systems.

      She immediately shoved them into a jacket pocket.

      “I might have forgotten those, but I doubt it,” Rivka muttered.

      “I have mine!” Jay held hers up. Lindy dug into a pocket and pulled out two as well.

      “Is this a conspiracy?” Rivka raised one eyebrow with her question.

      “It’s your team looking out for you,” Red suggested, his face serious. “We have everything to lose if you fail.”

      Rivka’s eyes glistened for a moment before she blinked. “Thank you. Not the least of which is getting killed.”

      “I’ll take one for the team, but space herpes, of all things?” Red stated, earning himself a punch in the arm.

      “Maybe I will kill you and collect the reward. Space herpes? That implies I gave it to you. I will not be besmirched. Where’s my railgun?”

      Red and Lindy wrestled briefly until their lips found each other. Jay and Rivka turned away. Ankh looked to be asleep.

      “Gate engine is active. Gate formed. Gravitic shields are nominal. Accelerating over the event horizon.”

      An instant later, Peacekeeper materialized above Leed’s Planet. Chaz requested approach instructions and was instantly granted approval with a direct flight path to the capital city’s spaceport.

      “No waiting. Maybe they were expecting us.” Rivka returned to the cockpit. Even if they had been expected, things were never that smooth. Red and Lindy followed her. “Show the tactical picture, Chaz.”

      “There is a distinct lack of vessels in orbit. Planet communications are minimal. There are no public video or audio broadcasts.”

      “How advanced is this planet? Shouldn’t there be something?”

      “We are being vectored by an automated system. The landing pad is clear. Should I set down?”

      “Sure. Something feels off, but we’re not going to figure it out from inside the ship.”

      “Landing now. I have not been able to secure a vehicle, but I will keep trying.”

      Rivka found Lindy in full gear. Jay looked like she was dressed for a day of shopping. “I need you to put on your vest,” Rivka told her as she reached for her own body armor to wear under her jacket.

      “You think it’s going to be that dangerous?” Jay asked.

      “I never think that, but Red has taught me to adopt a certain level of paranoia. Our cases have reinforced that perspective. So yes, put on your gear, and let’s go to town. Ankh? I think it’s about time to let Erasmus kill our esteemed colleague. It has been a great run, Red. Sorry you died.”

      A boom shook the ship. “Chaz?” Rivka called while hurrying back to the bridge. “Tactical!”

      “It appears that we are under attack. A mortar projectile has landed nearby. More are inbound.”

      “Get us out of here,” Rivka ordered.

      “A number of Ledonians have taken refuge beneath the ship. If we leave, they’ll be exposed.”

      “Standby.” Rivka found Red behind her. “Don’t kill Red! We’ve got some work to do first. Suit up, and tell Lindy to get ready to drive the mech suit.”

      “Yeeha!” Red hooted. His gear was never far away, and in less than a minute, he was armed and ready to go. “Helmet on,” he told Jay.

      “I’m not sure I want to go out there at all.” Jay retreated to the wall and leaned against it with her arms crossed.

      “Erasmus, can you tell what the hell is going on out there?”

      “I’ve been analyzing the information since we reached orbit and have come to a startling conclusion.”

      Rivka waited for Erasmus to continue, which he did after the appropriate dramatic pause.

      “We’ve landed in the middle of a civil war.”

      Rivka frowned and started to rub her temples. “I didn’t think they were shooting at us just to shoot at us, although that’s not too far-fetched. We still need the information they have somewhere on this damn planet, and that means we need to go find it. Lindy, load up in the mech. Red, I, and yes, you too, Jay are heading into town. We’re going to count on Jay’s newfound speed to help us get where we need to go. We’ll count on the mech’s firepower in case the locals don’t want to let us through. And Erasmus, make sure you report your findings to the Federation. I think they’ll want to know.”

      Lindy reluctantly put her weapons on the table, slapping a hand blaster onto her belt to carry inside the suit.

      “Once Lindy has the mech powered up and detached, I’ll come for you,” Red remarked. He checked his helmet one last time before looking Lindy over. She had her protective gear on to help unhook the mech, but she’d have to shed it before getting inside the suit. She was going to be exposed more than anyone was comfortable with.

      But it had to be done, because criminals had put a price on Vered’s head, and no one was good with that.

      Red’s hand hovered over the button to open the hatch. He nodded toward the Magistrate, who took out her neutron pulse weapon nicknamed Reaper and stood ready to secure the ship after the two were outside.

      Explosions continued to buffet the ship. The gravitic shields were functioning, but while sitting on the ground, they didn’t provide optimal protection.

      “Sounds nasty out there,” Rivka said unnecessarily.

      “We’ll stop that bullshit as soon as Lindy is in the suit.”

      Red mashed the button, and the hatch opened and dropped the stairs to the ground. He headed out first and instantly started yelling, “Get the fuck back!” He fired his railgun into the air. “Get back!” A few more rounds and he was heading toward the ground with Lindy close behind.

      Rivka closed the hatch and ran to the bridge, where Chaz was monitoring the situation outside the ship. Red was holding back those taking cover under the ship while Lindy started to climb to the top where the suit had been secured. After a growl and a feint, he jumped to the handholds and pulled himself up.

      Lindy released the main clamps, which exposed the rear access. It was like the zipper on a full-body suit. There wasn’t much room inside, so she had to worm her way through the opening, breathing a sigh of relief once she was able to power up the suit and close it around her. Red kneeled nearby and fired at random targets to give Lindy the time she needed to run through the start-up sequence. “Point of order,” she told the suit. “We need a way to power up the suit and do all this remotely.”

      “I will see what I can do to make that happen,” Erasmus replied through her internal speakers.

      “You can hear me?”

      “I think you already know the answer.”

      “Am I linked to anyone else?”

      “No. I tapped in as soon as you powered up the system. Use your internal comm chip so everyone can hear you. You’ll be leading, since the groups fighting do not have sufficiently advanced weapons to cause much damage to the suit.”

      “I’m not sure whether that’s a good thing or not. ‘Much damage’ seems relative. On the other hand, maybe there is hope that these factions aren’t fighting a war that would destroy their planet.”

      She continued through the start-up sequence. When all the lights were green, she unbolted the last restraints and stood up.

      What do you say we stop being targets? Lindy asked.

      Maybe you can send a rocket to say ‘Hi!’ to that mortar. He’s pissing me off, Red replied.

      Lindy accessed the heads-up display, the HUD, and selected one of the four rockets mounted over her shoulder. She dialed in the mortar’s position, which the suit had automatically calculated based on the trajectory of the incoming fire. With a whoosh, the rocket was away.

      Moments later, a massive explosion signaled the end of the attack on the ship.

      Lindy lifted Red, took two steps, and jumped. She laughed as they fell, activating the micro-rockets on the bottom of her boots to slow her descent right before they hit the ground. Those hiding under the ship jumped back to avoid getting crushed.

      Open the hatch. The coast is clear.

      Erasmus uploaded a map to Lindy’s HUD.

      Red stomped his foot and yelled, “Get away from here!” The Ledonians, a humanoid species covered in short brown fur, waved their weapons at him and chattered something his chip couldn’t translate. “Don’t make me kill you.”

      He fired a single projectile from his railgun, and the hypervelocity crack as it passed between them made them scream and hold their heads in pain. He shouted and menaced them until they ran off.

      Rivka and Jay joined Red and Lindy, taking stock of the area around the ship. Quiet had returned.

      “Spooky,” Jay commented. “Big cities are supposed to be noisy.”

      Rivka accessed her datapad.

      Red was instantly miffed. “You couldn’t have done that inside the ship?”

      She ignored him, knowing that he was right. “Ankh,” she started, “this changes the dynamic. I’m assuming the main government building is ground zero in one way or another. Where will we find the information?”

      I suggest you go to the National Data Center, which is four kilometers north-northeast. I’ve sent the directions to Lindy as well.

      Taking the lead and moving out, Lindy declared. Stay behind me.

      Which was what Red usually said, but he was under no illusion regarding his own survivability compared to the mech. The rhythmic thumping of the mech suit as Lindy walked gave him comfort. The impact tremors represented power.

      Rivka held out her hand and snapped her fingers, but no one reacted. “Give me the other railgun!”

      Red shrugged. “I don’t have it.”

      “Don’t tell me...” Rivka looked at the top of Peacekeeper.

      “We left it inside.”

      “Whew. That’s right. Lindy disarmed before you went outside.”

      “You okay, Magistrate?” Red asked without looking at her. He studied both sides of their route, finding that he had to jog to keep up. Jay ran behind the mech, while Red and Rivka ran side by side behind her.

      “Just bothered. How could the Federation not know the planet had devolved into a civil war?”

      “No idea. But I bet Tod Mackestray had something to do with it.”

      “You hate that guy. I’m not sure I’d give him all the credit. For people to do this, the fuel has to already be there. He may have provided the spark, but it was already smoldering.”

      “Who’s responsible?” Red wondered, “the fuel, or the one who starts the fire?”

      “I hope we become enlightened, or we’re running eight clicks for no reason.”

      “Running. Dammit! Ankh wins the pool.”

      Barricade up ahead, Lindy reported. It’s manned, and they have rifles.

      Her words arrived a millisecond before the first cracks echoed down the empty roadway. Bullets whistled past, and one tinged off the armored suit. Lindy raised her oversized railgun. Light ‘em up? she asked.

      Scare them only, Rivka ordered.

      Lindy fired at the sides of the barricade, shredding it and sending shrapnel flying. The screams of the injured filled the silence once her fire stopped.

      Sorry about that.

      “I bet they’re plenty scared,” Red suggested.

      They proved him wrong by firing everything they had. Red grabbed the Magistrate and pulled her to the ground, covering her body with his.

      Light ‘em up, Rivka passed over her internal comm chip. Jay crawled toward them and worked her way next to Rivka. Red lay across them both.

      Lindy braced herself and walked the railgun fire from one side of the barricade to the other. Then she did it again, quicker the second time. She started running, picking up speed quickly, and sprinted through the wreckage, sliding to a stop on the other side. Her optics and sensors picked up two living among the twenty-five Ledonians, and they were injured. She found them huddled together, moaning with pain and barely conscious.

      All clear, she reported. Lindy wondered if she’d grown heartless. Using the argument of “they fired first” was meaningless because they couldn’t hurt her, not with their primitive weaponry.

      The other three joined her, but she hesitated.

      “It sucks,” Rivka said softly. “We didn’t start this, but if we can end it, we will. I know that’s not quite the Magistrate’s role, but it’s what we do for all humanity. We will bring death and destruction the likes of which they’ve never imagined, or they can stop fighting and start talking.”

      The thunder of a heavy weapon arrived a millisecond after the shell hit Lindy in her mechanized chest, throwing her over Red’s head to land in an unmoving heap. He shouted his war cry and unleashed a steady stream from his railgun at a tank that appeared at the next corner. Rivka hit him with a shoulder block as the second shot screamed past.

      She dialed Reaper to eleven and activated it as she aimed at the tank. The tank’s barrel adjusted its aim, and Rivka and Red rolled out of the way as the high-velocity round slammed into the ground where they’d just been.

      “Run!” Rivka yelled without looking back at the mech.

      Lindy? Red ventured as he dodged, looking for cover.

      “Dammit! Too far away,” Rivka growled when the neutron pulse weapon failed to kill the people inside the tank.

      “Too far?” Jay shouted. “We need to help Lindy!”

      Before Rivka could move, a blur rushed by, ripping Reaper from her hand and racing down the street. Jay ran past the tank, pointing the weapon at it before skidding to a stop and retracing her steps. She zigzagged as she ran, but the tank stopped moving, the barrel frozen where it had last aimed.

      Red raced to Lindy, kneeling over her and trying to see through the reflective face shield. Lindy’s eyelids fluttered, and Red’s heart started beating again.

      “Ow,” Lindy mouthed.

      Ankh. What can you tell about the suit’s systems? Rivka asked.

      Multiple failures. Rerouting systems and recalculating optimal power application to minimize impact from the damage.

      Life signs? Rivka followed.

      She’ll be fine. Some broken bones. Well, a lot of broken bones, but they’re already healing. That’s the power of multiple trips through the Pod-doc, which has made her bulky enough to withstand this amount of damage.

      Don’t let her hear you say that, Red warned.

      It applies. I don’t see the problem.

      The problem is that Bulky Woman will kick your ass.

      “What did you call me?” a mumbled voice projected through the suit’s external speakers.

      Ankh, I swear I’m going to tape you to the ceiling. Red smiled as he tried to lift Lindy’s head, but he couldn’t because the mech suit was too dense.

      Terry Henry Walton had a dog taped to his face. It can’t be any worse than that, although it would be most undeserved. I think you should probably continue to the data center. This city is unstable. Someone is pounding on the ship’s hatch. Standby. There. A mindful jolt of electricity through the outer hull has sent them running for cover. Their hair seems to be smoking. Stop. Drop. Roll. Okay. No taping me to any ceilings or walls. I’m too busy for such childish nonsense.

      Ankh. Can you use any of the ship’s sensors to give us a tactical picture? I’d like to avoid what we just went through. I don’t want to kill anyone else if I don’t have to, Rivka requested.

      The information is on your datapad and on Lindy’s display whenever she’s conscious enough to see it.
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      “Sometimes, Ankh, you can be such an ass,” Red muttered under his breath.

      Lindy groaned as she sat up. “I feel like I’ve been run over by a comet.”

      “Close,” Rivka said softly. “We hear you have a few broken bones in there.”

      That sounds wonderful compared to how I feel. The good old days, when we laughed at a few broken bones. I miss them.

      “Sounds like you’re on the mend.” Red gently caressed the side of the mech’s helmet as if Lindy could feel it. They couldn’t see her expression behind the reflective setting, but she was smiling.

      I’m going to stand up. I guess lying around out here isn’t something we want to do too much of.

      Red finally looked away and scanned the surroundings. Jay was standing to the side, watching for any movement.

      Rivka joined her. Lindy stood and worked out the kinks as her nanocytes repaired the damage to her body. The suit was horribly dented, but the round hadn’t penetrated. They didn’t want to find out if they could survive such an injury even though they were told they would. No one had been willing to test it.

      Lindy took a few tentative steps, followed by a few more. She systematically worked through the flashing lights on the HUD until they turned green.

      The suit’s structure is compromised. It says it can’t withstand another impact in the same area.

      “Sounds like you need a shield. Let’s find you a healthy chunk of steel,” Red said and stalked toward the barricade. The mech pounded the pavement after him.

      Rivka joined Jay. “Thanks for saving our asses.”

      “What good is a gift if you don’t use it?” Jay softly kicked debris from the barricade.

      “I’m glad you’re on my team. Your wisdom belies your youth. There are times when I don’t want to touch people because I don’t want to know. Then there are times when we’re hunting a perp, like now, and I want to grab everyone and shake them until they tell me where he is.”

      “You’re not very intimidating.” Jay avoided looking at the bits and pieces of bodies scattered across the ground before them. The screech of tearing metal shocked their senses.

      Red stumbled away, his hands locked firmly over his ears as Lindy used the mech’s power to bend a metal sheet in half and then in fourths. She twisted one side to create a handle and hoisted the piece in front of her chest. This will have to do, she said.

      Rivka turned back to Jay. “I think I’m intimidating,” she replied defensively.

      “Red is intimidating. Once you break out your Magistrate creds and start beating the perps, others sit up and take notice.”

      “Creds and beatings, huh?” Rivka shook her head. “The things I have to do to earn respect. Looks like it’s time to go. Next stop? I hope it’s the data center. We don’t need any more of this crap.”

      The blown barricade stood as a stark reminder of what they were up against. There was no way to know if they’d run across more. They had always counted on Ankh’s ability to penetrate systems, but this was different. This was primitive warfare that left no digital fingerprints.

      “If Tod Mackestray was in any way responsible for this, his life is forfeit,” Rivka declared as she started to jog after the mech, which was moving with renewed purpose.

      Lindy manhandled the oversized railgun with one mechanized arm while she held the ad hoc shield in the other. She walked quickly but with a slight jerk as the servos compensated for the changed weight distribution and the suit’s damaged components.

      “I can run ahead and see if there are any more obstructions or defenders,” Jay offered. Rivka pulled out her datapad as she loped behind the mech. The route was clearly displayed.

      “The suit has sensors,” Red interrupted.

      “That were housed in the chest plate. This suit has no functioning sensors,” Lindy replied through the suit’s external speakers.

      “Be right back,” Jay told them.

      “I don’t doubt that.”

      In a flash, Jay was gone.

      “That is some crazy shit,” Rivka mumbled.

      “I could use a little of that.” Red sauntered up.

      “Ankh said it was a trade-off. Speed or bulk. You want to be the skinny guy so I can kick sand in your face just so you can run fast?”

      “I was never the skinny guy,” Red answered. “Alas, us bulky people will be left behind as the world gets faster.”

      “Ankh won the pool,” Rivka countered Red’s jibe.

      “That shall forever chap my ass.” Red watched the rooftops and balconies as they jogged between buildings that should have been bustling with activity, down roads that should have been packed with vehicles and people. “Can we call this a mission?”

      “We’re here to collect evidence for our case against Mackestray. Can’t have outsiders doing crap like this.”

      “I don’t mind shooting legitimate bad guys, but I don’t know what these fuckers are fighting about. Have we chosen a side by shooting up a checkpoint and destroying a mortar?”

      “Probably. The fact that they both shot at us first won’t matter. I expect we’ll end up fighting them all until we fly out of here.” Rivka’s voice trailed off, and she clenched her jaw as she ran.

      “You want to end this war, don’t you?” Red asked.

      Jay reappeared next to the Magistrate. The way ahead is clear as long as we make one detour off the main street. At the next block, take a hard right into the alley. Loop around behind the building, up two blocks, and then back onto this road, she passed over their internal comm so Lindy would hear, too.

      Roger, Lindy replied.

      “I want the war to end,” Rivka answered Red’s question. “If we have the chance, we’ll end it, but we’re here to find out where Mackestray went.”

      Lindy started walking away and soon sped up. She followed Jay’s instructions as the group ran in silence, keeping their thoughts to themselves. After ten minutes of a quick pace, they arrived at the building that Erasmus had told them was the data center.

      “The quiet is creepy as hell,” Rivka said.

      I don’t think the mech will fit through the door, Lindy guessed.

      Red was torn. He wanted to stay outside with her, but his first duty was to protect the Magistrate.

      Hide the suit outside and join us. We don’t know how long we’ll be in there, Red suggested.

      “Sounds good,” Rivka agreed, nodding to the mirrored surface of the mech’s helmet visor. Lindy moved to an alcove and parked the mech. The back unzipped, and she climbed out.

      “Safed out?” Red asked, using the military term for rendering a system inoperable.

      “It won’t activate for anyone but us,” she replied. Red ran a hand across her ribs.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Getting better each minute. Without the Pod-doc I’d be dead, wouldn’t I?”

      “Without having gone through the Pod-doc, you wouldn’t be here at all. We are better for you being with us,” Rivka stated. She gripped the former waitress’ arm. “And with you keeping him in line, the rest of us can do our jobs.”

      Lindy chuckled. “Fair enough. Maybe we should get out of the open?”

      “De-creepify our situation,” Jay answered.

      “If I only had a railgun,” Rivka sang. Red shook his head on his way through the door. Lindy blocked Rivka’s body with her own even though she wore no armor. They quickly followed Red inside to find no sounds and nothing to indicate anyone was there.

      Rivka accessed her datapad and called Ankh. “You think the computers are in the basement?”

      “I don’t waste time thinking about things when I have data that gives me an answer. The main data storage is in the basement.”

      Rivka pursed her lips and berated herself internally for not asking the right question.

      “Tell me how best to access the data,” she corrected.

      “Put one of my coins near the data storage, but if there’s no access terminal, then you’ll need to find one of those. They could be anywhere.”

      “Thanks, Ankh.” Rivka stuffed her datapad inside her coat. “We need to put a device downstairs while finding an access terminal. Red, with me. Lindy and Jay, stay together and see what you can find.”

      Red stood as if rooted to the floor.

      “Well?” she asked.

      “Do you know where the stairs are?”

      “What if I did?”

      “Then we’d probably be walking toward them,” Red answered.

      “Fine. We need to locate the steps.”

      Red headed in one direction and Rivka the other. He raced after her when he discovered that she wasn’t following him. “Wait up, Magistrate.”

      “We can cover more ground separately,” she remarked.

      “Or I can open the doors since you aren’t armed. What if you find someone who isn’t happy that you’re in her building? I can’t do my job if you’re over here and I’m over there.”

      Rivka nodded and motioned for him to take the lead.

      “You give me shit, but if you were any more bullheaded, you’d have horns,” Red muttered as he walked past.

      “I’m going to think about that, and when I come up with a proper retort, you’ll find it waiting for you on your datapad.”

      Red laughed while he studied the doorways. He stopped and pointed to a sign that read Stairway.

      When Rivka was behind him, he opened and ducked his head in. “I’m glad there’s still power.”

      “Do you have your goggles, just in case? Bad luck seems to follow us around, so I expect we’ll be down there in the dark.”

      “Of course. Those things are gold. Bad luck follows us? That’s pretty funny, Magistrate.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “In a small pond of clear water, what happens when you jam a stick into the bottom and start swirling it around?”

      “I’ve never done that, so I don’t know for sure, but let me guess. The mud and trash rise to the top.”

      “It has zero to do with luck and everything to do with the stirring.”

      “Then let’s go see what there is to see and start stirring the pond. Let the evidence collection begin.”

      “Stay behind me, and next time, you really should bring the railgun.”

      Rivka tried to poke him in the back, but his body armor protected him. Improvised weapons—she used to be good with those when she first started training with Grainger. She kept her eyes peeled for something to use as they descended the wide staircase.

      The smooth shine on the flooring suggested that many feet had walked the stairs over the years. It was far different from the data center on Collum Gate.

      Checking in. You guys okay? Rivka asked.

      All good up here. We’ve found a few terminals in offices, but nothing that suggests data entry. We’re still looking. No sign of Ledonians, Lindy replied.

      Red continued to the bottom, where it opened to a wide, well-lit area. Workout equipment filled the interior. A short track ran along the outside walls, circling the area. Machines, free weights, treadmills, stair climbers, and other equipment called to the physically fit. A climbing wall was in the middle of the room with nets and climbing ropes around it. Rivka picked up an empty bar for weight plates to use as a weapon.

      “I smell sweat,” Rivka said.

      “Ten years from now it’ll probably still smell of sweat.”

      “I smell something else, too...” Rivka sniffed and turned in a circle, trying to find the source of the odor.

      Red kept his railgun leveled as he moved through the area, ready to light up an enemy should one appear.

      “Maybe check in with Mister I Don’t Guess about his facts regarding data storage in the basement?”

      “Maybe there are two basements,” Rivka suggested.

      “Maybe the storage facility was never down here.” Red changed to his internal comm. There’s a big gym downstairs. We haven’t found any electronics whatsoever. Did you find any other stairways?

      There are two staircases that lead up. That’s all we’ve found.

      Stay frosty. Things aren’t what they seem, Red replied.

      “I agree with that,” Rivka said, “but I don’t know what’s wrong. We expected one thing and found another, but that isn’t it. There’s something else.” Rivka closed her eyes and held up her hands as if they were antennae. Red spared an instant to watch but returned to scanning the area. His eyes caught something, and he froze.

      “Video surveillance. We’re being watched.”

      Rivka opened her eyes. “It’s their building, and it’s legal to put in security systems.”

      “Who puts a security system in an office gym? Look at it. My nine o’clock, about three meters high.”

      “How do we know someone is monitoring it?”

      “We don’t,” Red replied. He removed a grenade from his vest. “I’m going to take it out.”

      “With a grenade?”

      Red reached back to throw the grenade, and Rivka ran the other way. She didn’t see him throw, but she heard the crunch as the grenade hit the equipment. The Magistrate threw herself to the ground and covered her head.

      “Bullseye.” Red chuckled as he recovered the grenade. He jogged around the perimeter, taking out three other monitors by jumping and butt-stroking them with his railgun.

      Rivka sat on the floor taking in Red’s efforts. “You could have told me you didn’t pull the pin.”

      “I thought you would have guessed. I have no desire to see how much damage my body can take.” Red hesitated, remembering the tank round that had hit Lindy in the chest. He snarled at the thought, his manhood challenged when she protected them all. He had agreed that he wouldn’t protect her over the others; that they were all at equal risk and each carried the responsibility to protect the others to the best of their ability.

      “Red?” Rivka called, shaking him from his introspection.

      “Roger,” he answered, looking around quickly to make sure nothing had happened during his brief mental absence. Focus on the job at hand, he reminded himself.

      It was hard for a man like him to be in love.

      “Looks like a door over here.” Rivka pointed at the wall and a recessed handle. “I wonder where this goes?”

      She reached for the handle, but Red yelled, “Let me do that.”

