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CHAPTER 1

   
   

I never imagined becoming a hired gun, secret agent, or whatever else you’d call what we do, but life has ways of surprising you. Nor did I have more than a vague notion about gunslingers, rustlers, or why “high noon” was a landmark time of day. That was before I worked with Edgar Millen, the perplexing and complicated man who led me to this moment. 
 Whatever happened next, I wouldn’t be able to say my time on Astrild hadn’t been interesting, although interesting could be highly overrated. 

One of the few not-too-terrified citizens of Justice had run to the café, warning us that trouble was coming. Fifteen minutes later, we had just dug into breakfast when a comm message to Millen alerted us that the previous warning had been well behind the times. Men with evil intent were waiting at Wakefield’s Solar Cycle Rental and Repair shop. By then, I’d managed to wolf down three-quarters of my omelet. What passed for indigenous eggs on the planet Astrild were chewy when cooked but with a taste surprisingly similar to those from chickens. 
 “At least we got most of the way through eating,” I said. 
 “Obliging of them, I guess,” answered Millen, “though I wish they’d waited till we finished.” 
 I laid my fork down. “I don’t suppose there’s any reason to delay.” 
 “None that I see.” 
 We’d come prepared. The Dynaplex bodysuit wasn’t the most protective equipment known, but it had one big advantage: it could be worn under clothing and not be obvious. I’d have preferred combat armor—not that we had any. However, even if we’d had it, the men gunning for us might have had second thoughts, which we didn’t want. This needed to happen, and best if we got it done while having as many advantages as possible. The downside was we’d have bruises. The kinetic energy of projectiles would spread over a wide area when they hit the suit. Of course, our heads remained unprotected, but anyone not knowing we wore the suits would aim for the body as the biggest target. Not accounted for were shooters who couldn’t aim straight or didn’t follow our logic.  
 You can’t have everything. 
 We hadn’t taken off our pistols to eat. We rose and picked up our shotguns and assault rifles leaning against the wall behind our table.
Before exiting the café, we automatically checked the loads and action on all the weapons. We had extra magazines, but we figured most encounters would be over within seconds. 
 Outside, Gliese 777-A was well above the eastern horizon, and the yellow sun’s light cast hues so closely matching Earth’s, I sometimes forgot where I was. This sun’s companion, a red dwarf, was visible at night only as a faint smudge if you knew where to look, or so I’d read. 
 We stood for a moment in front of the café. The street was empty, except for a mangy dog scurrying out of the way. Millen once told me humans had mongrel dogs wherever they colonized. 
 Word had spread, and only a few furtive faces peeked out behind slits in curtains and blinds. We walked down the settlement’s shabby, dusty main street to where twelve men waited to kill us. Others had the same intent, but we needed to deal with one group at a time. I took a moment to acknowledge how surreal it was walking to a gunfight under a sun slightly larger than Sol and seeing a shuttle contrail arching up from the Oslo spaceport 2,600 kilometers away. 
 I was tense but not scared. I’d signed up for this, and my heightened senses were preparing for action. Fear didn’t enter into the equation. At least, that’s what I told myself. 

We need some theme music, rose unbidden in my thoughts, further prompted by Millen’s words as we started walking. 
 “Let’s go see what’s happening at the OK Corral.” 
 I didn’t need to ask why Millen had renamed the repair shop. I’d been around Millen enough to catch the reference, and I wondered what the next anachronism would be. 
 He read my mind and started whistling a theme I’d never heard before he’d introduced me to it. I grimaced at yet one more antiquated reference, then gave in. 
 “Okay, although we need a couple of those serapes to set off the music from that Italian guy.” 
   

Six Months Earlier

   
 The first time I saw Edgar Millen was in a bar on Geminorum Station orbiting Thalassa, the fourth planet of the 61 Cygni-A star system. The station consisted of three wheels, each 1,000 meters in diameter, connected by dozens of thick struts and four elevator shafts between adjacent wheels. Humans had figured out how to go faster than light, but gravity still mocked us, and we constructed stations with rotation simulating gravity as depicted in movies and novels from hundreds of years ago. 
 Although the bar had a great view of Thalassa, the sight through the floor bothered me. Since the wheels’ rotation pushed objects outward, down was away from the station’s hub. The bar had a ten-meter-square dance area that doubled as a window looking down at the planet. Thalassa came into view, slid across the window as the station rotated, and then disappeared, only to reappear on the next cycle. 
 It was disconcerting, especially since the elevator I’d arrived in opened to the dance floor, making it look like I was about to fall into space. My clue that wouldn’t happen? The people walking across the floor and a few couples dancing. It took me a few seconds to register what I saw, but even then I edged myself around the wall until reaching a solid floor. 
 I’d just come out of stasis recovery status six hours earlier and needed a drink. It was both my first time off Earth and my first experience with the conditions for interstellar travel. In the hours of recovery, I went from feeling every nerve ending on fire to shivering cold and finally every part of my body aching. They’d given me medications to help, which did, but now I felt wiped. 
 Once released, I’d checked on two personal bags containing all my possessions: clothing, multiple copies of what family records and photos I had, and a few souvenirs. For someone who was never returning to Earth, I had selected what seemed like a pitifully few items to remind me of my life up until then.  
 Did I say I needed a drink? 
 I looked for a small, empty table—the only one being on the edge of the floor window. I sat and waited for someone to take my order, only to feel unsettled every time I glimpsed the planet sweeping into and out of view. I tried to avoid looking directly down, but it didn’t work. I felt nauseated almost immediately. Motion sickness. It was the movement on the periphery of my vision. I needed to either look directly down or away completely. I worked it out by first focusing my attention on the people. I’d been exposed to different cultures on Earth, and I wondered whether I could identify if some of the patrons were from the planet below. After a few minutes, I couldn’t be sure; they could just as well have been a collection of humans from different regions on Earth. 
 A man in a cute outfit stopped at my table. I intuited he was staff—either that or he was about to hit on me. It was the former, and I ordered a beer. He said it was local, but what that meant on a station three hundred kilometers above a planet, I didn’t know. Maybe later I would switch to something stronger. 
 By the time I was two-thirds finished, I could examine Thalassa more closely as it passed. Lots of water, which was not surprising, given its name. During the last hour of my recovery, my brain had functioned well enough to want something to do—anything to take my mind off the discomfort. The only option was to watch an endlessly recycling video extolling the station and Thalassa. I learned the name meant “ocean” in Greek, a Greek sea goddess, a moon of Neptune, a planet in an old science fiction novel, a chain of mountains on the planet New Mumbai, and a genus of ladybugs on Earth. Since my view of the planet was almost all ocean, I figured the name came from the first view of the initial survey ship. Only 10 percent of the surface consisted of land in a cluster of small continents, and all of it on the opposite hemisphere from what I saw. 
 I also learned that 61 Cygni is a binary star system in the Cygnus Constellation and consists of two K-type stars orbiting each other about every 700 years. That made the system unusual since multiple star systems were thought too unstable for life to develop on its planets. However, 61 Cygni-A had a blue jewel, Thalassa. 
 I finished the beer but hesitated to get blasted too soon. I was supposed to meet someone on the station—I just didn’t know who or when. The little information I’d been given said the next leg of the trip aimed for a planet named Astrild in the Gliese 777-A star system. 
   
 *** 
   
 Now, one might find it odd that I had come here, eleven light-years from Earth, and was about to continue traveling another forty-four light-years, without knowing who I was supposed to meet, exactly what job I’d signed up for, or who I worked for. But there it was. 
 I’d served ten years in the military of the Federated States, FS—what passed for Earth’s world government. Right out of basic school, I was full of idealism, vim, and vigor. The ads for the FS Enforcement Service looked appealing to an eighteen-year-old: free education, sharp uniform, helping world peace, and women oozing over you. There was plenty of the first, and the second was de rigueur (see, I told you there was education), but piss little of the third and only sporadic occurrences of the fourth. 
 After ten years, promotions and demotions, and seeing more places on Earth than I’d known existed and would just as soon never heard of, I decided I was tired of carrying out orders I didn’t believe in, from officers I didn’t trust or respect, and issued from bureaucrats who didn’t care about consequences. I wanted new scenery. 
 The problem was that most of the education focused on topics related to duties that, when you got down to the basics, forced people I didn’t know to do what they didn’t want to, and it too often involved them shooting at me and me at them. At the time I signed up, I hadn’t considered how this restricted my future opportunities. But hey, I was going to live forever as part of the FSES. No one ever got fooled by thinking the word young wasn’t associated with words like naïve and stupid. 
 Open country always appealed to me. I was from Indiana, one of the American states before all of North America merged into the Federation, which evolved into THE Federation. A cracker uncle, my only relative, raised me, and about the only good he did was teach me two things. One was to hunt. Not that I particularly like shooting animals, but the woods were peaceful, especially when I hunted alone. Although Earth’s population had finally stabilized at twenty billion, belated environmental concerns led most of the last ten billion to live in megalopolises, with swaths of land having held out against urbanization. What had been south-central Indiana was one of the lucky survivors, and I spent much of my youth roaming forests. The FSES also sent me to open country at times, but I was often too scared to enjoy the scenery. 
 The second thing my uncle taught me was right from wrong—his version. It was only after years in the FSES that I understood his concept wasn’t universal, and I began questioning my own assumptions. The doubts lingered unaddressed until my time with Edgar Millen. 
 I visited my uncle only twice before he died. We hadn’t been close, but I respected that he’d provided for a six-year-old he didn’t want when his sister and brother-in-law died in an accident. Not that he was abusive, but there were few hugs, and for twelve years I listened to all the reasons the old United States should have stayed independent and the hell with rest of the world. I also learned early not to get him started on colony worlds. 
 Most people would have considered us beyond outliers, as far as modern technology was concerned. My uncle belonged to a community of like-minded people who reveled in what they called a
simpler life. We had solar banks for power but no direct connections. Whatever experience I had with other types of technology was at school and when I spent time at other kids’ houses, especially those not part of my uncle’s community. 
 Thus, when I signed up for the FSES, a good part of my decision—at least in retrospect, years later—was wanting to explore the rest of the world after a life of pent-up curiosity. As you might imagine, seeing the world was a shock. They dumped me into a basic training company of recruits, half of whom were from North America and the other half from countries sprinkled across a map of Earth. My first day provided more exposure to people of other countries than my previous eighteen years had. 
 Basic training was tough, but it could have been worse. I was already in good physical shape, compared to most other recruits, but only in comparison. The first month, half of the company washed out, unable to endure the rigor. I lasted, but it wasn’t a sure thing. A few hundred times I wondered what the hell I’d gotten myself into. 
 Everything changed the second month after the culling and as we moved into actual training to be soldiers: two months of weapons, first-aid, tactics, communication, and a dozen other topics, some of which I’d never have associated with the military. I began to feel as if I fit, something alien to my previous years. The feeling solidified when I moved into an active unit: the 17th Mobile Infantry Brigade, home-based in the northeast of old Italy. The locals spoke mainly Italian, but Standard English was widely known. I noticed right away there were no Italians in the 17th. Later I learned the FSES policy was to station personnel away from their homes to reinforce loyalty to the Federation and the FSES. 
 Needless to say, my first year was confusing, exciting, and, to my relief, offered evidence I was more than capable of performing the required duties. I settled into the life and began thinking of a career. I also had a home and friends, the likes of whom were novel. Not all the friends were men. The FSES was open to anyone who could meet all the requirements. Race, gender, sexual orientation, religion, or anything else was considered irrelevant if you could do the job and didn’t have traits that impacted unit efficiency. Liaisons were not forbidden, but the consequences of creating problems were severe enough that most men and women pursued relationships outside the company level, either with people in other units or the local populace. 
   
 As comfortable as my beginning years were, problems began when I reached the first level of sergeant. It was one thing to be given questionable orders when consequences fell only on yourself and something else when those orders affected people you were responsible for. 
 I was good at the job, and the majority of my immediate superiors agreed. But there were a few commanding officers with whom I had trouble and that finally prompted, by mutual agreement, the severing of my FSES connection. 
 The day I mustered out, I was stationed with the 31st Mobile Infantry, based in Hyderabad, India. I had no plan. All I could think of was the out part. With ten years’ service, I had back pay and a small stipend—enough that I figured I’d find something to do before the pay ran out and I’d confirmed the stipend to be too small to live on. At this point in my life, I had experienced only two homes: my uncle’s in Indiana and wherever the FSES stationed me. I had no interest or current connection to the former and was leaving the latter. I had formed no particular relationships with any locals I’d been stationed near, nor did I have a family or a woman to consider, so my options were unlimited. This actually meant I had no clue what I was going to do next. What I did know was that nothing I’d considered sounded appealing. 
 On my last day there were the expected forms to fill out, uniforms and other equipment to turn in, blathering briefings on adjustment to civilian life, and health benefits I was entitled to (very little, even with ten years in). After all that was finished at the release center, a prune-faced woman told me I had an appointment in the Quartermaster Center, Wing A, Room 1143. It took me two hours to find out the building was five kilometers away, get there, and then locate the room within a huge structure that looked dilapidated on the outside but clean and orderly on the inside. 
 I wondered whether I’d have to wait for whatever they wanted to see me about. The answer was no. The open door revealed a small room, a desk, two chairs, and a nattily-dressed man of about fifty. Seated, he wore a white suit and looked at the door as if he knew exactly when I’d walk in. Or maybe he was a robot, waiting to be activated. 
 “Lieutenant Cole, thank you for coming in. Or should I address you as Mr. Cole now? It’s going to be something of an adjustment, isn’t it?” 
 I didn’t answer. I wasn’t in the mood, so I just sat and looked at him. 
 “My name is Mr. White.” 
 He looked more like he should be a Singh or a Gupta, but I had a hunch I’d never know his real name. I still didn’t respond. 
 He wasn’t perturbed by my lack of civility—just sat behind the desk, forearms on the desktop, hands folded, and calm eyes focused on me. I sat a trifle straighter. I’d interacted with his type before. My intuition said he was somebody—either important or confident enough in his position to let assholes like me roll off him like mercury slides down a slope. Someone who usually got his way and knew it. I disliked him immediately. 
 “An interesting service record, Mr. Cole. Multiple commendations. Known for getting the job done. Respected by subordinates, although a somewhat checkered history with superiors.” 
 I figured his understatement was an attempt to be diplomatic. No sooner would one officer promote me than another would put me back down in rank. The former usually occurred after an operation; the latter, after I expressed an opinion about the value of the operation, the intelligence provided on local conditions, or the character of someone up the chain of command. I wasn’t cantankerous by nature, but bullshit is bullshit, no matter how high ranking its originating orifice. 
 “This was your second time to lieutenant, not to mention multiple rounds through different sergeant levels. I’m surprised they didn’t discharge you much earlier, Mr. Cole.” 
 Me, too, particularly after I beat a major half to death two years earlier. I survived in the service only because the major had screwed up royally and gotten too many of our men and civilians killed. The FSES wanted the incident kept quiet, and my indiscretion was trivial enough to sweep under a rug and not create a court-martial or a discharge record. 
 Mr. White looked at me with fish eyes. “Do you have a problem with authority, Mr. Cole?” 
 This had gotten annoying. “I’ve a problem with jackass officers who give stupid orders and who don’t give a shit about the people under them or civilians who might be affected.” 
 “But surely you realize that sometimes mission parameters involved considerations that someone of your rank was not fully cognizant?” 
 “I’ve no problems with orders that make sense, for missions that are achievable and that have some plausible positive outcome. If none of the three are obvious, then yes, I have a problem with authority.” 
 “Then we might be in the position to satisfy mutual needs. We are looking for someone with your particular skills. It’s a mission off Earth. In fact, it’s way off Earth. Realistically, you may never get back here, but I sense that is not all that much of a problem for you. The pay is good, and expenses are covered. There’s no retirement plan, but judicious husbanding of that generous pay should put you in a favorable position once you leave our service.” 
 “Out of curiosity, what’s the pay?” 
 “Ten thousand credits a month.” 
 I stared. It was five times my salary in the FSES, which was already more than most people earned. Even if the work was distant from Earth, I’d read that FS credits were recognized everywhere humans remained in contact with the Federation, and credits were readily converted into local monetary units. 
 “And exactly what expenses are covered?” I asked. 
 “Everything, including medical during the employment and any resulting conditions after employment.” 
 “And are there going to be any clues to exactly what this work is or who I’d be working for, or am I just supposed to swoon at the chance?” 
 “Who is not important for you to know at this stage.” 
 “And when would that stage be?” 
 “Never, if you choose not to work with us. A little information will be forthcoming if you accept joining us, and more over time, depending on your performance and length of service. As for the what, all I can say at the moment is that it is helping people on colony planets, people who, for whatever reason, do not have access to what we would consider reasonable protections of the law.” 
 “Some kind of police work? Law enforcement?” 
 “Some kind of would be the operative phrase. From your record, I believe you feel offended when too many people get too little consideration from higher authorities. Although I tend to agree with you, I would argue that most of our system works well. You’ve just had the misfortune to work around those situations where things have not been optimal.” 
 I just stared. I didn’t disagree but waited for more information. 
 “Unfortunately, the legalistic situation on many of the colony planets is not good. Even on some of the longer-settled planets, with functioning central governments, the rapid settlement has left pockets of colonists with less than stellar government services, particularly for law enforcement.” 
 “So it is police work.” 
 “Not exactly, but we are positive you would find the work personally rewarding. Yet we need to be honest—there would occasionally be elements of personal risk to yourself.” 
 I snorted. Like the last ten years hadn’t included elements of personal risk? 
 I had some misgivings, but I was interested. He had hit some major buttons. Despite few strong personal connections, and with memories I didn’t need, I always considered Earth my home. But now that the opportunity had just landed in my lap, I realized I did want off Earth. The colony planets did sound interesting (fewer people, more space, a feeling of starting over). I did want to feel whatever I achieved would make some positive difference to someone. My youthful optimism had become seriously jaded enough that I had begun to worry I’d lost it forever. Starting with a clean slate on another world appealed to me. 
 “Okay, so you might have me pegged, to an extent, but how do you expect me to agree to leave Earth, maybe never to return, with so little information? What if I get to wherever I’m supposed to go and find out the job stinks or I’m supposed to do things I refuse to do? Then what?” 
 A hint of a smile cracked his mask. I knew that whatever he’d say next, he thought he had me. I also decided he wasn’t a robot. 
 “A perfectly legitimate concern, Mr. Cole. We believe this will not be a problem, but to show you our good faith, your employment will include return passage to Earth valid for six months from when you arrive at your first work site. If, anytime in those six months, you decide our association is not working for you, you may terminate that association and return to Earth. However, please note that the return ticket option ends at six months, although we don’t believe you will exercise the option. It’s a measure of our confidence that you will find the employment satisfying enough not to want to return.” 
 I sat back in my chair. He was right. It did sound attractive, but were we negotiating? I decided to play along. 
 “All right. I admit I’m interested. But still, going that far out only on your word about the pay and the return ticket seems like taking a big chance.” 
 “Then shall we say that six months’ severance salary will be deposited in an account here on Earth, accessible only upon returning? You will also be given a prepaid return voucher when you leave Earth.” 

Well, fuck me, I thought. They really do want me for whatever this is.

 I was hooked. Besides the six months’ salary, the ticket itself was worth a hundred times the salary. Travel to the colonies was damned expensive. Except for sponsored immigration, only official travelers, industries, and rich citizens could afford it. 
 I signed on the dotted line and was told to report to the Quito space elevator in 23 days. By day 27, I was up the beanstalk, prepped for stasis, and on my way to wherever. 




CHAPTER 2

   
   

The trip from Earth to Geminorum Station above Thalassa was my first time off-planet and therefore my first experience with hyper-travel. The cost and inefficiency of life support systems meant the passengers and most crew were not conscious during travel. You’d have thought that, with our technology, they’d have figured out how to master sustainable closed life support, but the complexity of biological systems still stymied such efforts. An upside was you didn’t have to be conscious during months of a boring voyage in cramped environs. So . . . in principle, being asleep during a trip where you couldn’t see anything seemed fine to me. It was the details and caveats that bothered me. 
 “For those of you not aware, there are two phases to interstellar travel,” said a perky redhead on the briefing video. “First is the boost phase to reach a velocity sufficient to engage the Alcubierre drive. To keep the time of boost as short as possible, the ship will accelerate at ten gravities. Since we wouldn’t want you to be squished, your bloodstream will be connected to a reservoir of a colloidal solution and your blood gradually mixed as acceleration increases.” 
 Miss Perky smiled as if this were something to look forward to.  
 “At the same time, you will be immersed in a heavy-salt bath to allow your body to withstand the full acceleration. Once the ship reaches the target velocity, the main drive will engage. Of course, you won’t notice anything since you will be in an unconscious state prior to leaving Geminorum Station.” 
 I expected her to clap her hands next and tell us how wonderful the experience would be. 
 “Then when the ship arrives, your blood will be returned to its original state and concentration, and you’ll be brought out of immersion and awaken to see your destination.” 
 Okay, so she was happy for all of us so far, but that’s when the problem came. 
 “Of course, there will be some minor side effects after you awaken. But there’s no reason to worry since the effects will wear off quickly, and there are medications to help.” 
 Now I started to worry. Who determined what a “minor” side effect was? 
 The briefing finished, we went to the vessel that would take us to Thalassa. Twenty-some other passengers and I queued up and were led to the ship. I never did see what it looked like because we were inside walkways until we entered the ship. Then we went down another hall to a chamber that reminded me of pictures of beehive honeycombs. One wall was composed of hexagonal-shaped compartments. One at a time, an attendant pushed a button on each compartment, a platform slid out, one of us lay down, and they inserted tubes into veins on the inside of both thighs and neck. Even though they sprayed an anesthetic, it hurt like hell. Then, without a “by your leave,” the platform slid back into the wall, and they moved on to the next victim. 
 Almost immediately, my right leg and side of my neck started to feel warm, then hot, and before I could call out . . . I woke up feeling as bad as I ever had in my entire life and listening to a young woman’s voice tell me I’d arrived at Geminorum. I would have heaved up my stomach, except we hadn’t been allowed to eat anything the last twenty-four hours before leaving. My tongue was as big as a sausage. Well, maybe not, but it felt that way. And those were the good parts of me. Every muscle twitched or spasmed, I saw four copies of everything, my ears recorded random chimes and whistles, and I had the overwhelming urge to urinate—which I promptly did, still inside my capsule. 
 The latter mishap was evidently common. An attendant, unfazed, used a combination hose/vacuum system to clean me off, then sat me up, wiped me dry with a real towel, and helped me walk to a bench against the opposite wall. Several other people were already there, all of us naked, not that any of us were in any shape to ogle. 
 “There you go,” said the perky blonde attendant, smiling at me as if I were a seven-year-old just awarded a participation trophy. “You’re in good shape. Better than most. Just sit here until your head clears.” 