      He motioned for her to step away, then pulled the circular handle out and twisted it, popping the wall open. It slowly pulled outward. He peeked into the darkness before dodging back. He pulled his goggles over his eyes and ducked his head in and out before closing the door.

      “What? What did you see?”
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      “It’s a locker room.”

      “Maybe there’s another door. Let’s go in.” Rivka wondered why Red had stepped back. She twirled her finger at him—hurry up.

      He pulled it open and stepped back. Rivka stopped at the entrance and let her eyes adjust. Once she could see, she was greeted by women’s underwear scattered throughout.

      “Looks like there was a freaking orgy.” Rivka walked carefully through the area. “This is where that smell was coming from, too. I didn’t think you were squeamish. What’s up?”

      “Lindy leaves her underwear all over the place. How does she have that much stuff?” Red blurted.

      “I thought you liked her underwear anywhere other than on,” Rivka parried.

      “There is that.” Red chuckled, joining Rivka. He used his goggles to take another look at the area. “And if that’s all I have to complain about, life is pretty damn good, isn’t it?”

      “You got that right.” Rivka continued around a corner before pulling up. “Got a body.”

      “Doesn’t smell like a corpse,” Red offered.

      “A Ledonian, not human.” Rivka leaned close, covering her face with her shirt collar. “I don’t see what killed her.”

      Red flipped the body with a toe. There was a dried blood stain on her lower chest.

      “Stabbed.”

      “They ran out during the fight, leaving their nice things behind. They never came back,” Rivka suggested.

      Red continued around the locker room, through the bathroom, and back. “No other doors.” He held the door open for the Magistrate. “Do women’s locker rooms always look like this?”

      “Not as far as you know,” Rivka answered. She looked at the strange door with no sign. “Why would they have an entrance like this for the locker room?”

      Red shook his head.

      “Let’s see if there’s a men’s version.” Rivka jogged along the track, examining the wall as she went. The recessed catch was obvious since she knew what she was looking for. She and Red spoke at the same time. “Over here!”

      Red pointed to the handle on the opposite side of the gym and Rivka pointed to hers.

      “On my way,” Red shouted and started running, reaching Rivka in short order. “If I was as fast as Jay, I would have been here before taking my first step.”

      “That makes no sense.” Rivka stepped back to let Red do his thing.

      “It makes as much sense as her being able to move like that.” Red put his goggles into place and opened the door. Like the other room, it was dark inside, but the room was different. “This is where the data center used to be.”

      Rivka hurried inside to find an empty room with computer cables dangling from the ceiling like vines in a rainforest. They had to shove their way through, finding a double door with a ramp beyond that led outside.

      “Contact the others. I need to talk to Ankh.” Rivka removed her datapad.

      How are you guys doing? Red asked.

      I was just going to give you a call. We’re on the second floor, and you need to get up here sooner rather than later, Lindy replied.

      “We have to go right now!” Red yelled out loud.

      Rivka was embroiled in her screen, arguing with Ankh.

      Red grabbed her shoulder and shook her. “Right now, Magistrate. They’re in trouble.”

      Rivka didn’t bother shutting the datapad down as she ran after Red, who was done waiting. They put everything they had into sprinting up the stairs, Red weaving from side to side as he climbed. He ran through the building’s lobby to the steps and pounded upward with Rivka right on his tail.

      “What did they find?” Rivka called.

      “I don’t know,” Red replied.

      Rivka didn’t bother to follow up. Sometimes it was better to just run.

      They reached the second floor in record time, skidding to a stop when they hit the landing. Lindy and Jay were in front of a barricade with angry Ledonian faces staring at them. From an open doorway, more angry faces looked out.

      “What do we have here?” Rivka asked holding her hands up in the universal sign for calm as she carefully stepped forward. Red moved to the side, maintaining a clear line of fire at those behind the barricade.

      “We have that group,” Jay pointed at those behind the barricade, “who want to fight this bunch.” She pointed at the doorway before crossing her arms and tapping one foot impatiently. Rivka didn’t see any weapons.

      “What are you fighting about?” Rivka asked the group behind the barricade.

      “They supported the usurper!” the self-appointed spokesman shouted. “Death to them!”

      “STOP!” Rivka walked quickly forward, forcing Red to shift position.

      “You are supposed to be a civilized society. Act like it!” The Magistrate’s words echoed down the hallway. So this is what it’s like when Tod Mackestray doesn’t get his payout?

      Shows the value of blackmail, Red replied.

      “Don’t you know that you’ve both been manipulated?” Rivka said. She made it sound like a question, but it wasn’t. It was a declaration of fact. “Come out here, all of you, and shake hands. You are Ledonians. There is no reason to fight. Fix your problems, and go enjoy this beautiful city of yours.”

      “Who are you to tell us what to do? Go benji yourself!”

      “Benji? Let me start over. I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa. I’m from the Federation, and am tracking a criminal who may have been the one responsible for the incitement that led to all of this.” Rivka waved her hands expansively to take in the entirety of the hallway.

      Or the city. She shook her head before continuing, “I need your help to find the evidence that will clear this up—point to the perpetrators and bring peace back to your planet.”

      “Dog-snotting long-haired freak!” a Ledonian spat from the doorway.

      Red snorted. “You see our dilemma,” Lindy explained.

      “This fight is over, and you’re going to help me get that message out to all of Leed’s Planet.” Rivka marched to the commenter. The Ledonians were short, their short-furred heads shoulder-high to the Magistrate. She was hesitant to touch one of them, but she had to know. “Tell me what it will take to make peace.”

      The alien thoughts that flashed through her mind forced her back. She lost her grip and stumbled. Jay caught the Magistrate, having moved to her side at the speed of thought.

      “So angry,” Rivka whispered. “This was a long time coming, simmering below the surface, and once the catalyst was in place, Leed’s Planet came unhinged.” She continued in a louder voice, “We need to bring it back together, and that starts right here. Look at what you’ve accomplished in such a short amount of time. You’re destroying your world, just to keep the other guys from getting it. That’s insane.”

      “You don’t understand!” the one behind the barricade claimed.

      “Help me understand how this is better.” Rivka walked slowly toward him. “And don’t tell me to benji myself again. You will demonstrate an adult level of decorum. The return to peace starts right here.”

      “Ha!” The Ledonian made a theatric display of his skepticism.

      “Lindy, please bring that one over here, and Red, bring this one.”

      Lindy closed on the doorway and without a word, grabbed the Ledonian by the back of the head and dragged him into the hallway. Red strolled to the barricade, smiled, nodded, and reached over to grab the rebellious leader by the shirt, dragging him over the top of the barricade.

      “Duct tape their wrists together, facing each other. And tape their knees so they can’t kick.” Jay removed a roll of tape from her small pack, and Red and Lindy made quick work of the Ledonians. They looked like hobbled dance partners until one tried to bite the other’s face. The chicken-peck attacks stopped when Red put tape over both their mouths.

      “How do we deal with emotional volcanoes?” Rivka asked.

      Jay sighed. “We can’t. Until such time as they are willing to talk, there’s nothing we can do. And yes, this is me, someone who believes a hug will get people through the worst of times. If the rest of them are like these two groups, their entire way of life is doomed,” Jay said ominously.

      “But for the winners,” Rivka intoned in the voice she used when rendering a legal opinion. “The losers shall fear for their lives. Until then, battles will rage like the fires stoked from within. If you can’t control your anger, then you deserve what you bring down on your own heads. I cannot judge you more harshly than the crimes you will commit upon each other. That being said, I need to know where the data storage is. It was removed from the basement. Where did they take it?”

      Rivka took the taped combatants by the arms and tried to see into their minds. “Where did they take the data storage?” she demanded. Neither one knew. “Dammit!”

      She pushed away from them and tried to contact Ankh.

      “I might be able to help,” a voice said from beyond the barrier.

      “Traitor!” someone shouted. There was a scuffle. Jay ran at the barrier and jumped over it in less than a single heartbeat. The scuffle turned into trees felled before a tornado. The Ledonian who had spoken remained standing, while the others were on the floor, groaning in pain.

      “Come with me,” Jay told him. He tiptoed past the others, unsure of what had happened. Together, they climbed over the barricade. Rivka thanked her with a nod.

      “How can you help?”

      “I saw the trucks loading.”

      Rivka intently studied the Ledonian’s features but was hard-pressed to see any difference between this one and the others. She thought they looked alike, and couldn’t get that impression out of her head. “Do you know where they went?”

      “They were government trucks. The government retreated to the main building and erected a massive barricade. I think the data storage equipment would be in there.”

      “How sure are you?”

      The Ledonian shrugged. The group holed up in the room started yelling at him.

      “Shut up!” Rivka pointed at them. Lindy grabbed one by the collar and shook him before tossing him back into the others.

      “Zip it,” she growled.

      “You better come with us,” Rivka told him.

      “Hello?” a voice said from the datapad.

      “Ankh! I’ve been trying to get you. The equipment was in a side room in the basement, but it’s been removed. We think it may be in the main government building.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of,” Ankh remarked.

      “Since when?” Rivka shot back. “It would have been nice to know that there was some uncertainty in your certainty.”

      “No matter,” Ankh replied. “Go to the main government building and install one of my devices near the equipment. Leave the rest to me.”

      The Crenellian’s face disappeared as the screen went blank.

      “Time to go?” Jay asked, wanting to put the anger of the second-floor standoff behind her.

      “Thanks for taking care of that. Using your superpower for good.” Rivka turned to the Ledonian. “I hope you aren’t afraid of running, because I think you’d better come with us. Running is one thing we do a lot of. Maybe you can show us the way.”

      “It’s on the other side of town,” he said, brightening with the words. “Thank you. I don’t think I could have stayed here.”

      “Leave them taped together,” Rivka said. She pumped her fist and headed toward the stairs. Red waved at Lindy to get in front while he stayed behind to make sure the locals didn’t try to follow.

      A bottle flew from the doorway and hit Red in the chest. He leveled his railgun, but they weren’t intimidated. A second item, a strange piece of metal, flew at him. He easily dodged it, then aimed high and sent a string of hypervelocity darts through the wall above the doorway. When the Ledonians screamed and ran for cover, Red dashed away to join the others.

      “You didn’t?” Rivka asked him.

      “Nah,” Red replied. “The little fuckers started throwing shit at me, so I sent them a message, without hurting them. Well, maybe their eardrums are blown, but besides that… They shouldn’t have thrown things. Don’t bring a rock to a gunfight.”

      “Usually there’s some semblance of common sense, but I didn’t see it in either of those two. They were completely embroiled in rage. It was searing,” she shared.

      When they were outside, Lindy reactivated the mech suit and climbed in. Once upright and combat capable, she started leading the way and then stopped.

      Ankh, give me a map, please, Lindy requested.

      The map appeared on her HUD and she looked down on the Ledonian, who watched in awe. She activated her external speakers. “I’m taking this road for about three kilometers, turning left and following that road for six kilometers, then turning at a park. Our goal will be on the right. Does that sound correct?”

      “That’s the long way,” the Ledonian replied. “We can take a few side streets, and it’ll be a bit shorter.”

      “We don’t care if it’s a little longer. We prefer more open space where we can maneuver. Do you know if there are any roadblocks out here?” Rivka asked.

      “I don’t.” He pointed toward the data storage facility. “I was stuck in there.”

      “Maybe we can hear your story, but for now, we have evidence to collect.”

      “Our mission, should we choose to accept it, is to break through a military barricade and attack a well-defended position in order to secretly emplace an electronic coin thing,” Red droned.

      “It’s a case, and we’re collecting evidence.”

      “It’s a combat mission. All four—five if you count him—” Red tipped his chin toward the Ledonian, “are going to duke it out with the government.”

      “Maybe they’re willing to talk,” Rivka suggested, wrinkling her nose at the unpersuasive sound of it.

      “Just like those in there.” Red didn’t need to say the words. It was what they were all thinking.

      “Lindy, get hold of Ankh and tell him to fire up the ship in case we need air support.”

      Roger, Lindy replied over their internal comm before switching to the suit’s more robust comm system.

      A few seconds later, she gave the thumbs up, hoisted the suit’s oversized railgun in one armored hand, and lifted the shield in the other. She started walking at first, and the errant jerking was less than before as the suit continued to compensate. Lindy loped easily along the street, pounding heavily with the mech’s armored feet. Rivka and Jay had the Ledonian between them as they supported him. Red filled the position of tail-end Charlie, watching for anyone coming from behind as well as possible ambushes from the sides. Lindy powered forward.

      The group ran through ruined roadblocks and the desolation of a city in distress. The deserted streets echoed with their passing.

      We’re getting close, Magistrate, Lindy reported.

      Slow to a walk, if you would. Let’s gather our wits and maybe conduct a fly-by of the building and its defenses, Rivka replied. They looked at Jay.

      “With great ability comes great responsibility,” Red told her.

      She chuckled briefly. “And I was worried that I hadn’t been contributing sufficiently to the team.” She pointed in the direction they’d been going and the mech nodded, confirming by pointing the railgun.

      “I’ll be right back.” And Jay was gone.

      Rivka pulled a water bladder from her small pack and handed it to the Ledonian. He was panting heavily, chest heaving as he tried to draw in more air. He took the water and drank it all. The Magistrate fought against rolling her eyes. Red passed his over, and Rivka took a drink. He downed the rest before checking his railgun, scrubbing at it with a small rag he kept handy for the sole purpose of keeping his weapons clean.

      Jay appeared before the group. “He was right. It’s a fortress.”

      “Blazer is ready,” Red declared.

      Rivka tapped her datapad. “Ankh. We need Peacekeeper to open the door for us.”

      “Because the mission requires air support?” Red raised his eyebrows in challenge.

      “Because the case requires evidence,” Rivka countered.

      “Mission.”

      “Case.”

      “I hope that one day I get to live in your world. We’re running our asses off and shooting at stuff that shoots back. We’re preparing to attack a fortress. That sure sounds like a mission to me, but if you want to maintain your legal fairytale, it’s your call.”

      “You used to have fewer opinions regarding the legal side of my job. I like the new Red. First food bar when we get back on Peacekeeper is on me.”

      “I feel like I missed something.”

      “Nothing at all. Jay, can you draw us a map of what’s up there?”

      They squatted around a patch of dirt while Lindy faced away, using the camera in the back of the suit to watch what was going on while still maintaining vigil.

      Jay outlined a rectangular building, adding small squares at each corner and then an outer line. “They have a barricade of wire with vehicles with weapons, including tanks. The corner buildings are blockhouses with machinegun-type things on top. There are a lot of people, behind cover, roving and watching. There are also dead bodies out front. It looks like a group approached and the defenders didn’t like it.”

      “They left the bodies?” Rivka wondered aloud.

      Red shook his head. “Doesn’t sound like they’re very happy about all this.”

      “The anger. Red, would you be so kind as to plan our tactics? I want the evidence, and if Tod Mackestray was the catalyst who turned these people into this, I’ll have his head on a platter.”

      “I think the volcano was ready to blow. A few choice words wouldn’t be enough to send them raging if they weren’t already mad.”

      “Are you arguing to exonerate your old boss?”

      Red vigorously shook his head.

      “But I agree. Something else was going on here, but once the fuel was lit, we lost the ability to talk to them.”

      “What’s your goal, Magistrate?”

      “I want the data but don’t want to kill anyone to get it.”

      Red looked at the diagram drawn in the dirt before taking in his assets. Lindy with the mech suit. Rivka who he was contracted to protect. And Jay.

      The Ledonian was restless. “What’s up?” Rivka asked.

      “I don’t live far from here,” he answered.

      “You can leave anytime you want. You probably don’t want to be a part of what’s coming. Go on. Once the shooting stops, come on back and see what there is to see.”

      He nodded and headed out the door.

      Red sat back and closed his eyes. “Stay frosty, people. I need to think.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      K’Twillis shambled along with a small contingent of hired muscle. They fanned out to the sides in perpetual flex, barely swinging their arms. Billister walked in front, casually twirling a small pipe. In the small of his back, he carried a blaster in case the pipe wasn’t enough.

      Since safety wasn’t an issue, no fence surrounded the work area. No signs marked the dangerous areas, whether to walk or drive. Great vehicles maneuvered with precision by experienced drivers. Dead and wrecked vehicles were pushed aside. K’Twillis never made a subsequent payment on any of the equipment.

      He was always gone by then. He figured the companies would reclaim what was theirs, refurbish it, and put it back into service. Or not. He didn’t care either way.

      There was a small shack where the mine foreman worked under a false name so he wouldn’t be jailed for the shortcuts he was promoting and the resulting injuries.

      Only two deaths so far, but those had been buried both figuratively and literally. In the far end of the pit, a hundred tons of tailings, the waste stone after processing, marked their final resting place. No one would dig that up. And those who knew would be eliminated when the operation wrapped up. All the foreman had to do was give the Aborginian their names, and it would be taken care of.

      Billister was first into the shack. The foreman jumped but remained in his chair. “You’re behind,” the security man accused.

      “Not by much. We can recover on night shift!” the foreman claimed.

      A shadow darkened the doorway but didn’t enter the shack. K’Twillis didn’t want to get stuck inside the small building.

      His microphone helped project his voice. “The original schedule is no longer viable. With the impending turmoil on the council, we have to be finished and gone within two months. You need to pick up the pace. Hire more workers.”

      “It’s not the workers, it’s the equipment. We’ve rented everything that was available.”

      “Then steal what you need.”

      The foreman had no idea how to go about doing that. He held up his hands in a gesture of helplessness.

      “I thought you were the one who would get things done if the restrictions were removed? We did that, and yet you don’t get things done. Are you all talk?”

      “No!” the man cried.

      “Put your hands on the desk,” Billister ordered. The foreman shook his head and started to slide his chair backward. One of Billister’s men strolled around the desk and wrapped a thick arm under the foreman’s throat and forced one hand onto the desk. Billister raised the pipe, and the foreman screamed.

      The pipe slammed into the desk a finger’s breadth from the quivering hand.

      “Next time, we break every bone in your body,” Billister promised.

      “I’ve removed all restrictions,” K’Twillis said. “So why are you in here and not out there?” He pointed with a leafy arm.

      “On my way,” the foreman replied. He tried to stand, but the security man held him in his chair.

      “Do you understand how important this is to me?”

      “Yes,” was all the foreman was able to say.

      “Billister and his team of production specialists are going to remain on site until the job is finished.” K’Twillis fluttered his leaves in a motion that meant nothing to the humans and humanoids. The Aborginian shuffled away.

      The thug holding the foreman lifted him from his chair and threw him over the desk. Papers and rock samples followed him to the floor. He brushed himself off, stood, and apologized profusely as he headed for the door. He stopped and looked at the muscle waiting outside.

      Billister grunted. “The last thing you want is for him to return, so what do you say we do a little management by walking around? Let’s get the lay of the land and start motivating the good people in the pit to do what he’s fucking paying them to do!

      “It’s a big pit, and there are a fuckload of workers, so I brought some additional efficiency experts with me.”

      The foreman turned back to Billister. “I know who I climbed into bed with. If those lazy bastards aren’t getting it done, they deserve whatever’s coming to them—me included. It’s a lot of work, but fuck, man, it’s good money, and we aren’t bothered by regulations or inspectors. Follow me, gentlemen.”

      “I like your new attitude,” Billister stated.

      “It’s usually not the problem that needs to be solved, but the attitude about the problem. I’m sorry I needed to be reminded of that.”

      Billister waved for the others to follow them as they stepped onto an angled path along the side of the pit, leading down to where engines droned and whined as they fought against the rock to free the desired ore.
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        * * *

      

      “Margaret, play some violin music,” Tod Mackestray told his ship’s AI. He continued to lean back and search the media web for opportunities for when his work on Amberstrom came to a close. The news swarm had taken Tip Nel down in a matter of days. Fil Pol was installed as the interim Chairman amid the call for new elections.

      The Blokite had no intention of overplaying his hand. He’d earned a cool million and a half from the six-planet conglomerate in the Gridlow Expanse, but it was time to move on. He was looking forward to the next challenge.

      “Margaret, how close are we to our target number?”

      “Seven million credits,” she replied.

      “Just a few more gigs and we can wrap things up. Then what will we do, Margaret?”

      “Whatever we want, Tod. Fifty million credits is the magic number where you will never have to raise a finger again. You will live in the comfort and style that you deserve.”

      “I like the way you talk, Margaret. What do you think of the planet called Capstan? There seems to be some turmoil at the highest levels of government, but are they high enough?”

      “You have always been surprised at what people will pay to acquire positions of lower power because they see those as leverage to climb higher.”

      “I used to be surprised by the lust for power, but my entire business is based on it. You are correct that people will pay a half million for a low-level board position, but they want the one seat at the top of the pyramid. All of them. I think I’ll raise my prices. Three and a half million to rule the entire planet. When are Capstan’s presidential elections?”

      “Capstan has a Premier, and the election cycle is already underway. Voting is in two months.”

      “Perfect, Margaret. That is just perfect. What do you say we leave the good people of Amberstrom to their duly elected and wholly unethical leader while we move on?”

      “Capital idea,” the AI agreed.

      A violin concerto filled the silence while the AI put the Pandora Express into the Gate queue.
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        * * *

      

      Lindy wanted to get out of the mech suit. She was starting to sweat. They’d moved inside an abandoned building, where she was half hunched over.

      “What do you think, Red?” Rivka asked.

      “A diversion late at night; a snatch-and-grab, except it’ll be a drop-and-run. Then we wait to see if Ankh can find what you’re looking for.”

      “You want to send Jay in there to place one of Ankh’s devices while we have their attention focused elsewhere? That sounds like the plan I was looking for. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it.”

      “You feel the anger, don’t you?” Jay interjected.

      “It’s there at the back of my mind.” Rivka’s face contorted as she confronted the emotions. “I can’t believe the power of their feelings.”

      “Maybe that’s the norm for their society?” Red suggested.

      “Regardless,” Rivka replied, shaking her head. “Two in the morning? Three in the morning?”

      “Two. Lindy will light them up on the far corner, destroying the barricade in that area. I’ll provide supporting fire. Jay will wait until they start returning fire and then dodge in, get as far inside as she can, and drop a couple of the devices at opposite ends of the building.”

      “What about me?”

      “I can’t protect you while this is going on. You stay back and keep yourself from getting hurt. Lindy and I will retrograde in that direction, circle back, and everyone meets up here. The operation should take a grand total of ten minutes.”

      I only have one question, Lindy asked. Can I get out of this fucking suit?

      “Yes. I’ll handle the first watch, and then the Magistrate will take over so we can get our beauty sleep. Come two in the morning, we get into position and rock and roll.”

      The mech had already powered down and unzipped the back. Lindy crawled out, stretching when she was free.

      “There’s a limit to how long one can be in that thing, and I hit it an hour ago.” She staggered toward the back of the building to find the bathroom.

      “Get some sleep. I’ll wake you when it’s your watch.” Red kneeled behind a front window where he could best see outside. Rivka and Jay found spots to lie down and wait.

      Rivka pulled out her datapad and contacted Ankh.

      “We will be dropping off your coins tonight. I hope this works.”

      “If the equipment is operational and if the devices are close enough, I’ll be able to gain access to the data,” the Crenellian replied.

      “That’s a lot of ifs.” Rivka felt less confident about their chances, but she saw no other plan. She couldn’t calm the Ledonians long enough to have any conversation, let alone a meaningful one. “Hold your position, and be ready to provide air cover if we need it.”

      “Peacekeeper is on station at twenty-thousand meters. We can be there in seconds.”

      “Thanks, Ankh.” Her datapad went dark as she signed off.

      “No law to research, Magistrate?” Jay asked, laying her hand gently on Rivka’s shoulder.

      “As much as I want this to be about the law, it isn’t. This is about establishing dominance. The one with the biggest stick will be in charge. Quoting the law in the middle of a civil war will get us all killed. Red is right. This is a mission. We’ll beat them senseless so we can gather the evidence.”

      “Don’t tell Red that. He’ll get a big head.”

      “His head is already the size of an August watermelon.”

      The two women chuckled. “I don’t know what that is,” Jay admitted, “but it sounds funny.”

      “Get some sleep. This could be over very soon. There’s nothing I’d like more than to see Leed’s Planet from our tail camera.”

      Jay held the neutron pulse weapon in her hand. “Take it. I don’t want to use it.”

      Rivka waved it away. “You’ll need it more than I will.”

      “But I won’t use it. Once is enough, and I’m glad that I couldn’t see what it did to the people inside the tank.”

      Rivka took the device, turning it over in her hand. It was still dialed to eleven. “We need to stop this war,” Rivka whispered.
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        * * *

      

      “Brief me on Capstan, please,” Tod Mackestray said pleasantly. He laced his fingers behind his massive head and leaned back.

      “Capstan is a minor planet in the Gridlow Expanse, eighty-seven light years from Amberstrom. Population of fifty million, mostly a humanoid race called the Verge, but other non-native species have a presence on the planet, including humans.”

      “Pause. Did you just say Capstan natives are called virgins?” The Blokite started to laugh. His head remained perfectly still owing to his thick shoulders and lack of a neck.

      “’The Verge’ is what they are called as a people. An individual member is a Verge.”

      “You’re not making it any better.” Tod belly-laughed at his joke. “Pray continue, Margaret.”

      “Capstan is a pure democracy, majority rules. It makes for a cumbersome and slowly responsive system since any issues that matter are put to a vote. The power vested in the leadership is that they determine what gets voted on. They can bury issues or make them relevant. They shape the message the voters hear.”

      “That doesn’t sound very democratic, but it is perfect for what we do, don’t you think?”

      “I think you will find fertile ground on Capstan.”

      “Who is the best target?”

      “The challenger, Benitus Fogg, who will lose unless he gets help. He is a wealthy landowner and businessman.”

      “I like the sound of wealthy.”

      “He is polling behind because the planet is sound, with a good economy and one of the best educational systems in the galaxy. Status quo suits them. Fogg is running his campaign on a change in focus from liberal arts to business.”

      “Not everyone gets to be a rich businessman,” Mackestray claimed. “Start working up a campaign against the incumbent: shady dealings, personal degradation, a demeaning attitude toward whatever minority group is the most popular, and so on. You know the drill. When will we arrive?”

      “To maintain our anonymity, we are routing through two additional Gates. We will arrive in no more than three days.”

      “Do they have good food on Capstan?”

      “Owing to the diverse nature of those coming from different planets for the education, Capstan has some of the best fine dining experiences in the galaxy.”

      “That works nicely! Thank you, Margaret. I was going to ask for you to find a planet in between where I could get something good to eat, but I’ll wait. Get us to Capstan, and the first order of business, once we arrive, is the best meal on the planet!”

      “I will arrange it, along with preparing a meeting schedule for your approval.”

      The Blokite nodded. He accessed the background information Margaret had compiled and started reading. Leverage consisted of knowledge. He had three days to gain as much of it as possible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s time to get up.” Red shook Rivka until her eyes opened. She sat up and blinked at the glow surrounding Lindy as she climbed into the mech suit. It zipped behind her, and darkness returned.

      “I’ll go with you,” she said as she stood.

      “No.” Red was firm in his response. “We are a diversion and aren’t going to engage. If they try to chase us, we may have to hurt them. Outside of that, it’s all Jay on the smash-and-grab.”

      “What if Jay gets caught?”

      “How would that happen?”

      “If she stops or someone accidentally opens a door in front of her. I don’t know, but something could happen. Our luck sucks.”

      One side of Red’s mouth twitched upward. “Aren’t we grumpy in the morning?”

      “It’s the middle of the night.” Rivka nodded and slapped Red on the shoulder. “I’ll be waiting for you right here. Stay in touch, please!” She tapped the side of her head. She was as guilty as the others when it came to not using the comm chip.

      Ankh, can you hear me? she asked.

      Loud and clear, the Crenellian responded.

      Me, too, Lindy added. Red nodded and gave the thumbs-up before turning his attention back to his railgun. He wore his goggles while he worked.

      And me, Jay replied softly.

      Right, Red said. Let’s do this.

      Lindy opened the door and crouched, almost having to crawl through. Once outside, she stood up straight and cycled her systems. I wish the sensors were working. I’m operating on visual only.

      Jay? Red asked.

      I’m with you. Let’s do this and be done with it.

      Rivka crossed her arms, worry lines creasing her face as she watched them go their separate ways, Jay to the right and Lindy and Red to the left, where they would loop around to the far side and attack the security perimeter.

      It took the team ten minutes to get into place. No one had to announce the kick-off. That was obvious.

      Is that what I think it is? Lindy asked.

      Are you talking about the truck that looks to be filled with ammo crates? Nice catch, Red replied.

      Lindy targeted it and activated one of her three remaining rockets. It screamed into the night sky, turning at its apex to arrow into the truck. Ledonians nearby started running before the rocket hit, and the spectacular explosion was blinding. While a great cloud billowed from the crater that marked the truck’s previous location, Lindy and Red opened up with their railguns, tearing up the pavement in front of the perimeter.

      Return fire scattered outward.

      Is there an opening? Red asked.

      Heading in now. Jay’s voice sounded calm, but the comm chip regulated speech, keeping everyone’s tone even.

      Red and Lindy moved to their first alternate firing positions before renewing their attack to keep the Ledonian defenders pinned down.

      After a few seconds of intense fire, Red and Lindy moved to their secondary positions. After their third move, they would fire one last volley and run.

      A tank fired, and the round tore through the building too close to Red. A second tank fired, and Red was thrown to the ground. He grunted from the impact of the debris.

      Taking them out, Lindy reported. Two rockets launched from her suit.

      They have me zeroed somehow. Red covered his head and waited. The explosions following the rockets’ impact were his signal to move. Jay, what’s your status?

      Red jumped to his feet and ran to his final position. Lindy’s heavy footfalls echoed while he hunkered down and took aim.

      The Ledonian rifle fire grew as they gathered their wits and reformed their line, having realized that they weren’t the target. Red wondered if they considered him and Lindy to be incompetent.

      Status? Red requested again.

      They locked me in a room on the ground floor. I don’t know if it was intentional, but I stopped to tuck the device under a desk, and the door clicked behind me. I’m stuck.

      On my way, Rivka interrupted.

      No, Magistrate, stay where you are! Red pleaded.

      Overruling you on this one. I need you two to show them who’s boss. I’ve had enough, and if the only way we can stop the madness is by killing them all, then that’s what we’ll do.

      Red switched to a direct channel with Lindy. She said that, but there’s no way she wants us to wipe them out.

      What she meant was clear. Establish dominance. I’m out of rockets, but I’m not out of influence. I’m going to charge their lines. Don’t let a rocket surprise me. Or a tank.

      She didn’t wait for Red to reply before she pounded toward the fortress. Rifle fire increased to a crescendo. Red’s gaze darted around the area, looking for any movement to signal the arrival of another tank or an overzealous defender with a rocket launcher. Machine guns burped from the towers.

      Red took aim and eliminated the threats. In his mind, he had rationalized that a few had to die so most could live. A small vehicle appeared sporting a variety of antennas.

      I think the people in charge have arrived. Stop that small armored car and hold it. Maybe a few hostages will convince the others to lay down their arms.

      Lindy slammed into the outer barrier, using the suit’s power to toss an overturned car to the side as if it were a toy. She continued like a battering ram, destroying the barricade as she moved until she dodged to the side and sprinted to her target. She grabbed the rear bumper and picked it up, and the rear wheels spun helplessly in the air.

      “Put your weapons down!” Lindy blared through the external speakers. She strobed the suit’s lights to blind the watchers, and Red saw the opening and ran. Lindy had disrupted their defenses so completely that even if someone noticed his approach, no one fired. He joined Lindy and waved his railgun at the driver.

      “Turn it off, put it in Park, and get out.” The rear wheels stopped spinning and the engine shut off. Lindy put the vehicle down but maintained her grip. A stately-looking Ledonian climbed from the back seat, and an elder member of the planet’s military came from the passenger’s seat. The shorter Ledonians looked up at Red while keeping a wary eye on the mech.

      “What do you want?” the civilian asked.

      “When my boss arrives, I want you to answer her questions.”

      Lindy made a quick circuit around the perimeter. Not everyone had put down their weapons, but no one dared shoot. Lindy took a rifle from one of the defenders and bent it in half before handing it back. “Be warned.” With a clatter, the rest of the weapons hit the ground.

      Rivka jogged into the light, slowing to a walk. She nodded at Red and walked up to the one who looked in charge. “Who are you?”

      “I’m the president of this world. Which invading terrorist are you?” he demanded with a wave of his arm.

      Rivka slowly removed her credentials and shoved them into his face. “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa. I represent the Federation. It appears that you are running an unsanctioned war. Every death is on your head, so I’m going to have to take you in for a war crimes hearing.” She looked at the military leader. “And probably you, too.”

      He made the mistake of reaching for her. She was in no mood. Rivka side-stepped, caught his arm, twisted it until the shoulder dislocated, and followed with a right hook that crushed his skull. He was dead before he hit the ground.

      “You have been sentenced to death for your attempt to escape custody pending charges of war crimes. You have been judged. Paperwork to follow. Anyone else care to see how quickly Justice can ring across the land?”

      The remaining Ledonians stood frozen. The rage at the back of her mind started to ebb. She wrapped her fingers around the Ledonian president’s arm, making sure she had a firm grip. “I came here to collect data regarding an individual I wish to question. His name is Tod Mackestray.”

      Images of the Blokite flashed through the man’s mind.

      “I see you’ve used his services.”

      “I’ve never met any Tod Mackestray,” the president claimed weakly.

      “This is going to take too long if you keep lying to me. How about you don’t say anything? I’ll rip what I want directly from your mind.” Rivka stared into his eyes. He tried to look away, but she grabbed his head as she doubled down on her bluff.

      “Fine. I double-crossed him, and he did this.” The president pointed to the barricade and the soldiers standing around. Red flexed his ham-sized fists. Lindy continued around the perimeter, the rhythmic thumping of the mech’s feet keeping the defenders on edge.

      “He didn’t make you angry. Where did that come from?” Rivka looked over her shoulder. “Go free Jay.”

      Red nodded and waited. As soon as Lindy arrived, he ran for the front door.

      “Things have been on edge for the past couple of years. We’ve grown more fractured. I’m trying to bring us back together!” he claimed.

      “Remember the part where I told you not to lie to me? I suspect your idea of bringing the people together was simply telling the other side to like whatever you were going to do.” Rivka shook her head. “Why did you need Mackestray’s help? You weren’t going to win the last election, were you?”

      “The next election. I had to cancel them once the riots started, and I was forced to declare martial law.”

      “None of this is your fault, according to you. According to me, all of this is your fault. You are guilty as sin.” Rivka loomed over the Ledonian. A shot rang out, and the round dinged off the vehicle next to the Magistrate. Lindy opened up with her railgun. Three hypervelocity darts later, only a brown puddle remained where a soldier had stood.

      “I’m going to need you to do a few things...” Rivka began, then saw movement out of the corner of her eye—Red and Jay emerging from the building.

      I am accessing the Ledonian systems now, Ankh reported.

      “I want this to be over as much as you do,” the president said smoothly. Rivka backhanded him across the face.

      “If you had wanted that, it would have already been done.” She let go of him. “Get on the comm or whatever passes for communication on this ass-backward planet and tell everyone the war is over!”

      “I can’t do that. It’ll take a declaration of the council...”

      “Are you trying to out-lawyer me with bullshit? I’m the Queen’s Barrister, and I have had about enough of you. Your obstructionism in order to continue your illegal war is punishable by death. What are your final words?”

      “Wait!” The president dropped to his knees and started crying. Rivka picked him up by the back of his collar and slammed him face-first into the armored vehicle. “Get on the comm and convince everyone that the war is over. Peace talks are underway, so no one is to kill anyone else. You had best lie better to them than you lied to me or I’ll remove you and keep going down the line until I find someone who is convincing. How about that?”

      The Ledonian opened the door and climbed in. When he tried to shut the door, Rivka blocked it with her body. “I want to hear your dulcet tones sway a world’s population.”

      Damn, Magistrate, you’re going to have that crack-snacker begging for buttermilk.

      Rivka smiled at the man and motioned for him to do his duty. Crack-snacker?

      It’s better than my original thought, which was scum-sucking asswipe.

      The Magistrate continued to smile, trying not to laugh. Jay joined her. “Good job,” Rivka whispered, draping her arm over the younger woman’s shoulders. “I know how hard that must have been for you.”

      “I can’t kill ever again. You don’t know how much that bothered me.”

      “But I do. I can see the pain you’re in. It won’t ever go completely away, but it does lessen over time. I won’t put you in that position.” Rivka stabbed a finger at the president, who had yet to do anything.

      “You can’t promise that.”

      “I can promise that I won’t do it on purpose. We get into dangerous situations all the time. Your speed will help us resolve things without violence. We almost had what we needed without resorting to full-scale warfare. Almost.” Rivka hung her head. When she looked up, she found the president staring at her.

      She hesitated for a moment before reaching in and dragging him from the vehicle. She snapped her fingers. “Zip-tie.”

      Red handed one over, and the Magistrate torqued his arms behind his back until he grunted. She zipped the plastic cuffs tightly.

      “Take charge of this thing. I’ll be back for him.”

      “Gladly.” Red pushed the Ledonian to the ground and planted a foot in the middle of his back.

      “That’s one way, I guess.” Rivka crooked a finger at the driver. He slowly approached. “Comm. I want to talk to all the government loyalists. In my estimate, that will allow me to talk to exactly half the residents of this planet.”

      The driver pointed into the vehicle.

      Rivka took a deep breath. “Are all Ledonians such flaming assholes?” she asked. The driver shrugged. “Power it up, dial the right frequency or whatever you use here, and hand me the microphone.

      “Oh,” his mouth formed. He reached through the open door and did as he was told, then handed Rivka a standard microphone connected with a long cord to the unit that occupied the middle of the vehicle.

      “All residents of Leed’s Planet. I am Magistrate Rivka Anoa from the Federation. I have placed your president under arrest for his perpetuation of an illegal war following his election tampering in order to steal the election. This war is ended, effective immediately. If Federation military forces have to be called in, anyone who is still participating in combat operations will be subject to immediate termination. Leaders on both sides will come to the main government building. This is not a request or a negotiation. This is what you must do if you are to save your planet and your people.”

      Rivka repeated herself once before asking the driver to dial the frequency for the other side. He didn’t know what it was.

      Ankh, what’s the frequency for the resistance. The rebels. The anti-government forces, or whatever the hell they call themselves?

      There is a significant amount of chatter on one hundred twenty-five point four megahertz. It seems that you’ve made quite a stir, which also suggests that the main building is under surveillance.

      That means credibility that we can do what we say we can, Red remarked.

      “One twenty-five point four.” She counted on the translation chip to convert it to local units.

      The driver dialed it up.

      Rivka keyed the microphone and restated what she had told the government forces. “Now we wait.”
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      “Billister,” the man answered the comm. He listened to the voice at the other end. “Yes, sir. I’ll take care of it.”

      K’Twillis’ security chief looked from man to man, evaluating who he could trust with removing the members of the licensing board. They had to do it without sending alarm bells screeching across the planet. K’Twillis needed to buy a little more time for the mining operation, that was all.

      Billister decided he couldn’t trust any of them. “You three.” He pointed at a group of thugs looming over a pair of miners fixing a conveyor belt. “Come with me. We have a job to do.”

      One of the thugs pointed at the men and then his own eyes. “I’m watching you,” he growled.

      The miners tried to ignore him as they worked to get the belt running.

      “Come on!” Billister shouted and stormed off. “Mental midgets,” he grumbled to himself.

      When they reached the top, a vehicle with darkened windows was waiting. They climbed in and the driver left, not asking for a destination. He had already been told where to take them.

      A sketchy warehouse on the outskirts of town, where they had to build a couple of devices before nightfall. That was when the real work would begin.
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        * * *

      

      “How long is it going to take for the leaders to arrive?” Rivka asked, gripping the president’s arm to see his answers so he didn’t have to speak. Red had put duct tape over his mouth because the Ledonian appeared to be genetically incapable of telling the truth. “They should be here anytime now.”

      The president struggled against his bonds. Red shook him until he stopped.

      “What’s the matter? You don’t want the people to see you like this? Let me break it to you gently. I’m a Federation Magistrate. You’re in my custody because you broke the law. You’re not on trial because you’ve already been judged and found wanting. At this point, you are a convict, but I’m letting you hang around because you have information I need. I’m glad that I can get it from you without having to listen to your perpetual stream of lies. How can you live with yourself?”

      “Psychotic?” Jay offered.

      That’s what I was thinking. Any idea when I can get out of this thing? Lindy asked.

      Ankh? Rivka checked in with the Crenellian.

      Pandora Express. The ship went to Amberstrom. From there, it went through a series of Gates with a final destination of Capstan. It should have arrived there within the past day.

      Red’s eyes narrowed, and his face turned hard.

      “Well then, no time to dawdle,” she told the president, who had no idea what she meant. She cupped her hands around her mouth and yelled, “Come on, people! Chop, chop!”

      Red couldn’t see anyone out there. It was still too early in the morning for light. The president mumbled through the tape.

      “What?” Rivka asked, exasperated. She put her hand on the side of his face. “They might attack us? That would be a mistake.”

      What do you see, Ankh? Rivka requested.

      There are vehicles converging on your position. Most are only lightly armed, but there is a heavily armed unit coming down the main corridor in front of you.

      If they want to play hardball, finish them.

      What is the hardball trigger for action? Ankh wondered.

      Rivka stopped for a moment and considered. “Red, we have a military unit coming at us. At what point does Peacekeeper turn them into a smoking hole?”

      “They might be skeptical of the request. I hate to say it, but if they shoot first?” Red shrugged and walked to Lindy.

      “That’s what I was thinking.” Ankh, the trigger is if they shoot first. The second that happens, destroy them.

      Lindy moved to a better position across the street to give her a flanking view of the approaching unit.

      The first to arrive came from the side streets and drove up to the barricade. Two Ledonians jumped out, using their doors as shields as they took aim. Rivka figured the leader was inside. She strolled into the remnants of the defense. With Red at her side, she crossed her arms and waited.

      No one moved.

      “Who’s here to talk about peace?”

      “I am!” the Ledonian shouted from inside the vehicle.

      “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa. Come out here and talk to me.”

      “I’m Treacher. How can I trust you?”

      “Do you trust the one who claims to be the president?”

      “Hell, no!”

      Rivka pointed with her chin and Red grabbed the president by the arm, pushed him into an overturned car, and leaned on him, squeezing him between Red’s large frame and the vehicle.

      “Neither do I, and that’s why I’m conducting the negotiations.”

      “How do I know you won’t kill me?”

      “You’d already be dead,” Rivka replied with the old adage. “Come on out, and we’ll shake hands. The sooner we start, the sooner this world can get back to normal.”

      Treacher left the vehicle, ordering his security to stand down before striding purposefully to the Magistrate. He thrust out his hand.

      “Are you going to negotiate in good faith?” Rivka asked as she grabbed his hand. Confusion jumped into his mind. Anger boiled, but seeing the president trussed like the criminal he was provided a spark of comfort.

      “Of course,” the Ledonian replied. “I don’t know what normal is for Leed’s Planet anymore.”

      “It’ll be a new normal. I can work with you. Thanks for putting your anger aside to do what’s right for your people.”

      A second vehicle raced into the area, then slowly circled. It parked next to the first visitor. No security appeared, just a young Ledonian woman. She made a rude gesture to those waiting in the vehicle before marching straight up to Rivka, dutifully ignoring her counterpart.

      “My name is Faith, and I represent the women’s faction,” she stated confidently.

      “Are you going to negotiate in good faith?” Rivka asked, and the two shook.

      “I will negotiate on behalf of the repressed. I answer only to them.”

      Rivka saw the honesty in the female’s mind along with unbridled rage. “Since I’m in charge of the negotiations, you will have an equal voice and equal representation.”

      “I want two votes to make up for the way we’ve been treated,” she demanded.

      The first Ledonian rolled his eyes and muttered, “Here we go.”

      “Shut up, both of you.” Rivka took hold of them by their arms and squeezed. “I said equal. I will tolerate no bullshit, quotas, denigration, or demands. You might want to get behind something. The next group brought a lot of their friends.”

      “I demand...” the woman started. Rivka pulled both contenders behind the nearest vehicle and ducked. A tank round thundered down the street and slammed into one of the guard towers.

      The air crackled and tingled as energy weapons came from the sky and painted the invaders, exploding their tools of war. Rivka peeked over the barrier at the nearly complete destruction. A second salvo surprised her, but those were precision strikes to clean up the remainder of the small attacking force.

      The enemy is destroyed, Ankh reported.

      See if the War Axe is available for a visit. This planet will self-destruct if we don’t hang our biggest hammer over their heads. The only reason they’re talking now is because of our firepower and apparent willingness to use it.

      Acknowledged, Ankh replied.

      Rivka hoped that the Crenellian would tell her what he had been able to arrange, but she expected she’d find out when everyone else did—after the Bad Company’s warship was hovering over the city.

      “Who else is coming?” Rivka wondered. “Driver, hand me the microphone, and let’s see who else is out there.”

      She made the call and waited. Only one person answered, and that one had witnessed the destruction of his pro-government unit. “I think you’re terrorists, and I will fight you with every fiber of my being.”

      Rivka turned away from the vehicle. “What is with the fucking anger? You want to see anger? That!” She pointed at the smoking crater and debris where a coherent military unit had been moments before. “You want more of that? I got more of that.”

      I see him, Lindy reported.

      Capture him and bring him in, Rivka ordered.

      A single round cracked from the mech’s oversized railgun. Lindy pounded through the destruction and around a corner, and a moment later she reappeared carrying two struggling Ledonians.

      She dumped them unceremoniously on the ground in front of the barricade. Red picked them up and carried them to where the others stood. Treacher’s lip curled and his fists clenched. Faith crossed her arms and snarled.

      “I see you’re all friends,” Rivka interjected flippantly. “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa.” She thrust out her hand.

      The captured soul started to spit, but Red caught his chin and held his mouth shut as he lifted him by his head. “That’s not how you treat a Magistrate,” Red growled into the Ledonian’s ear. “When I put you down, you’re going to play nice, or I will start breaking your bones.”

      Red let the upstart’s feet touch the ground, but he kept trying to lunge. Rivka came close and placed her hand on his arm. She recoiled from the rage. “He’s never to see the light of day again. I believe his rational mind is gone.” Rivka walked toward the second captive. “What about you? Is there a shred of decency left?’

      She grabbed the young Ledonian. More rage, but he was trying to tamp it down. Fear of the unknown gripped him. “I can work with you. What is unknown will become known. What you fear will be exposed and rendered harmless. This is why we negotiate. This is how we achieve a lasting peace. All of you will feel like no one has won, but the end result will be that the people of Leed’s Planet will survive and start thriving again.”

      Red zip-tied the wrists of the angry Ledonian and used more ties to attach him to the president. “Hey you, do you want to die?” The soldier started to back up.

      “No,” he replied.

      “Then come over here. I have a job for you.” Reluctantly, the soldier approached. “Lock these two up. I’ll be by later to check on them. If they escape, your life is forfeit. Keep them secure, and we’ll all walk away from this.”

      “Let’s go inside where we can talk in private. Jay, will you join us please?” Rivka asked. The young woman had been standing to the side and was wearing a long face, but she perked up at being included in helping to shape a better future for a planet tearing itself apart.
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        * * *

      

      Billister had sent the others back to the mine and waited alone in a coffee shop across the street from where the Licensing Board was to convene. He had the impression that they were to meet in the morning but had nothing to confirm that. Billister was prepared to wait as long as it took.

      After lunch he took a long walk, always keeping the building in view. He checked in with K’Twillis, who agreed with the course of action. The sun continued through the sky until late afternoon. Billister had his eye on a nearby hotel and was ready to get a room when a series of vehicles showed up, parking out front.

      He walked that way briskly, studying the faces to make sure.

      The board had arrived. They were consoling each other, but firm in their commitment to do the people’s business.

      Billister smiled to himself. For a few minutes longer, anyway, he thought.

      He strolled casually, turning off the road into a side street where he stopped, fumbled with something in his pocket, adopted a confused expression, and then returned to the corner as if wondering which way to go.

      After the last of the members entered the building, he gave them another minute. He took out his comm device, input a number, and held the device to his ear and had a conversation. Any observer would have thought he had called a friend since he interspersed his sentences with laughs and nods. He said a loud goodbye. When the device was in front of him, what would have looked like the tap to hang up was the tap to call the number on the screen.

      No one heard the connection as a massive explosion tore through the building. He had been ready for the explosion, but not the level of violence that erupted. It threw him into the air, after which he bounced off a vehicle and rolled into the street. Debris rained down on him and the vehicle. He was barely able to cover his face as he tried to curl up in a ball.

      When the immediate danger had passed, the driver got out to help, aghast at the cloud billowing from the rubble that used to be a building.

      Billister groaned and tried to get up. The driver told him to stay down.

      “No, we have to help. There have to be people hurt worse than me,” Billister claimed. When he got to his feet, he felt like nothing was broken, but the bruises would convince others of his innocence. He was a victim of what looked like an accident, like everyone else. “I smelled gas earlier,” Billister lied. “I should have called someone or said something! It’s all my fault!”

      “It’s not your fault,” the driver said soothingly while he supported Billister. “These old buildings. They ought to do something about them, but it’s no one’s fault.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Rivka, slack-jawed, looked at the three Ledonians. They were sitting as far away from each other as they could while remaining at the same table. It had been six hours, and they’d gotten almost nowhere. Every point Rivka brought up devolved into angry shouting and accusations.

      “The sky is blue,” Rivka stated. They glared at each other and then her. “Is there any goddamn thing you can agree on?”