Perky? I thought. Why do all these people have to act so happy at what happened to you? And better shape than most. Christ! If it could be worse, they need to be on the alert for suicides.

 It was an hour before I was able to down water and another hour before I ate the first food—or whatever the small, pasty mass was that they fed us. The meds helped, but I found myself wondering about settling on Thalassa to avoid another round of stasis. When they released us, I felt normal enough that I headed to a bar. I needed a drink. 
   
 So there I was, sipping a beer, looking down at a planet rotating by, and wondering how I was supposed to meet my contact. Mr. White said I’d know the person when it happened.  
 The number of patrons increased, and the dance floor was crowded two hours later as I nursed my third beer, getting hungry. Patience running out, I figured I’d give it another ten minutes before looking for a restaurant. Then, after a meal, I’d sign in to one of the sleeping cubicles. Nothing had been said about how long I might have to wait for whomever. All I knew was that the contact would meet me at Geminorum Station and would find me wherever I was. 
 That’s when the elevator across the dance floor opened. Through the growing throng of undulating bodies, I could see snatches of a man step out onto the transparent floor. He never looked down. Eyes scanned the room, reminding me of a man traversing a scene through gun sights. When his head pointed straight at me, it stopped. He smiled an expression that started at his mouth and stayed there, then he wove his way over to my table. 
 “Mr. Cole?” 
 “If you tell me your name is Mr. White, I’m not gonna believe you.” 
 “How about if I say it’s Millen. Edgar Millen?” 
 “That I might believe. No one’s likely to use ‘Edgar Millen’ for a pseudonym. Who’s named Edgar anymore?” 
 He sat. He was of average height, had short brown hair and a wiry build, and moved like a cat—every motion smooth with controlled potential. I’d been around enough dangerous men to know one. No hand was offered to shake. 
 “I suppose you have a few questions, Mr. Cole.” 

Right to business. “What if I said I didn’t, and let’s go to work?” 
 “In that case, our association is fated to be a short one. A man with no questions is not cut out for our job. I’m authorized to validate your ticket back to Earth. Let’s be clear, Mr. Cole, no matter what Mr. White told you, how we proceed from here—or, should I say, if we proceed—is entirely up to me.” 
 This I wasn’t expecting. After their enormous cost in sending my body all this way, I was still in the interview stage? I decided to brace Mr. Millen. 
 “All right, so I DO have questions. Like, what the hell is this job, and what am I expected to do? Who am I working for? Who are you?” 
 Another smile—this one got to his eyes. 
 “My job is to bring order. Colony planets differ in that need.” He gestured to the combination floor/window. “Thalassa is a first-tier planet, an FTP. It was colonized three hundred years ago and is doing well. It was accepted into the Federation fifty years ago after satisfying some rather stringent requirements related to fundamental laws and responsibilities as a Federation member. However, if you were to visit Thalassa, you would find many unique cultural and societal differences compared to Earth’s. The Federation attempts to cast a small shadow, except for the required legal principles and member responsibilities. 
 “Things are not so rosy as you move farther from the core worlds. If you accompany me, we will be going to the planet Astrild. It’s what’s referred to as a third-tier planet—one that is developing but is not at a stage where it is a potential Federation member candidate. As such, it’s like many other TTP’s—I don’t know the exact number of such colonies, but certainly in the scores. Of course, there are many smaller and less developed colonies, but we won’t be dealing with those—at least, not in the near future. 
 “Astrild’s problem is that it has no common history for all its inhabitants to identify with. By this, I mean a societal basis for all citizens to feel part of the whole. Of course, that’s hardly surprising. Astrild was settled sporadically in multiple waves of different ethnic groups, in addition to individual immigration and specific corporate interests. There has been a movement in the last fifty years to bring the disparate parties together to see the advantage of a central government. Unfortunately, the effort has little to show for it, and the planet remains governed independently by the larger cities and towns, with the smaller towns, settlements, and isolated inhabitants left to organize as best they can.” 
 Millen grew silent, as the waiter stopped at our table. 
 “I’ll have a Poseidon Pale Ale,” Millen said with a smile that was polite and simultaneously passed on the message Go away for now. 
 I wondered how he knew of this specific beer. How long had he been waiting for me? Had he been to Thalassa’s surface?  
 “As I was saying . . . or maybe I hadn’t gotten to it yet . . . anyway, Astrild suffers from too many factions, groups, and individuals who are content with no central authority that might stop them doing whatever they want. My job is to remove enough of the significant hindrances for the centralization movement to take hold.” 
 I looked at him skeptically. “You? You, alone, are going to do this?” 
 “Well, I will have the help of my trusty sidekick—which might be you.” 
 I gave him my best “You expect me to believe this nonsense?” look. He was unperturbed, so I went to my alternative response. 
 “Well, excuse me if I think you’re full of shit. One man . . . excuse me . . . two men are going to change the direction of an entire planet?” 
 The waiter reappeared with Millen’s beer. I would need reinforcement to listen to Millen’s arguments on how he was going to save a world. Maybe I’d even need to get partly sloshed if I found out I’d come so far for an idiot’s idea of a future. 
 “I’ll have one of the same beers. Actually . . . make it a large.” 
 Millen sipped on his beer. I sat stone silent until mine arrived and I took two healthy gulps. 
 “All right. I’m listening. Convince me you have any idea what you’re talking about, and I haven’t wasted a trip eleven light-years from Earth, based on someone’s fantasy.” 
 Millen smiled. “I’m not sure I can convince you, and whether or not the trip was a waste will be up to you to decide.” 
 He took another drink and wiped the froth from his lips. “The Unionist Party on Astrild is pushing to consolidate enough of the population centers to let them be considered the government of the planet. The party’s strength is in most of the secondary cities, along with a sizable following in the capital, Oslo. Naturally, the two of us can’t force hundreds of thousands of Astrild citizens to support the Unionists. However, there are large numbers of people who would be supportive if they either didn’t have greater worries or weren’t too intimidated by certain factions or individuals. Our job will be to remove key obstacles. 
 “Let me give you a theoretical example. Suppose there were several hundred men and women working at a mining site. Thirty armed guards prevent them leaving and keep them working with only minimal recompense, along with basic food and shelter. And suppose the location is outside the control of anything we would consider legitimate authority, and the people are not allowed a political voice. If those hundreds of people were set free, most would support the Unionists, which you and I would favor. Tell me, then, what would you do?” 
 “And there’s no authority that would intervene? How is that possible?” 
 “Thus far, the major cities are insular—concerned with their own issues and reluctant to become involved in something that may be happening hundreds to thousands of kilometers away, unless basic commerce is affected. 
 “I’ll make the situation even simpler. Assume there is no possibility of outside help for those hundreds being kept in virtual slavery. Either we do something, or nothing happens. And no waffling by saying things like ‘That couldn’t happen’ or ‘Why don’t the people revolt?’ It’s us or nothing.” 
 Millen had set up a scenario with limited options that might be impractical or impossible in the real universe. It was a method to delve into basic positions. I remembered reading about physicists coming up with “thought experiments” that were impossible to carry out but where no basic principles were violated. I’d play along . . . for now. 
 “All right. Given the scenario, I suppose I’d do whatever possible. Assuming I was unsuccessful by walking up to the captors and convincing them with my compelling personality and logic, then it would take some level of action. Maybe kidnapping the guards, one by one, until the rest got scared off. As a last resort, and assuming the scenario was accurate and the treatment bad enough, moving on to more direct action might be justified—something short of a suicide attack, one against thirty. 
 “But that’s an easy, if improbable, example,” I said. “More likely is a community, group, or whatever that honestly believes they want to be left alone, or maybe they don’t like the proposed central government. I’m not going to go in, guns a-blazing, only to find out we’re not wanted.” 
 “Don’t worry about political persuasion. That is not our mandate and is up to others. However, don’t dismiss my example. Perhaps not the exact scenario I outlined, but cases where people’s actions are constrained by forces beyond their control. You can look at it as our task to remove those constraining factors.” 
 I leaned back in my chair and sipped on my beer—buying moments to think. Was this any different from what I had been doing in the FSES? Putting down terrorist groups or political factions bent on violent control of unwilling populations were the missions I’d most identified with. Other times had been different—suppressing rebellions by nations or populations unhappy with existing governments. Too often, the grievances had had a basis, and the Federation was more concerned, in my opinion, with tamping down turmoil than pressuring local governments to reform. It was one of the reasons that leaving Earth and looking outward had been so attractive to me. 
 “All right,” I said. “I’ll admit helping people deal with assholes they can’t deal with themselves has some appeal. It’s just that based on how little I know about you and what we’re supposed to do, I can’t guarantee I’d go along with anything without at least some reservations, and I certainly reserve the right to decide what I won’t do.” 
 My statement didn’t seem to faze Millen. 
 “Good enough,” he said. “While there may be difficult decisions to make, they can’t be made by sociopaths. Hard decisions need to weigh on the decider’s conscience, even if they take actions they hate.” 
 For the next hour, we had another beer, ate at a restaurant on an adjacent Geminorum ring, and talked—mainly Millen, asking polite questions about my life and giving away nothing about himself. When the bill arrived, he paid it with a card he produced. 
 “Okay, Everett . . . ,” he paused. “I think we can use first names. We’ll be here for another three weeks. That’s when the next ship leaves Thalassa, heading for Astrild. I have matters to deal with, so I won’t see you until two days before we depart.” 
 He pulled out a second card and laid it in front of me. 
 “I’ve put enough credits in this account to take care of anything you’d like to do in the meantime. I suggest you shuttle down to Thalassa and see whatever sights and do anything that appeals to you. Just don’t get yourself injured or in local trouble. In either case, I’d be back to finding an assistant.” 
 I noticed three things in his parting statement. The credit must be significant to cover any and all expenses—later confirmed by a shocked look and the sudden obsequious behavior of a shop worker when I handed over the card to buy a set of common Thalassian clothes. Second, I still had my job—whatever it was—and third, I was his “assistant” and not his “partner.” 
 The next three weeks were in the running for the best “vacation” time I’d ever had—and certainly the most expensive. Just the cost of the round-trip shuttle to the surface would have choked me before this. Millen hadn’t said anything about being cost-conscious, so I wasn’t. After a top-flight hotel week in a beach fleshpot, I opted to spend the rest of the time touring the planet’s natural wonders, of which Thalassa had an abundance. I found myself imagining what Earth must have been like before overpopulation and environmental degradation were finally addressed in the early twenty-third century. 
 I wondered whether Millen was keeping tabs on me. If so, was he apprehensive about the three days I spent hang-gliding the updrafts of the stupendous Killdevil Gorge? The instructor I’d hired on the first day took time off to accompany me the final ten days. Salecia was probably in better physical condition than I was, and the days and nights with her were a serious workout for someone just out of star flight stasis. She saw me to the shuttle up to Geminorum Station and proffered an open invitation if ever I came back to Thalassa. I assured her I would be eager to see her again, which was true, though I didn’t say I doubted I’d ever return. Astrild was farther from Earth, and Millen had implied future destinations were likely to be as far or farther out from the home world. 
 I contacted Millen and met him in the same restaurant. He asked for the credit card. It still had an impressive balance, despite my best efforts, and he didn’t blink when he checked it with a reader at the table. Either he couldn’t do math or didn’t care how much I’d spent. Maybe I should have gone even more extravagant. I’d know better next time. 
 Millen said we had to wait two nights on the station before leaving. After a beer and some inconsequential small talk, I was again left to myself. I wondered why I couldn’t have spent one more night with Salecia, but Millen had been insistent on the date of my return. The next time I saw Millen, we were being prepped for side-by-side stasis pods. 




CHAPTER 3

   
   

Astrild sat fifty-two light-years from Earth. The suns of Thalassa and Astrild were both in the Cygnus Constellation, as seen from Earth, but they weren’t in a straight line out. I would have racked up about fifty-eight light-years’ worth of kilometers if there were credit for interstellar travel. The trip from Thalassa to Astrild took three months of real-time—meaning the same three months on Earth and on the ship. All the Einstein time dilation gobbledygook didn’t happen with the Alcubierre drive that starships used—don’t ask me why. I once had a private with a physics degree try to explain to me how faster-than-light travel was achieved: something about contracting space in front of the ship and expanding it behind the ship. He might as well have said it was by magic for all I understood his explanation. I was okay just to know it worked.  
 The star system we were headed for had several formal names, depending on which nomenclature system you wanted to use; among these were BD+29o3872, HD 190360, HIP 98767, and HR 7670. Not surprisingly, the system was almost always referred to by the fifth option, Gliese 777. 
 Our destination was Gliese 777-A, a G6IV-class star similar to Sol. The star had a partner, Gliese 777-B, a red dwarf 3,000 astronomical units from the primary star. The two stars orbited each other about every ten thousand years, which, along with the low luminosity of the dwarf, meant that the primary was effectively a single star and explained Astrild’s biosystem; most multiple star systems were too unstable for life to develop.  
 The first colony in the Gliese 777-A system had picked a better name for the sun. Sol was already taken by Earth, so they chose Baldur—a name I remembered was a Norse god. I had to look up Astrild, what they named the only inhabitable planet, and found she was a Norse goddess of love. The main city, Oslo, had the only spaceport. It didn’t take a super-sleuth to conclude that either the original colonists were from Scandinavia or their leader was. I was wrong. The leader was Hideo Hyahashi, and most of the first five hundred colonists were from Lebanon. Go figure.  
 You might wonder how I knew such details about the star system and the planet. I assure you, there was a lot more, much of it incredibly dull unless you were an astronomer or a planetary history buff. There had been an unspecified “technical delay” in leaving Geminorum Station. This didn’t inspire tranquility when I was being hooked up with wires and tubing, about to be made unconscious, and in a vessel I didn’t control to travel 40 light-years or more. While we waited for the tires to be re-inflated or whatever had to be done, a technical description of the Gliese 777 system and history of Astrild played over and over for two hours. By the fifteenth iteration—and yes, I was counting after the fourth time—I’d begun using the discomfort and pain of the stasis preparation procedure as a distraction from the narration. 
   
 At least this time through the procedure, I was prepared for what would follow—not like the first leg. And yet here I was, undergoing the same effects after the transit from Thalassa to Astrild. But what really annoyed me was Millen. I had noticed him appearing nonchalant during the required pre-stasis briefing, naturally given by a cheerful young woman, but I didn’t understand Millen’s attitude until I emerged in the station above Astrild. Millen wasn’t affected by the stasis treatment. He came out of it as if nothing had happened. I was pissed. 
 I might not have felt quite as bad as the first time coming out of stasis, but not quite as bad still meant I felt like shit. I wondered whether the body tolerated the stasis treatment the more times you did it. If true, how many transits had Millen experienced to suffer no after-effects? 
 Whatever the reason for Millen’s ability to tolerate stasis, the procedure hadn’t prevented him from being irritating. He wouldn’t stop whistling something repetitive until a woman with a seven- or eight-year-old kid snapped at him to quit or move on to a different tune. He politely apologized and began a series of different tunes for the next hour. 
 I returned to a section of the recovery area with a view of Astrild passing by as the station spun. The orientation of the station to the planet was different than at Geminorum, so the view appeared through wall-mounted monitors. 
 Wherever they got the name, Astrild was a beautiful planet from orbit. Water covered 85 percent of the surface, with a single continent accounting for the rest. It was so similar to Thalassa, I wondered whether inhabitable planets with such a high percentage of water were the norm. Millen assured me they weren’t. 
 The summary broadcast while we were recovering said the climate was moderate, with more constant seasons than Earth, because of less axial tilt. Cloud patterns resembled those on Earth, and the land was mottled green and brown. Gravity wouldn’t be a problem—it was 96 percent of Earth’s, so I’d feel slightly lighter. The oxygen level was 16 percent at sea level, lower than Earth’s 21 percent, but not a problem until you got above 3,700 meters—12,000 feet. I still retained my uncle’s persistent clinging to the old American measurements. 
   
 Astrild seemed a pleasant place to live, but the main economic attraction of the system to human civilization was a relative abundance of valuable resources. Of the eight planets, one was a super-Earth, five times Earth’s mass. This meant no human had ever set foot on its surface; a 90-kilogram man would weigh 450 kilograms and might resemble more a flat foot than an upright biped. Even with waldos and biomechanical suits, a human chest wouldn’t be able to breathe normally for more than a few minutes, so all surface activity took place via robots. 
 An active research team had been tackling this problem ever since the system was surveyed because the planet was lousy with heavy metals and rare earths. Minimal mining would continue until technology improved, but most mining was in the asteroid belts. Yes, belts, plural. The Baldur system had three, two of which were also rich in rare earths. 
 Astrild showed its kinship to the rest of the system with its rare earth deposits, particularly gadolinium, promethium, neodymium, europium, and terbium. All were critical in various integrated circuits and catalytic processes—none of which I understood. Astrild’s deposits didn’t match those of the belts of Jotunheim, the super-Earth named after the home of the giants in Norse mythology, but were localized and rich enough to justify significant scattered mining operations. 
 Astrild’s economy was based on being the hub of the entire system. Its enterprises included shipping rare earths to other planets, supporting the mining operations, discovering and shipping biological materials, and providing homes for settlers yearning for space and a new life different from that on Earth or the other settled planets. The biologicals were a minor part of the economy but were evidently a well-known asset of Astrild. Many aspects of the biome were unusually complex—again, not that I understood the details, but these biological samples and materials were in enough demand to justify the expense of export. 
 The broadcast I was listening to ended with yet another perky young woman welcoming us to Astrild. Thankfully, the processing in this space station went faster than at Geminorum, and I listened to the description only once before we were hustled out of the recovery area into a waiting part of the station. An hour later, Millen said he was hungry and we went to eat.  
 We hung around the station for a full day, waiting for a shuttle slot to the surface. It took me all of fifteen minutes to tour the entire place, which was minuscule compared to Geminorum. It hadn’t occurred to me what to expect, but Millen said it took a lot more infrastructure than Astrild had to build a major space station. 
 Millen also said he was in communication with unspecified contacts in Oslo and left me to recover to a semblance of normalcy. Then we shuttled down to the only spaceport, located outside the main city of Oslo. The craft had ports, and I was able to get a view of the planet’s dark side and the single large continent that made up 95 percent of the land surface. 
 “Impressive to see so few lights from orbit, isn’t it?” Millen said. 
 I had been thinking the same thing. “My one time seeing Earth from orbit, there were lights everywhere, and near the major population areas you couldn’t pick out individual light sources. Here, the few lights seem eerily lonely.” 
 “Well, that’s the difference between twenty billion people and three million,” Millen said. 
 “Knowing it and seeing it are different,” I said. 
 My stomach tried to make contact with my throat, as the shuttle hit turbulence and the belt and shoulder straps bit into me. I had had several night insertions from high altitude while serving in the FSES. I’d hated it then and I hated it now, sitting strapped inside a metal container over which I had no control. The Thalassa shuttle had been bigger and newer, and maybe its pilot hadn’t enjoyed testing passengers’ tolerance for nausea. 
 “Please check your seat belts. We are on final approach to Oslo Spaceport.” 
 The announcement came over the comm system, and we all cinched up our belts. There had been an earlier warning that the transition from super- to subsonic on shuttles could be rough. This one was. I bit my tongue once and could taste blood. Millen dozed through the rest of the flight. Jerk. 
 Millen stretched and yawned. “I don’t think they get many visitors not working for the mining companies or immigrants looking for open land and a fresh start. We’ll stick to our story of intending to settle here, looking for opportunities, before we decide where to go and what to do. We should get through their version of customs quickly. My information is that they’re eager for immigrants and don’t care about background. It’s not always that way with colonies. Someone will meet us and get us settled with lodging for the first day, so we can adjust to local time.” 
 He yawned again and began humming some ditty whose lyrics I couldn’t quite make out. Yes, it was extremely irritating. Here I was gripping the armrests of my seat, and Millen was oblivious to the shuttle’s gyrations. I wondered whether he was really that unperturbed or was putting on a performance. It was a standard month before I decided it was both. 
 Before I could ask who would be meeting us and how did Millen know we’d be met, he closed his eyes and appeared to be asleep again. I followed suit. If Millen wasn’t putting on an act, it felt like an odd hint of kinship between us because I also could sleep on demand. 
   