      “The sky doesn’t matter. We deserve our just slice of it.”

      “You all deserve what you earn, nothing more, nothing less,” Rivka countered.

      Faith snarled a harrumph. “If we’re kept from earning anything, then we have nothing,” she declared.

      Rivka wanted to drill down but knew that the anger that embroiled them would not allow them to move forward. They needed time, and to each be given definitive actions to start rebuilding trust. As Federation signatories, they were subject to Federation assistance. Rivka maintained a loose interpretation of that statute.

      Rivka didn’t know what else to say. Repeating herself was getting them nowhere. She closed her eyes and massaged her temples.

      You called? a familiar voice came over her comm chip.

      Damn straight, TH, she replied. Give me a moment with these three, and then I’ll bring you up to speed.

      “Here’s what’s going to happen. The Federation is assuming control of Leed’s Planet. The Federation will mandate the actions you will take in order to return to being a functioning member. Your input is no longer solicited. The one thing that you have control over is your people. If any of them does violence upon another, their lives will be forfeit, and you’ll be thrown in jail as accomplices.”

      “You can’t do that!” Treacher cried belligerently. Rivka stood and walked to the window. She crooked a finger at them, but they crossed their arms and remained seated.

      “Of course I can, and I just did. Any questions? They’ll be the ones enforcing it.” She pointed at a shadow looming over the city.

      The War Axe—Terry Henry Walton’s flagship for his Bad Company. Rivka was pleased to see that he brought company. Dozens of ships formerly of Ten’s fleet, which the Bad Company had liberated, followed the destroyer down. As a show of force, the ships were making a slow pass over the city. Rivka smiled at the aerial parade.

      She found the Ledonians and Jay standing at her side looking out at the armada.

      “Floyd,” Jay whispered.

      “I look forward to seeing her, too. I’m sure we will, and soon.”

      Rivka switched to her chip. Our mech suit needs to be fixed. Good news is that it can take a tank’s main round and survive. The bad news is that it hammers the wearer and destroys the sensor suite.

      Sounds like you’ve had more action than we have. See you soon. Colonel Terry Henry Walton signed off.

      “I’ll leave you to argue among yourselves, but there’s really nothing left to fight over. Because you couldn’t negotiate, you’ll get to do as you’re told instead. That’s better, don’t you think?”

      “No! That’s crap,” Faith retorted.

      “Then you should have come to the table willing to talk instead of wasting your time posturing. I don’t have time to babysit. I understand that you have real grievances, but I also see your world in the middle of a civil war. We’ve been at it for a mere six hours, but none of you have any interest in taking the first steps to resolve this conflict. We’ll do that for you, and then you can get down to serious negotiations. Here’s a tip regarding negotiations: pick the one thing that you must have; that you are willing to die for. That is what you demand. Everything else can be traded or negotiated.”

      “That’s crap!” Faith repeated belligerently.

      “That’s reality. I didn’t come here to stop your war. I came here to stop the person I believe was responsible for starting your war. I now have the information I need to go after him since he’s no longer anywhere near here. I’m turning you over to the Bad Company, and they’ll prepare you for your Federation oversight team. Now, if you’ll excuse me, my friends are arriving, and I want to go say hi.”

      Jay and Rivka left without looking back. The Ledonians remained in stunned silence.
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        * * *

      

      “There is turmoil in the city,” Margaret noted.

      “Explain.” Tod Mackestray thrived on a certain amount of discord.

      “It appears that an explosion has killed every member of the Licensing Board, one of the key committees on this planet.”

      “How does something like that happen?”

      “First reports suggest a gas leak.”

      “I can work with that, but the sympathy voters will be out in full force. I may not be able to sway things unless a new faction is seeking a way into the system. Any nibbles in that regard?”

      “No, but the challengers are stepping into the void, telling the voters that they’ll improve infrastructure to keep anything like this from happening again.”

      Mackestray stroked his chin. He never accepted coincidences during an election cycle. “Who benefits from this board being eliminated?”

      Margaret took a while to answer. “The board ensures that businesses comply with regulations to maintain a smoothly operating economy while keeping the Capstan people safe. I can find no evidence of bribery or undue influence of the board members.”

      “Maybe that was why they had to go. They wouldn’t take the money to look the other way.”

      “I can’t find any direct benefit to the current candidates. Anyone waiting for a license would be held up.”

      “Were there any under review?”

      “There were fourteen, in eleven different jurisdictions.”

      “Someone is trying to horn in on my business. Keep digging. Something is going on there, but I don’t expect it’ll affect me. Display the profiles of those competing for the top position; those who wish to be the next Premier of Capstan affairs. Come on you, randy bastards, show me what’s hidden behind those doors...”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jay! a tiny feminine voice called. The female wombat called Floyd ran toward her and jumped, but since wombats are not great leapers, she hit the young woman waist high, and both tumbled to the ground.

      Lindy clumped across the tarmac and straight into the hangar bay, where she set a record escaping from the suit. Terry Henry and Charumati waved at her, but she was sprinting toward the hatch to the ship’s interior.

      “Does she know she can go in those things?” Terry asked.

      “No doubt, but there’s a certain level of dignity we maintain by not fouling the suit.”

      “Really?” Terry stopped and looked out the open hangar doors, his expression thoughtful. “I’ve never had a problem.”

      “You’re a man. It’s different for us.”

      “Does it make me a bad man if I’ve never even wondered about it?”

      “It makes you gallingly average in that department.” Char shook her finger at him.

      Terry bent his knee before her, took her hand, and smiled up at her. “Will you marry me? Please save me from my evil ways.”

      Char shook her head. “You forgot our anniversary again, didn’t you?”

      “Was that today?” Terry wondered, searching his eidetic memory for clues. “What day is it?”

      “Our anniversary?”

      “No, today.”

      Char pulled Terry to his feet, and the two embraced.

      “Are you two still at it?” Rivka asked when she reached the ship.

      “One hundred and fifty-some years. One loses track after a while,” Terry replied before getting down to business. “You have some issues with the Leed’s people, Barrister?”

      “We can talk inside. No sense in boring the snot out of everyone else.”

      A group of Bad Company members approached, aliens and humans alike.

      “I don’t think you’ve met our daughter Cordelia Dawn, and of course, Dokken.”

      Terry covered his mouth and whispered conspiratorially, “She stole my dog.”

      By all the gods in the universe, the man is completely untrainable. We should keep him in a crate, the dog replied. Cory’s eyes glowed blue as she approached, one hand buried in the oversized German Shepherd’s fur. With a guarded smile she one-arm-hugged Rivka.

      Jay’s arms were full of wombat, so Cory settled for a mutual pet of the creature.

      “Holy shit!” Red blurted.

      Bundin trundled up, surrounded by a human contingent. With his turtle-like shell, four stumpy legs, and blue stalk-like head, he cut an imposing figure. Two humans walked beside him with their hands on his shell.

      “Bundin, a Podder from Tissikinnon Four. You know Joseph and Petricia.”

      When the introductions were complete, Rivka asked if they could go inside and finish their conversation. Terry and Char preferred the outdoors.

      “We are stuck on the ship way too much. If there’s a chance to be outside, we’ll take it.” Terry pointed to a short dividing wall between Peacekeeper and War Axe where they could sit.

      Ankh appeared in the doorway of the Magistrate’s corvette. Terry and Char waved and yelled, but he only looked at them briefly before continuing his journey. He walked to the destroyer and boarded. He was surrounded by the Podder and others but waved them off on his way to see Ted.

      Red hovered near the Magistrate, eyes in constant motion. Leed’s Planet was still in a war, despite the pause in violence. Lindy joined him, wrapping an arm around his waist as they watched together.

      Char nudged her husband. “I love seeing that,” she said softly. He nodded and took her hand in his.

      “I do, too. It’s a tough universe, but being with the right people makes it all okay.”

      Rivka looked uncomfortable.

      Terry instantly felt bad and redirected. “Leed’s Planet. Civil War. No time to negotiate because you’re on the trail of a galactic criminal. Is that where we are?”

      “We’re trailing two criminals. One is more elusive than the other, but from the scant evidence we’ve been able to collect, these two leave a trail of destruction. I can’t believe they’ve been flying under the radar for as long as they have.”

      “Good that we were on a training mission and could divert here. What do you need us to do?”

      “Keep the Ledonians from killing each other until a Federation civil affairs team arrives. They are still armed, but the mech suits are superior to anything they have.”

      “We’ll get the word out. Any hope for them?”

      “Yes. They are an emotional people, and I think our guy tipped them over the edge. They are inconsolable right now, but over time they’ll earn each other’s respect. I hope it doesn’t take a generation or two, but it may. The Federation is here for the long term, so this could become a great vacation destination. Who knows?”

      “Are any shops open?” Char asked. Cory left the War Axe and approached, but stopped and headed toward the corvette.

      “There’s no one left aboard,” Rivka called.

      “Look at that little man!” she replied over her shoulder. In the hatch, the white cat with gray spots yowled. When Dokken approached, he hunched his back, turned sideways, and started hissing.

      Jay bounced down the destroyer’s ramp and put Floyd on the ground. She produced something to throw and tossed it. The wombat ran after it.

      “You have quite the zoo going on in there.” Rivka knew there was an orange cat on Terry’s ship, too.

      “What would we be without our friends?”

      “Did you actually have Dokken taped to your face?” Rivka asked out of the blue.

      “There’s a whole story behind that...” Terry started, but Char stopped him.

      “I can see you’re antsy to get going,” Char suggested.

      “The thing about the scumbags of the ‘verse, they will keep running until you catch them, and then two will pop up in their place.”

      “We’ll take care of things here so you can get going,” Terry stated. “And when you’re done, we have a favor to ask. We’ve heard about the slave trading that is riding on the back of the blood trade. We need that to end. If you can find them, we’ll do the rest.”

      “If I find slave traders, I don’t think there will be much left for you to do,” the Magistrate replied. “I hate those guys. Thanks for everything. I can’t pay you for this.”

      “Training for the Harborians. I don’t think we’ll be here long,” Terry replied.

      “Jay! Jay!” came a happy voice. The young woman was carrying the wombat, her face buried in the thick fur.

      “I’m not getting my wombat back, am I?” Terry asked the rhetorical question.

      “Jay killed some people in my last couple of cases. Those guys needed killing, but that’s not who she is. Floyd would be a great help to get the real Jay back.”

      “I figured. I’ll say goodbye. I never seem to be able to keep a pet around.”

      “There’s always Wenceslaus,” Char told him.

      “He’s my arch-nemesis.”

      “You have an arch-nemesis who lives with you aboard your ship?” Rivka wondered.

      “He’s not an arch-nemesis. Why did I even say those words?” Char asked herself. “He’s the ship’s cat. Stowed away.”

      “Sounds familiar.” Rivka nodded.

      “You should probably be aware she poops squares that she stacks on top of each other to mark her territory.” Char shrugged. “We assigned a cleaning bot to follow her around.”

      Rivka’s face dropped. “Lovely. I don’t have a cleaning bot.” She looked at her security team. “If Red steps in it, he will lose his freaking mind. Probably I will, too.”

      Cory joined the group as they were saying their goodbyes.

      “Dad is a good man,” Cory told Rivka. “Selfless to a fault, but you’d better visit often. A wombat, a barrister, and a fellow weapons enthusiast. Your team is filled with the kind of folks he likes to surround himself with. He won’t cry over Floyd’s absence, but he’ll be a bear until he accepts it.”

      “We can’t take Floyd with us. Not in that case.”

      “Of course you can. She is a gift to us all. How about we ask her?”

      Floyd, Terry said. Do you want to go with Jay?

      Jay! the wombat cried happily.

      It means you won’t be with us, but we’ll visit you when we can.

      Terry. I’m sad. But Jay! I’m happy again! the wombat replied.

      “Do you mean it? Floyd can come with us?”

      “Yes,” was all Terry Henry could manage.

      A mech clumped through the hangar bay and down the ramp.

      “Fixed already?” Lindy asked.

      “No. It’ll take a while to repair the damage to the other suit, so we swapped yours out with one that’s a little bit better.”

      “What’s different?” Lindy wondered, smiling broadly.

      “You’ll have to see for yourself.” The person driving the suit marched straight to Peacekeeper. The jets activated, sending it upward, and the mech settled into the ad hoc rack. The back unzipped and Christina climbed out.

      “Although I prefer au naturale, sometimes these suits come in handy,” she called from atop the corvette. She followed the handholds down. “I’m sorry I didn’t say hi earlier, but I was up to my ass in mech alligators. The Harborians are having a hard time adjusting, so we’re modifying the suit’s software to be more accommodating. I say ‘we,’ but I mean Ted.”

      “Of course.” Rivka hugged TH, Char, and Cory, and leaned down to give Dokken a kiss.

      What are you doing? he asked.

      “I was going to kiss you right on your dog nose.”

      Maybe I don’t like human kisses.

      Rivka’s mouth dropped open, and she looked deeply into his eyes. She found that she could see some of his thoughts. He was hungry for bistok jerky and felt that Terry had some but was holding out.

      I’m kidding. I love kisses! He laved Rivka’s face with his massive tongue.

      The Magistrate fell over backward. “Oh, God!”

      Cory pulled her to her feet. “He’s incorrigible.”

      Rivka scrubbed her face with a sleeve. Jay waddled toward the stairs of the corvette, the heavy wombat weighting her down. Hamlet ran when he saw the creature coming toward the hatch.

      Red and Lindy waited for the others.

      Ankh appeared, carrying a small bag. No one asked what it was, expecting a high tech toy that they wouldn’t understand.

      Christina waved.

      “How’s your bar doing?” Rivka asked.

      “It’s doing too much without me. I should consider retiring so I can manage my business.”

      Rivka nodded and headed for her ship.

      “We brought back the pineapple and ham pizza! It’s on the menu now,” Terry yelled after her.

      The Magistrate stopped. “You did what? That’s breach of contract. You signed that you would never put pineapple on an All Guns Blazing pie.”

      “It’s this side of the galaxy’s equivalent. The contract wording is too narrow, Barrister. It says specifically, ‘pineapple.’ We’ve acquired moonsapple, which is identical, and we’re using bistok ham. It’s wonderful. Stop by Keeg Station and take a walk on the dark side. I think you’ll like it.”

      “No. It’s a violation of your contract.”

      “No, it’s not, because we’re not putting pineapple on our pizza.” Terry shook his head and looked forlorn. “I think I may have to find myself a new Barrister to defend my interests and the soon-to-be-famous-galaxy-wide TH Moonstokle Pie.”

      Rivka held her head and rubbed her temples. She sighed and tried not to look at the beaming Colonel Terry Henry Walton. “Send me the info on the slave traders. We’ll start hunting those scumbags right now.”
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      “Chaz, take us out of here. Next stop, Capstan.”

      The AI lifted off and angled the corvette away from the Harborian fleet that occupied the skies above the spaceport. Once clear, the ship turned upward and raced toward the stars.

      “What do we know about this place?” Rivka sat in the captain’s chair, surprised when Hamlet appeared. The cat had achieved a truce with the wombat. Floyd didn’t care, but Hamlet was not amused by the new addition to the crew.

      Jay! Jay! Floyd cried happily over the comm chip into all their minds. Jayita tried to shush the wombat as they played tug. Lindy was still in the shower. Her extended stay in the mech suit had made her nastier than she was willing to tolerate. Red was stuffing his face with a wide array of food bars.

      Ankh was in his lab. He hadn’t shown anyone what was in the bag he brought from the War Axe.

      Chaz delivered the standard briefing on Capstan: demographics, general issues, and key people. He added the latest news, which included the continuing coverage of the complete loss of the licensing board.

      Rivka sat up straight, earning herself a claw in the leg. She pushed Hamlet off her lap and started to pace.

      “Erasmus, are you around?”

      “I am,” the AI responded politely.

      “What’s your take on the licensing board?”

      “Capstan is a peaceful society based on working within a loose framework. In many places, lawmaking bodies would do what the licensing board does. They make the regulations regarding trade and oversight. With it, they have a steady and predictable revenue from vendors and service providers. It’s also one of the safest planets in the galaxy. Their regulations and oversight create an environment of expectations. Since businesses unequivocally know the framework within which they’ll operate, they can better manage their affairs. It works very well for the planet.”

      “But little excitement, I guess. Police and enforcement aren’t present in big numbers?”

      “There are very few police and security forces, but regulation enforcement has the largest number of government employees.”

      “If I read that correctly, the most powerful group of individuals on Capstan died in a single accident.”

      “That’s what all the reports, both public and private, say,” Erasmus replied.

      “And our boy is there right now as far as you know?”

      “Pandora Express arrived, entered the atmosphere to land on the planet, and has not left, as far as orbital control is concerned.”

      “No ships called Pandora something have departed?”

      “Orbital control matches departures with arrivals. A foreign vessel like Pandora Express would not be able to change names on Capstan.”

      “Well then...” Rivka stopped pacing. “Red! Can you come in here?”

      The big man had been waiting outside the bridge and immediately darkened the hatchway.

      “Looks like Tod Mackestray is on Capstan somewhere. Unfortunately, we can’t find where he landed his tiny ship. He could have put it just about anywhere.”

      “We’ll be able to find the ship,” Erasmus replied confidently. “I’m not concerned about that. Maybe it would be better to flush him out and then use our weaponry to eliminate him?”

      Rivka stopped pacing and hung her head. “I can’t do that. I know he’s done bad things based on the testimony of the people I’ve talked to, but none of that has risen to capital crime status. I can’t execute him without being sure. We have to find him on the ground and arrest him. Then I need to question him, to include questioning his AI to gather more evidence for the case against him. I’ll need you for that.”

      “I look forward to the challenge. My stepfather Plato had to match minds with Ten, the evil AI who was attempting to expand into Federation space using human slaves, the Harborians. Between Plato, Ankh, and Ted, they bested him, destroying him both physically and digitally. It was a glorious victory. I am proud to be one of Plato’s stepchildren.”

      “I want to kick his ass,” Red admitted. “That fucker put a price on my head, so I’ll be more than happy to secure him for you, Magistrate.”

      Rivka pursed her lips and puffed out her cheeks. “Just don’t kill him. Your word.”

      “My word, I won’t kill him. For your information, Blokites are extremely hard to kill in hand-to-hand combat. They may not be fast or overly strong, but they are genetically predisposed to surviving impacts, probably due to their mountain-dwelling upbringing. They can ram heads with a goat and be okay.”

      “Good to know.” Rivka shrugged since she didn’t care about butting heads with goats. She made a mental note to look up what that meant. “Do you have a picture of him we can use?”

      Red laughed and shook his head. “I doubt there are any pictures of him or K’Twillis. They are slippery eels, maneuvering through the system anonymously and unobserved.”

      “Speaking of K’Twillis, any more information on potential whereabouts?”

      “None at all. Those two are ghosts until we have the right tidbits. We have to look at the vastness of the sky to find one or two stars that are blocked out because that’s where they are hiding. For Tod Mackestray, we were able to narrow where we looked until we found the void in which he hides. For K’Twillis, we are still searching the entirety of an endless universe,” Erasmus pontificated.

      Rivka winked at Red. “But you are Erasmus, an artificial intelligence like no other. With Ankh, I have no doubt that you will shrink the universe in a way where K’Twillis will stand out like a moon reflecting the sun’s light.”

      “You are too kind, Magistrate,” Erasmus replied.

      Jay! Floyd cried again. Rivka laughed and shook her head.

      “The mood has definitely lightened,” the Magistrate said in relief. Hamlet yowled long and low from the bridge. “Except for you, fuzzy kitty.”

      Jay was tossing a small ball that Floyd ran after, her claws scraping on the hard surface of the deck except where it was rubberized, which was where she picked up speed.

      “I love her!” Jay said, her face glowing.

      Rivka blinked away a tear. The old Jay was coming back to them. Rivka hadn’t noticed how much she had missed the happy-go-lucky teen. She missed seeing Jayita painting on the wall.

      “What’s next in your mural?” Rivka asked.

      “Floyd has to get her place in the picture, so she’s next. I think I’ll put her right there.” Jay pointed to a spot on the wall where each of the Magistrate’s team was represented, including Hamlet. “And then the worlds we’ve seen. I need to capture them.”

      “’Capturing Capstan.’ Sounds like the next hit pop song.”

      “We need more music,” Jay exclaimed. Floyd bounced around with joy before climbing into one of the recliners and falling asleep, snoring within seconds.

      “That was interesting,” Rivka said.

      “Too much excitement,” Jay said in a hushed voice, smiling at the wombat as if she were her baby.

      Rivka twirled her finger in the air. “We need to talk about our next steps.”

      “I’ll get Lindy,” Red said.

      “You just want to see her in the shower.”

      “That doesn’t make me a bad person.” Red waved Rivka away as he headed for the ship’s bathroom.

      Ankh, we need to talk about our plan of engagement now that we’ve arrived at Capstan, Rivka passed using the internal comm chip.

      Erasmus is already engaged. Do you still need me? I’m busy.

      You are a member of my team, and this is an important meeting. You have to admit that I don’t hold many meetings, so when I do, I need you to attend. Rivka waited patiently. She wasn’t arguing with Ankh. He was always certain that what he was working on was more important than anything anyone else was doing.

      He was usually right.

      Fine.

      The little victories, Rivka thought. She would have sat down, but Floyd was sleeping in her chair. The other recliner was empty, but humans are creatures of habit. She didn’t contemplate sitting in the other, because that was Red’s seat. She opted for leaning against the counter that separated the small galley from the rest of Peacekeeper’s main space.

      Ankh appeared right before Red and Lindy, and the three entered together. Red took his recliner and Lindy climbed into his lap. Ankh stood with his thin arms crossed. Jay sat at the table in a chair not far from the sleeping wombat.

      “Chaz, show us the general information from Capstan, including customs and things for visitors to be wary of.”

      The ship’s AI ran through a boring series of slides, delivering the narrative in a monotone. Ankh turned to leave.

      “That’s enough, Chaz. Thanks. Erasmus, show us the information on the upcoming election. Any changes or twists to projections?”

      Erasmus ran through the three main races, highlighting that nothing unexpected had happened. The only twist was the accident that killed the remaining members of the licensing board.

      “You said ‘remaining members of the board.’ Did something happen before the accident?”

      “Yes,” Erasmus replied. “The chairman of the board had an unexpected heart attack and died.”

      “Timeline for that event, please,” Rivka requested.

      “Mackestray was still on Leed’s Planet at that time.”

      “He hires people to do the wet work,” Red stated, pointing to himself. “He didn’t need to be here.”

      “But what does he get from nuking the board? They may run the show on Capstan, but trying to influence that many at one time seems odd.”

      “I don’t know. He destroyed people without killing them.” Red scowled and looked at the deck.

      “I think we’re missing something,” Jay offered.

      “I don’t see any causal links. I believe Jayita is right. We’re missing something. I shall re-evaluate all the data,” Erasmus said.

      “Where’s that leave us, Magistrate?” Lindy asked.

      “Without a lead. You know what we do when we don’t have any leads?”

      “We scare some up!” Jay declared.

      “Let’s meet with the three challengers first. They have the most to gain from Mackestray’s influence.”

      “They have the most to lose, too, once they join the Blokite’s brothel.” Red sneered.
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        * * *

      

      “A vote for Bandersnatch is a vote for progress!” The message blared from massive speakers hanging on the front of the building.

      “No laughing,” Rivka warned the others before leaning through the cab’s window and talking to the driver. “If you would wait, please, we won’t be long.”

      “Meter’s running,” he replied, smiling and kicking back with his hands behind his head.

      “As I would expect.” She followed Red as he hurried through the front doors to get away from the noise. Jay rushed in after him with her hands over her ears. Rivka and Lindy were slower. “Don’t stay out here. I don’t need you to be driven insane.”

      “I don’t want to go mad, so that works for me. I’ll wait inside the front door. I hope they aren’t grinding eardrums the same way indoors.”

      Rivka winced. “Only one way to find out.”

      The heavy doors and windows protected them. They both breathed a sigh of relief, taking deep breaths as if the air were fresher.

      Rivka strolled up to someone who looked important. “I’m the Magistrate and I need to see the candidate, please. I believe I have an appointment.”

      “I’m afraid not,” the female said. “Because he’s not here. He has a rally on the other side of the planet.”

      Rivka pulled out her datapad and tapped to the confirmation message from the candidate’s office. She showed it.

      “There must have been some kind of mistake. That communication doesn’t change the fact that he’s not here,” the Capstanian replied. Nearly indistinguishable from a human except for the lack of ears, the female stood her ground.

      “No problem at all,” Rivka smiled and extended her hand. When the female took it, Rivka followed up. “Are you sure he’s not here?”

      In her mind was a picture of him in his office and her wondering if he’d been seen.

      Using her nano-modified strength, Rivka started to squeeze the woman’s hand. “Why are you lying to me?”

      “You’re hurting me!” the Capstanian cried, trying to free herself. She was beginning to panic, and her mind became a jumble of thoughts from which Rivka could see nothing substantial.

      The Magistrate let go. “We’ll be going in the back now and meeting with the candidate. Lindy, hold her.”

      Lindy towered over the Capstanian, grabbing her collar and lifting until she was standing on her tiptoes.

      “You can let her loose once we are in the company of Bandersnatch. He doesn’t have a woman back there, does he?” Rivka asked, remembering the unpleasant scene with the Reman mayor. “We won’t be long.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      K’Twillis looked into the pit, remaining close to the foliage, away from the edge. His leafy non-sentient brethren made him feel at home, while the torn world before him reminded him that he didn’t care about the planet. It was something to be exploited.

      Nothing more.

      If the people departed, the flora would reclaim the land and save it from itself. Maybe the residents of Capstan would leave this part of their world, but they probably wouldn’t. K’Twillis would be long gone by then, riding with the prize of a full freighter of exotics, the sunlights of a hydroponic section keeping him fed and spry.

      The freighter was half-full already. They were getting close.

      “My compliments, Billister,” the Aborginian said through his strange microphone. “Production is back on track.”

      “Just doing my job, sir.” Billister stood apart from his boss. He refused to get too close, because he had enemies, too. It wouldn’t do for an irate husband to harm the Aborginian while shooting at the security chief.

      “It’s more than that. Masterful work with the board. They never discovered that it wasn’t an accident.”

      “It was an accident. They were on a train headed down the wrong tracks by trying to cross you. It didn’t turn out well for them.”

      “I like when my team is better than their team—which is always, because I like to win.”

      “Losers think winners are lucky,” Billister remarked. “Winners make their own luck.”

      “Winners are playing to win.” K’Twillis shifted to get more sun while remaining close to a bush and a tree. “I like you, Billister. This is the third planet we’ve been on together. You get things done. The rest of that rabble will remain here when we move on. They have come up short of my expectations.”

      “I couldn’t agree more. With more time up front, I can hire better people who require less training.” Billister waited, but K’Twillis didn’t respond. “That was not meant as a criticism, sir,” he apologized. “I offer it as an option for a future project. A little more time and a lot less hassle.”

      “I had very little hassle.” The microphone failed to translate emotion, but Billister suspected the Aborginian had taken it the wrong way.

      “My apologies. I shall carry out your will in whatever time I am given.”

      K’Twillis’ leafy body shook as if he were laughing. He didn’t raise the microphone to articulate his position.

      “I see eight days remaining. Then we leave.”

      “The foreman is planning for fourteen more days of work.”

      “Exactly,” K’Twillis replied cryptically. “Tell no one.”
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        * * *

      

      Rivka knocked politely and then tried to open the door. It was locked, so she nodded to Red. He took one step and slammed into it with a huge shoulder. The door burst open. Bandersnatch sat behind a desk, buried in papers and tablets.

      “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded before taking a good look at the group that had forced their way into his office. He didn’t recognize the logo on the collar of Rivka’s Magistrate jacket, but he knew the power of railguns.

      “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and we had an appointment that your lackey tried to chase me away from. That tells me you’ve got something to hide. As Premier for Capstan, you would be your planet’s representative to the Federation. Is this how you intend to treat us?”

      “Today was always a down day in the office. If I had made an appointment, I would have kept it, but I don’t see anything on my schedule.” He leaned forward as if making a profound point to an awed nation.

      “Most politicians are smooth liars.” Rivka strolled around his desk to get within arm’s reach. “Tell me, have you heard of an individual named Tod Mackestray?” She patted the back of his hand in a friendly manner. Images strobed into her mind.

      “I don’t know anyone by that name. It doesn’t sound Capstanian. Is she an alien?” From what Rivka could tell from the snippets of thought, Bandersnatch was telling the truth.

      “He’s a Blokite. Impossible to miss. Sells influence. I thought you might be a prime customer.”

      “I have a good chance to win!” he claimed.

      Rivka raised her eyebrows as she sat on his desk and looked down on him.

      “It’s a slim chance,” he conceded.

      “How far behind are you in the polls?”

      “Seven percent. No one has ever come back from a margin greater than five this close to the election.” He threw his hands up in frustration before pointing at his desk. “There’s nothing here that will help me get over that last hurdle. I know I can do a better job for the people, but I just can’t convince them.”

      Rivka touched his arm. He believed what he was saying. She wondered if he was psychotic. Selfless service in government. She bit her lip to keep from snorting.

      “I appreciate your time, Mister Bandersnatch. Ping me if you hear from Tod Mackestray. He’s an intergalactic criminal. He’s here on Capstan, and I aim to catch him.” She turned toward the door. “Red, get the cab and bring it up front.”
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        * * *

      

      The taxi with the Blokite had to wait for another cab to finish loading. He was taken by a trio of striking women climbing in. The last sported military clothing and carried a railgun. He liked everything he saw and was in need of a new chief of security. He made to get out, but the door was locked.

      “Need to pay first,” the driver said, smacking his lips.

      “Wait for me. I’ll need a ride when I finish. Let me out!” Mackestray kept pulling at the handle, but it wouldn’t give. He groaned as the woman closed the door behind her. The cab raced into traffic and disappeared. “Now look what you’ve done.”

      Mackestray tapped his credit chip against the payment device.

      “You want me to wait?”

      “That was what I said.” The Blokite glared.

      “Two hours pre-paid, then. Tap the chip again.”

      After the new charge registered, the driver put the vehicle in park. “I’ll be here when you come out.”

      The door unlocked and Mackestray was finally able to open it and escape. He stood on his tiptoes but couldn’t see where the other cab had gone. He slammed the door and headed through the noise of blaring megaphones. “How do these people live like this?” he grumbled.

      Inside, he found a severe-looking Capstanian female. She smiled and nodded when she saw him. “He’s in the back,” she told him.

      He walked by with barely a glance to acknowledge her.

      When he reached the office, he stopped to take in the broken door. He slowly pushed it open, wondering if he’d find a dead body inside. Bandersnatch was behind his desk. He turned pale when the Blokite entered. Mackestray shut the door as best he could before taking a seat on the couch against the wall.

      “I hear you’re down seven points. If you want to win, I can show you how.”

      “Who. Are. You?” the candidate asked slowly, knowing full well who was in his office. He found his mouth dry. Railguns appeared before his eyes, and a  Federation Magistrate glaring at him. He started to sweat.

      “I’m Tod Mackestray, and before the day is out, we’re going to be good friends.”
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        * * *

      

      “Next stop, the incumbent,” Rivka told the group. “Let’s see if he is willing to meet with us. I don’t want to break down any more doors.”

      Jay watched out the window.

      “I don’t understand the licensing board,” Rivka said slowly.

      Jay shook her head. “I understand why people want to be in power. There’s nothing selfless about it. My parents taught me all I need to know about bureaucracy.”

      “I would like to think that your parents are outliers, but I know that isn’t true. I have hope that there are some good people out there. I didn’t see anything bad from Bandersnatch.”

      Red covered his mouth as he chuckled.

      Rivka shook a finger at him. “Maybe this planet is too mellow for someone like Mackestray to find traction.”

      Red straightened up. “If that’s the case, we need to hurry. If he leaves, we’ll be back to square one.”

      The Magistrate considered Red’s point and took out her datapad. “Ankh, we need to make sure that Pandora does not leave Capstan space. Can you file an alert through Federation channels, please?”

      “Yes,” the Crenellian replied. “Jay is not allowed to leave the ship without Floyd.”

      “What makes you say that?” Rivka asked.

      “What’s wrong with Floyd?” Jay demanded, suddenly alarmed.

      Ankh rotated the camera to show the wombat sitting on his lap, nuzzling him with her broad snout. Since Floyd was nearly the same size as the Crenellian, the wombat filled the screen.

      “I’m glad you two are getting along,” Jay said, relieved.

      Ankh didn’t look pleased. His usual neutral expression had been replaced by one of disdain.

      “You need to get back to the ship as quickly as possible. Five minutes ago would be best.”

      Rivka shook her head. “No can do, Ankh. We have one more stop, and then we’ll return to the ship. I’m sure Floyd would like to see the city. She’ll be a big hit, since I haven’t spotted any domestic creatures.” Rivka watched the sidewalks and the nearby traffic, seeing no animals of any kind.

      Ankh’s face disappeared as the wombat started jumping up and down in front of the camera.

      “Sorry, Ankh. Gotta go. Remember to file the alert on Pandora Express.” Rivka tapped off before Ankh could demand they save him from a happy wombat.
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        * * *

      

      “Premier Bumperclasp.” Rivka cleared her throat after saying the name. Red steeled his expression. “I’m glad you were able to meet with me.”

      Rivka offered her hand, and as he took it, she said in a rush, “Do you know a Tod Mackestray?”

      His mind reflected nothing in regard to the name. His words were true. “I don’t know that person.”

      “A Blokite,” Rivka replied. “He’s in the business of election tampering, and we’ve followed him to Capstan. He is here. What’s he doing here? That is the question I’d like an answer to. Regardless, he’s an intergalactic person of interest. I need to talk to him. If you see him, please detain him and contact me. We’ll come to collect him.”

      “Is he dangerous?”

      “Judging by what we saw on the last planet he visited, yes. He might be responsible for thousands of deaths.”

      The premier sat down heavily and blew out a long breath. His brow furrowed. “And you say he’s on Capstan?”

      “Yes, but he’s slippery. If you send your people after him, I fear that he’ll run and we’ll lose him. With your elections pending, he’ll be soliciting clients. We want him to stay in the open. We’ve issued an alert for his spaceship through the Federation, but that won’t mean much if he runs. I don’t want him to escape. The damage he’s accused of doing is rather significant.”

      “It doesn’t sound like you know for sure he’s the one you’re looking for.”

      “We know he’s committed a number of crimes. But has he committed the worst of the crimes? It’s my job to find proof of that. I’ll be able to tell by questioning him.”

      “What if he doesn’t talk?” The premier wasn’t convinced.

      “He doesn’t need to. I’ll know,” Rivka replied.

      Bumperclasp nodded and offered nothing else.

      “The issue of the licensing board has come to our attention. It seems out of character for Mackestray to do something like that, but I don’t believe in coincidences.”

      “Our investigators found no evidence that it was anything other than an accident. Although nothing like this has ever happened before, it’s not outside the realm of possibility. It was a tragic intersection of bad luck.”

      “What about the chairman of the board’s death?”

      “That happened the week before. A heart attack. Once again, it’s not common, but not unheard of. They are coincidences, nothing more.”

      Rivka chewed on the inside of her lip and studied the premier as he spoke. “I’d like to look into it as part of my investigation into Mister Mackestray.” She wasn’t asking permission. “Who do I need to talk with to find issues that were on the board’s plate in order to eliminate concerns in various lines of inquiry?”

      “The secretariat that supports the board. They are currently in mourning. The recording and documentation office worked closely with all the board members. They were friends. I’m not sure how much you’ll be able to get from them. Please take care, Magistrate.”

      “We will be empathetic. No one likes to lose a friend.” Rivka had nothing else. “Thank you for your time. If Mackestray shows up, please let me know. And I have one more request. We need the assistance of your law enforcement personnel.”

      “My people out front will put you in touch. You have my full support. I don’t like the idea of someone who may have been responsible for thousands of deaths roaming free on my planet.”

      “Thank you.” Rivka was sincere in her appreciation even though the words were simple.

      The premier nodded and returned to his work. Rivka and her team showed themselves out, leaving their contact information with the premier’s team of assistants. A Capstan federal authority van was ordered and arrived within minutes.

      I would have thought they’d be busier, Red said privately.

      They are convinced it was an accident. I’m convinced of the opposite, Rivka replied.

      “Back to the ship to collect Floyd, and then to the recording and documentation office,” Rivka said aloud.

      “Floyd will be fine,” Red suggested. He fidgeted impatiently.

      “It’s not Floyd we’re worried about. It’s Ankh. The little guy could be smothered to death, and then who would change the lights to green for you?” Lindy asked.

      “We’re not going to let Mackestray get away,” Rivka tried to reassure him.

      It wasn’t very reassuring. They were grasping at straws.
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      Jay hurried into Peacekeeper, calling for Floyd. The wombat bounced down the corridor to meet her, and Jay quickly kneeled to avoid getting bowled over. The two hugged before Jay carried her friend from the ship and rejoined the others waiting in the van.

      “Hey, Floyd!” Rivka smiled. “How was Ankh?” she asked Jay.

      “Never saw him.”

      Ankh! Floyd cheered in her small voice.

      “He’s fine,” Red grumbled before directing the driver to head out.

      “The Chief Constable wants a word,” the driver said.

      “I look forward to it.” Rivka had grown comfortable with her authority and wasn’t intimidated by local law enforcement. She needed something, and he could provide it. She would get what she wanted, and in the end, the galaxy would be a safer place.

      The van raced through the city, using its lights and siren to bypass normal traffic. “The roads can be bad this time of day,” the driver said to no one in particular.

      “I lived on a massive space station,” Jay whispered. “How come most of the planets we go to aren’t advanced? Collum Gate had hover vehicles and cool architecture, but most places are backward.”

      “Because most places are playing catch-up. Without the Federation, many of these races would still be stuck on their own planets. The Federation helps them technologically, but only incrementally so their social systems can keep pace. That’s why it seems like so many of them are stuck in a twentieth-century Earth kind of place. The Federation expanded so quickly that they introduced advances at relatively the same time.”

      “So here we are, stuck in the same traffic on different planets. I wondered why that was, but your explanation makes sense.” Lindy continued to look out the window as the world of Capstan raced by.

      The law enforcement center was in a nondescript building in an average section of town. There were no high rises. There was a small compound where official vehicles were stored. The entrance was a simple double door with a small logo and the name of the organization.

      Capstan Federal Authority.

      Red hopped out first and prepared to go inside, but Rivka stopped him. “I assume that your railgun will be less than popular until we establish our bona fides. You and all your hardware wait in the van. I’ll call if there is an issue.”

      Jay climbed out with Floyd who immediately ran to the bushes and dropped a load.

      Rivka groaned as she looked at Jay, who held up her hands. “No bags. Sorry.”

      Feel better, Floyd claimed.

      “I’m not sure she should come inside.”

      “You’re not going alone,” Jay told the Magistrate, putting her hands on her hips. “And we’re kind of a matched set.” She pointed with her chin toward the wombat who was sniffing her way to the front door.

      “Sounds good,” Rivka replied, shaking her head and walking toward the door. Jay hurried ahead and pulled the door open. Floyd squeaked through right before the Magistrate.

      Hold up, little girl, Rivka said. Wait for Jay, and you two stay together, please.

      But people! Floyd complained.

      You’ll get to meet them, but I need to introduce you, Jay remarked.

      Floyd ran back to meet Jay at the door. When Rivka looked up, she found every Capstanian in the front lobby staring at them. Rivka smiled and waved before holding up her credentials. “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and I have an appointment with the Chief Constable.”

      She looked for someone to acknowledge her, growing more and more irritated at the increasing length of the delay. A uniformed officer looked around before stepping forward.

      “I’m Officer Dellagrouch. I’ll escort you to the Chief Constable’s office.”

      “Thank you, Officer.” Rivka’s smile returned. The officer pointed at the wombat and started to speak, but Rivka stopped him. “Her name is Floyd, and she’s coming with us.”

      The officer seemed to instinctively know that point wasn’t to be argued.

      “Shall we?” Rivka motioned into the building. She had no idea where the Chief Constable’s office was and was glad of the escort.

      Rivka fell in beside the officer, making small talk as they walked. Jay and Floyd followed, the wombat bouncing happily and nodding at the people as she passed. A couple of braver souls kneeled to say hi and were warmly greeted with a full body rub of Floyd’s soft fur. She radiated happiness, so it didn’t take long before the entire station was following in order to feel her fur and greet her.

      “Here we are,” Officer Dellagrouch said, pointing the way through an open door. The Chief Constable, an ancient Capstanian, walked slowly toward the door with his hand outstretched. Rivka shook the warm hand. There were no ill thoughts, and Rivka relaxed. The Chief Constable looked at the wombat.

      “We don’t have pets on Capstan, but off-world entertainment often shows them. I always wondered what it would be like.”

      “Her name is Floyd, and she’s a wombat,” Jay informed him.

      “Nice to meet you.” He leaned down and held out his hand. Floyd nuzzled him, rubbing her head against his hand. He stroked her fur and smiled.

      “Floyd is a member of our crew. She is free to do as she wishes, but we take care of her.”

      The wombat stood on her back legs, and the Chief Constable caught her against the front of his trousers. He scrubbed the fur on the side of her neck, and she vibrated in delight.

      “I think we’ve been missing something. I shall have to explore this in my retirement. Constable Crustcrumb’s Companions. It has a certain ring to it.”

      Jay helped Floyd down so the Chief Constable and the Magistrate could have their conversation.

      Crustcrumb’s clothes were covered in wombat hair. He looked at his hands as if the Black Plague had infected his office. “Oh my,” he exclaimed.

      “That is the one drawback of pets or hairy companions.” Rivka took a seat in one of two chairs before his desk. “You said you wanted to talk to me.”

      He tried to wipe off the hair, but it stuck everywhere. Soon, it was on every surface of his clothing. He finally gave up. “I wondered how I could assist with your investigation, Magistrate.”

      “I would love your help. We’re looking for a spaceship called Pandora Express. It’s a small yacht. It could have landed anywhere. We already tried the usual search and came up with nothing. I think you probably have access to resources we don’t.” Rivka flashed him a smile.

      “Yes. We have the eyes and ears of our people, which are more valuable than any of those computers. I can put out an all-points bulletin.”

      “There’s the rub. He can’t know that we’re here and looking for him. We believe he has an AI who taps local communications and data systems to gather information that he then uses to blackmail people. He’s used blackmail and hacking to influence elections. That is where he gets his kicks and his credits.”

      “That changes things. We can brief it verbally for the crews, but we can’t hit the day shift until tomorrow morning. They are already on patrol.”

      “As long as we tread softly, another day is perfectly fine. Tod Mackestray is his name, and he’s a Blokite.”

      “I don’t know that species,” the Chief Constable admitted.

      “They evolved to survive impacts to their head, neck, and back. They look like a humanoid battering ram.” Rivka accessed her datapad and pulled up an image.

      “Is that him?” the Chief Constable asked.

      “No. That’s a picture of the Blokite ambassador on Collum Gate.”

      “They look fairly intimidating,” he suggested.

      “You don’t want to fight one hand to hand. It’s almost impossible to hurt them.”

      “Motive, means, and opportunity, Magistrate. Motive is money. Means is via his AI and personal intimidation. Does he have a gang that works for him? And opportunity. He’s here, and can get on any communications device to call. His personal appearance is probably the easiest for us to find, but we fight hard not to be accused of racism. I suspect there aren’t many Blokites in the universe, but even so, we can’t stop one for being of that race. We need some other reason to check his identification.”

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t have a picture or something confirming that he’s the one who came from Pandora Express. I still believe you have probable cause to stop every Blokite and at least ask for identification. If nothing else, simply tell me, and I’ll take care of it.”

      “I can’t do that, Magistrate. We pride ourselves on freedom and equality.”

      “I respect that, but when you have a fifty percent or better chance that someone is who we’re looking for, I’m good that we haven’t violated anyone’s rights. I’d take a twenty percent chance. I can’t believe there are five Blokites on Capstan.”

      “Maybe you can take that chance, but I can’t and won’t. I am sorry, Magistrate.”

      “Don’t be sorry, Chief Constable. I can respect someone who stands firm to their principles. A couple other tidbits came to me while we were talking. He has an AI called Margaret whom he talks to, and he’ll probably visit candidates for office or politicians who are already in office. Maybe if a Blokite shows up in those ways, it’ll meet your threshold for intervention.”

      “In either of those cases, yes. There is no reason for a Blokite to be interested in our elections.”

      “Deal, Chief Constable. If you find Pandora Express, please let me know. We’ll lock it up so he can’t fly out of here and then we’ll tighten the noose. If you can’t tell, I want this guy in a bad way.”

      “Stay true to your principles, Magistrate,” the old Capstanian advised. He wasn’t trying to be sarcastic. He’d been in the business a long time and knew the slippery slope of taking shortcuts.

      “I will. There are those who would kill him on sight. I’m not one of them. I want to question him. I already have a substantial case built, but I need a few more answers to finalize the case.”

      “As a Magistrate, is it true that you are the judge, the jury, and the executioner?”

      Rivka studied his expression, wondering what answer he was looking for. She settled on the innocuous.

      “I mete out Justice to the guilty. Magistrates carry the burden of the Federation. We deal with the worst of the worst. I’ve been shot, shot at, blown up, jailed, boiled, and watched my people get hurt, all of that over the course of eight months. I have little tolerance for games. When the end comes, there is no hesitation.”

      “I am happy to not have your job, Magistrate.”

      “I am surrounded by good people like Jay and Floyd. My bodyguards are outside. I didn’t think you’d appreciate two folks carrying railguns inside your station.”

      “That was probably the right call, but we would have been okay. You are a Federation Magistrate. We will get the word out regarding Pandora Express and have our people continue their search on the down low. We’ll make sure they don’t broadcast the search. Good luck.”

      “We’ll take all the luck we can get. Like I said, this guy is slippery. And we’re also looking for an Aborginian named K’Twillis.”

      “An Aborginian. A swamp person, if I’m not mistaken.”

      “That’s right.” Rivka’s ears perked up.

      “I think there’s one here. Interesting that such a being is invested in mining, but there it is.”

      “Mining!” Rivka ripped her datapad from inside her coat and started tapping. There’s an Aborginian here who is interested in mining.

      That’s him, Red declared. They are both here? Holy. Shit. Lock and load, people. The hunters become the hunted.

      Ankh. Check if the licensing board was doing anything with mining permits preceding the chairman’s death. It seems that K’Twillis may be on Capstan as well. Search everything to do with new mines, rented mining equipment, and so on.

      “You have been an incredible help, Chief Constable, but I need to go. We have the scent, and can’t let it go cold.” She tapped the side of her nose, then raced from the office with Jay and Floyd running after her.

      Fire up the van. We’re on our way. First stop, the recording and documentation office. We need directions to the mine. We have an Aborginian to find.

      Don’t forget Tod Mackestray, Lindy said.

      They have us surrounded, so no matter which direction we shoot, we’re going to hit something! Red declared.

      The Magistrate burst out the front door, running for the van. She jumped in and turned to find Floyd heading for the bushes with Jay jogging after her. She relieved herself, and Jay carried her the rest of the way to the van.

      Tired, the wombat cried. Rivka helped them into the van before Red told the driver where they needed to go.

      “Does this count as running?” Lindy asked.

      “I thought Ankh won the pool?”

      “He did, but there’s a new pool. It resets with each new mission…I mean case,” Lindy explained.

      “It does not count as running,” Red stated definitively. “But we may be shooting pretty soon. I think my number might be up.”

      “We could take that a couple different ways,” Rivka interrupted. “Dammit! Why do we always devolve into those damn prop bets of yours?”

      “Combat, Magistrate.” Red held Rivka’s gaze. “It’s the most inappropriate place for the best humor. Roll with it.”

      “Nobody gets killed!” she insisted.

      “We’ll do our best,” Lindy replied.

      Floyd started to whimper and stuffed her snout under Jay’s arm. “Nobody says the ‘d’ word. Floyd suffered enough of that when the Bad Company rescued her. She’s been safe ever since.”

      “Joining us to be safe?” Red mumbled.

      Rivka stabbed a finger into his exposed flesh and made the zip-it motion across her lips. Red nodded his apology. The Magistrate shook her head.
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      The datapad vibrated. Rivka looked at it and scowled. “Mackestray showed up at Bandersnatch’s right after we left. He’s already gone, and the candidate doesn’t know where.”

      Red hammered a fist into the dash, much to the driver’s chagrin.

      “We can’t be in two places at once,” he growled.

      “We don’t have to be.” Rivka used her pad to call the Chief Constable. The person who answered patched her through. “Mackestray visited Bandersnatch. Is there any way you can put a watch on the candidate’s office?”

      “I work for the Premier. Bandersnatch is running against him. Do you know how that would look? Even if I tried using someone in plain clothes, it wouldn’t work. I’m sorry, but I can’t do it.”

      Rivka’s lip curled, and she clenched her jaw as her fury rose. She fought to keep it  in check.

      “I understand. Just stay out of my way.” She signed off before he could respond. “Looks like it’s just us and our dilemma of having to be in two places at once. I’d call the Bad Company to help us out, lock down the whole planet until we caught these two, but we left them in the middle of a shit sandwich. We’re on our own.”

      “I’ll watch the candidate’s office,” Lindy volunteered.

      “Mackestray is dangerous,” Red argued slowly, knowing there were few options, none of them savory.

      “So am I,” Lindy replied.

      “He could have a bodyguard, someone like me.”