 Twenty minutes later, the flight smoothed out once we got below 7,000 meters. I looked out the window at billowy clouds lit up by the shuttle’s lights. It took less than a minute for us to plow through the cloud layer, and I got my first, close-up, daylight view of Astrild. I felt reassured to be passing over land extending to the horizons. Millen, suddenly awake, peered out the window. 
 “Here we go. Should be down in another twenty minutes or so, now that we’ve bled off most of our speed.” 
 “So, Millen, I didn’t read many details about Astrild’s cities, other than the info vids they showed us. How big is Oslo?” 
 “About six hundred thousand, counting the main areas and immediate surroundings. It might go upwards of a million, if you count the towns and settlements out to maybe a hundred kilometers. That million is about a third the population of the entire plant. It’s also the organizational center of the entire system’s mining operations and has the only manufactory on Astrild.” 
 Manufactories were the complex machine systems that 3D-printed most components, from vehicle parts to joints for knee and shoulder replacements and anything else not produced locally and needing to be imported. There was no theoretical limit on the size of an object to be 3D-printed, but the manufactory had to be of appropriate size and have access to a product’s required materials. 
 “There are the smaller 3D printers, but Oslo’s got the only small version of a true manufactory,” Millen said, “and Astrild doesn’t have the infrastructure to make more, as yet. It takes infrastructure to build infrastructure, and integrated circuits are a limiting factor. A manufactory can make most of the parts of itself, except for those circuits. That’s what most of the cargo coming down with us is—various integrated circuits, other computer parts, and medicinals they can’t produce here. Things will change, of course, once the population increases enough and when the manufactory is supplemented with local technology, but that’s a few years off.” 
 “And how do you happen to know all this?” 
 “A report Mr. White sent me.” 
 I was irked. “You think I might get on that mailing list?” 
 “I’ll take note and copy you what Mr. White sent.” 
 “Who owns the single manufactory?” I asked. “Gives the owner an awful lot of power, doesn’t it?” I asked. 
 “In theory, but it’s a light hand. In this case, the manufactory is technically run by the Oslo city council, which itself is made up of various factions, but it was initially paid for by the mining companies going in together for the cost. As lucrative as the rare earth mining is in this system, you don’t want to know what even a small manufactory costs to import and set up.” 
 Of course, now I did want to know—out of curiosity—but I’d try to look it up later. 
 “The system seems to work well enough here,” he said. “The major players on Astrild are more interested in stability than risking alienating the other parties. As for Oslo, it doesn’t control the other cities and towns, but everyone knows that as the outer cities grow, they’ll eventually establish their own production facilities, so nobody wants to make too many enemies.” 
 “The other cities must be pretty small.” 
 “Only six of them big enough to be called cities. Populations run thirty to a hundred thousand. Names are Trondheim, Bergen, Stavanger, New London, Motumbo, Santa Rosa.” 
 “I see they got a little more ethnic diversity in their names.” 
 “Yeah. As more settlers, miners, and companies moved in. Then there are scores of smaller towns and settlements, running from hundreds to four thousand in population. Somewhere around fifty of these, plus isolated farms and a few small mines productive enough to justify their remote operation. Lastly are the misanthropes who, for whatever reason, head out to be alone.” 
   
 The shuttle rolled to a stop, and a gangway attached to the single door when another announcement came. 
 “Please gather all your belongings and proceed to the customs and security checkpoint. Have your papers ready.” 
 Contrary to Millen’s earlier assertion that someone would meet us, the plan had changed. No sooner had we exited the shuttle than he got a call on his comm. 
 “We’ll meet our contact later,” was all he said. 
 Our papers were hologram IDs. They called them papers just from history. I knew mine was genuine but wondered about Millen’s. Maybe his was real or maybe not, but we both passed through, collected our baggage, and were on an electric-powered taxi into Oslo within thirty minutes. Power generation on Astrild started and ended with combinations of solar, hydroelectric, wind, and nuclear plants. Electricity was used to charge batteries and to hydrolyze water into oxygen and hydrogen, with the hydrogen used as a portable energy source. 
 There were no hydrocarbon fuels on Astrild. The planet had nothing in its history similar to Earth’s Carboniferous Period, which generated thick deposits of buried plant material that was subsequently pressured into coal, petroleum, and natural gas. The major planets had fusion plants, but the cost and technology to build and operate them required extensive economic support and infrastructure, something still lacking on Astrild. 
 On the drive, the taxi gave us a quick view of the city. It didn’t look all that different from places I’d been on Earth—enough so, you might forget where you were. The taxi dropped us off at a mid-range hotel on the outskirts of downtown Oslo after the driver warned us to avoid a seedier section nearby.  
 We shared a room. It was spartan but clean. We dropped our bags, then Millen disappeared for two hours—he never explained more than, “Something I have to do.” I slept on top of one of the two beds, not bothering with undressing or using covers. When I woke up, Millen was back. 
 “I’m hungry. Ready to go out, Everett?” 
 “Okay. You spot any place promising? 
 “Several small diners a few blocks away, but how about a drink first?” 
 The thought of hard liquor didn’t please my stomach, which was still recovering from the shuttle trip, but a beer sounded okay. 
 “Nothing too strong. I’m still queasy.” 
 “Oh, we’ll just stop for a few minutes so I can wet my whistle.” 

Wet my whistle?

 At this point in our relationship, I’d spent a total of only a few conscious hours around Millen, and I wasn’t yet indoctrinated with his endless odd statements. That would change in the following days. 
 I reluctantly followed Millen into a dingy bar off an alley. It was the neighborhood the taxi driver had warned us against, but what the hell, Millen was the boss and paying. So far, he’d seemed pretty solid, so I presumed he knew what he was doing. I was right, but not for the reason I thought. 
 To say the place was seedy did an injustice to seeds. At least, they foretold growth and transformation. This place was on the dying and decay side of a lifecycle. Forty or more dregs of society crowded at the bar and the tables, bumping elbows. Some kind of music played over speakers, but any words or melodies were lost in the general din. I hadn’t thought to ask Millen or check myself what language was spoken on Astrild. The Federation used a standard form of English, to the lingering resentment of other language groups on Earth, but there were many versions of English, plus colonies had been settled by multiple nationalities from Earth. 
 I strained to catch individual voices among the customers. Within seconds, I recognized standard English, a few dialects, and two men speaking in what I thought was Chinese. Relief mixed with chagrin—I hadn’t thought beyond what was right in front of me. That wasn’t good. In the FSES, situational awareness and longer-term thinking had paired to keep me and my men alive. I needed to get my head straightened out. Just because I wasn’t military anymore didn’t mean learned habits weren’t important. 
 We wound our way to a table Millen had spotted. I slipped on something slimy, feeling instantly disgusted as to what it might be, and accidentally bumped a burly man talking loudly with three other men. 
 “Watch it, shithead! Gonna git your head tore off.” 
 “Sorry,” I mumbled, hopefully sounding contrite and inoffensive. Playing at “whose dick is longer” always seemed beyond stupid to me. I merged back into the throng before the man could work himself up into something I didn’t need. 
 I sank into a chair, and a life-worn waitress appeared almost instantly. How she’d arrived at our table the same moment we did was amazing. I chalked up one point for the establishment, figuring it would need all the positive points possible. I was right. 
 Two beers arrived forthwith. The brew was surprisingly good, with a strong hop head, which helped cover the odors of unwashed bodies, a floor that might not have been cleaned this century, and tobacco, marijuana, and jubarba leaves. Only the first two were Earth natives; jubarba plants were found on one of the first colonized worlds and quickly spread to other planets—as such things did. 
 I was halfway down my glass and had almost forgotten the dirt smudges the glass came with when Millen rose from his seat. “Be back in a minute.” He instantly merged into the other shifting bodies. 
 Five minutes later, the bar’s decibel level dropped to merely loud, and space opened around my suddenly isolated table. The burley yahoo I’d bumped into earlier stood glaring at me. Two associate yahoos flanked him. All three looked like caricatures from a movie about a seedy bar in the rough part of town. But hey, that’s exactly where I was, so I guessed they were appropriate. 
 “Don’t think you can sneak away after spilling my drink,” the chief yahoo snarled. 
 Now, I’d had only half a beer, but my memory told me I hadn’t spilled anything. 
 “Terribly sorry about that,” I said. “Let me buy you another round. You and your friends.” 
 “You and your fancy clothes think you can just come into our place and push people around!” 
 I sighed. My clothes could be considered fancy only if you compared them to the repulsive, smelly garments on the yahoos standing before me. This was not going well. I’d tried twice to placate the man, but that hadn’t worked. All three had the look—they had already decided where this was going before they approached our table. 

Well, shit, I told myself and acquiesced to their intent. I tossed the half-empty beer at the face of the man on my right. 
 As he sputtered and stepped back, I shoved the table against the trio’s leader, momentarily occupying those two, while I lunged at the man on the left. A fist to the solar plexus and a firm but not crippling knee to the groin, and he was out of action for the next few minutes. 
 The leader roared, threw the table to one side, and launched a roundhouse. I ducked under it. A leg sweep put him on the floor, and a restrained kick to the temple put him in a passive state. 
 I finished the third man with a moderate shot to his Adam’s apple. His eyes popped out, and he grabbed at his throat and staggered back. He might not even have had hostile intent, dripping beer and standing surprised at the fate of his two companions. But hey, why take chances? I was still the stranger, and who knew which others might jump in? Anyway, they’d started it. All the action took no more than six seconds. 
 I straightened up to ward off anyone else joining in, but all I saw were faces showing a mixture of anger, surprise, and anticipation of possibly more to come. I glanced at the three idiots. None was seriously hurt, and none seemed interested in continuing our encounter. It was the optimal outcome. I cast around for the quickest way out when a scowling, burly man significantly bigger than me pushed his way through the onlookers. He had all the characteristics of a bouncer, and from the way he moved, I readied for a more serious confrontation. 
 He ignored me and yelled at several customers. “Help me drag these jokers out of here. They know better than to start anything.” 
 As if by magic, Millen reappeared. “Show’s over, folks. All in good fun. Let’s have a round for everybody. It’s already covered at the bar.” 
 The faces shifted, and most men headed to the bar, though a few still glared while the establishment’s staff dragged away my three new acquaintances. 
 “Time to go,” Millen said, and we got to the entrance before anyone so inclined had time to consider retaliation. The air was cool, and a mist had started. It felt good after the stifling atmosphere of the bar. 
 I wasn’t mad at the three men. They were natural idiots, so how could you hold them responsible? With Millen, it was different. My muscles clenched, and my face heated up. “You did that, you asshole! You did something to get them after me!” 
 Millen stared, impassive. “Sorry, but I needed more assurances about you before we get into serious situations. All the files, reports, and interviews are well and good, but I needed to know how you react when surprised. You can consider this your final interview—or test, if you will. It won’t happen again.” 
 I was still mad, but for some reason I believed him. Whoever and whatever Millen was, my sense of him from our time together was that he wouldn’t lie to me. Maybe to someone else, but not to me. That didn’t mean I thought he’d tell me all the truth. Don’t ask me to explain how I knew this, but maybe it was just my experience in dealing with men. Or maybe I was fantasizing, but there it was. 
 “I thought we’d finished the interview back at Thalassa! You mean I could still end up heading back to Earth after taking two jumps and stasis shit to get here?” 
 “No,” Millen said. “That was it. You can consider yourself hired.” 
 “Well, thanks for nothing.” 
 We walked back toward our hotel. After a couple of blocks, the air and the passage of time had cooled me. “So, what did you learn about me?” 
 He never looked at me or stopped walking. “You don’t have a macho chip that you have to defend. Your first and second choices were to avoid conflict, but when that failed, you didn’t hesitate. You’re dangerous. You could have easily killed or critically injured all three of those men. Instead, you put them out of action in such a way that they were of no immediate danger to you and with minimum damage to them.” 
 “And what about you?”  I asked. “How would you make a similar judgment about yourself?” 
 “I’m dangerous, too,” Millen said in that eerily passive tone he often used. “In ways, more dangerous than you. You were confident enough in your ability to handle yourself that you could show mercy. In that same situation, I might not have been as confident I could handle the three of them. All would have ended up dead or critical.” He paused briefly, then continued, his tone slightly different. “Or maybe I just wouldn’t have cared. 
 “Anyway, your method of handling them was better for civilization, but we’ll soon get into situations where being restrained can get you killed. In those cases, my way will be safer. As always, it depends on where you are and what level of civil society surrounds you.” 
 Millen looked at me for the first time since we’d left the bar. “I think we’re going to be a good team. It doesn’t hurt for me to have someone around to remind me to show restraint when appropriate, but you’ll have to learn that there are occasions when restraint is dangerous. I imagine you already know that from your FSES career, but it may take some adjusting to civilian situations.” 
 I didn’t know what to say next. Getting into unnecessary scrapes was stupid, but Millen didn’t strike me as stupid, so he must have thought this “test” important. For not the first or the fiftieth time, I wondered what I’d gotten myself into. Maybe I’d passed Millen’s final test, but the job hadn’t passed mine. I had six months to decide before my return voucher back to Earth expired. 
 “Now what?” I asked, in lieu of anything else to say. 
 “Guns. We couldn’t bring them with us—too many regulations about what you can take on a starship. Plus, they would have appeared on the public manifest and drawn attention from some people we’d rather not know about us—at least, not too soon. We’ll visit the manufactory tomorrow, but for now, let’s eat and sleep.” 




CHAPTER 4

   
   

The next morning, we traveled by taxi to the manufactory. Turned out, it was near the spaceport, and we’d passed it on the way into Oslo the previous day. The facility had more security than customs at the spaceport. 
 “Why so persnickety here and not when we arrived?” 
 “Reality,” Millen said. “No one worries about who arrives on the planet. They assume checking was done before people got on the ship. Plus, they want people to arrive. At the manufactory, the security is because they don’t want anyone trying to take it over. It’s the only one on Astrild and too important to take chances with. Watch on the way out. They’ll just check our authorization paperwork for any containers we have and pass us through.” 
 We followed directions and found a counter with a middle-aged man whose sour expression and bored acknowledgment of our existence identified a bureaucrat, no matter what planet you were on. 
 “Do you have the forms ready?” he barked, evidently annoyed that we’d interrupted his doing nothing. 
 “Yes, sir, right here,” and Millen handed over a standard data sliver. 
 I didn’t know what Millen had on the sliver. The five-centimeter-long, gold-colored piece of metal could hold a thousand terabytes of data. The clerk poked it into a slot on his computer, pulled up a file, and looked at the screen. He narrowed his eyes, then looked back at Millen. 
 “Planning on starting a war here?” 
 “Just some hunting in the more remote areas of Astrild. We’re exploring the possibility of setting up hunting reserves. Since we don’t know exactly what’s out there, can’t be too careful.” 
 “Yeah, right,” said the skeptical clerk. “Well, as soon as you pay, you’ll be slotted into the schedule.” He scrolled through pages. “Looks like it should be ready in about five weeks.” 
 “Actually, we need the items a little sooner than that. We’d like to have them ready by late tonight or before dawn tomorrow.” 
 The clerk sneered. “Sure, and I’d like to be King of Astrild and my wife not a shrew. But neither of those are going to happen any more than you jumping the schedule.” 
 “Oh, I think we can manage to facilitate my items, even we can’t help you with your two wishes.” Millen laid another sliver on the counter. 
 “And what’s this?” 
 “Just bring it up, and you’ll understand.” 
 “I haven’t got all day to fart around here, just—” 
 “Put it in your computer. Now,” Millen interrupted, his mild tone gone and replaced by overtones of authority and menace. “Now,” was a command. 
 The clerk seemed to withdraw, then took the sliver and inserted it into another slot. I couldn’t see the screen, but from the reflection of light off his face, the screen must have blacked out and then flashed open again. Whatever he read caused him to shrink. Honest to God, I’d swear he lost 10 percent of his body mass right in front of me. 
 “Ah . . . Mister Millen . . . yes, I see that there is a sudden opening in the schedule. Your items will be ready by first thing tomorrow morning.” 
 Mild Millen replied, “That’s fine. I’m glad you could accommodate us. Please have the items delivered in sealed boxes to the train station.” 
 “Of course. We’re happy to oblige. Will there be anything else?” 
 “No, and thank you for your help. We’ll be leaving now.” 
 Millen stood silent, staring at the clerk, who began sweating. 
 “Something else I can do for you?” 
 “My slivers. I believe you still have them.” 
 Was I imagining it, or could I hear the clerk’s Adam’s apple bounce up and down as he swallowed? 
 “Oh . . . yes. Sorry. Let me copy the specification for your items.” Trembling fingers played over the keyboard, then pulled out the two data slivers and handed them to Millen. 
 “Thank you, Mr. . . . ,” Millen’s eyes glanced at the clerk’s ID badge, “. . . Ackman. I shouldn’t have to remind you that you’ve never seen us and know nothing about the items on our list?” 
 “No, no, of course not,” stuttered the man. 
 As we walked away, I glanced back. The clerk had one hand over his mouth and used the other to wipe a handkerchief across his forehead. We were outside the building and approaching the security gate before I spoke. 
 “You mind telling me just what happened in there? And while I’m thinking about it, this running around without me knowing what the hell’s going on has worn pretty thin.” 
 Millen smiled. “I can see how you’d feel that way. I’d probably feel the same. There’ll be less of it in the future now that I’m satisfied to take you on, but you’ll just have to accept that there’ll be things you don’t understand. Maybe eventually but not yet. For now, let’s get back to the hotel. Tomorrow morning we leave by rail.” 
 “There you go again. Leave? To where?” 
 “We’ll find out tonight over dinner. We’ll be eating with a Mr. White.” 
 “Mr. White? You’ve got to be shittin’ me. Another Mr. White? Can’t you people, whoever you are, come up with some original names?” 
 “Mr. White suits our purposes. Would it make any difference if he was named Mr. Dombrowski?” 
 I sighed. “No, I guess not since any name would be phony. Okay, so we’re having dinner with Mr. White.” 
 I was fully prepared to meet a dumpy-looking man wearing a white suit. I was wrong. Millen and I had just been seated in the hotel’s dining room when a man pulled out the chair next to me and sat down. He must have been a good two meters tall, wore a black suit, and was so lean he appeared anorexic. He made a motion as if setting something on the floor, then caught himself and straightened up. I imagined him being used to carrying around a briefcase he hadn’t brought along for this meeting. 
 “Mr. Millen,” said the beanpole. 
 “Mr. White,” Millen responded, as the two men stared at each other. 
 “Don’t mind me,” I grumped. “I just walked in and thought this was an available seat.” 
 “Ah, Mr. Cole. Nice to meet you.” He never looked at me or offered a hand. I didn’t like this Mr. White any more than the first one.  
 “And have you arranged everything you need, Mr. Millen?” 
 “Yes, no problem, Mr. White. Mr. Cole and I are ready to proceed tomorrow. All we need are the specifics.” 

Thanks for including me, Millen, and now maybe I’ll get some clue to what’s going on.

 “Your initial target is Justice, a town of about twelve hundred. It’s twenty-six hundred kilometers east-northeast of here and will take three days to get there, first by rail to Trondheim, then by dirigible to Justice.” 
 “Dirigible?” I interrupted. “Like, a dirigible? A gas balloon?” 
 “Yes, Mr. Cole,” said White. “There are no significant roads or rail lines after the six secondary cities, and roads are only gradually reaching the more distant communities. Eventually they will, of course, but for now much of the cargo and passenger traffic is by dirigible to the outlying towns and settlements. It’s actually a quite efficient mode of transportation. The helium bladders provide enough buoyancy for heavier payloads to compete effectively even with rail lines. Most of the dirigibles are large and built mainly for cargo and a few passengers, although there are smaller versions for passengers only. These latter ones also serve for emergencies not far from Oslo. A few are privately owned but be aware that availability drops off significantly the farther you get from the major cities. 
 “As I was saying, you’ll be going to Justice. The community has unfortunately come under the control of a man named Cherkoff who is impelling the area in a direction contrary to what’s best for the citizens and Astrild’s development. Your mission is to assess the situation and produce an outcome portending a better future. 
 “The local economy is a mix of mining operations, ranches and farms supplying the cities, and two research stations. It’s the latter that will be your initial focus. The smaller of the research sites supports itself by shipping biologicals—cell cultures and extracts—that show promise for various applications. Astrild provides numerous interesting ecosystems, as is my understanding. 
 “This particular station has had the misfortune of being the target of robberies when they attempt to bring shipments from their site to Justice. The robbers stop their wagon before reaching the town and relieve them of their samples. This happens randomly about a third of the time—the robbers apparently judge how often they can pilfer the researchers’ shipments without driving them to leave. 
 “One of the researchers is your initial contact in the area. A Dr. Johnson was responsible for bringing the Justice situation to our attention. He will give you some background but will not be further involved since he wishes to remain anonymous and visits the town only occasionally. He evidently served as a conduit for others who did not have his contacts in Oslo. 
 “To comply with Dr. Johnson’s request, your initial cover will be to ensure the next shipment gets through successfully and to put an end to future robberies.” 
 “Sounds straightforward,” Millen said. 
 “It may sound straightforward to you two,” I said, “but it doesn’t to me. If I understand it, we’ll be guards for some shipment of cell lines? That’s what we came out here all this way to do? And wagon? I’m almost afraid of sounding silly, but a wagon like pulled by horses?” 
 White’s left eyebrow rose, as he faced Millen. White still hadn’t looked at me. 
 “Mr. White, my colleague here is new to all this,” said Millen. “In fact, he’s just been given final confirmation, so he’s a little confused about exactly what we’re doing.” 
 “Ah. I was beginning to wonder. No matter.” White turned to me for the first time. “I’m sure Mr. Millen will give you more details, but I can summarize. Astrild is developing fast, but I’m afraid economic, societal, and political developments do not always coincide. It is projected that Astrild could become a candidate for Federation membership in about forty to fifty years. This assumes Astrild manages to develop along lines acceptable to the Federation. At the same time, the Federation does not want Astrild to swerve into less desirable directions. The people here are just beginning to develop a sense of polity. It’s most deeply felt in Oslo and the six secondary cities. That attitude is found less in the dispersed towns and settlements—often due to the people’s focus on more immediate concerns. 
 “As is not uncommon in developing planets, companies, internally coherent social groups, and self-serving interests can flourish without a solid political core. A danger is that divisive individuals or organizations can take firm root and be difficult or impossible to dislodge.” 
 White stopped talking and looked at me, waiting for my appreciation of his incomprehensible summary. 
 Millen bridged the gap. “Companies you know about. Internally coherent social groups could be racial enclaves, religious sects, gangs, local warlords, or any one person or group that won’t play well with everyone else.” 
 White sniffed. “Well, yes, as I said.” 

Right, I thought. This guy’s been in offices too long without talking to real people. 
 “All right. So the goal is for everyone on Astrild to form one happy family. What are Millen and me doing here?” 
 White moved his hands as if shifting papers. 

I bet this guy is or was some kind of clerk or professor.