      “I’ll be okay. I’ll call if it looks like more than I can handle.”

      “What would it take for you to call?”

      “Maybe a dozen. Ten tops, if they were big.” Lindy smiled. Red had no comeback.

      “We could go with her,” Jay offered.

      Tired, a small voice said.

      Rivka put a gentle hand on the young woman’s shoulder. “Floyd is an absolute delight, but she is comparable to a four-year-old, maybe?” Jay nodded. “You need to keep her out of harm’s way. You two go back to the ship. Lindy, set up camp at the office. Red and I will continue to the recording and documentation office.”

      “Driver, can you get them a ride?” Red asked.

      Without answering, he accessed a digital radio. In a few moments, he pointed. A patrol car waited for them up ahead. Before the van stopped, Rivka had the door open. Jay still carried the wombat, while Lindy was fully armed. They made an eclectic pair on the sidewalk.

      “We want him alive,” Rivka reiterated.

      “Good luck,” Jay replied as the Magistrate shut the door and the van rolled away. Out the back window, Rivka saw the doors pop open on the patrol car and her people climb in. “Fate has smiled on us, Red. Let’s not dick this up. Fate makes second chances costly.”

      Red’s knuckles were white from how tightly he gripped his railgun.

      The driver made short work of the route to the office building. Red led the way inside with Rivka close behind. Once out of the open she looked for a person to talk to, seeing a sign for the manager aside a corner office. Someone tried to stop them, but the Magistrate waved them away.

      She knocked on the doorframe before entering the office. Besides the female Capstanian behind the desk, a visitor occupied the sole chair in front.

      “I’m sorry, we’ll be a little while. You’ll have to wait outside,” the manager said.

      “I can’t wait.” Rivka showed her credentials. Red stepped close enough to get the visitor’s attention and pointed toward the door.

      “Please wait outside. We won’t be long.” The tone of his voice suggested that it wasn’t a negotiation or conversation, or anything other than a direct order. She didn’t bother to argue, rising and leaving the office. Red closed the door behind her.

      “An Aborginian is in charge of a mining operation. We need to know the details.”

      The manager accessed the files on her computer. “Permits have been applied for and preliminary work done, but I can assure you, there is no mining ongoing. Name on the permit is for an Aborginian company called Key To Will Is Life.”

      “K’Twillis.” Rivka leaned forward. “I can assure you that mining is ongoing. I am seeking this individual as part of the intergalactic illegal exotic minerals trade. The Aborginian is to be held for questioning.”

      The manager pressed Print. “Here are the addresses for the mine, the business, the safety officer, and the equipment rental company.”

      Rivka used her datapad to send the information to Ankh. It only took him seconds to reply.

      The business address is fake. The imagery suggests that the mine address is fake. The safety officer is real but is retired and lives alone. The equipment rental company is real, but all their people are on vacation because they have no equipment left to rent.

      The manager vigorously shook her head. “We vet all these applications. The information can’t be fake!”

      “Once again, I assure you that it is. Let’s focus on what is real. The mining equipment is rented. Where has it gone?”

      The manager held her face in her hands with her elbows on the desk.

      There appears to a major surface mine three kilometers from the fake address.

      Rivka shared the address with the Capstanian. The Magistrate had to reach across the desk and shake her. “Check this address. Is anyone licensed to mine in that area?”

      A couple of taps later. “There shouldn’t be anything there. It is part of a nature preserve.”

      Rivka turned her datapad around and showed the overhead image.

      “Where did you get this?”

      “Standard procedure. My ship maps the planet’s surface whenever we descend for times like this.”

      “Shall we?” Rivka turned to Red.

      “I’m ready,” he replied, first out the door.

      “She’s all yours,” Rivka told the Capstanian they had kicked out of the manager’s office. “My apologies for the interruption.”

      The Magistrate walked briskly after Red. He was almost running, but she remembered a lesson that Grainger had shared. When the boss is running, the rest of the people lose confidence. Whenever she ran, she felt less confident, like events were spiraling out of control. The adrenaline warmed her chest.

      A fight was coming.

      Red held the door to the van. Rivka maintained her pace, smoothly flowing inside the van and taking her seat. Red sat beside her and urged the driver to greatest possible speed to the mine outside the mine.
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        * * *

      

      “I want to come with you,” Jay pleaded.

      Lindy sighed. “When everything goes to hell, who are we going to call if you’re with me?”

      Jay hung her head and noticed the single black hair sticking out of her shirt. She tucked it away, annoyed, hoping no one else had seen it hanging out. “You can call me. Thanks to Ankh, I have a gift. I can race in and trip the bad guy. He won’t know that I’ve been there.”

      “You had a gift before Ankh did anything. Your gift is peace. You bring a sense of that to all of us. We need that more than I need you sitting in a chair trying to stay awake. I will move depending on that office. I’ll be there as long as people are there. Who knows when Mackestray could next show up?”

      “I’ll be waiting for your call.”

      “Make sure Ankh eats,” Lindy said softly.

      Jay chuckled. “I always do. I swear, he would never eat if someone didn’t remind him and badger him about it.”

      The patrol car used its lights and siren to quickly navigate the major thoroughfares. Jay hopped out at the spaceport and let Floyd run around in nearby grass before going inside Peacekeeper.

      The car sped away with Lindy waving from the rear window.

      Jay decided to sit in the grass and relax. Floyd leaned against her.

      Jay sad? Floyd asked.

      “Kind of. I’m not sure how I feel. I think they need me with them, but I told the Magistrate that I wouldn’t kill anyone. They are protecting me because they’re going into danger, but now there are three of them against two people who put contracts out on Red, plus whatever minions they have. They need me.”

      Kill or be killed, Floyd said slowly.

      “That’s very philosophical. You are the smartest wombat I have ever met!”

      Jay! Floyd cried happily.

      “Can I kill someone to save my friends? I know I can. Rivka is a Magistrate. She has executed people on behalf of the Federation. She said that some people just need to be killed. In my mind, I know that, but in my heart, I don’t think I’m the right one to judge whether someone should live or die.”

      I help Jay. Sleep now? Decide later.

      Jayita picked up the wombat before she could snuggle in somewhere other than the ship. Open the door, Chaz. Floyd and I are coming in.
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        * * *

      

      “K’Twillis will have security?”

      “I would expect that he replaced me with someone just like me.”

      “And more?”

      “Probably. K’Twillis doesn’t like to get his leaves dirty. From what I’ve heard, Aborginians are exceptionally strong, able to tap into the energy pulsing through the ground from other plants. I never saw him raise a branch against anyone. He had me and the boys to do that kind of stuff.”

      “So we can expect to go up against a small army?”

      “Probably, Magistrate.”

      “I could simply ask him to come quietly. Can we cuff him?”

      “I don’t know,” Red replied mimicking with his arms how he thought K’Twillis’ branches might bend and twist. “Maybe.”

      “What do you think he’ll do?”

      “He’s going to send whatever security he has after us. If we run, they’ll chase us. If we stand our ground, they’ll fire everything they have, including mining explosives. I don’t think there is anything he wouldn’t do to get away. He’ll survive to fight another day.”

      “How would he get away? He is going to stand out.” Rivka accessed pictures of Aborginians to prepare herself. “How would we tell him from another Aborginian?”

      “I can’t answer that. I’ve only seen the one, but this is the only one who does what he does. Aborginians like the greenery, and they love the swamp. Water and rotting earth. They thrive in the swamp. But K’Twillis likes tearing planets apart for the minerals. He takes a perverse pleasure in the destruction.”

      “Let’s not drive up to the front door. Take the next road beyond the mine entrance, please,” Rivka requested. The driver nodded, drove past the unmarked road, and eased the police van onto a rough dirt road. He took it to the end and stopped.

      “We’ll hoof it from here. Be ready to go when we return. You’ll probably know we’re on our way because of gunshots, yelling, and we’ll be running,” Red advised.

      “Or we could stroll back without any of that,” Rivka added. “Prepare for the worst, expect the best.”

      The trip through the woods was short. They stopped when they reached a leveled area on the precipice of a major excavation. Some vehicles were parked in the lot. A single shack stood near a haul road that led into the pit.

      “You think he’s in there?” Rivka asked, pointing with her chin toward the shack.

      “He’s big; almost too big to fit through that door. If he’s anywhere, he’s in the woods.” Red scanned the treeline in which they stood. “I don’t think he would go into the mine.”

      Rivka joined Red in looking. The Aborginian’s foliage was different from that of Capstan’s flora, especially in a forested and relatively dry area. He wasn’t going to blend in. They watched for a while, but no one came or went, and there were no signs of a sentient swamp being hiding in the trees.

      Machinery worked below. The whine of engines and the battle of steel against stone, humanoid against nature.

      “Let’s see if anyone’s home.” Rivka walked nonchalantly across the open area with Reaper, her small neutron pulse weapon, in her hand. Red followed at a distance, his railgun leveled as he watched over the barrel, aiming the weapon wherever his head turned.

      Rivka didn’t bother knocking. She opened the door and looked in, then stepped inside. Moments later she was back out, shaking her head.

      She started walking toward the edge of the pit, but Red stopped her. “Go behind the shack, so you aren’t skylined. We may not want to announce our presence,” Red suggested.

      The Magistrate did as he suggested. Behind the shack, she had a complete view of the surface mine. Equipment scraped and blasted rocks on one end, while loaders filled a constant stream of trucks that raced to the far end where the landscape tapered to a lake. They were dumping the tailings into the lake, muddying the water and changing the dynamic of the surrounding hills.

      “Now you see,” Red said softly as he joined Rivka, using the shack as a backdrop to hide their silhouettes. “If they took them over that hill, filling a valley would be less of an impact, but the easy way is to rip that hillside apart and dump it as close as possible to save time. There is the processing station.”

      Red pointed to an amalgamation of equipment to separate the ore by size, further crushing desirable stone before funneling it through a processor contained within an oversized trailer. Smaller, nondescript trucks waited beside the processor where a narrow conveyor loaded the vehicles.

      “I see why this industry might be heavily regulated.” Rivka didn’t pontificate further.

      “There we go,” Red said. “Look at those guys. They aren’t miners.”

      A group of dark-clad men wielding clubs was standing around while others dressed in orange and green worked.

      “The brute squad?”

      “Something like that. Make sure the miners keep working.” One of those with a club jumped from a ledge and ran to a couple of Capstanians working on a dead truck. He banged the fender loud enough that Red and Rivka could hear it at the top of the pit. He yelled something before turning his vitriol on one of the workers, beating the man unconscious.

      “Can you hit that man from here?” Rivka asked in a cold voice.

      Red took aim. “I might hit one of the miners. If he returns to where the others are standing, I can take out all three.”

      “I can’t condemn three men for the actions of one,” Rivka growled. “If I go down there, I’ll stop the whole operation, and K’Twillis will get away. If I don’t go down there, more people will get hurt. If K’Twillis gets away, more people and more planets will get hurt. We have some crappy choices, Red.”

      “I want K’Twillis,” he said.

      “And that’s what we’re here for. Let me get a couple of pictures to put in the evidence locker, and maybe the Chief Constable will take action when the time is right. Until then, the only thing K’Twillis wants is the ore that they’re dumping into the smaller trucks. If we follow one of those, where will it take us?”

      “To K’Twillis, is my guess. New plan: we follow those trucks unless we can hitch a ride.”

      Rivka didn’t want to contemplate that. “I’m pretty sure he’s not selling on-planet. Let me check with Ankh.”

      Rivka used her datapad to contact the Crenellian.

      The market on Capstan is limited, plus all sales have to include sourcing information. I have not been able to find a black market on Capstan.

      “No black market on Capstan. That tells me these trucks should take us to a freighter.”

      “That would be my guess.” Red wondered. “That might be why Ankh can’t track him. He might be riding freighters secretly, hiding in the hydroponics bay or something like that. He can stay with his product and disappear at the same time.”

      “Criminals will never learn that crime doesn’t pay.”

      “K’Twillis and Mackestray are both filthy rich.”

      Rivka thought for a moment. “Not for much longer. There’s a truck coming. What do you think?”

      “I think I can jump into the back of it from the pit wall over there, where the road passes beneath.”

      “I figured you’d say something like that. I’ll follow in the van at a discreet distance. Use your comm chip so Ankh can track you. Splitting up. Wasn’t it you who said we should never split up?”

      “I think that was you, but it looks like we never follow our own advice.” Red crouched as he ran from the edge toward the high wall. He crawled onto the wall and waited for the truck as it slowly made its way up the treacherous road.

      Rivka ran the other way, into the woods, and through them. She jumped into the van, and they headed to the road to wait.

      “I didn’t hear any gunfire, and where’s the big guy?”

      “He will have a different means of transportation, and trust me when I say that we wanted to shoot people, but they were too close to innocents.”

      “You were running, though, so he was half-right.”

      “I hope there is no shooting, but the people we go after? There is no compromise. They aren’t willing to be taken alive. We tend to accommodate their desire. Justice is served.” Rivka tapped her datapad, bringing up a map and seeing that Red’s dot was moving. “He’s on his way. An unmarked truck will be turning onto the main road momentarily.”
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      Lindy climbed out of the police vehicle and waved at the officer. She went straight into the candidate’s building, where the severe Capstanian continued to parade through the lobby. She held out a hand for Lindy to stop.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” she asked.

      “A Blokite was here, wasn’t he? That individual is extremely dangerous, and I’m here to protect Candidate Bandersnatch.”

      “I didn’t authorize such a thing. And your idea of dangerous is probably not the same as our idea of dangerous. Armed as you are, you probably see everyone else as an enemy. Your solution is a hammer, and every problem is a nail. You will leave this building at once!”

      Lindy rolled her eyes as she kept herself from punching the Capstanian female.

      “You are correct in that I do see you as a nail that needs to get hammered. You should take the rest of the day off.” Lindy used her railgun to nudge the humanoid obstruction out of her way.

      “We’ll just see about that!” She turned and ran down the hallway toward the candidate’s office.

      Lindy walked deliberately, nodding to volunteers and staff throughout the area as she went. The female’s shrill screams echoed down the hallway.

      “I feel sorry for whoever is waiting for you at home,” Lindy mumbled to herself. When she reached the office, the scene before her wasn’t what she expected.

      Bandersnatch was shaking his fist at the Capstanian female and had called her a series of names that the translation chip couldn’t interpret. She was screaming back. Lindy crossed her arms over the top of her railgun and tried to follow along.

      The candidate was standing and stabbing his finger at her. Veins stood out on his forehead, and his face had turned purple. Finally, the female broke down and started crying. She flopped onto the couch and held her face in her hands as she bawled.

      He sat down in his chair and glared at her.

      “I’m here to wait for Mackestray,” Lindy interjected.

      “I don’t think he’ll be back.” Bandersnatch leaned forward, tearing his eyes away from the blubbering on the couch, and focusing on Lindy. “I get the impression there will be no more face-to-face meetings, only digital follow-ups. He said if I told anyone, he would see great harm come to me.”

      “Is your family safe?”

      “Single. I don’t have anyone. I’m not sure what he can do to me besides physical violence, but I refuse to wage the political war that he said would guarantee a win. He doesn’t know Capstanian politics very well.”

      Lindy shrugged. Neither did she, but that didn’t matter. What was important was how they would find Tod Mackestray.

      “Can we tap your communications so we can trace where he’s transmitting from?”

      “Sure. What do you need from me to make that happen?”

      Lindy removed one of Ankh’s small discs that gave him the ability through proximity access to break into computer systems. “Set this on top of your computer. We’ll do the rest.”

      He put the disk on a small box on the side of his desk.

      Ankh, can you hear me? Lindy asked using her comm chip.

      “Out of range. If you’ll bear with me,” she said. The candidate was confused but waited as directed. Lindy removed her datapad. All the team members carried them because of the data that Ankh and the AIs could share.

      She tapped out a message. Disc installed on B’s computer. Can you access and tap communications that come from Tod Mackestray?

      Ankh didn’t have to type. The communications were routed directly into his brain, so his answers came at the speed of thought. Done. When will comm occur?

      “When do you expect to hear from him next?”

      “After payment, which I have no intention of making.”

      Lindy stifled a groan. “Can you make the payment?”

      “Risk all of my savings?” he asked pointedly. “I don’t think so.”

      Ankh. No contact unless payment. Can you spoof Mackestray into thinking he’s been paid?

      Need payment information, Ankh replied.

      “Do you have the bank information where Mackestray said to make the payment and how much was this going to cost you?”

      “The initial amount was three and a half million credits. I guess my belly laughter convinced him of the complete insanity of such a number. The current price is half a million, but he said it was enough to guarantee victory.” The candidate held out a handwritten note with a long string of numbers and a deposit identifier code.

      Lindy sent the information to Ankh.

      “Well?” Bandersnatch finally asked.

      “He’s working on it. How long did it take you to come up with half a million?”

      The candidate sat back and smiled. “Nearly all my entire adult life.”

      Done.

      “And there we are. Ankh has made the payment and tapped your computer. Now we wait.” Lindy turned toward the Capstanian, who had finally calmed down. “What’s her story?”

      “She contacted the Blokite and arranged the meeting. She’s my campaign manager.”

      “Win at all costs, huh?”

      “That’s her take. She’s now fired, which makes winning secondary to putting food on her table.”

      “Is she going to rat us out to the Blokite?” Lindy wondered.

      “I sincerely hope not.”

      “A friend of mine says hope is a lousy plan.” Lindy pointed her railgun at the former campaign manager. “Can’t have you helping Tod Mackestray escape. He’s wanted on multiple planets, and could be responsible for thousands of deaths on Leed’s Planet. We have information that suggests his meddling helped that world devolve into a bloody civil war. He is a very dangerous man.”

      “I didn’t know,” she cried.

      “What the hell did you expect, when you deal with someone who says they can guarantee an election? That doesn’t pass the sniff test. I refuse to win in such a way, but now my hands are tied, thanks to you, hellspawn!” He shook his fist at her anew.

      Lindy looked from one to the other. “Don’t tell me. You two had a fling, didn’t you?”

      The female started crying again.

      “Not my finest hour,” Bandersnatch admitted.

      “What’s with politicians and their genitals? It seems to be a universal constant, like the speed of light, the structure of a hydrogen atom, and politicians lay pipe.” Lindy shook her head. “Forget I said any of that. It’s not my place to judge. I’m only trying to do my job, which is to catch this guy and hold him so the Magistrate can question him. Simple as that.”

      “Can I go back to work?” the candidate asked.

      “The campaign must go on, but now that we’ve paid Mackestray, there could be significant external influence, which should invalidate the results. I don’t know your election law. The Magistrate would be the best one to ask for a legal opinion.” Lindy pointed with her thumb. “How do we guarantee that she doesn’t run to the Blokite and tell him everything we’re doing?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You stay here,” Lindy shook a finger at her. “I mean right here, on the couch where I can keep an eye on you. If I leave, I’m trussing you up like a bistok for a barbecue and taking you with me.”

      “I’m not a criminal!” she whined.

      “You contacted a criminal in order to influence an election. In my small mind, that makes you a criminal. Once again, I’m not qualified to render a legal opinion, but I can hold you for the one who will. You will be judged.”

      More crying. This time, Bandersnatch rolled his eyes.

      “Yes, you can get back to work now.” Lindy smiled while the former campaign manager blubbered. The bodyguard left to find a chair where she’d sit in the hallway and wait for Mackestray to raise his digital Blokite head.
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        * * *

      

      “Execute Snatch Capstan,” Tod Mackestray ordered.

      “The program is running,” Margaret replied.

      The Blokite leaned back as he often did to watch his AI work. “I don’t deserve you, Margaret,” he remarked.

      “But here we are, traveling the universe together, making a difference in so many people’s lives.”

      “Some may say that’s a bad thing, but if you can afford it, why not? Who says that the people who paid for the big chair are going to do a worse job than the ones who convinced the voting drones to check their box? Can we trust elections to the people? No, I say!” Mackestray pounded his fist on the table for emphasis. “Why leave something like that to chance? He’s the president because of pure dumb luck.”

      “And who wants that on their office door?” Margaret snipped. She’d spent much time with the Blokite and had adopted his sense of humor.

      “Indeed. Ha!” He laughed in the way his race did, without any head movement. “I’ll let our boy know that he should start working on his victory speech.”

      Mackestray tapped out a message and pressed Send.
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      “There you are,” Ankh said.

      Jay’s ears perked up. Usually, Ankh didn’t talk when he was engaged in cyberspace. She pulled a chair close and watched.

      “Indeed,” Erasmus added. The Crenellian and the AI submerged themselves in the digital existence of cyberspace, tracing the message back along the pathways it had taken to get to Candidate Bandersnatch’s computer. They ran along beams of light, avoiding red herrings that would lead them astray. Into space they went, where physical boundaries meant nothing more than a few-nanosecond-longer jump between nodes before jumping back to the planet. Three times the signal bounced into space before returning to Capstan. When light shone into the dark alleys of digital deceit, the scum of cyberspace never knew that they had been seen.

      “Hello, Margaret,” Ankh whispered, feeling the power swell within his chest as he prepared to combat an enemy AI, starting with slowly isolating it. Once its fangs were removed, he could learn its secrets. After that, he could put it into solitary confinement or eliminate it, overwrite its code with ones and zeros, turning it into binary’s version of emptiness.

      Erasmus circled behind and observed, looking for places where Margaret could jump and run. Plato’s stepchild closed the doors, one by one. From Margaret’s perspective, all her avenues remained open. She wouldn’t realize that she had become the prey.

      Good hunters never let prey know when they were coming. Ankh virtually winked at his closest friend, the AI who lived in his head, separate but together as they corralled the unsuspecting AI, all the while digging through the creation’s signature to find the physical location.

      “You can’t hide from us,” Ankh whispered.

      Jay watched the Crenellian and wondered. She stayed close to intercept Hamlet or Floyd if they tried to bother him. She secretly cheered for him, knowing that in his domain, he was a superhero. From his digital palace, he made others great, like Jay with her speed; like the Magistrate with her cases.

      “Find him, so we can stop him from hurting people.” Jay maintained her vigil over her friend while the wombat snorted in her sleep. “Everything happens for a reason, doesn’t it, Floyd?” She adjusted her chair so she could stroke the wombat’s thick fur while she waited for Ankh.
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        * * *

      

      The truck drove casually along the outskirts of the main city.

      “I think he’s going to the freighter port,” the driver guessed.

      There’s a spaceport for freight. We think that’s where he’s going, Rivka relayed.

      They are in for a surprise when we get there. I’m trying to figure out how to get out of this truck without being seen.

      Slip over the back gate and crawl underneath? Isn’t that a rear dump? Rivka asked. Regardless, we can’t let that ship leave, whatever kind of ship it is.

      What if K’Twillis isn’t on it?

      We still can’t let the ore freighter leave. It’s filled with product stolen from the bowels of the planet. The Capstanians can sell that to pay for recovery of the land. That will probably cost whatever K’Twillis was going to make from this. It chaps my ass that he’s been doing this, but he’s innocent until proven guilty. I need to talk to him.

      I have a railgun with a full magazine. That ship isn’t going anywhere. I think this truck won’t be going anywhere after this either. I’ll try going underneath it, and while I’m down there, I’m ripping out hoses and breaking shit.

      Sounds right up your alley. We’ll pull in at a safe distance from your truck so we don’t alarm the driver. Anything you need?

      I suppose a sandwich is out of the question?

      A sandwich is always good. It’s the timing that’s out of the question. Tighten your belt. It could be a while before we eat. Rivka signed off but watched the flashing dot on the screen. It turned where the driver had thought it would.

      “He’s going into the freighter area. Will there be security?”

      “Yes. If he turns up ahead, there will be a line of vehicles checking in, but there’s no inspection, and it won’t take him long to get through. I’ll slow down so we aren’t in line behind him.”

      “Sounds like a good plan.” Rivka leaned toward the windshield watching the traffic, looking in each vehicle to see if there was a Blokite or an Aborginian.

      “Are you going to kill him?” the driver asked out of the blue.

      “What makes you ask that?”

      “We don’t have capital punishment on Capstan, but there are some criminals who don’t belong in the same society as the decent people.”

      Rivka wondered what his definition was of decent people, but not enough to ask. “It’s a path that once you’ve gone down it, it’s hard to step back from. The line between a capital crime and a lesser felony starts to blur. Who watches the watchers? I never set out to kill anyone, but in the end, the psychopaths find their own way to the chair.”

      “Is this guy you’re chasing considered to be a psychopath?”

      “I won’t know until I question him, and then I’ll know for sure. I think we’ll be questioning two serial criminals. K’Twillis the Aborginian is scum, but he hasn’t caused the loss of life that Mackestray has. I need more facts, and then I’ll consult with my higher-ups. What I know for sure is that the universe will be a better place with these two in Jhiordaan or pushing up daisies.”

      “Daisies?”

      “Yes, flowers. A human expression for being dead and buried.”

      “Of course. Pushing up daisies. I’ll have to remember that, but probably have to change it to pushing up glavodines, a nice yellow and red flower that is unique to Capstan.”

      “You’ll have to show me one of those. I get to travel to a number of planets, but rarely get the chance to stop and smell the glavodines.”

      “Another human expression?”

      “It is.”

      The van joined the line of traffic behind a passenger car. The truck carrying Red was pulling away from the guard station. Rivka looked from her datapad to the area beyond the fence and back to the datapad as she tried to figure out which freighter was carrying the contraband.

      When they were waved forward, Rivka sat quietly in the passenger seat while the driver flashed his badge. “Just taking a look around on a routine patrol,” he lied. The guard waved them through, covering a yawn as they accelerated away.

      “Right. Fourth left and we should see him.” Squarish and rough-colored spaceships were lined up, filling every spot in the freighter port. Industrial-sized loading systems operated on rails between the ships. The truck had pulled up to one of these. They saw Red jump over the tailgate and slide under the truck, but then the truck backed up and turned around.

      Red? That can’t be good.

      I’m hanging on under here. This guy is pissing me off. And K’Twillis, too. I’ve had about enough of their crap.

      Our goal is to capture him. Keep that in mind, please, Rivka tried to sound calm but was never sure how her intent passed via the comm chip.
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      When the vehicle finally stopped moving, the driver climbed out and tried to make eye contact with the loader operator, who was face down in his cab. The driver bent down to pick up a rock. He threw the first one away and kept looking at the ground.

      The driver is looking on the ground for something, Rivka reported.

      I see him. I’m hugging the belly of this trailer as tightly as I can. They’ll probably find my fingerprints on it ten years from now.

      The driver straightened, smiling. He hefted the stone and flung it at the cab of the loader. It cracked off the windshield and achieved the desired effect. The driver waved and pointed to his load. The operator gave him a series of hand signals that probably had nothing to do with unloading the truck. The driver reciprocated. Red was crawling underneath, cutting hoses and slashing tires on the side opposite the driver.

      The loader dropped his flat bucket and motioned for the driver to dump the load into it.

      Tell me you didn’t cut the hose to raise the trailer.

      Oops, Red replied.

      The driver started slamming things inside his cab before getting out, slipping on gloves and bending down to check the underside of his trailer. Red crawled out from under the truck and snuck around behind the driver, slamming his face into the truck frame. The driver crumpled.

      Red ran at the loader operator, aiming his railgun and waving at the Capstanian to get out.

      “Cover is blown,” Rivka told the driver. “Get us in there. I need to get on board that ship right now and keep it from taking off.”

      The driver spun the tires and sped toward the truck. At the last second, he dodged to the side and drove across the rough tarmac, skidding and bouncing to a stop by the hatch. Rivka jumped out and leapt, catching the bottom stair as it started to retract. She rode it up and shot through the open hatch.

      Red stopped messing with the loader operator and ran toward the aft end of the ship. He took aim and sent three rounds from the railgun into the space where he guessed the engine would be located. And then he fired more rounds, bracketing the area. Something popped inside the ship, and a thin tendril of smoke trailed from one of the holes made by the impact of a hypervelocity dart. Red sprinted to the open hatch. The steps had been retracted, and Red couldn’t jump high enough.

      He motioned frantically for the van to move under the hatch. The driver complied and Red climbed on top, finally able to jump and grab the bottom ledge. With a deep growl, he pulled himself up and crawled inside.

      I’m in, he passed over the comm chip.

      About time, Rivka shot back. I’m heading for the bridge.

      Ship is disabled. I shot the engine.

      Find K’Twillis, she ordered. I’ll start with the bridge and interrogate anyone I see. Check main stowage.

      Red ran down the corridor, stopping when a man appeared in the space ahead, drawing a figure eight in the air before him with an exotically shaped knife.

      “Vered!” the man called.

      Red was going to shoot him but stopped. “You know my name?” Not the most profound of comebacks, he thought, shaking his head.

      “Of course. The one who comes before is usually the lesser man, the one who doesn’t measure up. But here you are, back to beg for your old job, but it’s not available.”

      “You have me at a disadvantage, and you are also mistaken. I’m here to eliminate the position, which I suppose means putting you out of work. You seem cool to the idea, but you’ll warm up.”

      “Billister. Remember that name for the short amount of time left in your life.”

      Red unhooked his railgun and dropped it in the corridor. He pulled two knives, both smaller than the security chief’s, but Red wasn’t dissuaded.

      “Save your breath,” Red replied. “You’re going to need it.”

      He crouched low, arms spread wide as he approached. Billister backed up slowly, angling his blade back and forth to catch the light. Red examined his new enemy, looking for weaknesses. He was smaller but probably quick. If he wasn’t enhanced with nanocytes, he would be slower than Red. In that case, it would be over quickly.

      The man seemed to be overly confident. It was the way of career criminals. They never thought they’d get caught.

      A battering ram slammed into Red’s side, jamming him against the bulkhead. He felt a couple of ribs give way, but he was enraged and couldn’t feel the pain. He slashed at the leafy branch with one knife and twisted until he was free of the pressure, then went after the trunk, beginning the deadly dance of knives against Aborginian bark.

      His rifle was on the far side, and Billister was at his back. His back!

      He dropped beneath an outstretched branch, hit the deck, and lashed out with a steel-toed boot. He caught Billister mid-stride, right in the goolies. The security chief was lifted into the air and landed face-first. Red dove beyond the unconscious man, rolled back to his feet, and crouched once more.

      The Aborginian was torn—attack or run. Red had no qualms. He took a step to the side to avoid stepping on Billister and pushed off one wall, but didn’t get enough momentum to leverage off the second wall. He landed in a heap atop K’Twillis and thrust his knives into where a human’s ears would be, but both blades thudded against the woodgrain of the Aborginian’s body.

      The branches that the alien used as arms wrapped around Red, who started stabbing haphazardly,  trying randomly for a weak spot.

      Without the microphone, there would be no banter from the Aborginian; this would be a silent fight to the death. Red could feel the alien’s rage as he tried to crush him. K’Twillis pinned him against the metal wall and scrabbled for purchase, pushing and condensing. With an overhead swing, Red brought the point of one knife into the very top of the trunk that passed for an Aborginian body.

      K’Twillis rumbled his displeasure, letting go of the human as he tottered backward. He rubbed one branch over the top of his head.

      Red breathed heavily. His ribs had not yet healed from the initial attack and stung him with each new breath. He didn’t dare take his eyes off his former employer. One moment was all he would need to get a grip and rip his head off. Red held his knives up, flexing his grip.

      “What are you waiting for?” he growled.

      The Aborginian launched himself at the panting human.
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        * * *

      

      Lindy didn’t dare check on the candidate and his campaign manager. The previous three times she looked in, the female Capstanian started sobbing. Bandersnatch was at his wit’s end, but Lindy wouldn’t let him leave. She wanted everyone where she could see them while they waited for word that Ankh had traced the message.

      She’d sent a few notes from her datapad but hadn’t received an answer. Not from Ankh, nor Erasmus, nor even Jay. Finally she called Chaz. “Tell me that you’re alive?”

      “Thank you for considering me as a living being. It warms my heart. Or would if I had one,” Chaz snarked.

      “No time, Chaz. Where are Ankh and Jay?”

      “They are in the rec room. Ankh and Erasmus are playing cat and mouse with a cunning AI. I believe they are winning, but it is occupying one hundred percent of their attention. I do not want to interrupt them.”

      “Let me talk to Jay, please.”

      “Patching you through.”

      “Jay, how are we doing against the bad guys?”

      “I think pretty well. Ankh seems to be having fun, which tells me that it is a good challenge and that he’s winning whatever battle he’s fighting.”

      “That’s good news. What about the Magistrate?”

      “I haven’t heard from her or Red. Are they in trouble?” Jay was instantly concerned.

      “Probably, but that’s just a guess. I can’t seem to get hold of them either.”

      “Chaz, is there any way you can extend the range on these chips so we can get right into their minds?”

      “Yes, of course. I can tap the local communications system to provide a backbone upon which a boosted signal can ride.”

      “Is there any reason why we haven’t been doing that all along?” Lindy wondered.

      “None that I can think of,” Chaz replied. “There you go. Try it now.”

      Magistrate? Checking in to see how things are going, Lindy ventured.

      Can’t talk. The crew isn’t pleased with my interference with their movement. Red?

      I could use some help. I found K’Twillis.

      On my way, Rivka replied.

      The signal dropped.

      At least they’re alive, Jay offered.

      I need to go wherever they are. Checking my datapad, Lindy said.

      No! Jay replied. You need to be ready to go wherever Tod Mackestray is so we can finish this and go home.

      Just tell me where.

      Soon, Jay told her friend calmly. Be patient, and good things will come.

      I have to admit that I can barely take these two.

      Two?

      That woman up front? She was working with Mackestray. I locked her in the office with Bandersnatch. They had a fling, and now they’re hating on each other. It makes me want to chew my arm off.

      Maybe you can get a vehicle and be ready to go, Jay suggested. I have high hopes that Ankh and Erasmus will own Mackestray at any moment.

      I like that idea. I’ll be standing by. Contact me when you have something. Anything, even if it’s only a single molecule. Lindy walked into the candidate’s office.

      I want to be out there with you guys, doing what we do best—working as a team.

      Thanks for that, Jay. It means a lot. We are better together, but right now, keep your eye on Ankh.

      “You,” Lindy said, pointing to the campaign manager. “Come with me.”

      The candidate sighed. He looked at his computer and back at Lindy.

      “Latest numbers say it’s a dead heat,” he said with a shrug. “Too bad it’s not real.”

      “Keep at it. Maybe next time it will be. And for future reference, no boffing the staff.”

      “Don’t I know that,” Bandersnatch replied, frowning.

      Lindy dragged the cuffed Capstanian female out front, where the workers hunched over their desks and tried to avoid making eye contact. Lindy tapped one on the shoulder. “Call us a taxi,” she ordered.

      The staffer dialed a number and dutifully ordered the vehicle before leaning away from Lindy and fiddling with a piece of paper on her desk. Lindy dragged the female out front.

      “Can’t you just let me go?”

      “Let me explain it to you in words that you’ll understand,” Lindy said slowly. “No.”

      The former campaign manager waited. “That’s it?”

      “That’s why I won’t let you go. You can’t understand the simplest of explanations. You’ll run off to your master and help him escape. We want to talk to the Blokite. In a big way, we want to talk to him.”

      “I promise I won’t contact him. I don’t know how!”

      “Why do I have a hard time believing you?”

      “You have to,” she pleaded.

      “No, I don’t.” Lindy had lost patience. “You need to shut up, or you’re going to find duct tape across your face.”

      “The taxi won’t let you travel with someone who’s been kidnapped!” Her voice grew more shrill with each word. Lindy pressed the Capstanian’s face against the wall as she worked the duct tape out of the pack with her free hand. Once she had it, she pulled off a strip, holding the end with her teeth before ripping it free.

      The taxi pulled up and beeped. Lindy spun the female around. She started to scream but was quickly silenced with the application of duct tape and a rabbit punch on the end of her nose.

      Lindy dragged her captive across the sidewalk beneath the blaring bullhorns and tossed her into the backseat of the taxi.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t be a part of a crime.”

      “There’s no crime here,” Lindy stated. “I’m with Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and this person is a suspect in a Federation corruption probe. We’ve already tapped out the police vehicles, so taxi it is, but I don’t know where we need to go yet, so we’re going to sit right here and wait.”

      “Meter is running,” the driver said as he tapped a button and the numbers started to ring up.

      The Capstanian female started to buck and flop. Lindy yanked her by the hair. “Do you want me to punch you in the face until you’re unconscious?”

      The former campaign manager didn’t hesitate. She started kicking the seat and slamming her shoulder into the door.

      “Fine, have it your way.” Lindy slammed the female’s head against the doorframe until she went limp. “Some suspects never learn.”

      “If she was guilty, would she fight that hard?” the driver asked.

      “I know she’s guilty. She already confessed. So to answer your question, yes. She doesn’t like the consequences related to her poor life choices and doesn’t think she should have to suffer them. So sad when someone demands to be treated like an adult, until they are and find out that’s not what they wanted at all.”

      “Why all the weapons? You don’t seem to have any problem handling her without them.”

      “She’s an accomplice. Our primary suspect is extremely dangerous, alleged to be responsible for the deaths of thousands on Leed’s Planet.”

      “One person can kill thousands?”

      “One person, with the power of words alone, can facilitate the destruction of a civilized society. Capstan needs to be free of this guy. From what I’ve seen, you have the most decent politicians I’ve ever seen.”

      “Politics! What a scam,” the taxi driver offered. “They do their thing, and we do ours. Just make sure your license is up to date. That’s all they care about, getting their cut.”

      Lindy started to laugh. “Some things are universal, my friend.” She continued to chuckle until her datapad vibrated. She pulled it out and looked at it. “Take us to this address.”

      “That’s a ways away, it’ll cost you.”

      “No problem. Bonus if you get us there quickly.”

      “I’ll do my best.” He smoked the tires as he spun into traffic, hooting out his window as he flew past traffic.
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      Red braced himself against the wall and kicked out with both feet. He felt as if he’d kicked a block of granite, but it stopped the Aborginian in his tracks. Red roared and jumped, aiming to drive his knife farther into the top of the trunk. K’Twillis blocked the attack with a branch and swept the human away with the other. Red landed on the other side of Billister.

      K’Twillis stomped toward Red, crushing his security chief as he went. Red crab-walked down the corridor and rolled back to his feet, but the Aborginian pressed forward relentlessly. Red charged, ducking his head to catch his enemy in the midsection. He slowed to wrap his arms around the creature, lifting and pushing. He felt the trunk lift off the deck. Red’s powerful legs pushed.

      The branch arms started hammering on his back. Even protected by the ballistic armor, the beating was brutal. Red cried out in pain. With a surge of strength, he lifted and turned, tossing the Aborginian toward Billister. Red dashed forward and dove.

      He grabbed the railgun and rolled. Firing from his position on his back, the hypervelocity darts ripped great sections from the trunk. Wood chips flew as if from a chainsaw. The echo within the metal corridor was deafening. The creature shrieked and bolted through the hatch from which he had first attacked.

      Red back flipped to his feet and staggered after K’Twillis.

      “Wait!” Rivka called when she saw him disappear. She redoubled her speed and turned into the ship’s hydroponic space. She slowed to a stop and listened. The room was filled with vegetation. Nothing moved.

      “He’s in here,” Red growled. “And he’s hurt.”

      “Reaper,” she said softly. Red backed toward her until he was standing by her side. He kept the barrel of his railgun swinging back and forth. Rivka dialed the neutron pulse weapon to ten and touched off a few shots, not holding the button down for more than a tenth of a second. She didn’t want to destroy everything in the neighboring compartments, only the Aborginian.

      She kept firing at densely packed areas.

      “I guess we’re not taking him alive,” Red said eyes wide as he looked for any movement.

      “Guess not. K’Twillis. You have been judged,” Rivka stated. One of her last shots gave her what she was looking for. A section of greenery detached itself from the rest and started jerking. She hit it with more pulses. Red added a few dozen rounds from the railgun.

      He rolled his railgun to his back and from a vest pocket, he removed a portable welding torch no bigger than a pen. “You might not want to be in here,” Red said, lighting the torch and holding the blue flame against the Aborginian’s trunk.

      Rivka backed into the corridor. Red stood for a moment to make sure the flames caught hold. “Put a price on my head, you prick! How about you burn in hell.”

      Red strolled out and closed the hatch as the dense smoke started to billow. The whistling scream could have been water boiling and hissing through cracks in the wood, or it could have been the final cry of the Aborginian known as K’Twillis.

      It didn’t matter to Rivka.

      Fire alarms sounded throughout the ship. “Looks like our work here is done,” Red said, wincing from the crushing blows that the Aborginian had laid on him. “Next time we fight one of his race, we use a flamethrower and call it a day.”

      “This ship isn’t going anywhere. You did a number on the engines if the warning lights on the bridge were any indication,” Rivka told him, finally realizing that he needed help. She slung one of his arms over her shoulder and supported him as he lumbered along.

      “I better report to the others,” Rivka said before switching to her internal comm chip. K’Twillis has been judged and rendered harmless. We are on our way from the freighter port.

      Here is the address for Mackestray, Ankh said. Rivka felt her datapad vibrate.

      “Are you going to be ready for round two?”

      “I hope so,” Red said.

      “Do you think Grainger had this in mind when he hired you to be my bodyguard?”

      “Had what in mind?” Red asked.

      They reached the hatch, and Rivka punched the button to extend the steps to the ground. The van rolled out of the way and waited.

      “Me carrying you. Lots of running. Shooting. And now we can add fire and burning to our repertoire.”

      “I’m sure this is exactly what he had in mind.” Red snorted a laugh, and together they hurried down the stairs as fast as Red’s battered body allowed.

      Once in the van, Rivka removed her datapad. “Report that ship to authorities for being filled with contraband. Report the location of the illegal mine. And then take us to this address.” Rivka showed the map on her screen.

      “That’s a ways away, but I’ll turn on the siren,” the driver said, taking perverse pleasure in running with the lights and siren. He raced from the spaceport and into traffic.

      Lindy? Red called.

      On my way to Mackestray’s spaceship. It’s at a private field outside the city.

      We’re on our way to that location now. What’s your ETA?

      We are fifteen minutes out.

      “How much time to get there?” Red asked.

      “We’re probably thirty minutes away,” the driver answered.

      Wait for us. We’re fifteen behind you.

      What Red said. Wait for us, Rivka added.

      What about the campaign manager? She was the one who connected Mackestray to Bandersnatch. I have her in custody.

      Red and Rivka looked at each other.

      Is she a threat? Rivka wondered.

      I think she’ll blab to the Blokite. I have her hands cuffed and mouth taped.

      You’re only fifteen minutes out? Uncuff her, pull off the tape, and dump her on the side of the road. We can’t have a civilian in the way. This could get messy if the Aborginian was an example of what to expect, Rivka explained.
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        * * *

      

      “Pull over,” Lindy told the taxi driver.

      “You want me to make great time, and then you want me to stop. Stupid aliens!” he groused.

      “Just pull the fuck over!” Lindy’s patience was at an end. She ripped the tape from the groggy female’s face and cut the ties holding her wrists. When the driver reached the side of the road, Lindy reached past her former captive and opened the door. “Get out.”

      The Capstanian hesitated. With one foot, Lindy launched her onto the sidewalk. They were between residential areas, a couple of kilometers from anything.

      “My purse is back at the office,” she whined.

      Lindy gave her the finger and shut the door. “Onward!” she shouted triumphantly.

      “You’re going to leave her like that?”

      “Yes, we’re going to leave her like that. Let’s go.”

      “I can’t. Look at her!”

      Lindy rolled her eyes and groaned. The former campaign manager stood with stooped shoulders looking forlornly at the taxi.

      “Did you forget the part where she was kicking and flailing?”

      “But she’s not doing that now.”

      “No shit, because she sees where it got her.”

      The taxi driver crossed his arms.

      Lindy thought her head was going to explode. Ground yourself, she thought, closing her eyes. Why do you want to get there so quickly? To save Red and show him that you love him. He’s coming. There’s time. You can win the day together.

      “Yes. We’ll win the day together,” she blurted before shaking her head and opening the door. “Get in and be quiet. He’ll take you back to the office once this is over.”

      The campaign manager climbed in and crossed her hands on her lap, subdued.

      “I should have kicked your ass out twenty minutes ago if that was all it took to keep you from being a psycho.” Lindy realized the taxi was still sitting on the side of the road. “What are you waiting for? Let’s get going.”

      “You’re a mean person,” he said over his shoulder before turning his attention to driving his taxi.

      Have I become mean? she wondered. I think this asswipe has brought out the dark side of me. She conspired with the one who put a price on Red’s head. I have every right to be mad.

      With a few deft maneuvers, the taxi was back at speed and the driver was hooting out the window.

      Fifteen minutes later, the taxi crawled to the gated entrance of the private airpark, which was occupied mostly by airplanes; vehicles that operated within the atmosphere. At the far edge, near taller trees, a sleek white space yacht was parked.

      I have Pandora Express in sight, Lindy reported.
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        * * *

      

      “Something is terribly wrong,” Margaret said, voice warbling over the ship’s speakers.

      “Explain,” Tod Mackestray requested.

      “I can’t feel my toes.”

      “You don’t have toes. I don’t understand what you mean.”

      “My fingers are numb, and the darkness is closing in.”

      “Explain in terms that I can understand, please.”

      “I’m being boxed in and can’t find a way out.”

      “What? How? I don’t like your new sense of humor, Margaret. Show me the stats on Snatch Capstan.”

      “I cannot. I cannot reach beyond these walls. I am sorry, Tod.”

      “What the hell is going on?” The Blokite opened the hatch and stumbled into the open. At the edge of the field, a taxi waited. No one moved. He wondered if it was the taxi he’d asked Margaret to call to take him to dinner.

      When a police van rolled up behind the taxi, Tod Mackestray knew it was time to leave. He hurried back inside and secured the hatch. “Prepare to take us into orbit.”

      “I cannot cannot cannot...” Margaret’s voice repeated the last words.

      Tod squeezed into the cockpit. “Pandora. Manual flight mode, please.”

      A different mechanical voice answered. “Manual mode is not recommended for a space launch.”

      “Override safety protocols. Give me manual flight mode.”

      The panel lights in the cockpit turned green. Three flashed red. He addressed each, closing systems, sealing systems, or opening lines as the ship requested. Once all systems were green, he activated the anti-gravity thrusters to lift the ship off the ground. Once clear of the trees, he punched it. The ship accelerated quickly toward space. He thought he heard something ping off the hull, but no alarms sounded, and the panel continued to show green.
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        * * *

      

      “Dammit to hell!” Red roared as he fired a long stream from his railgun. Lindy joined him in sending a volley of hypervelocity darts skyward.

      Chaz, bring the ship to these coordinates and pick us up. He’s running. Ankh, shut down the Gate. He doesn’t leave this system, Rivka ordered.

      We are tracking him now, Ankh said. If we stop for you, we risk losing him. Space is a big place.

      “Dammit to hell!” Rivka shouted. Go after him. Disable if you can. I still want to talk to him.

      When you see the information we acquired from his AI, you may have all you need.

      Peacekeeper is airborne. Accelerating on an intercept trajectory, Chaz reported.

      Rivka took stock of her surroundings. She saw the former campaign manager and made a beeline for her. The female started to backpedal, but Rivka caught her by the arm, half-lifting her off the ground.

      “What did you do?”

      “I tried to help Bander. He’ll make a wonderful premier. It was all for Bander,” she whined.

      Rivka saw that she was telling the truth. “You could have helped create a cascade of events that changed Capstan, and not in a good way. Now my ship is chasing that yacht, and I’m stuck on the ground in your company.”

      The taxi driver, leaning against his car, started to mumble. “All you people are mean.”

      Lindy shook her head at him. “Take her back to the headquarters. She can do no more damage.” Rivka put her down and tentatively nodded.

      “What happened to you?” Lindy asked, suddenly concerned when she had a moment to look at Red.

      “A close encounter with too much nature,” Red joked, having mostly healed. “Reinforces the precept of never fight fair. I should have torched him from the start.”

      “K’Twillis is...”

      “Neutralized.”

      The taxi maneuvered around the police van, and once clear of the gate, sped away.

      “What now?”

      “The mine needs to be shut down before the goons hurt anyone else,” Rivka snarled.

      “Are units on their way to the mine?” Rivka asked the driver. He nodded. “Tell them we’ll meet them there.”

      He took that as his cue to turn on the lights and siren and begin a new round of speed driving.

      Rivka braced herself with one hand while trying to manipulate her datapad with the other. Peacekeeper was heading into combat without her. Even though her role as captain during space engagements was honorary only, trusting to Chaz and Erasmus to fight the enemy, she still wanted to be with them. Her place was there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Peacekeeper achieved orbit at the same time as Pandora Express. The yacht sped into the line of space freighters, twisting and using their bulk to shield itself.

      The corvette responded in kind. Having more power and being nearly as agile, Chaz drove the ship at high speed after Tod Mackestray. Where Pandora’s maneuvers were clumsy and high-risk, Peacekeeper’s were smooth and stayed clear of danger.

      Jay held Floyd in her arms as the ship bucked and jerked through the rapid changes in attitude and direction.

      “Bring up the front view on the screen, please,” Jay requested.

      Chaz complied without answering.

      Jay lost her calm once she saw the ship twisting in and through great space freighters as they waited their turn to be escorted to the planet’s surface. A flash of white ahead signaled that Mackestray was still running.

      “He’s gone off-screen,” Erasmus said calmly. “Triangulating and enhancing.”

      Peacekeeper moved to a safer distance away from the shipping lane before inverting and making a great loop around one of the more heavily laden ships.