 “Your job is to discourage such disruptive elements and help consolidate local denizens to pursue more proactive avenues. This is especially vexing where legal support is problematical.” 
 Millen translated. “Places with no real law. Our job is to get rid of bad guys and stick a poker up the asses of the locals to take care of themselves.” 
 “Crudely put.” White sniffed again. “But essentially accurate. Naturally, in many circumstances you can expect limited support from formal authorities, although in some cases that will prove advantageous.” 
 I needed to get away from White. I thought I understood what he’d just said. “So, we’re some kind of vigilantes or lone wolf protectors of the weak. Like in some vids where the law doesn’t work, and the hero comes to the town or neighborhood to right wrongs.” 
 Millen literally beamed. “See, my report about Mr. Cole was spot on. He grasps the essence of our mission.” 
 White grinned, or what passed for a grin in his otherwise funereal demeanor. “Yes, indeed. Encouraging that Mr. Cole is so sagacious. However, let me qualify your understanding, Mr. Cole. Do not assume you and Mr. Millen will have access to established legal systems or be welcomed by the same.” 
 “We’re on our own,” Millen interpreted again, “once we’re out of the main cities. And even then, our methods may not always be looked kindly upon. That’s why we’ll have to move along once we’ve stabilized a local situation. When that happens, it’ll be easier for Oslo and the other main cities to assume more responsibility and control. They won’t want us around at that point.” 
 I didn’t know whether I should be excited or scared. “And what exactly are our limits? What can we do and not do?” 
 White shuffled his imaginary papers again, put them in a mental briefcase, and figuratively washed his hands. “Those are details of no relevance to myself. I am only an agent to point you in the proper direction. From there on, it’s your responsibility to carry out the mission as expeditiously and efficiently as possible.” 

It's that common theme in holovids, I thought. “Should you be caught, the government will disavow any knowledge of you.”

 White rose, picked up his imaginary briefcase, told us good luck, and disappeared out the restaurant’s main door. 
 “Okay, Millen. I’ve heard all the bullshit from the latest version of Mr. White. I think I understand, but it’s time for you to lay it all out in plain language.” 
 “Of course. It’s really quite simple. We will go to locations where the law is minimal, nonexistent, or serves the purposes of a person or group against all the other people. We will help the locals set up fairer legal systems and root out anyone who opposes us.” 
 “And how do we root them out?” 
 “We may encourage and help locals to reform their community. We may also encourage specific individuals or groups to leave the area or quit whatever actions we deem unproductive to Astrild’s future. If all that fails, then we shoot them.” 
 Now, don’t misunderstand me when I say I was more than a little taken aback by Millen’s assertion. I’ve known plenty of disreputable individuals, a few higher military officers, sleazy politicians, criminals, and sundry lowlifes, and I thought society would be markedly improved by someone shooting them. But fantasizing and acting were two different animals. 
 “And you don’t have any problem with being police, prosecutor, judge, and executioner?” 
 “Naturally, I do, as would any rational person. I know you’re bothered by the idea as much as I am or more. But we’re dealing with situations that don’t always allow for rational solutions. Think of it as another one of those ‘thought experiments,’ where a scenario is created, and you follow a logical train of reasoning to a solution. 
 “You’re in a remote settlement of a hundred people—men, women, and children. All the weapons are possessed by four dangerous men who take what they want. They’ve already killed three people, and there’s no reason to expect they won’t continue. There’s no official law enforcement system within reach. Of the men in the community, all are either too scared to act, are afraid to act because of consequences for their wives and children, or are acquiescing to the four men because it brings them some tangible benefit. Now imagine that you find a loaded gun no one knew existed. What do you do with the gun?” 
 Millen looked at me with that blank expression he was fond of. I stopped before complaining it was a phony setup. But so what? That’s the point of a thought experiment—to clarify by using improbable parameters. Or were these so improbable? If what Mr. White said was true, and I’d have to see it for myself, then what would or, more important, what should someone do when there was no protection by the law and every prospect of future danger? 
 “If the facts were as you laid out, and if there were no other recourse, then I’d use the gun to take the four men into custody—take away their guns, lock them up, and transport them to where a justice system was in place.” 
 Millen nodded. “A rational response but still based on assumptions. What if there was no legal system available to take custody, and anyone you handed the men over to promptly turned them loose? And by no such system, that’s what I mean—there would be no other place to take the men.” 
 I knew Millen was going to lead me to an eventual conclusion of his own choosing, but I played along. “Then the only choice is to take them back to the settlement and have the people there decide.” 
 “Are you sure they would do anything? Remember, some were already intimidated. Another faction was benefiting by the four men being in charge, even if they didn’t actively participate in those men’s actions. Some of them might, on their own, release the men or work on the rest of the community to free them. What if there were more than those four men? Maybe those were only the four known to have murdered people, but they had compatriots in or outside the settlement? I could keep this up, but the bottom line is what if you had no way of knowing whether the four men could be permanently put out of action?” 
 I was tired of Millen’s game. “So what? You want me to say I should just shoot the four of them and be done with it? I assume that’s where we’re going, and you’ll just keep adding conditions. Well, maybe under some extraordinary conditions that might have to be done, but I’d have to see it for myself and be damned convinced. I’d also have to believe the people being oppressed deserve helping. They may have gotten themselves into the situation, so why should I take risks for them that they won’t take for themselves?” 
 “That’s all I should say for now,” said Millen. “Not that I’m asking you to commit to any specific action, but just leave it as a possibility under your extraordinary circumstances. This first case is straightforward. We’re to make contact with Dr. Johnson to get a local view of the situation at the same time we’re riding shotgun for samples the research station wants to send out. If it happens that road agents try to intercept the shipment, it’ll be a fortuitous opportunity to introduce ourselves to the locals.” 
 “Ride shotgun? Road agents?” I asked, not aware I was being further introduced to Millen’s obsession with the Western mythology of the old United States. 
 Millen frowned. “Don’t tell me you’ve never watched any holovids of Westerns?” 
 “West of what?” 
 The frown morphed into disgust. “Not ‘west.’ Westerns. Stories from a period of the United States’ history. You had to have seen the holo-renderings of the classic Western movies.” 
 “No, I’ve never been much for the crude holo-conversions of old movies, and I never cared for historical vids.” 
 “Yeah, well, maybe the modern productions look better, but there’s nothing like the classic Westerns. The hero rides into town and cleans out the outlaws, or maybe he’s the law and prevails in the big shootout. Good versus evil. None of this relativism that holovids are obsessed with.” 
 “I take it you identify with these Westerns. Is that what you see yourself as—the hero who vanquishes the bad guys?” 
 “There you go, Pard. Once again, you confirm my decision to take you on. And don’t worry, I forgive your incredibly deficient knowledge of the mythology of your home country. I’ll make it my mission to educate you. But for now, we need to hit the hay. We’ve got a train ride tomorrow, then when we’re in Justice is where we’ll have to strap on our hoglegs and ride shotgun. The Clanton Gang will likely highjack us on the way back, but on the way to the research station we need to be alert and eyeball the countryside for ambush sites.” 
 I still didn’t know what “riding shogun” meant, and I resisted inquiring about “Pard,” “hitting the hay,” “hoglegs,” and who the hell was the “Clanton Gang”? I had a feeling it would be part of my coming education. I also didn’t know if I should be worried about Millen’s odd affection for obsolete entertainment or encouraged that a hobby meant he might be more normal than I’d thought. 




CHAPTER 5


 


 


The next morning, we got to the rail station an hour before our train left. I’d ridden a variety of trains on Earth, everything from sleek bullet trains that only needed wings to take off to a dilapidated train in India that looked like something out of a time warp. My first view of Astrild trains suggested the lower end of my Earth experiences. The single train currently waiting to leave was in sore need of refurbishing if the weathered exterior and several cracked windows were any indication. I conveyed my opinion to Millen. 
 “I doubt they worry much about appearances yet,” he said. “Just having any train service at all is likely considered a major achievement at this level of development. I’ve used far worse-looking transportation.” 
 I grunted. “I’ll give you that. I guess I have, too.” 
 We checked our bags—two personal each, plus several boxes whose contents Millen hadn’t yet shared with me. 
 “Everett, I’ll go check if the manufactory items arrived. You go pick up food for four days from the concessions.” 
 “Why are we doing that? The train serves food and drink.” 
 “Yeah, but they charge too much, and the food’s worse than meals we can take with us.” 
 I knew the operation was well-funded enough to pay for food and drink on the train, and anyway, how did he know about the quality of the train’s food? I wasn’t in the mood to ask, so I just complied. Twenty minutes later we boarded, Millen satisfied about the guns and me carrying twenty-four ready-to-heat-and-eat meals in two bags. 
 The small carry-on we each had and the provisions went into the ample storage above our seats. Exactly on time, a siren sounded, and the train edged out of the station. I was anticipating a clanking ride, but it was as smooth as any I’d ridden on Earth. Our car had forty-eight forward-facing seats—I counted. Thirty-three seats were occupied by a cross-section of Astrilians. I never learned what happened to the “d” when the locals came up with the name for the denizens of Astrild. 
 The clothes we’d picked up placed us somewhere in the middle of Astrild society and similar to most other passengers in our car. We later saw more fashionably dressed society types in the rear-most cars. We lucked out that the seats behind and in front of us were empty, so we could recline our seat backs as far as they would go without getting bumped by passengers having to navigate around us. Nor would the seats in front suddenly lurch into our faces. Neither of us was particularly tall—Millen about average and myself only a couple of centimeters above that—but we appreciated having the luxury of stretching out. 
 The schedule said two full days to make the 1,500-kilometer trip to Trondheim, a city of 37,000, and it didn’t take long to see why. We stopped at every town, each settlement, and, as far as I could tell, any rumor of human habitation because sometimes we stopped without a structure in view. At the real towns and settlements, cargo was unloaded and passengers disembarked, though less often the farther we got from Oslo. The crew also had to replenish the train’s hydrogen fuel at towns every so often. Part of the procedure was for all passengers and crew to leave the train and stay several hundred meters away during refueling—not a precaution to engender confidence. 
 I wasn’t initially bored, it being my first look at the Astrild countryside and the plant life. Within towns, the plants were a mix of terran and local, although I didn’t notice details of the latter until we got to where humans hadn’t yet begun to affect the local ecology. Grasses were unknown on Astrild—as yet. It was only a matter of time before accidental or deliberate introductions changed that, and grasses might take over open country as they had on Earth. On Astrild, the grasses’ niche was taken by fern-like plants anywhere from a few centimeters to two meters tall. Above those grew plants reminiscent of the cycads of Earth’s prehistory, some with trunks upward of thirty meters high before splaying into heavy frond-like foliage. Scattered amid fern- and cycad-like plants were strange trees with trunks up to fifty meters high before connecting to a ball-shaped mass of foliage whose details I couldn’t make out. I dubbed them “lollipop” trees, only to find out later my catchy nickname had already been assigned to the trees by the original colonists. 
 One oddity, compared to Earth’s greenery, was that the vegetation came in two color variations—a green similar to new leaves on many Earth trees and a purple shade an old girlfriend had called lilac (her favorite color). At first, I thought the two colors were consistent within each type of vegetation. It was Millen who noticed that the lollipop trees were not a single type with two color options but two different trees with the same basic structure. 
 “Look at the branches and foliage,” he said. “The purple ones have fewer, larger branches and what passes for leaves are smaller. Must be convergent evolution. Something in the shape gives an advantage.” 
 I looked harder at the fern-like ground covering in more open spaces. The view from the train didn’t allow us to see fine details, but with Millen’s observation about the trees, I quickly spotted the same phenomenon. 
 “I think it’s the same with the fern thingies. The purple ones are generally bushier. I wonder if it’s the same everywhere and with all plants.” 
 The train crested a ridge, and we got a view of a series of hills leading to mountains parallel to the train’s direction. 
 “Hmmm,” I murmured. “See how the two colors fade into a muddy gray the more distant the terrain. Makes for interesting viewing up close, but not so appealing at a distance.” 
 “Still . . . pleasant countryside,” said Millen, “but it’s going to be a race to see if the concept of not destroying the local ecology can take hold here before it’s too late. It’s easiest to see with flowers. They haven’t evolved here, so every one you see is an import. Humans like to take plants with them wherever they go, too often without considering consequences. That’s one of the downsides of no central government to slow the introduction of terrestrial species.” 
 “I guess I can see some pluses and minuses,” I said. “Even with attempts at stringent environmental controls, Earth extinctions are still ongoing. In theory, colony worlds could help save some of Earth’s species diversity. Of course, that means competing with native species like here on Astrild, which could lead to their extinction.” 
 Millen shook his head. “Some colonies make the effort to keep out foreign species, but many are too disorganized or too focused on their own issues to care. It’s not uncommon for the introductions to be deliberate attempts to recreate Earth as it once was. Still, seems a shame to bring our lack of ability to control ourselves to other worlds.” 
 I confess I was pretty ignorant of what had gone on off Earth. Somehow, I’d assumed the colonies had learned from the worst lessons from Earth. I guess I was too optimistic. 
 “Surely, they must consider a balance between saving the local ecology and having unlimited imports.” 
 “Maybe,” Millen said, “but I wouldn’t bet on it, and certainly not without a stable government to enforce controls. What we do is a small part of bringing that about.” 
 Our conversation lagged, and I grabbed my personal comm unit, the combination communication device, satellite link, and computer that almost every citizen had. I tugged the side tab and pulled out the paper-thin screen. A few icon touches and I was reading Astrild news—meaning what was happening in Oslo and the six secondary cities. It took thirty minutes to find any items about the outlying settlements. Millen was right. It was as if the main cities ignored the existence of anything not within their immediate surroundings. 
 After more browsing about Astrild, I put on some music, turned down the volume on the earplugs, leaned back in my seat, and slept six solid hours. The next day was a repeat of the first: stop at every wrinkle in the line, cargo off and different cargo on, exchanging passengers, and refueling. 
 At one stop, we had to wait an extra six hours while the local hydrogen station fixed some technical problem. They were letting passengers stay on the train until fuel loading began. 
 There, I got my formal introduction to Edgar Millen’s Western fetish.  
 “I guess I’ll pull up something to read or watch,” I said. 
 “Whoa, Hoss, I’ve got just the thing for you. It’s the perfect time for you to sample the classic Westerns.” 
 He stood, pulled down his carry-on, and rummaged a moment before taking out a 3D visor. The one I’d brought had disappeared somewhere between Hyderabad and Quito Space Elevator, and I hadn’t had the chance to replace it. 
 “I’ll transfer a couple of renderings of old movies to my visor. They’re the holo-versions, but my visor will adapt them for 3D.” 
 I was about to decline, but curiosity reared its head. If I was going to work with Millen, having some idea of his hobby, obsession, or whatever wasn’t a bad idea. 
 “Okay. Load them to the visor and I’ll try them out.” 
 The transfer took several minutes, time for Millen to prep me. 
 “The first one is titled The Magnificent Seven. It’s the original, not the remake a few years later. The second version was decent, but I’ve always preferred the original. And even the first version was a remake of a movie from the part of Earth called Japan—a movie called The Seven Samurai. To orient you to the vid I’ll send you, the setting is a rural village in Mexico about the year 1880—or something near there, I don’t know the exact time. This era is before radio, satellites, aircraft, motor-driven vehicles except for coal-fired trains, and so on. So . . . pretty primitive. The villagers are harassed terribly by a large gang, and they convince seven men to defend them against the gang. That’s pretty much all you need to know. 
 “The second vid is titled Appaloosa and has a similar plot. In this case, a man with a gang of twenty or so others preys on a town in about the same era as the first vid. The town leaders hire two men who specialize in law enforcement by less than what we could consider traditional methods. The two men are hired to eliminate the gang and its leader.” 
 I suspected Millen hadn’t picked these two vids at random. I was right. A little more than two hours later, I pulled off the visor to find Millen watching me with a quizzical look. 
 “Well, what do you think?” 
 “Pretty crude production in the first one. I’ll admit it took me a while to get over that and into the story. After that, not bad, but come on, it’s really a fantasy. The bad guys are awful shots and the good guys incredibly good ones. Also, a little too much hidden nobility in the seven men helping the villagers and stereotypic nasty behavior in the gang. And what about the villagers? A bunch of sheep. In some ways, the seven have more in common with the gang than with the villagers, and the ending is melancholy.” 
 I didn’t know what response I’d get from Millen, but several minutes of silence and looking at a window wasn’t it. When he finally turned back to me, his expression was as close to serene as I’d seen yet from him. 
 “I’m surprised, Everett. Oh . . . I expected you’d say the quality of the vid isn’t good by modern standards, but I didn’t expect you to make the connection between the gang and the seven. Since the villagers didn’t impress you, do you think the actions and sacrifices of the seven were justified?” 
 “Justified? I’m not sure what that means, but they were necessary. Even if the seven and the gang are similar, the gang was doing wrong. The villagers may not have deserved to be saved, but the seven had to reestablish law and order.” 
 “Well, if you’re not tired of watching, give the second vid a try.” 
 So I did. Once again, afterward Millen was waiting. I hoped he simply knew how long the vid lasted, rather than having watched me the whole time. That would be creepy. 
 I didn’t wait for him to ask. “I assume these two vids are supposed to prime me for our mission—the outsiders who come in to save the poor people from ruthless gangs. At least, Appaloosa had a semblance of formal law, although the lead characters defined it.” 
 I didn’t elaborate that the ambivalence of the characters’ actions bothered me. “But what’s with the names? You had to figure I’d notice the names of the two good guys. Everett Hitch? Virgil Cole? Convince me it’s only a coincidence your new partner is named Everett Cole?” 
 “Believe it or not, it is mainly accidental, though I’ll admit when I looked through the candidate profiles, your name jumped out at me. Maybe I looked a little harder at your record than at some of the others, but you wouldn’t be here if I hadn’t liked what I saw.” 
 “What a minute. You read the records? How can that be? We just met on Geminorum Station.” 
 “I got a candidate list a year before you left the FSES and I came to Thalassa. I don’t know how they flagged you as a candidate that early, but I screened those I thought might work out. I wasn’t sure who I was going to meet until your ship arrived at Geminorum.” 
 I didn’t know whether to believe him or not. The coincidence of the names was too great, and I was developing a sense that Millen was one strange character. 
 “Anyway,” said Millen, “now you’ve had a taste of ‘Westerns.’ Ask anytime you want to try more of them. I have all the classics.” 
 “Out of curiosity, what’s the newest Western vid you have?” 
 “Oh, there are modern versions. Remember the number of colonies. I’ve sampled vids from different planets, but somehow the ones from Earth around 1930 to 2050 are the best—in my opinion. Anyway, the newest one in my collection is Blood on the Sun from 2147. You might hold off watching that one until you try more of the earlier ones.” 
 A whistle sounded, and train crewmen shooed everyone off the train. The problem with the hydrogen refueling station was solved. Twenty minutes later, we were back on board and the train began moving again. I dozed off. 
 When I awoke, it was dark, and we still had five hours to Trondheim. I linked up to the satellite system and made a stab at finding out about people named Edgar Millen and Mr. White. Not that I expected success, but just in case. I got nothing at first but then had an intuition and searched for Edgar Millen on old vids. The combination came up with a couple of centuries-old vids, the first in 2D and the second 3D forty years later—both named Death Hunt, with the 3D a remake of the first. One of the lead characters was a Canadian policeman called a “Mountie.” His name was Edgar Millen. I searched deeper and found summaries and critiques. The basic story was the same: a man forced into defending himself and then accused of murder by compatriots of the victim. In the first movie, the Millen character tries to carry out duties to apprehend the fleeing accuser, even though he knows the man is justified in defending himself. In the 3D version, the victim’s compatriots hunt down and kill the accused before he reveals they were robbing gold claims. Millen has no evidence against them but, one by one, kills the four men who hunted down the accuser. In the end, Millen hides evidence of his illegal actions, and higher authorities look the other way because justice, in a fashion, was served. I mulled over why my Millen would take that name, assuming it wasn’t his real name. Did he identify with one of the vid Millens? Both? 
 I quit mulling over old vids and surveyed the other passengers. Most were asleep, but I watched a young mother walk the aisle with a baby, humming and rocking her arms. I smiled as she passed. She smiled back. 
 The sun peeked above the horizon as we rode through the outskirts of Trondheim and into the train station. We were in no hurry, so we let the other passengers exit first. Anyway, all our baggage would take some time to unload and claim. Millen arranged for most of it to be sent on to the dirigible field. Despite the train being six hours late, it worked out because the next flight heading our way left in only four hours. There wasn’t time to walk around, but we hailed a taxi and drove through the city for an hour, as the driver gave a running travelogue about Trondheim. The city was what you’d expect for a population of 37,000—a large central square park surrounded by offices and shops, a twenty-square block center morphing into small businesses, and apartments, then houses, turning into farms. 
 By mid-day, we were at the dirigible field. I hadn’t anticipated anything but was still surprised at the six dirigibles. One looked like it was undergoing repairs, and a second had just lifted and headed in the direction of Oslo, which made me wonder why we hadn’t flown here. Only one aircraft was moored near a terminal building. Since our flight was due to leave in an hour, I cleverly deduced that one was to be our conveyance. Inexplicably, I was wrong. That one had just come in from the city of Stavanger—ours would move to the terminal twenty minutes later. 
 Millen double-checked our baggage, and an hour later, we sat in the gondola and watched Trondheim shrink below us. On the ground, the city had distinct features different from my previous experiences, but by a thousand meters above, it could have been any one of scores of small to medium-size cities I’d visited on Earth. A river wound through the city, and I could see craft of different sizes moving in both directions. Before we lost sight of the city, we passed over a lake with both motorized and sail-powered vessels. 
 As we moved into a cloud layer, an announcement told us the flight would be at 1,500 meters most of the way, except for rising briefly to 3,600 meters as we crossed the Mangelhorn mountains halfway to Justice. 
 The dirigible flew a circular route and, after stopping at five smaller towns and several settlements to load and unload cargo and passengers, would end up back at Trondheim. As luck had it, Justice was the last stop, meaning we’d fly 1,700 kilometers to reach our destination 600 kilometers from Trondheim. The flight would take most of two days. As with the shuttle trip down from orbit, the sheer emptiness amazed me. On Earth, there were no places this empty except the far Arctic and Antarctic. 
 It was late afternoon when we touched down at Justice. From the approach angle and the dimming light, I hadn’t seen much of the town, but what I saw didn’t impress. The town lay along the eastern side of a river running north-south. What I took for the main part of town was bordered north and south by residential areas, the southern one larger. No building appeared to be over two stories, and three roads led to the town coming from the north, south, and east. Powered vehicles moved through the streets, along with bicycles, horse-drawn wagons, and a few horses with riders. 
 Millen read my mind. “Incongruous, I know. Electric and hydrogen-powered vehicles and horses. Welcome to the sticks, Astrild-style. When the interstellar drive was developed further, the cost of colonization came within the means of not only nations and regions on Earth, but any political, religious, or any other conglomeration of humans willing to come up with the funds. There was a frenzy of exploration and colonization, much of the latter irrational. No one will probably ever know exactly how many colonization attempts ended in disaster, but even those that survived usually started almost from scratch and are clawing their way up technologically and economically. 
 “If things go well on Astrild, you might come back to Justice in forty years and find a larger town and no sign of horse-powered transportation except for hobbyists. But that’s then, maybe, and this is now. Expect to see other examples of advanced technology working beside tools you’d expect from centuries ago. 
 “As for now, I’ll check on our baggage. You find us some transportation.” 
 I hurried ahead of the few other passengers who had gotten off and walked to the front of the terminal looking for . . . something. My choices were limited to one car that didn’t appear big enough to hold all our stuff and a flatbed wagon with two benches, pulled by horses. Having no options, I engaged the driver, who proceeded to inform me he didn’t do lifting. 
 Millen arrived with three dollies and a couple of workmen pushing two of them. The four of us loaded the boxes and bags on the wagon, and Millen slipped the two workmen paper bills—I couldn’t see the denominations. In fact, I hadn’t even known there was an Astrild physical currency—a rarity on Earth. 
 “To the Blue River Hotel, if you please, my good man,” Millen said, and we were off to check in. 
 “We’ll leave most of our equipment at the hotel for now. We might not sleep there all the time, but the room we’ll rent will be locked. Johnson should show up tomorrow to take us to their research site. I’ve been in regular communication with him the last two days to be sure we connect as soon as possible.” 
 “We’ll have to work on communication of our own,” I said. “It’d be nice if you let me in on what’s happening and planned, just in case I need to make some contribution to whatever it is we’re doing.” 
 “Good idea,” said Millen, without committing to anything. 
 The wagon trip reinforced the aerial impression of Justice, including the mix of transportation methods and the mélange of aromas telling me we weren’t in a “city” anymore. At the hotel, Millen and I moved all the boxes ourselves—most either heavy or big enough to require two men. Our room was small, with two narrow beds, a small desk, a table with two straight-backed chairs, a chest of drawers, a single light between the beds, and a comm link. What it lacked in amenities and style, it made up for by being on a ground-floor hall within sight of the main desk and having an impressively solid door with multiple locking mechanisms. 
 One feature struck me as soon as we had walked into the hotel. 
 “Almost everything is made of wood or, at least, what looks like wood,” I said, stroking the finely grained tabletop. “I assume it comes from native trees. Hardly any plastics or other synthetic materials. Maybe that’s because they don’t have fossil fuels to provide chemical feedstocks.” 
 “You use what you’ve got,” said Millen. 
 We’d lined the boxes up along one wall. “Okay, Everett, let’s check things.”  He whipped out a small crowbar, from where I haven’t a clue, and starting prying open boxes, beginning with one of the smaller ones. 
 The first thing he pulled out was a pair of night vision goggles. They were small, so they couldn’t have the latest computer-assisted vision enhancements, but I didn’t figure we’d need anything too exotic on Astrild. However, the next thing he pulled out of a box surprised me. 
 “A ghillie suit?” 
 Millen laughed. “Gotta love ’em. I once got within two meters of an Ecorium panda. That sucker was so confused. It could smell me but couldn’t see me.” 
 Now I stared at Millen, instead of the ghillie suit, not comprehending why anyone would want to get within a hundred meters of an Ecorium panda. “Panda” was a euphemism. I’d seen the Ecorium version in a Houston zoo, and the black-and-white patched coloring of the two-ton monstrosity was its only similarity to a Chinese panda. 
 “All right. I give up. Why the hell would you creep up to an Ecorium panda?” 
 “It’s a bit of a story. I’ll tell you about it someday. Maybe.” 
 “Okay, then what about the ghillie suit? I’ve used them, but I didn’t expect to see one here.” 
 “Never know when it’ll come in handy. And it’s not a suit, it’s two,” he said, holding up a second suit. “No point in having one of us hidden if the other’s got his ass hanging out.” 
 The original ghillie suits were made of netting or cloth covered with strips of burlap, cloth, or whatever else would break up an outline. The modern ones were made of synthetic optical fibers connected to a small computer that aped whatever surrounded the suit. If you were lying on sand, it looked like you were a sand pile. Dig in a little bit, and you effectively disappeared. The ends of the strips even responded to wind—I’d seen a man standing in front of a bush with the wind blowing, and even ten meters away, I couldn’t pick out his outline. 
 Having the suits available was good, but I had a question I had to ask. “And why do you think we’ll need them?” 
 “Oh, we might not, but you never know. However, here’s something I expect will get used.” 
 He set aside the ghillies and pulled out two full-body protective Dynaplex suits. Their synthetic fibers were originally based on spider silk that encased overlapping thin cells containing a liquid ceramic. The black, neck-to-ankle suit would stop anything short of rounds from a heavy, armor-piercing machine gun or rifle. The fibers were all but unbreakable, and the liquid ceramic turned solid on sudden impact. The outer layer would also absorb and dissipate energy beams from most handheld weapons, but only once—a second hit at the same spot would burn through. 
 A suit weighed nine kilograms, and I had benefited from the suits enough to appreciate them—although I’d suffered broken ribs, a fractured collarbone, and more deep bruises than I cared to remember. They might stop a round from penetrating, but the kinetic energy of the round still transferred to your body, just over a larger area. The weight and heat were major hindrances to using the suits, but if heavy action was expected, the positives dominated. 
 “What? No matching helmet?” I snarked. 
 “Thought about it,” dead-panned Millen, “but that’d be a bit too obvious. Plus, I’d rather be shot by someone not knowing we have the suits on than someone knowing and using more extreme measures.” 
 “How about combat armor?” I couldn’t help but ask with a laugh. 
 Millen didn’t reciprocate my attempt at humor. “There might be missions where it would come in handy, but we’d be a little too noticeable, running around as self-mobile infantry. Besides, keeping them powered and maintained would be too difficult in most of the places we’ll go.” 
 Once again, I wondered what I’d gotten myself into if Millen didn’t outright reject the possibility that we’d need combat armor used in serious wars. I hoped Millen was just overly cautious, though I worried I might be whistling in the wind.   
 “How about anti-aircraft missiles or nukes?” My level of concern hadn’t reached its limit yet. 
 Millen ignored me. I didn’t blame him. I accepted with equanimity the recon drone but less so the box of eight fragmentation grenades. Drones could fly silent at several hundred meters and provide video feeds of what wasn’t in the direct line of sight—always something appreciated. 
 The grenades were another matter. Whatever their use, it meant something or someone intending you harm was close—too close. I preferred keeping and dealing with potential problems a good distance away. 
 I had started to wonder whether Millen did have missiles or nukes in those crates when he finally got to the firearms. I found their familiarity somehow comforting. Maybe we weren’t going to face entire armies—maybe just parts of armies. 
 Four 10-millimeter pistols, two regular-sized with 22-round magazines and two small, snub-nosed, 10-round holdouts. Two 6-millimeter M504 assault rifles, both with detachable under-barrel 25-millimeter grenade launchers. Two short cannons followed. Okay, not real cannons, but auto-loading shotguns that must have rated 6 gauge. The barrels were short, and the magazine tubes were the same length, so each one could hold only four shells. But if you needed more than that to clear a room with these monsters, you were in deep shit. 
 Boxes of shells followed. Different sizes and shapes for the different guns. The chemical propellant wasn’t gunpowder any more, but these types worked even better, and the reduced charge volume allowed magazines with more rounds. I’d used all the weapons or similar ones for purposes I didn’t always want to remember. 
 Despite advances in human technology, the tried-and-true projectile weapons were still the most efficient. Yes, there were personal laser and railgun weapons, but both technologies were better suited to static positions, drawing on large power sources. The mobile lasers took too long to recharge, and the smallest railguns needed two people to lug them—running any distance was out. 
 No, projectiles were the method of choice for destroying other humans, and the basic range of calibers hadn’t changed since before we first got off Earth. Hey, if you’ve got a good product, why change? Millen had explained that the locals would mainly use a hodgepodge of projectile weapons and a few laser models. Our pistols and shotguns wouldn’t be noticed as out of the ordinary, and while the assault rifles might draw more attention, they probably wouldn’t be recognized by most people as state-of-the-art. 
 I thought a selection of knives had completed our destruction kit when Millen pulled out a cloth-encased object from a longer box. When he unwrapped the cloth, the revealed object screamed death. Solid black, it was hinged to fold and snap in position to be more than a meter long. It had a scope that Galileo would have killed for. On seeing the object, I was inclined to forgive Millen for much of his bullshit. It was the latest Napua 15-millimeter flight-enhanced sniper rifle. I’d never used one in the field, but at a test range I’d consistently hit targets at 1,600 meters—about a mile to us American descendants still attached to the old measurements. It had considerable kick, even with the shock-absorbing stock, but the teardrop-shaped rounds minimized vortexing and wind effects, aided by tiny vanes that deployed after the round exited the barrel at high muzzle velocity. If only humans used such ingenuity for other purposes. 
 Millen interrupted my admiration of the Napua. “All right, let’s check out the guns and load.” We spent the next hour inspecting the gun mechanisms and loading magazines. Live fire tests had to wait. 
 Millen’s comm unit beeped. Our initial contact, the man named Johnson, was in town and would pick us up in front of the hotel the next morning at 9:00 a.m. Did I mention that Astrild had 28-hour days? The habit from Earth of dividing the day into hours of the same duration as on Earth and noon being halfway through the day had been kept by the original colonists. It was 13:00 p.m. (or 27:00 military time) when we finished loading gear for the next day’s trip and stacking the boxes in the room’s large closet. I could sleep on demand and left Millen futzing with his comm. 
 The next morning, we were waiting out front when two horses pulling a flatbed wagon with rails trotted up to the hotel. The bed held boxes and bags of something. 
 “Millen and Cole, I assume,” said a tanned man from the wagon’s seat. “I’m Johnson from the Starsumal Research Station. Put your gear aboard, and let’s get going. We want to get to the base of the Ringheld Mountains before dark.” 
 “Right on time, Mr. Johnson,” Millen said. “Or should I say Doctor Johnson?” 
 “It’s doctor. But that’s doesn’t mean much here. Johnson’s fine.” 