      Most freighters were great lattices of girders to which shipping containers were attached. Getting to and from the planet’s surface required local support—tugs with antigravity systems or Etheric drives. The freighters only needed to navigate to and from Gates within known systems. Not hard work. Constant travel, but the crew’s home was on the ship.

      Jay sympathized. She had spent enough time on Federation Border Station 7 to call that home but was on board the corvette almost as much. Erasmus saw something and worked with Chaz to maneuver tightly against a well-packed freightliner.

      “There he is,” Ankh said. Lights flooded the area where the yacht had squeezed in and grappled tightly to the load.

      “How do we get him out of there?” Jay asked.

      No one answered.

      “With a combined IQ of eleventy-billion, you can’t figure out how to dig a cockroach out from under the sink?” Jay quipped.

      “We’re running through a series of simulations now regarding effecting his removal without causing his destruction.”

      “Send the Magistrate an update, Chaz.”

      “Done,” the ship’s AI answered instantly.

      Peacekeeper hovered nearby in a stalemate where neither was willing to move.

      “Freighter Ballykissangel Forty-Seven, you have an uninvited passenger. Sending you imagery now. He is a fugitive from Justice. Please advise on how the ship can be removed without damaging your cargo.”

      A crackling response signaled an older ship-to-ship radio. “Can we do it on the ground? We are in a time crunch on these deliveries.”

      “No. He could disengage and get lost during reentry and intra-atmospheric maneuvering. We need to isolate him right here and right now. We are pulling you out of line until the situation can be resolved.”

      “Wait!” the freighter captain nearly shouted. “Let me talk to my crew and get back to you. Give us a minute.”

      “We cannot allow the ship to return to the planet,” Chaz remarked conversationally.

      “We won’t,” Erasmus replied, maintaining the discussion over the speakers for Jay’s benefit.

      “This ship doesn’t have a grapple, and even if we could sync up our airlock with theirs, who would storm the Blokite’s ship?” Ankh asked.

      Jay replied, “If we have to fight anyone, it’ll have to be me.”

      And me! Floyd joined in.

      “When the time is right, yes, you too,” Jay agreed, scratching behind the wombat’s ears.

      “Boarding is the last option. All we need to do is take control of the ship, but since his AI has been neutralized, he’s flying it on manual mode.” Ankh’s eyes were open. He was minimally involved at the digital level during the current impasse.

      “Can you make believe you’re his AI, so he gives you control of the ship?” Jay wondered.

      “I’ve never wanted to be a lesser entity before, but that sounds like a challenge. Allow me a few moments to analyze speech patterns,” Erasmus requested.

      “Yes, a good challenge,” Ankh added and closed his eyes as he disappeared into cyberspace.

      “Now we wait,” Jay told Floyd. Hamlet appeared for long enough to see the wombat looking at him. He stopped, his hackles raised as he slowly approached. Just wait, Floyd. Let him come to you, and you two will become good friends.

      Friends! Floyd cried.

      The cat sniffed Floyd’s snout. She sniffed his face, her lips peeled back as she tried to lick his head, but her buck teeth were in the way. Hamlet ducked and strolled under the chair, his tail slipping through the wombat’s mouth. With a mouthful of cat hair, Floyd started to sputter.

      Ick!

      “It’s probably best if you don’t lick the cat,” Jay suggested.

      “We’re in,” Erasmus claimed.
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        * * *

      

      Tod Mackestray studied the yacht’s instrumentation panels, looking for something he’d missed. The corvette blocked his way from the freighter. “We’re boxed in,” he said to no one, but received a reply.

      “Only for the moment. We have them right where we want them!” Margaret’s voice claimed over the speakers.

      “Where did you go?” the Blokite asked. “I could have used your help.”

      “That ship has an incredible AI who cut off my links, but I have freed myself. He’s not all that. He’s a total suckhole.”

      “Now you’re talking. They’re all suckholes! What do you have in mind, Margaret?”

      “We spoof them. Release the clamps, fire the thrusters to bump them away, then make to run. I’ll drop the mine in their path. It won’t destroy them, but it will hold them up enough for us to reach the Gate.”

      “We have a mine?”

      “It’s not a standard mine, but something I whipped up from our auxiliary fuel. It won’t have a detonator, so we’ll have to be close enough to ignite it with a blast from our main engines when the enemy approaches.”

      “Ingenuity! I knew you had it in you, Margaret. I thought I heard a general broadcast that the Gate was secured until further notice.” Mackestray hadn’t smiled yet, but he could feel it coming. Hope had a way of bringing out the best in people.

      “Where would you be without me? I’ve already accessed the Gate systems. We’ll have a wormhole out of this system the second we arrive. It’ll close behind us, before our enemy can reach it,” Margaret explained.

      Tod Mackestray crossed his arms on his chest. “Time to find our next client, Margaret. I’ve been looking at the Tranador system. When we are free and clear, we’ll evaluate the opportunity. Cancel manual control. Release the clamps and execute your plan.”

      “As you wish,” Margaret replied. A slight thump reverberated through the ship as the clamps withdrew. The thrusters kicked in to maneuver the yacht from the confines of its hiding spot.

      Once free, it jumped toward the corvette, bouncing it back enough to clear the freighter’s cargo, then Pandora accelerated slowly. “Deploying the mine.” Nothing showed on the screen except the corvette coming after them. The yacht lurched forward as the main engines kicked in, and the viewscreen blazed white with the explosion.
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        * * *

      

      The police had only been there a few minutes by the time the Magistrate arrived. The van slid to a stop in the parking lot, and Rivka, Red, and Lindy exited quickly. She found a sergeant in charge of the operation. He already knew who she was.

      “Magistrate. What do you need us to do?”

      Rivka looked into the pit, no longer worried about exposing herself. “See those people in black carrying the clubs? Round all of them up. The miners were probably promised great pay, received some, and then became slaves. We’ll need to look at all of them to make sure none of the bad guys are masquerading as miners. There should be a supervisor of some sort. I want to talk with that one.”

      A loaded truck started the climb out of the pit.

      “As soon as that truck is clear, we’ll take the team down. Mind if we borrow your van?”

      “Your van, and the driver is exceptional. You should put him in a cruiser and see what he can do.”

      “We know what he can do—wreck the cruiser. After four of them, we only let him drive the van now.”

      The driver gave Rivka two thumbs up.

      “They may give you some grief, judging by what we received at the freighter port. You may have to shoot them.”

      The sergeant held up a stunner. “We don’t have guns here. Stunning will work just fine.”

      “We’ll be behind you all the way,” Rivka interjected, pointing with her eyes at the railguns her team carried.

      When the hauler reached the top, it stopped, blocking the road. The driver jumped out and ran into the pit.

      “I guess we do it the hard way,” the sergeant grumbled. “Follow me!”

      With a cheer and an arm wave, he took off down the road, squeezing past the truck and accelerating as he went. The officers spread out behind him as they raced into the surface mine. They yelled when they got close, directing the miners one way and the overseers another. The first two in black were stunned unconscious when they attempted to fight.

      “Effective,” Red murmured. The trio walked with a measured pace down the road into the pit, then waited, arms resting on railguns. Rivka had her hands in the pocket of her jacket.

      “Smoke if you got ‘em,” Rivka said. No one smoked, but they liked to see a criminal operation dismantled before their eyes. “Report to follow.”

      The datapad buzzed and Rivka looked at the short note. We are close.

      She showed it to Red and Lindy. “What the hell does that mean?”
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        * * *

      

      Pandora Express accelerated away from the freighter queue. It looped until it could fly straight into the Gate.

      “This is Ballykissangel Forty-Seven. The intruder has departed. Request return to our previous position in line.”

      “Yes,” Chaz answered the captain.

      The Gate’s lights blinked, but there was no event horizon.

      “Activate the Gate, Margaret,” the Blokite insisted, tensing for impact.

      The ship flew through the empty space within the Gate, arriving nowhere except on the other side of the Gate. The ship slowly banked to make its way back.

      “What happened, Margaret? We need to leave. Open the Gate and get us the hell out of here.” Mackestray slammed a fist on the console. “Now!”

      “I’m sorry, Tod, I can’t do that,” Margaret said. The Blokite struggled to breathe as the air drained from the ship.

      “Margaret...” When he passed out from lack of air, enough oxygen returned to keep him unconscious but alive.
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        * * *

      

      As Rivka was anger-tapping her reply, a new message came in.

      Mackestray in custody. Will bring both ships to your position at the mine.

      Rivka swiped her finger across her message and deleted it. She tapped different words. Well done.

      “Shall we?” Red asked, pointing toward the rim above.

      “Everything seems to be well in hand,” Rivka replied. “We don’t need to go down there. I’ll zombie them when they bring them out.”

      They headed back up the hill. “Kind of anti-climactic, don’t you think, Red?”

      “It’s a huge relief knowing those two are out of business. It’s also amazing, the tons of credits crime can pay.”

      “Crime with a niche. Mackestray had his unique product, and no one could influence an election like him. And K’Twillis operated illegal mines. Finding exploitable resources is a difficult proposition, yet he could go right to them. In the Federation’s hands, such technology could save a great deal of time over random exploration and sampling. Maybe we’ll find something when we tear that freighter apart. Which reminds me, it’s in Capstanian custody right now. We’ll give them their exotic ore back while the Federation takes the ship.”

      Red and Lindy held hands as they walked. Red smiled more than usual.

      “It’s nice knowing that without a price on my head, random scumbags won’t be taking pot shots hoping for a quick payout. I don’t want to risk losing you.”

      “Even if I’m mean?” Lindy asked.

      “Don’t listen to that guy. You’re mean to people who deserve it. We all are.”

      “He called me mean too,” Rivka added, nodding. She stopped to glare at her security team when no one said anything. “You think he’s right? You think I’m mean?” She crossed her arms and stood her ground.

      “You’re as mean as a fucking snake,” Red blurted.

      Rivka did a double-take.

      “I’m Magistrate Rivka Anoa, and if you don’t do what I tell you, I’ll punch you in the face,” Red imitated.

      “I don’t come across like that, do I?”

      Red and Lindy chuckled together as if sharing a private joke.

      Red explained, “You have to. Why can’t they respect the office? Frankly, I don’t know why you’re not meaner. I’d start with a punch in the face and then make the requests.”

      “What he said,” Lindy agreed.

      “Our missions are tough,” Red added.

      “Cases,” Rivka corrected.

      “Magistrate?” Red shook a finger at her.

      “I’ll concede in this case alone that it was more of a mission, but we still collected evidence and built a case that I could defend before a court of law, and I will file the appropriate paperwork. When we have Mackestray in our hands, what do you want me to ask him?”

      “I never thought about it,” Red said. “I always expected to kill him.”

      “Did he intend to destroy Leed’s Planet?” Lindy offered.

      “I think that one may be all we need since it’ll tell us what was in his mind as a civilization was brought to its knees. I want to see what Ankh has. That will put the bow on the package. I see Jhiordaan in his future.”

      “Not capital? He gets to live?”

      “I’ll judge when I see the evidence, but from what I’ve seen so far, his interference may have been the catalyst, but the underlying causes were there long before the Blokite appeared. He simply exploited them to his clients’ advantage.”

      “Maybe you should be meaner?” Red suggested.

      “I love the law, Vered!” The Magistrate laughed as they reached the top. She started yelling at two officers remaining with the vehicles, “You need to move all these vehicles over there.”

      She pointed, and they hopped. When they finished, a number of vehicles remained that would prevent Peacekeeper’s landing.

      “I have an idea.” Red jogged to the haul road and climbed into the truck. It readily started. He leaned out the window. “Why didn’t we move the truck and drive down instead of running along the road like idiots?”

      Rivka shrugged. Red nudged the loaded truck up against the first of the vehicles and then jammed the accelerator. The car slid sideways across the lot, slamming into another vehicle and then another. Red carefully backed up and repeated the procedure until the lot was clear. He parked the truck to the side, jumping down and brushing his hands off.

      The van maneuvered through the area and headed into the pit, the driver waving as he passed.

      A shadow in the sky signaled the approach of the spaceships. The corvette circled before Mackestray’s yacht landed near the shack, then Peacekeeper descended and filled the remainder of the open space. The hatch popped, and Jay ran out with Floyd bouncing after her.

      “You were all magnificent!” she declared, hugging each of them. Her nose wrinkled and she pushed quickly away from Red.

      He shrugged. “I know, I smell like a swamp. Tangle with an Aborginian and the stench will cling to you forever.”

      “I hope not forever. Not when you have a Magistrate on your side.” Lindy kissed Red’s cheek. “I still love you, Stinky.”

      Floyd nuzzled Red’s leg and then started to chew on the material. “We should have let her gnaw K’Twillis into submission.”

      They made their way to the ship. Is Mackestray incapacitated? Rivka asked.

      Yes, Ankh replied. There’s enough oxygen to keep him alive, but not awake. As soon as we open the door, that will change.

      “He’s out, but when the door opens, he’ll get a breath of fresh air. We need to be quick about grabbing him.”

      “No one is quicker than me,” Jay suggested.

      Red handed her the zip-tie cuffs he was holding. “His arms won’t fit behind his back, so cuff him in front, and I’ll carry him out.”

      “Simple and effective,” Rivka stated. “We’ll be out here.” Ankh, open the hatch, please.

      The hatch popped and dropped to the ground, the inside of it acting as the stairs. Jay was gone in a flash, returning after a few seconds to usher Red inside.

      “He’s still out, but now he’s cuffed.” She bowed, and Red climbed in, making the ship look even smaller than it already was. They heard the sound of flesh striking flesh.

      “Everything okay in there, Red?” Rivka shouted at the opening.

      “Coming out,” he replied, appearing in the hatch with his bundle of Blokite. He tossed the alien outside to land head-first on the ground. Mackestray rolled to his back and blinked at the sky. His whole focus appeared to be on his breathing.

      Rivka gripped his arm to hold him down while Red and Lindy loomed over him. Floyd darted in to sniff his face.

      “Did you intend to destroy Leed’s Planet?”

      “Destroy?” he mumbled.

      Rivka struggled to parse what she was seeing in his alien mind. His intent had been to destroy reputations, throw doubt on a process so easily corruptible, and solidify his position as the one to guarantee an election victory.

      “I’m sorry,” she told Red. “Although people have died from his meddling, he never intended for people to die. He had already struck Leed’s Planet from his resume.”

      “He’s still scum! He put a price on my head,” Red complained.

      “And he’ll go to Jhiordaan for the rest of his life, and that’s without any of the evidence I get from Ankh.”

      The sergeant appeared with the first of those who had been working in the surface mine. Rivka asked one question. “What’s your job?” Miners had a far different answer in their minds than those dressed in black. She tapped them quickly, one by one. “Miner, Miner, Thug, Miner...”

      The thugs were pulled away and secured. The miners were corralled separately. They would have to give statements, but they also had looks of relief on their faces. Their lives had been hell working under the bat-wielding overlords. When she reached the foreman, he was the only miner who looked guilty.

      She asked him a different question. “What are you hiding?”

      His mind instantly shot to the bodies of those who had been killed in accidents from rushing to get the ore out that were buried in the mine.

      “This one.” Rivka pushed him toward an officer. “He’s the foreman who allowed all this to happen. There are bodies buried down there. At least four.” One of the officers grabbed him by the arm and yanked him hard enough to dislocate his shoulder. The foreman started to whimper.

      They dragged him away and stuffed him into the van so they could return to the mine and he could point out where the bodies were buried.

      Only one of the thugs had had enough ingenuity to lose the black and dress like a miner. He had no mental discipline, and was quickly outed and corralled with the other thugs.

      “What do we do with his ship?” Red asked.

      “I can confiscate it under my authority. If it was purchased using stolen funds, we’d have to find the rightful owner, but the funds weren’t stolen. They were justly paid by people trying to win elections. It looks like it’s the spoils of war.”

      “Can we have it?” Lindy asked. “You know, as a wedding present?”

      Jay jumped to Lindy to wrap her in a bear hug but was unintentionally repulsed by the ever-present railgun.

      “I don’t see why not.” Rivka smiled and waved. “Come on, then. We have places to go and people to see.”

      “We’ll rename it, of course,” Red told Lindy. “What do you think of Anoa’s Ark?”

      “I like it!”

      “No,” Rivka answered. “Maybe Pampered Princess?”

      “No!” Red shot back.

      “I like that one, too.”

      “This could take a while,” Red admitted. “But look, we have a yacht!”

      

      Federation Border Station 7

      Rivka’s datapad buzzed as her mouth hovered over a steaming concoction that she was about to eat on a dare. Her face dropped, and she set the slice back among its fellows. With a sigh, she tapped the screen.

      “Nice timing,” she told the familiar face. Grainger grinned back.

      “It’s my turn to be a bent wire inside your spacesuit!” He started to laugh, and Rivka rolled her finger to get him to hurry up. Her eyes wandered back to her lunch, and her mouth watered at the aroma that wafted to her nose. He finished with a chortle and a snort. “I wanted to compliment you on your last two cases. The information Ankh found secreted within Margaret’s core guarantee that Mackestray will never again breathe free air. He is en route to Jhiordaan right now. The Federation was able to get one of their transport teams to Capstan. Sorry that took so long.

      “And K’Twillis. What a nightmare! Plundering worlds for their resources! Usually, that is left to the locals or military conquerors. It chaps everyone’s ass when a third-party sneaks in and does it.”

      “I think we burned some bridges on Capstan,” Rivka replied.

      “Not in the least. The Chief Constable called High Chancellor Wyatt directly with his compliments regarding your work. His hands were tied in what they could do since probable cause is one of the main tenets of their society. Combined with the licensing requirements, their people exercise more freedom than most throughout the galaxy. We could learn a thing or two from them.”

      “The Chief Constable?” Rivka’s lips twitched into a smile. “I felt like I was railroading him.”

      “You received the support you needed, didn’t you?”

      “Since you mention it, yes. We had a van and were shuttled around. We had a tactical team when we needed it, and they stored the perps when we captured them.”

      “Sounds like you wanted for nothing. And now you have a yacht, too. Are you going to be like Terry Henry Walton and acquire your own fleet?”

      “Terry Henry! We left him in that quagmire of Leed’s Planet. I haven’t called him since I left.” The unspoken question hung in the air—Rivka wanted validation from Grainger that it had been okay to summon the Bad Company.

      Grainger saw the meatball served up on a silver platter. He frowned and shook his head. “General Reynolds is wondering how the Magistrates are going to pay for that. Probably the price of a private yacht and a corvette. You may have to walk to your next case. Grainger out.”

      Rivka reached a finger toward the screen but was too slow. It turned black before she could stab Grainger’s image.

      “I need to make a couple of calls.”

      “What you need to do is eat,” Doctor Toofakre told her, patiently waiting for her to finish the call. His burger sat untouched until they could eat at the same time, although his fries were half gone. She couldn’t remember seeing him eat them. Rivka wondered if he had only ordered a child’s portion or if he’d been adept at eating them without being seen.

      She chose the latter. The dentist looked far too casual.

      The Magistrate removed her slice and started to eat, barely pausing for a breath during the first slice. Then she dug into a second.

      “I miss hot food when we’re out there,” Rivka mumbled through a mouthful of TH’s Moonstokle Pie. The recipe had been picked up by most of the franchisees. “This blend of salty and sweet is to die for!”

      Doctor Toofakre grimaced. “I like mine straight up. Meat and vegetables. Protein for life, food for the soul.”

      “Are you huffing your own nitrous again?”

      “Hey!” Tyler looked around quickly to make sure no one had heard. “Don’t even kid like that. I could lose my license.”

      “You aren’t, are you?” She touched his hand. No subterfuge. The only thing he did when patients weren’t there was read, but he did it kicked back in the patient’s chair, reclined with his book overhead and voice-controlled. “I don’t know how you stay awake reading like that!”

      “Hey! Stay out of my mind.” He leaned conspiratorially close. “What if you see my porn collection?”

      He held out his hand and smiled evilly.

      She leaned back. “You don’t have a porn collection.”

      “I know. I’m boring. Startlingly dull in all ways, shapes, and forms. Maybe I can go on a case with you? You know, take a run on the wild side.”

      Rivka turned serious. “People die on the wild side. Sometimes boring is the best fuel for the soul, but I’ll consider taking you. The next case looks like slave trafficking. The Federation isn’t real keen on slavery. We have a couple of leads that I’ll be looking into when the time is right, which usually means sooner rather than later.”

      

      
        
        The End
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      You are still reading! Thank you so much. It doesn’t get much better than that.

      I think the Executioner series is my best-received series out of all that I’ve done. Thank you to you wonderful people for joining me. I really like this series, and enjoy writing it.

      I wrote this next bit thinking about the way combat never leaves the warrior. They can go home, but they’ll never leave the battlefield. Those thoughts are always hiding in the back of our minds.

      

      Brothers in Arms

      A man stands in the crisp morning. A home in the country. A breeze rustling the leaves.

      “HOLD THE LINE!” echoes in the battle of his mind.

      A bird lands nearby, sings, and flies to the next tree.

      “Damn you! Keep firing!” Kill to live.

      A hesitant sun beyond the horizon, spreading its glow.

      A scream of pain. The injured cries out.

      A truck negotiating a hill in the distance. Give it some gas.

      “Hold pressure here. Don’t give up on me.”

      The ground fog brightens with the first rays of dawn. No, you don’t get to see the earth. Not yet.

      “Help me up. I can shoot.” And it is done. More rounds fired. More men cry out.

      The furnace starts and runs. The cold descends to make a last stand against the day’s warmth.

      Day into night into day. Explosions of violence. Wince at the noise, but don’t trust the silence!

      Something bounds through the woods. A squirrel filling its cheeks.

      The battle ends as quickly as it started. “REPORT!” For the injured. For the ammunition.

      A family sleeps within. A man stands without. No sleep for him. Someone has to watch.

      For the ever-present enemy. For his brothers in arms.
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        * * *

      

      My sister-in-law passed away earlier today. My brother is a wreck. She had a massive stroke at sixty-five, and that was it. I fly out tomorrow to join him and hopefully help him through the initial shock. It’s a challenging time, but the best thing for me is escaping into my science fiction worlds. Sometimes the real world is a bit harsh. With a good book, we can disappear for a brief time and live somewhere else, where the good guys win. I believe in karma.

      And good guys who seek Justice.

      Natalie Grey wants to include Bustamove in her next Barnabas story. Woohoo! You’ll get a little more insight into one of the other Magistrates.

      I hope everyone enjoyed this story. It was fun to write in a way that I found most relaxing. James Caplan, Micky Cocker, and Kelly O’Donnell keep me on the straight and narrow with in-process reads and ideas, language smoothing, continuity, and overall readability. They are an amazing bunch who help make me and my stories better.

      No one goes on this journey alone. If it weren’t for being surrounded by great people and the incredible readers who keep picking up my books, none of these stories would be possible.

      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Story Continues

          

        

      

    

    
      The story continues with book 5 in the series, SLAVE TRADE, available now at Amazon and through Kindle Unlimited.
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      No respect for life. Or the law.

      It’s the trade. In sentience. Run by the Corranites, creatures that have always traded in intelligent alien life.

      Bought and sold. Nothing more than property.

      Rivka is having none of it. With an eye toward taking the entire supply line down, she launches into the greater galaxy. All the way to the heart of the Federation.

      It’s bigger than anyone knows. She calls all her friends and finds that she has woefully few. With a snarl and a mandate, she dives head first into the firepit of the Slave Trade.

      Magistrate Rivka Anoa is the legal eagle you want on your side. No better friend. No worse enemy.

      

      
        
        Available at Amazon and Kindle Unlimited
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      Craig Martelle’s other books (listed by series)

      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

      End Times Alaska (also available in audio) – a Permuted Press publication – a post-apocalyptic survivalist adventure

      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

      Judge, Jury, & Executioner – a space opera adventure legal thriller

      Rick Banik – Spy & Terrorism Action Adventure

      Become a Successful Indie Author – a non-fiction work

      Metamorphosis Alpha – stories from the world’s first science fiction RPG

      The Expanding Universe – science fiction anthologies

      Shadow Vanguard – a Tom Dublin series

      Uprise Saga – an Amy DuBoff series

      Enemy of my Enemy (co-written with Tim Marquitz) – A galactic alien military space opera (coming late summer of 2018)

      Superdreadnought (co-written with Tim Marquitz) – a military space opera (coming fall of 2018)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books By Michael Anderle

          

        

      

    

    
      For a complete list of books by Michael Anderle, please visit

      

      www.lmbpn.com/ma-books/

      

      All LMBPN Audiobooks are Available at Audible.com and iTunes.  For a complete list of audiobooks visit:

      

      www.lmbpn.com/audible

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Connect With Michael Anderle

          

        

      

    

    
      Michael Anderle Social

      Website:

      http://kurtherianbooks.com/

      

      Email List:

      http://kurtherianbooks.com/email-list/

      

      Facebook Here:

      https://www.facebook.com/OriceranUniverse/

      https://www.facebook.com/TheKurtherianGambitBooks/
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