So, no first names? I thought. Simple formality or not wanting to get too familiar with riff-raff?

 Either way, we loaded our packs containing sleeping bags, ammunition, first aid kits, and a change of clothes. We took the Dynaplex suits—Millen didn’t think we’d need them, but you can’t go wrong being prepared for anything. A case held the drone, and the Napua was protected in a waterproof bag. Once loaded, we were off at a brisk pace. The two horses were big brown ones with faint paler splotches on their haunches and short, stiff manes like zebras or Przewalski’s horses I’d once seen in a zoo. Some local breed? I wondered. I’ve never seen pictures like these two. Whatever they were, they pulled the wagon, the cargo, and three passengers with ease. The two beasts also had a nasty streak. When I got too close, one horse missed taking an ear only because of my good reflexes. The other horse kept an eye on me as if waiting for me to come in range. 
 “Careful,” said Johnson, “they’re a bit frisky until they’re used to you being around. Most people know to stay clear at first.” 
 Would have been nice to get the warning earlier.  
 Millen sat next to Johnson in the wagon. I was relegated to perching on a sack of something not too hard. We each had a pistol and a rifle, plus we had the Napua. I held my rifle at the ready by the time we were out of sight of the last farmhouse. Millen glanced back. “I think you can relax, Everett. If there’s gonna be trouble, it’ll happen on the way back, not when we’re not carrying anything worthwhile.” 

God damn it. I hate when Millen’s right, especially when I’m not thinking clearly. But hey, this is my first time riding shotgun. I’d figured out on my own what it meant, although I couldn’t help wonder why it was called that, if we weren’t bringing the shotguns. 
 I laid the rifle beside me but not too far away. 
 We made 42 kilometers that day—according to Johnson—but my butt felt like we did 142. Millen and I had switched positions in the afternoon, but my two gluteus maximus muscles didn’t know the difference. 
 During the ride, Johnson filled us in on what he knew, which turned out to be piss little, except for giving names to a few citizens of Justice, such as Mayor Bossev, a doctor named Gebran, and an ex-judge named Felzoni. Two other persons he mentioned were Marshal Wilton and a judge whose name he couldn’t remember—the last two being stooges of the man named Makon Cherkoff, who had appeared in Justice eighteen months earlier and was well on the way to controlling everything in and around the town.  
 Other than that, Johnson was short on details because he and the other Starsumal staff came into town only on occasion. Except for the biological shipments, everything else he knew was second- and third-hand. He had been approached by a man in Justice he didn’t name and was requested to pass on an encrypted message to anyone he knew who could get to some unidentified parties to help get rid of Cherkoff. To me, it sounded too much like the proverbial tossing a message bottle into the sea and hoping for an answer. Johnson also didn’t understand why communications between Justice and the outside world were somehow restricted. Johnson’s site had its own satellite link—something he suspected was overlooked by whoever controlled Justice. It quickly became evident that Johnson felt ill-at-ease with his role as go-between. He hinted that he was content with performing a favor and hoped to be repaid by our stopping the research station’s shipments from being stolen. 
 At one point, when Millen turned to look at me, I gave an exaggerated shrug, hand gesture, and eyebrows raised combination, while I mouthed, “What the hell!” Obviously, our latest Mr. White wasn’t omniscient because he hadn’t realized how little Johnson knew. 
 The terrain had risen sharply from the flat to rolling land near Justice. Terrestrial plants were long gone, and for the last twenty or more kilometers we passed only native species. Half an hour before dark, we camped—actually camped, with a fire, horses staked, and even taking turns keeping guard. Johnson said the local animals were generally shy around humans, but there had been exceptions. That was enough for me. I had been in situations where keeping alert at night kept you alive, but that involved other humans or animals I recognized. Johnson’s description of an Astrilian pseudokomodo had me envisioning a huge lizard. Johnson didn’t seem worried, but it turned out my imagination was closer to the truth. That’s a story for another time, though. 
 For firewood, Johnson described to us the yellowish fragments of a certain Astrild tree whose trunk fragmented when struck by lightning. 
 “It looks rotten,” he said, “but the bolt shatters the tree into pieces like tempered glass that come apart with the right shock.” 
 Millen and I collected pieces until Johnson said we had enough. It burned with a steady, long-lasting fire that reminded me of the applewood my uncle said was the best firewood. We sat around the fire after dark, and I had a moment to satisfy some curiosity. 
 “Why exactly are you out here? I know you are doing research on something and shipping biological matter out, but for what purpose?” 
 “It’s the uniqueness of the ecosystem,” Johnson said. “It’s clear that Astrild evolved life twice, which makes it the only known case of that happening. The two systems subsequently evolved together, and there are fascinating interactions among the plants and animals. Our results have only recently been disseminated off Astrild, and we’re swamped with calls for samples to be sent to other, better-equipped facilities, mainly off-planet. Signs are, there will be many more research stations established here in the coming years, but for now we’re the only one prepping and sending out samples.  
 “They have to be carefully prepared and packaged, and we’re the only ones currently able to do it properly. Unfortunately, not all the laboratories in Oslo or other worlds are all that particular on how they get the samples, which is why the robberies occur. There are also indications of important biomedical potential. Nothing specific has come out yet, but interest is ratcheting up.” 
 “Then I’m surprised there isn’t more activity,” I said. “What’ll happen with your group once more researchers and maybe companies show up?” 
 “That’ll be fine with us,” Johnson said. “We’d rather focus on our research than on preparing and sending out samples. Our work is funded for the next ten years, but we had to agree to send materials to advanced labs in the core worlds. Once there are other teams sending samples, our obligation will be fulfilled, and we can concentrate on research. It would also mean the robbers might leave us alone.” 
 I wondered whether such men wouldn’t then find other ways to impinge on the researchers, but it was none of my business. I had first watch, while the other two slept. 
 The next morning, we climbed seven kilometers up a natural cleft in a mountain ridge covered with lollipop trees. It had long since stopped being what you’d call a road but wasn’t quite unimproved, meaning there were so many bumps and ruts, it took us hours to reach the pass. We had only a few moments to appreciate the views in both directions before heading down.  






CHAPTER 6

   
   

It was mid-day when we arrived at the research station. I expected tents as the main shelter but instead saw two prefab buildings and two wooden-looking structures well laid out next to a stream. Two horses similar to those pulling our wagon grazed on the knee-high, fern-like plant. A tank and piping testified to water catchment, and banks of solar cells covered the roofs of both main buildings. 
 “Go ahead and tell me you brought all this in by wagon,” I said to Johnson. 
 He laughed for the first time, “No. A cargo dirigible brought most of it here about four years ago. A mining company originally built the site. Preliminary surveys suggested rare earth deposits this side of the mountains, but the company dropped the idea when richer deposits were found elsewhere. The Interstellar Geographic Society picked up the site for a song, and we’ve been here for two years. 
 “We converted their geology prefab into a biological laboratory, and we were able to live in the housing unit as is. The geologists kept their equipment and battery-powered cycles in the sheds, but we use the structures as storage and a barn.” 
 While Johnson talked, five other people appeared and gathered behind him—two men and three women. 

Three couples? Makes sense if they’ve been out here most of the time for two years.

 One of the men appeared reasonably interested in our arrival, but the other man and two of the women looked at us as if we were something they’d stepped in. One woman couldn’t take her eyes off our guns—both Millen and I had holstered pistols and slung rifles. Their expressions I’d seen before. I half expected one or more of the women to launch into the standard speech—“Weapons don’t solve problems; they just cause them”—or act polite, if they reluctantly accepted that guns were sometimes necessary, but they’d prefer to have as little as possible to do with those who used them. 
 Johnson did the introductions. I only remembered that one man was Jared, who would point us to where we could sleep in the barn—no co-housing here, please—and that Joy was an incongruous name for a woman giving us the worst stink eye. The plan was to load up the samples the next morning and head straight back to Justice. 
 Before the station staff went back to whatever they were doing, Millen and I eschewed the barn and the opportunity to cohabit with horses, in favor of a patch of dense ground-covering ferns a hundred meters away. Before we parted for the evening, Millen cemented our pariah status. 
 “By the way, we’ll be testing our guns, so don’t be alarmed at the noise. Shouldn’t last more than thirty minutes or so.” 
 “We don’t usually allow guns on site,” Joy said in a grating tone. 
 “What about animals?” I asked, annoyed at her tone. “I hear there are a few dangerous ones around.” 
 “They leave us alone if we don’t bother them. Animals are aggressive only in response to humans.” 

Oh, boy, I thought. One of these days some innocent animal is going to bite your naïve ass. 
 “All works out, then,” Millen said, never twitching, “since we won’t be on your site. That’s assuming the site doesn’t include all of Astrild.” 
 He turned and walked away without waiting for a response. Joy looked like she’d eaten a jalapeno-spiked lemon. I followed Millen before I laughed and totally wrecked our community relations. Millen was starting to grow on me. 
 That was the last interaction we had with the six researchers, except for Johnson. He said that he’d bring us bowls of meatless stew and bread later that evening. 
 We set out our sleeping bags under a ten-meter cycad surrounded on three sides by boulders. The ground cover was only eight to ten centimeters high and made a nice cushion under our sleeping bags. After setting up motion detectors around our temporary home, we walked half a kilometer from the site to find a spot with enough open sighting to test fire. It also worked to reduce the noise the station staff had to endure, but somehow I doubted they appreciated it. 
 The rifles were first. We’d brought two hundred rounds for each, which I hoped was overkill for some highwaymen. I was with Millen, though, in thinking that you never had enough ammo. We assaulted various fronds and branches out to about five hundred meters. The assault rifles were okay for another couple hundred meters, but they were meant for closer work. Millen was a good shot, but I’m a really good shot. At those distances, anyone we had to fire on would be in serious trouble. 
 The pistols were another matter. In my previous line of work, if you had to use a pistol, you’d either run out of rifle ammunition or stupidly gotten yourself into a situation where your target was up your ass. 
 Not that I’m a bad shot with a short gun, but most of my experience, real and in practice, was well beyond pistol range. 
 Evidently not so with Millen. The first target was a 20-centimeter-diameter tree trunk maybe 30 meters away.  
 “Let’s start with six rounds each,” Millen said. “You go first.” 
 I pulled my pistol, seated the first round, assumed a recommended stance, and methodically fired six times. Five hits on the offending trunk. 
 “Not too bad,” Millen said. “There’s something we can work with.” 
 Before I could rejoinder, somewhat offended at his lack of appreciation for my outstanding marksmanship, Millen pulled his pistol, thumbed back the hammer, and fired off six rounds in the time I’d fired twice. I’d have sworn he hadn’t aimed. I walked over to the fern. My hits were scattered at about the meter-and-a-half level. Just above were six holes forming a line across the trunk. They didn’t deviate more than a centimeter from being perfectly straight. 
 I stared, then turned to Millen. “Do you have sex with pistols or just sleep with them?” 
 “It’s all a matter of practice and the needs of the job. Your experience has been at a distance. Some of what we might run into will be similar, but other times it’ll be up close and more personal. Try it again, but this time don’t take so long to shoot. Consider that the fern also has a gun and wants to shoot you.” 
 This time, a round was already in the chamber. I cocked the hammer, raised the pistol to eye level, and fired six shots in a third the time of my first try.  
 I hit the fern once. 
 “Could be worse,” Millen consoled. “You’d only be dead five out of six times.” 
 I wanted to snap back at him, but on what basis? The prick was obviously so superior to me with the pistol that anything I said would sound like whining. 
 “Okay, so I suck at fast pistol work compared to you. How do I improve? Lots of practice?” 
 “Sure, that’s a big factor. But situational awareness is just as important—something you should be good at with some work and thinking about it. It’s a sliding scale of what’s most important. If someone is pulling a gun on you from only a few meters away, there’s no time to aim—just pull that thing out and let go. On the other hand, if he or she’s farther away than that tree, shooting too fast is likely to miss. Even I can’t hit at that range every time if I go as fast as I can.” 
 The “I” in his statement sounded like he meant “God.” 
 “At those longer ranges with a pistol, actually hitting the target becomes more important. Chances are, he’s going to be a worse shot than you. Shooting fast from a distance, you’re only going to get hit with his first shot if you’re unlucky. But the more shots he takes, the better his chances, so make that first shot count. Naturally, it’s best to be both fast and accurate.” 
 Millen ragged on me for the next half hour, as I shot off two-thirds of our 10-millimeter rounds. I took this to mean he didn’t expect our highwaymen encounter to be at close range. By the time he called a halt, I had to admit I’d improved in both speed and accuracy. Yet my intuition told me it wouldn’t make any difference if I practiced to the end of time—I’d never be as freaky good as Millen with pistols. 
 Sniping was something else. We’d brought along the Napua so I could zero it. Millen pulled it out of its case, admiring it as he turned it over in his hands. “Lovely piece of work. I’ve always wanted one of these, but even with corrective implants, my eyesight isn’t good enough at long distances. I’m afraid I can’t do justice to this beauty, so I’ll leave it to you.” 
 He handed me the sniper rifle. I checked the sights for targets starting at 100 meters and worked out to 500 meters. 
 “That should do it,” I said, after the fifth shot and fine adjustments. 
 “Okay,” said Millen, “let’s see what you do with it.” He pulled out a monocular and swept the landscape. “See out there about eight hundred meters. There’s one of those ball-shaped trees with fruiting bodies or nuts or whatever. One of them is hanging out to the right of the rest of the tree. Think you can hit it?” 
 I looked through the Napua’s eyepiece, found the tree and the target. I touched a button on the side of the eyepiece, and a ranging overlay popped up. The target was 819 meters away. I hit the button again to clear the eyepiece and lowered the rifle. 
 “Yeah. Shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 Standing was not possible at such ranges, so I found a fork in a low-branching plant. After cutting away obstructing parts of the plant, I sat and rested the barrel in the notch, elbows on my thighs—my favorite position, although prone works best when you need to maintain the lowest profile. 
 I increased the magnification until the target filled the view. 
 That wasn’t easy. At this distance, even the tiniest movement of the scope shunted the target out of view. No, it wasn’t easy for most people, but it was for me. It wasn’t something I’d trained for; it was just a knack I had—freezing. Only the barest hint of quiver affected the crosshairs on the target. I squeezed gently. 

Bang! The trigger engaged, and the firing pin hit the back of the cartridge. I knew what to expect on the recoil, and I had the target lined up again before the round hit four centimeters off dead center. Millen had been watching through his monocular. 
 “Not bad. Not bad at all. Can you do it every time?” 
 “At this distance, most times, but you can never tell about a wind change or propellant variation in each round. But, yeah, most times.” 
 “How about farther away? What’s your limit?” 
 “The book says twelve hundred meters, but I can do better. You just have to pay even more attention to wind, absolute elevation, and the up or down angle of the shot.” 
 I looked through the scope, focusing farther and farther away. “This one looks pretty interesting. Another of those fruits, cones, or whatever. See the rock formation beyond the first target? See the tree between the two biggest boulders? Target’s the one hanging down in front of the smaller boulder.” 
 “Christ. I think I can see it. Are you sure that isn’t too far away?” 
 Bang! I fired as he finished his question. “Says it’s fifteen hundred and thirty-one meters.” As I finished the last word, the target jumped. The hit was dead center. 
 “Don’t tell me you can do that every time.” 
 “Not every time and not dead center, but most of the rounds should be within a thirty-centimeter circle, if there’s no elevation change to the target, if there’s no wind, and if I guessed correctly on effects of humidity.” 
 “Okay, that settles that. You’re taking all the long shots, and we do what we can to keep any people mad at us as far away as possible and still see them.” 
 Finished shooting up Astrilian flora, we went back to our camp. We cleaned all the weapons, ate the food Johnson brought us, and crawled into our bedrolls as the stars came out. I stared for half an hour, trying to find a constellation I recognized. Two patterns of stars looked familiar, but I wasn’t sure. Even only fifty-two light-years from Earth, relative positions changed enough to make me uncertain. 
 Something woke me during the night, and I lay awake an hour without hearing anything before going back to sleep. 
 A boot rocking my butt welcomed me to the new day. Millen was already dressed, and a breakfast of instant coffee and hot biscuits awaited—Millen had gotten the ingredients from the researchers. 
 “Time to saddle up,” Millen said. 
 “Saddle up? I assume we’re going by wagon the same way we came. The only saddles you’ve seen are back at Justice or on those holovids you’re attached to.” 
 Millen used a finger to tilt his hat back, then stuck thumbs in his belt. “Sorry, pardner, no holovids around this here cattle drive. We’re hittin’ the trail to town. Gotta be aware of any rustlers or Injuns.” 
 I stared, bleary-eyed. “Cattle drive. Rustlers. Injuns. What the hell are you talking about?” 
 Millen tugged his hat back in position. “Well, as long as we’re going to be hired to bring peace and order to Wild West–like places, we might as well use the lingo. You watched a couple of the classic vids on the train ride. When we get time, I’ll let you immerse in some more of my holovids. I’ve a portable projection setup in Justice. I still can’t believe you’re from the old United States and don’t know more about Westerns.” 
 His language was back to normal, and it occurred to me I had no idea where he was from. “The old United States? That’s where you’re from?” 
 “Never been to Earth, but I’ve got a great collection of Western holovids on my comm unit. Both original formats and hologram conversions. You’ve seen The Magnificent Seven and Appaloosa, but your education and cultural awareness have been sorely deficient if you’ve never seen High Noon, Shane, True Grit—the original, not the stupid remake—Tombstone, Shadow of the Gun, and My Darling Clementine. I’ve got all of them and hundreds more. Great stuff. They just don’t make them like that anymore.” 
 Most of the occasional holovids I’d watched were modern and a mix of comedies, military, and thrillers. If I had a favorite genre, it was wars against evil aliens, even though humans had yet to come across other living sentient races. 
 Millen expounded on Westerns for the next hour, while we packed up and waited for Johnson to be ready to head back to Justice. Despite my initial lack of interest, Millen’s evident obsession was more of a peek into who he was than I’d seen before. Hey, we all had our idiosyncrasies, and if Millen fantasized about roping cows and Okay Corrals, who was I to judge? 
 When we got to the research layout, the same wagon was hitched to two different horses of the same breed. I knew they were different because the one on the right didn’t try to bite me as I walked past. In place of the supply boxes and bags from our trip out, the wagon held two metal containers, one about a meter square and the other half that size. 
 “They’re the freezer unit for the biological samples and the battery to run the freezer,” Johnson said. “There’s enough juice for five containers, so we have enough to spare to get to Justice.” 
 Johnson had told us there were always three or four robbers, but it hadn’t occurred to me to ask their mode of transportation or how they carried off the samples—so I asked. 
 “They ride electric cycles,” answered Johnson, “one of which has a trailer with a built-in freezer unit. Our unit is too big for their cycle, plus it’s the only one we have. If they took it, we’d be out of business until we got a replacement.” 
 That told us a lot. “So, they must have a home base not too far away. One-man cycles are only good for about forty to fifty kilometers from a charger grid.” 
 Johnson grimaced. “One of Cherkoff’s ranches is about thirty kilometers from where they usually stop us in the pass over the mountains. Not that there’s any question who’s doing it. I’ve seen at least two of the men in town drinking or walking with other Cherkoff men.” 
 “Well,” said Millen, hitching up the belt holding his pistol, “we’ll just have to make the acquaintance of these fellers and let them know their stagecoach-robbing days are over.” 

Great, I thought. Back to the Western jargon. 
 One of the women, I didn’t remember her name, piped up. “We need to get our samples through, but we’re against violence. I thought you two were just here to discourage them from taking our stuff. It’s not worth anyone getting hurt over.” 
 I wanted to say something pithy, but Millen switched back to real language and made an attempt at reasoning. “I agree with you. These samples probably aren’t that important, although I can’t really judge that. What I do know is that it’s the idea they can rob with impunity that’s the real issue. If there’s no control over this, then no civil society can develop. From what I hear, a lot worse goes on around Justice. One way to stop it is to deal with each event as it happens. If we can prevent the theft of your samples, then maybe we can help plant the seed to take root that other, more serious, offenses won’t be permitted.” 
 Neither she nor the others were persuaded, but I didn’t expect them to be. I suspect Millen didn’t either. But you had to try—at least, occasionally. 
 I took up my position in the wagon bed, sitting on my pack this time and balancing with my hands on a side rail and the freezer box. We reached the base of the pass with two hours left before dark, but we camped there so the next day we’d have full daylight when we expected to be intercepted. 




CHAPTER 7

   
   

We were two kilometers into the upgrade the next morning when Millen launched our drone. If you weren’t within a meter or two of it, you’d hear only a faint whisper, and at 500 meters you had to look straight at it to know it was there. It had a twenty-minute flight life before needing to return for recharging, but it took only six minutes to spot our welcome party. A narrow section of the pass was two kilometers ahead at the summit and where Johnson said they usually waited. From there, they always sped away downhill toward Justice or, more likely, one of Cherkoff’s ranches. 
 We sat on the end of the wagon, watching the video feed on our comms. Robbers or not, I didn’t hide my disgust at the lack of professionalism. 
 “Two are just sitting in the pass, not even bothering to hide. The other two are slightly sneakier and are about forty meters back toward us and just behind some bushes. It’s been so easy, and they’ve been doing this enough, they figure there’s no reason for better concealment.” 
 “Well,” Millen said, “you have to admit they haven’t had any reason to take more precautions, not with thinking the biologists are easy prey. As far as we know, they don’t expect us along for the ride.” 
 “Do you recognize them?” I asked Johnson, holding my comm to him so he could see the drone feed of the first two men. 
 “Yeah. That’s them. I recognize both.” Disgust dripped from Johnson’s words, and it occurred to me that he hadn’t expressed an opinion on the use of violence. We hadn’t learned whether the men and women were formal pairs back at the researcher camp, but maybe he kept quiet to avoid arguing with one or more of the women, especially if he was partnered with Joy. 
 Millen toggled the drone to land on a rocky ridge a few hundred meters above the ambush site. “I’ll send it back up when we get within a kilometer. I doubt these jokers are going to be moving.” 
 We continued up the pass, this time with my rifle in both hands and eyes continuously scanning. Millen didn’t comment this time and did the same. We passed through a rocky defile when Millen sent the drone back up. The four men hadn’t changed position. 
 “Everett, I’ll stay with the wagon. You drop off here and follow on foot just out of sight. Maybe about a hundred meters back. I’ll turn on my comm mike as soon as we see the first bunch, so you can hear what we say. 
 “And rules of engagement haven’t changed?” We’d gone over this, but it never hurt to confirm. 
 “No,” Millen said. “I’ll give them a chance to back down, but if they point guns, and I think they’re serious, then it’s open season. I’ll have my rifle out of sight, but they’ll be in pistol range.” 
 Having seen Millen handle his pistol, I’d be betting on him, even with two armed men in front of him. 
 “Remember, Everett, if possible, we don’t want to kill if we don’t have to—I want to send a message, and we need messengers.” 
 I guess it hadn’t fully sunk in before that we might actually be in a gunfight. I know, what the hell did I think might happen? I confess I was half-imagining that no robbery would occur or that if the men existed, just seeing us would deter them. Now, as I watched the drone feed of four armed men setting up the ambush, it finally hit me this was all real and I needed my game face. 
 I watched the wagon continue without me. A flashback washed over me. The rocks and the pass reminded me of too many times in Yemen, the hell-hole on Earth that for hundreds of years thought it was still in the Middle Ages, fighting tribal and religious wars. The Federation would just as soon send the whole country on a one-way trip to anywhere. Unfortunately, they hadn’t figured a way to scoop an entire country off the face of the Earth. At least here, there wouldn’t be fanatics wanting to die in order to get to paradise. I hoped. 
 The upgrade was gentle enough and the ground mainly easy footing, so I wasn’t breathing hard when my radio came to life. “Johnson, there’re two men on the trail in front of us.” 
 About a minute later, I heard a new voice, faint, as if farther from Millen’s comm. 
 “Whoa!” 
 I’d just been told the first two robbers had stopped the wagon. 
 “Hey, Johnson. Who’s your friend? Ain’t seen him on these trips before. Another of you scientists?” 
 “Name’s Millen, Edgar Millen. And no, I’m not a scientist. Just let us on through, and there’ll be no trouble. I’m here to see that Dr. Johnson’s cargo gets to Justice on schedule.” 
 “No shit. And how do you expect to do that? You a guard or something? I don’t see no weapon, and even if you had one, there’s four of us. Look behind you.” 
 I didn’t need to listen anymore and turned off my comm to prevent it being heard. I moved up to forty meters behind the second pair, who had stepped from behind bushes. I felt cold and hot at the same time. My throat was tight, my eyes burned, but all other muscles were slack with the calmness that came over me when something was about to go down. I could see Millen turn to look behind. As soon as he saw me, he turned back forward, his pistol in his hand as if it had always been there. 
 “What the fuck—!” exclaimed the lead talker, and he fumbled to bring his rifle off his back. 
 Millen fired three times. The two with their backs to me started unslinging their rifles. 
 “Freeze!” I yelled. “You’re covered!” 
 Both spun, continuing to claw at their rifles. I shot at their legs. Two shots each. Three hit. One round hit the meaty portion of a man’s outside right thigh, and he fell screaming to the ground. The other man just fell straight into shock—one round had broken his left femur, the other nicked his right thigh. I ran up, kicked aside their rifles, and relieved them of pistols and knives. It didn’t take triage to see that the one in shock was more serious, so I gave him whatever first aid I could to stanch the bleeding. After injecting a coagulant enhancer and a painkiller, I applied a tourniquet with an adjustable pressure knot. I set it to release enough blood every ten minutes to keep the tissue viable below the wound. 
 The screamer wouldn’t stop. Christ, I’m sure it hurts, but it’s not that bad. I’ve run six or seven kilometers with a more serious hit. I stroked him under the chin with my rifle butt to shut him up, and he was out. I tore open his pant leg, but the bleeding had already slowed. 
 Picking up their weapons and satisfied they’d survive the next few minutes, I jogged forward to check on Millen’s end. Things there were under control, more so than with my two. Both of Millen’s men were down, one with a broken arm and the other a hole in his forehead. Both made no sound—one out of evident fear, and for the other, it was a permanent condition. 
 “I thought you said we were to take them alive,” I said, unable to resist chiding him. 
 Millen looked almost embarrassed—for him. “Got the first in his gun arm, but the second was fast and moved to the side. I didn’t have time to dick around and let him get a shot off. Serves him right. I told ’em to let us through.” 
 Johnson sat glued to the wagon seat, his eyes bulging like something was pushing on them from the inside. “My God, oh my God, oh my God.” 
 Millen hopped down, and we checked his two men, which was easier than mine because only one of his was still alive. 
 “Johnson!” Millen called back to the wagon. The researcher kept repeating, “Oh, God.” 
 Millen went back to the wagon, pried the reins out of Johnson’s hands, and pulled him to the ground. Millen shook the scientist until his eyes focused. “We need to get the wounded to Justice as fast as possible. We can give some first aid here, but they need a doctor. We’re almost at the top of the pass, and it’s early enough—can we push and make Justice before nightfall?” 
 “Nightfall? Nightfall? Yes, maybe, if we push the horses and don’t mind the rockier ride. But my God, Millen. That all happened so fast. Are they dead?” 
 “One is, and three ain’t. We need to get them loaded up and push on to Justice.” 
 “My God,” repeated Johnson. “I wasn’t expecting this when I passed on asking for help to stop Cherkoff and his men. I only wanted us to be able to do our work and be left alone.” 
 His statement triggered several questions I’d had. “Who asked you to look for help and how did you do it?” 
 “The person asked they not be named. As for who I contacted, I know a department head at the University of Oslo. The local leaders have been unable to get help from any level of authority, so when I was in Oslo for a meeting, I told Dr. Singahal what’s happening here and was there anything he could do. He’s highly regarded, and his work is known beyond Astrild. He just asked for more details, then said he’d do what he could but not to get my hopes up that anything would come of it. Then I got a comm from him to expect two men to come to Justice to take care of the little problem we discussed. I was to forget anything we talked about and was to play naïve.” 
 I motioned to Millen. We walked away and left the shocked researcher staring at the body. 
 “Should I assume this Dr. Singahal and Mr. White are somehow connected?” 
 “Actually, I don’t know,” said Millen, “though it would explain why Mr. White insisted that helping the Starsumal Station would make a good testing ground for our partnership and would get us some updated information. Our contacts are strictly through Mr. White, and there’s no ‘need to know’ beyond that.” 
 I filed away the information. It was only a small part of the puzzle of exactly who we worked for, but I found it reassuring to confirm that the connections were not all confined to a nebulous organization light-years away. 
 It took only a few minutes to load the four men onto the wagon bed. The dead one we wrapped in a tarp and heaved him into the rear. Millen’s second man docilely accepted help climbing up. My two men required Johnson’s assistance because they were both unconscious—the guy I’d cold-cocked and the severely wounded one who was out of it from the painkiller. 
 Millen and I retrieved two of their cycles, leaving the other two, including the one with the freezer sidecar. I told Johnson to put them in the wagon on his return trip. He hesitated until I said to consider them partial reparations for previous lost shipments. That perked him up. 
 “Sounds fair to me, but Joy will raise hell about it, not to mention the shooting.” 
 Johnson moaned most of the way to Justice. Fortunately, Millen and I rode the two cycles and could put some distance from Johnson when we got tired of listening. The sun was a hand’s span above the horizon when we hit the outskirts of town. We didn’t shout out or anything, but it didn’t take long before people noticed three wounded men and a body in the wagon bed. We accumulated a growing following, as Johnson took us to what passed for a hospital and let the staff cart the three wounded inside. The staff voiced minor disagreement when we tied one hand each of the two less-wounded men to bed frames while they were being treated, but Millen threatened to shoot anyone who untied them. I hoped he wasn’t serious. We also discussed whether to tie the other man, but we agreed that his broken femur probably meant we could catch him again, even if he did escape. 
 Then we went outside the hospital’s main entrance. 
 “What’s next?” I asked, already figuring on the answer. 
 “We wait for the local law enforcement contingent. I expect word has gotten to them, either from someone seeing us on the way in or from the hospital staff spreading the news. Shouldn’t take long.” 
 “I assume you remember they’re on Cherkoff’s payroll. If the four we brought in are also his men, then you must have some brilliant plan on how we’re going to explain all this.”  
 “All my plans are brilliant, but no brilliance is needed here. This was just the first step in our mission in Justice.” 
 I was relieved to hear we actually had a plan. “Think you might continue to enlighten me on what we’re doing in this dumpy town? If I hear it enough times, I might start to believe it.” 
 “From what Mr. White and Dr. Johnson tell us, Makon Cherkoff and his men have a stranglehold on Justice and the surrounding hundred or more kilometers. He’s well on his way to being a warlord if he isn’t one already. What we’re going to do is remove him and his crew from the backs of the citizens. The little excursion we just had was only an introduction to the area and a final chance for me to see how you handle yourself. It’ll start getting more serious once Cherkoff learns we’re around.” 
 “Well, that shouldn’t take long,” I said. 
 “Maybe a day or two, depending on where Cherkoff is at the moment. Long enough for us to settle some things in town and have some conversations with a few of the more important local citizens. What we’ll do right now is inform the local law enforcement staff that their services are no longer needed.” 
 “And how many staff are there supposed to be?” 
 “Johnson and I talked before I woke you. He says it’s a department of two.” 
 “Two? For a town this size? I’d expect eight or more.” 
 “Think about it. If everything’s run by Cherkoff, and something happens that those two can’t handle, what do you think comes next?” 
 The answer was obvious. “I expect there’s a deep pool of Cherkoff deputies ready to be sworn in . . . if they bother.” 
 “There you go.” 
 I looked around just as a siren became audible. A stereotypical police car with lights flashing turned into the hospital’s small parking lot. 
 “I think I’ll stand over by my cycle and rifle,” I said, walking away. 
 “I doubt that’ll be necessary, but no harm in being careful.” 
 The police car braked, and two men jumped out. The driver was early forties, with a slight paunch and mean eyes. The other man was younger, looked confused, and resembled the first man, who I figured was the police chief, sheriff, or whatever. 
 “What the hell’s going on!” barked the older man, eying our pistols and touching the butt of his own weapon. “We got all kinds of calls about—” He broke off, as he got to the wagon and saw the tarp-covered body. 
 “Is that a body under there?” 
 Millen jerked the tarp enough to expose the face. “Yep,” Millen said, “unless he came back to life when we wasn’t lookin’.” 
 “Oh, shit, that’s Markie Darkarian. How’d it happen?” 
 “Mr. Darkarian and three companions have been robbing people bringing things into Justice. The other three are inside having their wounds tended.” 
 “What! Markie was a Cherkoff man. The others, too.” 

What a dork, I thought. Doesn’t even think about what he’s saying. 
 “Odd that you know the other three are Cherkoff men without even seeing them. Makes one wonder.” 
 “That it do,” Millen said. 
 “And who the hell are you two?” 
 “My name is Edgar Millen, and my colleague here is Everett Cole. We were hired to put a stop to these men robbing people, and we did.” 
 “You did this?” said the astounded man. 
 “That we did,” Millen said. 
 He looked at us like we were purple aliens that had just fallen from the sky. “You gotta be shittin’ me. Don’t you know what you just did? And anyway, why the hell do you think you got any business around here? We’re gonna have to take you two in to face charges.” 
 I was amused and wondered whether Millen would shoot him, scare him shitless, or just dismiss him. I was hoping for the second, but it turned out to be the third. 
 “No, Sheriff . . . or is it Chief?” 
 “It’s Marshal. Marshal Dayton Wilton, and you two hand over your guns.” 
 “Well, Marshal Wilton, I’m afraid I have to inform you that there’s a new marshal in town. That’s me, and Deputy Marshal Cole over here. We’ll be coming to the marshal’s office in about half an hour. That should give you enough time to clear out any personal belongings.” 
 I’d been watching the younger man—I assumed a son or a nephew—to be alert if he had a mind to take some ill-advised action. What surprised me was that his eyes were neither angry nor worried—instead, almost pleased. Well, well, maybe Marshal Junior and Senior don’t see eye to eye.

 “What?” sputtered the ex-marshal. Those purple aliens had said something unbelievable. “What the hell are you talkin’ about? I’m the marshal here.” 
 “Not anymore. And before you do something terminally stupid, consider that Mr. Cole and I just shot four armed men. It might be unfortunate to increase that number, but, come right down to it, don’t make much difference to us.” 
 Wilton looked at Millen. Looked at me. Looked at Millen. Looked at Darkarian’s body, then turned and went back to the car. I’d swear Junior almost smiled. The car sped off, lights still on, and missed taking out what looked like a small dogwood tree by centimeters. Then it avoided hitting two women only because they were sufficiently agile. 
 “I’ve been waiting years to say those words,” Millen said. 
 “Huh? Say what?” 
 “There’s a new marshal in town.” 
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Scattered raindrops weren’t enough to discourage the crowd of curious onlookers that had grown during our meeting of minds with ex-marshal Wilton. A hundred or more people stood watching—individuals and small groups, whispering or talking among themselves anywhere from twenty to a hundred meters away. Most looked skittish, as if wanting to retreat, but curiosity got the best of them. 
 “If there’s no honest legal system here, what’s the plan for the three men inside?” I asked. “Lock them in the marshal’s office once the hospital says they can leave? I’m guessing there are cells of some kind around here.” 
 “No,” said Millen, “we don’t want to have to deal with watching them. Two of them are pretty much sidelined for weeks, if not months. By then, whatever is going to happen here will have happened. The screamer will be up and around soon, but I’ve a sense he’s no threat. Just to be sure, we’ll give the doctors some time to deal with them, and then we’ll get their opinion on the injuries. As soon as possible, we’ll put them on a dirigible, after warning that we’ll shoot on sight if they return.” 
 “Who are you men?” asked an approaching onlooker we hadn’t noticed. “Did I hear correctly you told Dayton Wilton he was no longer the marshal?” 
 The man was mid-thirties, average build, very ordinary looking, but there was something in his expression and eyes. What it was, I didn’t know. 
 “That you did,” said Millen, who turned his head and winked at me. “There’s a new marshal in town.” 
 I groaned inwardly while outwardly nodding, not wanting whoever this man was to think Millen and I weren’t in sync. 
 “Are you from Oslo, then? They’ve finally recognized what’s going on here and decided to take action?” 
 Millen shook his head. “If you mean ‘Are we sent here by a formal authority?’ the answer is no. Neither Oslo nor the other cities have acknowledged obligations to Justice. Every small settlement and locale is responsible for itself. The system here in Justice is the one that the citizens have allowed to be established.” 
 The man flushed. “No one gave Cherkoff any rights. He just took them by force!” 
 “Was it all by force,” asked Millen, “or was most of it by intimidation?” 
 “What’s the difference?” 
 “It’s one thing if you lose something because someone or some group overcomes your resistance; it’s something else if you don’t resist, either from fear or from hoping someone else will protect your rights.” 
 The man shifted his feet, and his eyes avoided meeting Millen’s. “It’s not always that easy.” 
 “There’s no assurance that anything in life has to be easy,” Millen said. “A trick is recognizing when easy is the worst choice. If I may ask, what’s your name?” 
 “I have to get back to work,” the man said and turned to leave. 
 I watched the man’s back as he met a woman, and they talked briefly before walking away together. Most of the other onlookers drifted off. 
 “His name’s Alfredo Landa, and he owns the hardware store on Winzer Street. No one wants to be seen as too closely associated with you.” The man who spoke had been standing three or four meters away and evidently listening in. He looked at us with obvious curiosity. I did the same back. 
 “How about you?” I asked. “You’re talking to us.” 
 He smiled. “If Cherkoff asks me what we were talking about, I can always claim I was trying to find out more about you, so I could pass along the information to him.” 
 Millen walked over to the man and held out a hand. “Then let me help with your sleuthing. I’m Edgar Millen, and my associate here is Everett Cole. We’re the new law in Justice. There you go. Two pieces of information for Cherkoff to cover your ass.” 
 “I don’t think it’s my ass that’s in trouble around here. I’ve a feeling you’re a couple of interesting characters, though I don’t think you’ll be above ground long enough for me to get to know you. In case I’m wrong, I’m Abdul Farr, and I own the Starliner Tavern. No offense, but please don’t patronize my establishment. I hate having to repair the damage if Cherkoff finds you there.” 
 I had drifted over to them, and something about Farr’s manner made me wonder. 
 “I have the feeling you’re not a fan of Mr. Cherkoff,” I said. 
 Farr grimaced. “I’ve managed to stay out of his way so far. He owns two of the other taverns in town and made a bid to become half-owner of the Starliner. I turned him down and got away with it, something others in town have not been so fortunate with. I brew the beer for all the bars, and I told Cherkoff I’d leave for my brother-in-law’s brewery in Trondheim if I wasn’t sole owner of the Starliner. So far, he hasn’t wanted to chase off the best beer maker in Justice, and he hasn’t checked that I hate my sister’s husband. Otherwise, I’d already have left Justice. My advice is for you to hustle over to the dirigible terminal and hope there’s a flight out before Cherkoff gets word about you two.” 
 “Oh, I think we’ll hang around,” said Millen. 
 Farr shook his head and walked away. 
 “Why do I get the feeling we can’t expect help from any of the locals?” I said. 
 “It’s because we’re foreigners,” said Millen. “It’ll be up to us to convince enough of them to see us differently. You can’t expect more of them at this stage. If people decline to stand up for themselves, it devolves into a habit. For now, I think if we check on the wounded, by the time we get to the marshal’s office this Wilton fellow will have had his thirty minutes to clear out his stuff.” 
 We re-entered the hospital and were assailed by odors we’d been too busy to notice the first time: medicines and chemicals, human bodies in all stages of health, and that undefined whiff that puts you ill at ease. The medical staff at the reception area turned into bureaucrats and initially attempted to brush off Millen checking on the three men’s condition by saying we weren’t relatives. It took Millen all of sixty seconds to convince them otherwise—using the arguments that we were the ones who’d shot them in the first place and were now the town’s only law enforcers. I doubted they bought all of what Millen said, but I contributed by glowering in the background. 
 It must have worked because a staffer hustled off and returned shortly, following a doctor with salt-and-pepper hair and the purposeful gait of someone in charge. How did I know he was a doctor? I deduced it from the “Dr. Gebran” label on his coat. 
 “Elva tells me you claim to be the new marshal.” 
 I expected Millen to launch into one of his anachronistic Western monologues, but he surprised me. 
 “Dr. Gebran, nice to meet you,” said Millen and held out his hand. “Sorry to have brought you patients, but they left us no choice when we failed to convince them that they should pursue other means of raising credits than stealing from the Starsumal Research Station staff.” 
 The doctor smiled. “Oh . . . no problem about new patients. That’s what we’re here for, though I was surprised to get three of Cherkoff’s men here with gunshot wounds. I assume you must know who these three work for?” 
 “It’s irrelevant who they work for,” Millen said. “They could be agents of the Ruler of the Universe or whatever, and we’d be obliged to stop them. If there’s going to be fair law enforcement, it has to apply to everyone.” 
 “Not a view I expect Cherkoff shares,” Gebran said. “You must know he’s going to react badly. He’s managed to frighten everyone here, and he’s a vicious enough asshole to do anything to maintain control.” 
 I’d been quiet so far, but this was the first time I’d heard anyone not sounding completely cowed. 
 “Sorry, Doctor,” I said, “but why do I get the sense you’re not afraid of Cherkoff?” 
 The earlier smile morphed into a grimace. “Oh, I’m scared of him, as any rational person should be, but I’m in the unusual position of being fairly indispensable. Cherkoff wants a good hospital, and I’m good at what I do. He knows my opinion of him and doesn’t care, as long as I don’t publicly oppose him. It’s a devil’s bargain, but my job is caring for people and not fighting causes I can’t win. It would make things worse for the community if I had to leave.” 
 I wanted to follow up on Millen’s comments to the man outside about responsibility for Cherkoff, but Millen pre-empted me. 
 “Not our concern, Doctor. We’re just here to check on the three men we brought in. Has the staff had time to do a preliminary evaluation?” 
 “Dimitrov’s leg wound is painful but not threatening. We could keep him here overnight, but after we treat him, he could go back to Cherkoff’s ranch if someone took him there. Dudov’s arm is more serious. You nicked an artery, and he’s being prepped for minor surgery. He’ll be here at least a few days. Kolev is in the worst shape. The femur was shattered more than we can treat here, and he’ll have to be sent to Oslo for some reconstructive work. I’m assuming Cherkoff will pay for it. As despicable as he is, he’s fastidious about treatments for his men if they get hurt doing whatever he tells them. If he doesn’t okay the cost, Dudov will have to pay for it himself, which I doubt he has a chance of doing for some years—assuming he can find employment in his diminished physical condition.” 
 Here's where I showed my naiveté. “So, there’s no universal health care.” 
 Millen smirked, and a few seconds later I learned why. 
 “Ah, I take it you’re new to Astrild, then,” said Gebran. 

Shit! I thought. Me and my mouth.

 “Well, we’re new to Justice,” said Millen, probably thinking to give me a moment to get my foot out of my mouth. “But we figure on being here for a while and need to get on to the marshal’s office. Uh . . . exactly where is it, by the way?” 
 The doctor’s smile was back. “You passed it on the way here—assuming you came directly from Starsumal. Go back the way you came, turn right at Perry Street. It’s the third building on the right.” 
 “Appreciate it,” said Millen. “And one more thing. We’ve come into possession of two electric cycles I’d like to have checked out. Also, where would one get such vehicles recharged?” 
 “Wakefield’s Solar Cycle Rental and Repair shop three blocks from here is the only place for maintenance if you’re not doing it yourself. Wakefield will also recharge them. Several businesses scattered around town can do it, too. A few homes have chargers, especially those outside town, along with ranches and most farms.” 
 “Thanks again.” 
 The doctor glanced at me and then back at Millen. “Did you really give Wilton thirty minutes to clear out anything that was his? That’s what one of our nurses thought she heard you tell him.” 
 “I figured that was enough time,” Millen answered. 
 “You’re lucky. Not many of Cherkoff’s men are in town this time of the week. There might be two or three today, but sometimes there can be twenty or more, usually concentrated on the north side of town where most bars and the brothel are located. This way, you might have a little time before they come hunting for you.” 
 “Oh, I think we might have a congenial visit from Cherkoff before it gets to that point,” said Millen. 
 The doctor shook his head and walked off. 
 I was worried. “And what are we supposed to do if twenty men are waiting for us?” 
 “You heard the doctor. Not that many are in town today. What I suspect will happen is once Cherkoff hears the news, he’ll want to size us up for the same reason—it’s something unexpected, and he doesn’t control this area by being rash.” 
 I assumed my expression projected enough skepticism to preclude needing words because he looked at me and spoke to reassure. It didn’t work. 
 “Don’t worry so much. I’ve done this before.” 
 I’d have to ask him for details sometime when I wasn’t worried about the present. 
 “Well,” I said, “if we didn’t have Cherkoff’s attention before, I’m sure we have it now. What’s your master plan for when he sends those twenty men after us?” 
 I didn’t think it the appropriate time to tell Millen I was mulling options conducive to staying alive. My favorite would have been to take a dirigible, but I hadn’t been paid yet. That left me with getting myself by land to the nearest city—which was six hundred kilometers away. 
 “I predict Cherkoff will hold that option in reserve for the moment. Men don’t get into his position by being reflexively violent. I’m sure he doesn’t give a shit about his men, but it’s the overall image that is important. I imagine his first response will be to try to hire us.” 
 That wasn’t the response I had expected. 
 “But for now, let’s find the marshal’s office,” said Millen. 
 We had the cycles we’d confiscated, but Millen stopped me from heading to mine. 
 “We’ll walk. Gives us the chance to see the town on foot. It’s a good idea for the people to see us close up as much as possible. It won’t happen immediately, but eventually they need to feel we’re approachable.” 
 So we walked. The few lingering onlookers moved aside as if we had a plague, but by the time we were two blocks from the hospital, we were passing citizens who only gave us curious looks, some of which morphed into caution when they spied the guns. By the end of the first block, I had a question. 
 “More little stores and shops than I’d expect, and up ahead, it looks like more of the same. Why so many and why not larger ones?” 
 “Although Justice itself is about twelve hundred population, it’s the only place for direct shopping for a hundred kilometers in all directions. That means it serves another two to three thousand people. Most outsiders are within fifty kilometers, but people farther out might come to shop once every few months. The town is also small and isolated enough that there hasn’t been competition yet from larger businesses moving in from elsewhere on Astrild.” 
 “What happens to those living so far out?” I asked. “Treatment for a medical emergency is a long way away, and it sounds like getting here isn’t easy for any of them.” 
 “That’s part of the price they pay if they want isolation or take the chance to build a life they otherwise couldn’t afford to try. It’s one of the peculiarities of these worlds. There’s not enough centralized government to require its citizens to live close to basic services, as happens on many more settled worlds, but this allows them to take chances.” 
 “Still not smart if they have families,” I said. 
 “Agreed, but that’s not our concern. If people want to take chances, that’s on them.” 
 We turned onto Perry Street. The doctor’s directions were right on—three buildings later, we came to one of the newer and best-maintained structures we’d seen so far. A large, red LED sign proclaimed the location—Justice Marshal. I thought the label ironic because the current marshal likely had little interest in justice. 
 We could see solar panels on the roof, and a side driveway led to a two-vehicle garage. Through two open doors, we saw a sibling of the car Wilton had been driving. 
 “I think we just inherited an official vehicle,” I said, “assuming we have time to drive it before we’re killed by Cherkoff’s men.” 
 “You’ve got to work on your pessimism,” Millen answered. “I’ll let you know when it’s time to be worried.” 
 “Don’t be offended if I choose to worry on my own,” I said and touched my pistol handle and the sling of my rifle. I noticed Millen did the same, but I didn’t nag him on it. I had come to believe the man might act nonchalant, but professional caution was ingrained in anyone who had lived a dangerous life—which I didn’t doubt was true of Millen. 
 We had no need to caution each other about opening the marshal’s office door. Wilton didn’t seem like the dangerous sort, but you never knew. We stood flanking the entrance, and Millen turned the handle and pushed hard. When no bullets, railgun slugs, or energy discharges flew or crackled through the open door, Millen relaxed and walked in. I wouldn’t have been so confident, but when nothing happened to Millen, I figured it was safe and followed. 
 The building was deserted.  
 The layout was simple: an office area with four desks, two computers and peripherals, storage shelves and lockers, a minibar, and a gun cabinet with an assortment of weapons, none of which appeared well cared for. A door led to a single restroom and three iron-barred cells with metal key locks. I raised an eyebrow at the last. 
 “It’s simple, and it works,” said Millen. “Electronic locks have advantages, but for the level of activity I imagine these cells have had, there’s no reason to get fancy.” 
 We went back into the office room. 
 “I see the previous marshal didn’t take his things with him,” I said, pointing to a jacket with “Marshal” lettering that hung on the back of a chair. His desk was larger and more ornate than the other three desks. Scattered around the same desk were several varieties of footwear. A half-eaten roll and a partially consumed bottle of a drink sat on the desktop. “Looks like Wilton got word of our arrival in the middle of eating and didn’t return afterward.” 
 “No, I imagine he went straight to Cherkoff with the news or to someone who would relay it to the boss. We have some time until our first visitors. Let’s tidy up the office and put Wilton’s stuff in the trash receptacle on the side of the building.” 
 “Visitors?” I didn’t like the sound of that. 
 “Probably not trouble, but there’s got to be people curious what’s going on. I don’t imagine Wilton spread the word, and my sense of the doctor was that he’d keep his eye on the hospital and patients, rather than be involved in local goings-on more than necessary. Nevertheless, enough people saw us on the way in and at the hospital. News spreads fast in small towns. I expect a lot more citizens have heard something by now. Some of the more prominent ones should be coming. My first guess would be the mayor—Bossev, according to Johnson. One of us can clean up the place, while the other keeps an eye out. Your choice.” 
 “I’ll watch,” I said, not as confident as Millen that multiple men wouldn’t come after us. I knew I’d be more nervous collecting Wilton’s personal items. 
 Twenty minutes later, Millen declared the office sanitized of previous occupants about the same time that I spotted the first move in our direction. 
 “Someone’s coming. Looks not all that enthused and has stopped and started a couple times—like he’s still unsure. Dressed well.” 
 “Probably the mayor or some prominent citizen.” 
 “Not a representative of Cherkoff?” I asked. 
 “Possible, but four to one it’s not.” 
 The man didn’t look dangerous, but I stood against a side wall, while Millen sat in the marshal’s chair. The man who walked in the door appeared about fifty years old, by Earth standards. I didn’t know the level of medical technology on colony worlds. I’d been to places on Earth where longevity treatments weren’t available or were refused for personal or religious reasons. Thus, I couldn’t tell whether he was really fifty without the treatments or around seventy with the treatments. 
 “Uh . . . ,” uttered the man, staring at Millen, then glancing to me and back to Millen. “I’m, uh . . . .”  
 Millen jumped in. “Are you the mayor?” 
 The direct question startled the man, but he recovered and absentmindedly tugged at his coat. “Boril Bossev. Mayor of Justice. And who are you?” 
 “Name’s Edgar Millen. My friend here is Everett Cole. Glad to meet you, Mayor Bossev. Thank you for coming around. Saves us the trouble to finding you and apprising you of the new situation.” 
 Bossev blinked twice, processing Millen’s words, I assumed. 
 “New situation? What new situation?” 
 “We have relieved Dayton Wilton and whatever assistants he had in providing marshal services to the town of Justice and the surroundings. You may consider me Marshal Millen and Mr. Cole here Deputy Marshal Cole.” 
 Bossev blinked four times. “Wilton’s no longer the marshal? Cherkoff has replaced him with you?” 
 “The change in management occurred without Mr. Cherkoff’s knowledge,” said Millen, “though I suspect he either has received the news or is about to learn of the change.” 
 Bossev couldn’t have looked more disbelieving if he’d been told Wilton had turned into a bird and was about to take to flight. 
 The mayor sat at one of the empty desks. “Who are you people?” 
 “Let’s just say that we recognized the opportunity to bring a different level of law enforcement to Justice and have filled the sudden vacancies that opened up today.” 
 “What bullshit!” the mayor spit out. I thought it a positive sign that he was getting over his confusion. “You can’t just come into town and claim to be the marshal! Who appointed you?” 
 “And exactly who appointed Wilton?” Millen said softly. 
 Bossev sat back in his chair. After several moments, he sighed. “I suppose no one ‘appointed’ him as much as Cherkoff just said he was the marshal.” 
 “There you go,” said Millen. “In keeping with precedent, I’m saying that Mr. Cole and I are the new law here in Justice. We’ll discuss reasonable compensation for Mr. Cole and me at a later time.” 
 “There’s no way Cherkoff is going to let this stand. I’d advise leaving Justice as fast as possible before a dozen men come to kill both of you idiots.” 
 “Excuse me, Mayor Bossev,” I said, “but you might not be aware of recent events and four new patients at the Justice hospital.” 
 “Well, Everett,” Millen piped up, “it’s more accurate to say three patients. The fourth no longer qualifies since he’s dead.” 
 Bossev looked more confused than ever, so Millen apprised him of the day’s other events. 
 “You . . . ” Bossev struggled to comprehend. Suddenly, his eyes narrowed, and the fingers of one hand drummed on the desktop. 
 “I don’t know how I should feel. Is this some trick of Cherkoff’s to see who is a threat to him? I don’t see how. He knows how I feel and that I’m not going to do anything to endanger the people. For everyone else, they either keep their heads down or collude with him in some way. If this isn’t a ruse, then are you two merely insane? Or maybe you think you can take over from Cherkoff? But that doesn’t make sense—not just the two of you. 
 “Or . . . ” Bossev paused, glanced out the front window, stood, and paced for half a minute while we waited, then he sat again. “Or maybe you’re sent here to change things, hopefully for the good? If that’s the case, I don’t know if I should be relieved or afraid. Cherkoff is vicious, and he’ll respond hard. I don’t want any of my people hurt, and I don’t see how just the two of you could prevent that. On the other hand, I’d given up expecting outside help. I had come to accept the status quo, in the hope of doing whatever I could so that things wouldn’t get even worse.” 
 “How we got here or why should not be your immediate concern,” said Millen. “I’d like you to consider what actions you might support if you truly want things to change. For the moment, I’d advise you to step back and give serious thought to the future of Justice. We’ll be settling in for a few days and waiting to see if there’s an immediate response from Cherkoff. My guess is that he’ll want to meet with us.” 
 “Meet with you?” said Bossev incredulously. “He’ll want to kill you! Why would you think anything else would happen?” 
 “Oh, I imagine Mr. Cherkoff is not as driven by reflexive action as you might think. He’s had so little opposition from the people here that the sense that something new is in play will make him want to assess the situation personally. There’s also the possibility he isn’t acting on his own. If there’s someone or some organization above him, he may feel he needs to check in with them, for either directions or information on who we might be. If I had to guess, I’d say in a day or two he’ll come to town, and we’ll have an illuminating conversation.” 
 “Illuminating?” said Bossev. “That’s hardly a word I’d use, assuming the improbable happens, and he comes to talk and not something else.” 
 “Well, we’ll see. In the meantime, I’d appreciate it if you could give us a list of prominent citizens we might want to talk with, so we can get a better sense of the community and its general thinking. We’ve already met Doctor Gebran. Seems like a reasonable fellow.” 
 Bossev shook his head. “If you think you’ll rouse people to support you against Cherkoff, think again. Also, I haven’t ruled out that this is some kind of trick for Cherkoff to check whether there’s any opposition organizing.” 
 “Then let me make it safer for you,” said Millen. “Make it a list of prominent people without reference to whether they are Cherkoff supporters or not. That way, you can’t be accused of helping us do whatever it is we’re doing.” 
 Bossev took on a thoughtful expression before replying. “I’m afraid you’ll have to do that research on your own—if you can find people who will talk to you. I can’t be seen to help foster civil unrest.” He shook his head. “Whatever your game is, I wish you a long life, though I wouldn’t place any bets on it.” 
 After the mayor left, Millen laughed, and I suspected why. “I think the good mayor was hedging his bets.” 
 “I agree,” said Millen. “He might be supportive if he thought we had a realistic chance of making a difference here. Wouldn’t surprise me if a list of citizens magically comes our way.” 
 Millen’s prediction came true surprisingly soon. An hour later, an unmarked envelope was slipped under the office door. I hurried to peer out a window in time to see a young boy running off. The envelope was thin, but I held it to the light to see whether anything worrisome was revealed. Nothing . . . so I opened it to find a list of eleven names, occupations, and addresses. 
 After scanning the list, I grunted. “Interesting. Men and women. Townspeople, two farmers, a rancher, mine manager, genetics research operation director, and our Dr. Gebran. One of the ranchers and two of the town’s businessmen are separated at the end of the list by a line drawn across the sheet. I suspect those are Cherkoff supporters.” 
 “We’ll have to see if they’re directly involved with Cherkoff or just collaborators taking advantage of him controlling things,” said Millen. 
 “What do you want to do?” I asked. “Start looking these people up right away?” 
 “No, I think we’ll let the news of our arrival percolate through the community until at least tomorrow. It’ll give us a better foundation for talks, rather than having to surprise everyone individually. I suspect in a town this size the leading people will get word pretty quickly.” 
 Millen rummaged through the marshal’s desk and pulled out two metal pins in the shape of stars. 
 “I love it!” he said. “I didn’t see Wilton wearing one of these shields and thought I’d have to have a couple made up. Let’s look for a place to eat and then take a stroll around the business district. Seeing two armed strangers wearing these should help confirm any rumors.” 
 He flicked one of the stars to me, and I snatched it out of the air. It was crude: a silver five-pointed star with only the single word “Law” in raised gold lettering. 
 The attached needle and latching nub on the reverse side didn’t need explanation. I pushed the pin through my shirt’s fabric and walked to a small mirror hanging on a wall. 
 “Somehow I don’t see it serving as a shield for bullets or anything else. Neither do I think the townspeople will be overly impressed.” 
 What did get citizens’ attention was two strangers carrying pistols and assault rifles. We got plenty of looks, some curious, but most fearful. It didn’t take much wondering to figure out why. 
 “They think we’re Cherkoff’s men,” I said, after a family of five scurried to cross the street when they saw us. “We seem to be the only people armed.” 
 “Interesting,” was all Millen responded. 
 We poked our heads into a well-laid-out restaurant with neat waitresses and small menu monitors on all twenty or so tables. The dozen customers were well dressed. Faces who turned to us expressed interest or disinterest. A few even smiled. None appeared nervous or fearful. 
 “Cherkoff people,” mumbled Millen, and he motioned toward the door. Once outside, he said, “Either active supporters or those going along. We’re not going to get a spectrum of views from that bunch. Let’s find someplace with a more diverse clientele.” 
 We turned off the main business street and found a small café a block later. A sign in script above the door read “Alda’s Place.” The day’s menu was on a blackboard in one window. 
 “This is more promising,” said Millen, and we went inside. 
 It was clean, though a little worn. A woman who fit the same description waved to indicate we should take a table—any one of the six unoccupied. Four other tables had customers, all of whom noticed us as we walked in. In contrast to the first eatery, expressions were blank, nervous, or hostile. 
 I nodded toward a small table at the side of the room. 
 “Good,” he whispered. “Let’s us have views of all the entrances.” 
 He referenced the front entrance and a swinging double door that probably led to the kitchen. I followed Millen to the two-person table next to a wall. He rotated the table 45 degrees so we could sit adjacent. Each of us faced one entrance directly and the other one out of the corner of our eyes. 
 A two- or three-year-old boy smiled and waved as we sat. His mother jerked him around, and the family got up and left. Not that I blamed them. We weren’t exactly the most appealing-looking neighbors. 
 When the woman who’d waved us in placed water in front of us, I got a better look. Maybe forty years old, light brown hair, a little hefty but solid. Her expression was somewhere between neutral and guarded. 
 “Haven’t seen you men before. You new to Justice?” 
 “Came in a couple of days ago and are staying at the Blue River Hotel,” Millen answered. 
 “Not out at Armond Station?” 
 “Armond Station?” I asked, jumping in before Millen could answer. I was tired of feeling like I was just an appendage of the man. 
 “You know,” she said. “Cherkoff’s ranch.” 
 “Sorry,” said Millen. “You’re under the misapprehension that we work for Makon Cherkoff. Never met the man.” 
 Her expression showed the first real emotion. “You don’t work for Cherkoff? What are you doing in town armed? If no one has told you, the only people allowed to carry guns in Justice are the marshal, his regular deputy, and any of Cherkoff’s men the marshal declares to be temporary deputies.” 
 She hadn’t given me more than a cursory glance the whole time, so obviously hadn’t noticed my badge. Millen hadn’t worn his—a deficiency he corrected by pulling it out of his coat pocket and pinning it on. 
 “We’ll have to check into that, though we suspected that was the case. It has its advantages, but there will be some changes in the future. It’ll still be up to us to decide who can be in town armed, but I somehow think Cherkoff’s men won’t be on the candidate list to serve as deputies.” 
 “What the hell are you talking about?” said the woman. 
 Millen smiled. “Let me introduce us. I’m Edgar Millen, and my friend here is Everett Cole. We’re the new law in Justice. I’m now the town marshal, and Everett is deputy marshal.” 
 She looked at Millen, at me, then back at Millen. “I don’t know what you’re talking about or what kind of game you think you’re playing. This is a café. Are you two figuring on eating something?” 
 I was hungry and didn’t want to diddle talking. “I see only two items on the blackboard. That’s the only menu?” 
 “If you want a fancier place, there are several on Hebron Street. We do two or three dishes each day, every meal the same. Today it’s ghameh and zinkoul. If you’re new here, I’ll just say they’re a couple of local dishes that came from some of Astrild’s original colonists. I recommend the zinkoul.” 
 “Is there a description of what’s in them? The blackboard doesn’t give any hints.” 
 “Locals know what they are, so why waste chalk? Ghameh is cow intestine stuffed with a meat-grain mixture of whatever’s available that day. Zinkoul is pastry stuffed with meat and yogurt. I recommend the zinkoul.” 
 “I assume you’re Alda,” I said. 
 “Alda Nakasomi, owner and general everything else in this establishment,” she said. 
 “In that case, I will bow to your recommendation for the zinkoul.” 
 “Make it two,” said Millen. 
 Without comment, she turned and walked through the swinging double doors.  
 “Now we’re getting somewhere,” said Millen. 
 I wasn’t accustomed to Millen’s view of the universe, so I had no fucking clue where he thought we were getting by the exchange with the waitress. I wanted to ask but resisted to avoid reinforcing his obtuseness. For the next ten minutes, we watched the other customers without trying to be too obvious. Okay, I did that. I didn’t know what Millen was doing or thinking, but we didn’t talk. 
 Just as Alda came out of the kitchen with a basket of bread that seemed destined for us, a young couple entered the café. The woman spotted us, nudged the man, and he hurried to intercept the waitress. Whatever passed between them startled her enough that she almost dropped the basket and gave us a sharp look. The couple made a quick exit, and the waitress appeared to be arguing with herself whether to continue to our table. I hoped the answer was in the affirmative—I was getting hungrier by the minute. 
 A decision made, she gingerly approached us and set the bread down, then stood staring. “You’re the two idiots who shot some of Cherkoff’s men?” 
 “That’s us,” said Millen cheerfully. “Either that or two men looking just like us and with the same names.” 
 “Are you two crazy? You need to be getting out of Justice as far away as possible as fast as you can. Cherkoff is no one to mess with. He and his men will come looking for you as soon as he gets the news.” 
 “And how would we do that?” I questioned. “We were led to believe the only way in and out of Justice is by dirigible, and the schedule we saw said another wasn’t due for three more days.” 
 “There’s a track to Trondheim, usable by horses. Too rough for wagons and no refueling stations. But even if you had to walk it, that’s better than hanging around here to be shot.” 
 “Well, if Cherkoff is going to come looking for us, it would be impolite to make it harder for him to find us, wouldn’t it?” said Millen. 
 Three men at a nearby table had been listening and hastily left the café. 
 “Millen and Cole, you said your names were? You’re going to be deceased Millen and Cole if you don’t disappear.” 
 “We understand Cherkoff is not in town right now,” I said, “so even if he gets word over his comm, it’ll take him some time to get here. I think we have time to eat before he kills us.” 
 She shook her head and moved to another table of customers. I was working on the bread when a dinging sound came from the direction of the kitchen. By watching other customers, I’d figured out it was the cook announcing food was ready to be served. Since the remaining customers were already eating, I deduced it was our zinkoul. 
 The steaming food was good and not all that different from a few of the times I’d eaten local foods in Yemen. By the time we finished, we were the only customers. 
 Millen paid by comm transfer, and as we left, I said to Alda, “Sorry for chasing away your customers.” 
 It was twilight, and we continued casing the business area of Justice, detouring into a few residential areas before we ended up at our hotel. Waiting for us was the clerk who had checked us in, and another man. 
 “Ah . . . Mr. Millen and Mr. Cole. I’m Orneel Ahbutan, the owner of the Blue River Hotel. Normally, I would be happy to welcome you to Justice, but I’m terribly sorry, Rangul here made a mistake when you signed in. It turns out there are no rooms available. I’ll have to ask you to gather your belongings from the room he erroneously assigned you.” 
 “That’s odd, Mr. Ahbutan,” said Millen. “I don’t believe Rangul bothered checking for other reservations when we arrived. We got the impression there were hardly any other guests. In any case, I’m sure you can make other arrangements for anyone else needing a room because we’ll be keeping the one we have.” 
 The stated owner generated a prodigious amount of perspiration. Beads of sweat rolled from his thinning hair down both cheeks. In contrast, Rangul watched the ongoing conversation with rather clinical detachment. I was curious to get a chance to talk with the young man later. 
 “Now . . . uh . . . I’m afraid I have to insist,” said Ahbutan. “I don’t want any trouble, and I have other guests to worry about.” 
 “My uncle is mostly worried about the hotel getting shot up when Cherkoff’s men come looking for you,” Rangul piped up. “We got word from my sister. She works at the hospital and came running to him with news of two strangers who shot four of Cherkoff’s men. I might not normally agree with my uncle, but I can see his point. As it happens, there are three other occupied rooms near yours, and who knows what collateral injuries might occur when shooting starts?” 
 “There’s an obvious solution,” said Millen. “You can just move the occupants of those three rooms somewhere else in the hotel. We’ll be keeping our room. I like the location. Makes it hard for anyone to sneak up on us, don’t you agree?” 
 Ahbutan looked like he needed a chair but had to manage with leaning against the lobby counter. “Please, Mr. Millen. I don’t want any trouble. I’ll be happy to reimburse you double the amount you were charged for the room. I believe you had wanted it initially for one week.” 
 “How about four times the charge?” asked Millen. 
 Ahbutan swallowed but didn’t hesitate. “Of course, that will be fine. I just want to settle this amicably.” 
 “Even more amicable would be ten times,” I interjected, annoyed and wondering exactly how badly the owner wanted us out of the hotel. 
 “Ten—” 
 Rangul smiled, as his uncle stumbled over getting words out. 
 “Yes, yes, anything to settle this,” said the owner. “After all, this misunderstanding was our fault.” 
 “You know, Millen,” I said, “it’d be a shame to move. The room fits all our needs, so why don’t we just tell Mr. Cherkoff, should we happen to meet him, that Orneel here did everything he could to evict us, but you threatened to shoot Orneel?” 
 Ahbutan looked like he might faint. 
 “Actually, not a bad option to consider,” said Millen. “Even better if Orneel can show bullet holes. I’m sure Mr. Cherkoff will be understanding.” 
 I took pity on the hotel’s owner. “Nah, let’s just leave things the way they are. Wouldn’t want to mess up the rugs here. However, Mr. Millen is correct that you need to move the other customers staying on the same hallway that we are. You know, just in case shooting starts.” 
 “In fact,” said Millen, “we’ll give you half an hour before we start knocking on doors to see that the hallway is empty except for us.” 
 We left Orneel looking pale and Rangul grinning. 
 “We’ll give him a little more than a half hour,” said Millen to me, “and then I’ll set up the motion detectors and cameras to cover the hall and the alley our one window faces. I don’t think we’ll have trouble tonight, but once the other customers are moved, we’ll sleep across the hall in another room. At least for tonight.” 




CHAPTER 9

   
   

I didn’t know which I found more annoying: Millen’s cryptic predictions he seemed to pull out of his ass or his calm acceptance of how they came true, as if his merely saying the words made them reality. 
 Mid-afternoon the next day, I was sitting outside the marshal’s office, watching the citizens of Justice go about a busy day. I took it as a good sign that only occasionally did anyone seem to avoid passing the office. Maybe they weren’t afraid of us. Maybe they hadn’t heard the latest news. Maybe I didn’t know why I should care. 
 With little else to do, I took time to note the distribution of conveyances. In the four-wheel category, there were about seven or more electric or hydrogen for every equine. The oddity of horse-drawn wagons had given me the initial impression they were more common than they were. For two-wheelers, bicycles compared favorably with cycles and scooters. In the two-foot category . . . well, there was only one way to move using two feet. 
 A dozen or more flying creatures, what passed for birds on Astrild, took off from whatever they were doing and flew in all directions. The men and women I’d served with in the FSES had survived more situations than others did because we took note of changes that most people never noticed—not to mention that inexplicable thing people call intuition or luck, when you went on alert, though you couldn’t identify why. 
 That’s what I was experiencing now in Justice. The synchronous agitation of the flyers was caused by something I couldn’t identify—at first. Then my hearing picked up a faint drone that increased in volume as I listened. At first, no one else on the street heard it. I couldn’t be sure, but I think the first responder was a man washing a store window a block away. He stopped wiping, cocked his head to one side, then hurriedly picked up a soapy water bucket and went inside. 
 Moments later, a family of four stopped as the father grabbed his wife’s arm, said something, and they each took a child’s hand, hustled around a corner, and disappeared. 
 In sixty seconds, the moderately busy street was empty of people, horses, and vehicles.  
 I opened the office door and leaned in to see Millen going through papers he’d pulled out of a filing cabinet. He’d already finished checking the computer files. 
 “You may not believe this, but there’s a hovercraft coming. I’d say it’s a kilometer or less away and coming fast.” 
 Millen looked up. “Hovercraft? How do you know?” 
 “There’s no mistaking the sound once you’ve heard it. Once my unit got isolated from support in Siberia when a rebel group activated a Fransoise Damper they’d cobbled together to jam our electromagnetic communications. When they turned it on, we dug in to wait for the jamming field to be deactivated or destroyed. That’s when the rebels attacked using a dozen hovercraft. They work well over snow-covered terrain, but you can hear the things coming kilometers away if your hearing is good—which mine is.” 
 “Assuming you’re right, there’s the obvious question.” 
 “What the hell is a hovercraft doing in Nowhere, Astrild?” 
 “Read my mind,” said Millen. 
 “Well, maybe we’re about to find out.” 
 We went outside. The noise was louder than when I’d gone into the office. Millen had to raise his voice for me to hear him, even though I was only a meter away. 
 “Coming from the south. As I recall, that’s the direction to ranch country, including Cherkoff’s place.” 
 “I’ll take a flying guess and predict we’re about to get a response from Mr. Cherkoff.” 
 “I believe you’re right,” said Millen, just as the ugliest and one of the biggest hovercraft I’d ever seen turned a corner three blocks away and settled to the ground, taking up most of the street’s width. The abrasive noise wound down and stopped. 
 A vertical swinging door opened, and men started coming out. Men with guns. I wasn’t particularly worried with the first four, got a little worried at number six, and definitely was worried at number eight. Fortunately, eight seemed to be the total, so I didn’t have to consider looking for a way to retreat. 
 The eight men spread out. 
 “They think they’re securing the area,” I said. “Means there’s likely someone of rank still in the cabin.” 
 One of the men turned to the opened door, yelled something—we were too far away to hear what—and a ninth man exited the hovercraft. After the two men consulted, most of the men went into the tavern, leaving remaining two flanking the tavern’s entrance. 
 “If I had to guess, I’d say Cherkoff is asking some questions as to what the hell is going on in Justice,” said Millen. “Maybe he owns that tavern.” 
 “You still think he’s going to try to hire us?” I asked. “Why bring eight men if you’re just recruiting? 
 “Never hurts to be cautious,” said Millen. “I expect Cherkoff will come out shortly and be looking for us.” 
 “I suggest we move ourselves to someplace with a little more room,” I said. 
 “How about the Starliner?” responded Millen. “Should be a few customers, plus Farr and other staff. Might give Cherkoff a moment to consider starting anything with witnesses around.” 
 The tavern was catty-corner to our hotel. We stopped first at our room. Millen thought Cherkoff was here for a talk, at least to begin with. However, he didn’t comment when I said I was donning a suit. He did the same. 
 When we entered the Starliner, Millen waved to Farr, then looked at me and nodded to a far corner with a view of the back door. I wove my way to the last table so I could sit in a chair that faced the main entrance. 
 Millen chose a table at a window with a view in the direction of the hovercraft. Farr walked over to him. I couldn’t hear what was said, but the owner obviously wasn’t pleased that his establishment was about to be the meeting place of two parties, one of which had uncertain intentions. Whatever the tavern owner heard, he returned to stand behind the solid wooden bar, with the barkeep suddenly looking nervous. When a woman carrying a mop and a bucket entered from a back room, Farr motioned her over, said something to her, and she hurriedly left via the same door. 
 There were five customers besides Millen and me. Four sat near the bar and played a card game, and a fifth patron dozed in a chair not far from my table. 
 About fifteen minutes later I saw Millen sit slightly straighter in his chair and glance my way. I lifted the 6-gauge from across my lap and thumbed the hammer back; I’d already racked a shell into the firing chamber. I cradled the stock under an armpit and rested the barrel on the opposite knee. 
 Less than a minute later, men started filing into the Starliner. The first one stopped just across the threshold. He perused the room, eyes stopping five times: bar, card game, me, dozing man, and Millen. You can guess which two looks were the longest. Finished, he moved farther into the room, followed by eight more men. 
 They were armed with an assortment of projectile weapons. Their obvious leader was tall and lean and radiated coiled energy. He had black hair cut short and dusted with gray. He did his own survey of the room, but his eyes stopped only twice: me and Millen, who got the longest look. He made several motions to the men with him. Five of them spread along the bar, and the other three started toward the other side of the room. 
 “Why don’t you fellows stay closer to your friends?” I said, emphasizing my suggestion by re-orienting the barrel of my 6-gauge. 
 The three men froze, then looked at the guy I assumed was either Cherkoff or one of his lieutenants. The man gave a barely perceptible head shake, and the three men moved back toward the bar, though not all the way to line up with the other five. 

 “I’m Makon Cherkoff,” announced the leader, addressing Millen. “Mind if I sit with you?” 
 “Pleased to meet you. Have a seat.” 
 “Thanks,” he said. “Abdul—bring us the McClerkin whiskey and a couple of glasses.” 
 Cherkoff sat across from Millen. “I assume you are Edgar Millen and your associate across the room is Everett Cole.” 
 He knew our names, so someone in town had been talking—suck-ups protecting themselves or having a vested stake in the town’s current situation. 
 Farr hurried over with the bottle and two glasses. 
 “You a drinking man, Mr. Millen?” 
 “On occasion, but not during work hours.” 
 “And is this a work hour?” 
 “Matter of fact, it is.” 
 “Too bad. The McClerkin has a pleasing smokiness, though the initial bite is a little harsher than the better but ruinously expensive whiskeys we’d have to import here on Astrild.” 
 Cherkoff poured himself a finger into the shot glass and finished it in one swallow. When he set the glass down, I could see even from across the room that any evidence of geniality was layered on something deeper and darker. 
 “You’ve shot four of my men.” 
 “Actually, I only shot two of them. Everett shot the other two.” 
 “Whatever. I can’t have you going around shooting men who work for me.” 
 “I can see how you’d feel that way,” said Millen, as if understanding why a citizen might support a sports team from a different town, “but they were robbing the researchers at the Starsumal Research Station, and we were hired to put a stop to it.” 
 “Hired? By who?” 
 “Not the important point. They were breaking the law, and no one was doing anything about. So we did. You shouldn’t have such men working for you if you don’t want them shot.” 
 Cherkoff waved his left hand in dismissal. “I assure you I had no knowledge of what they were doing, so I’ve no interest in what is done with them now. I can’t have men going off on their own. They can rot in cells, for all I care.” 
 From across the room, I watched and listened to the progress of the interchange. I sensed Cherkoff was telling the truth—at least, in this case. The four men probably saw the researchers as easy side money without bothering to check with Cherkoff. Not that I believed the man disapproved of what they did, only that he didn’t know about it or maybe he wasn’t getting a cut. 
 “Still, they were my men at the time,” said Cherkoff. “We need to come to some kind of understanding.” 
 I had to give it to Millen, he seemed to have read the situation better than I did. Despite the shootings, Cherkoff wanted to talk. The only thing left standing in the way of Millen getting my award as champion prognosticator was if we got offered employment. 
 “I’ll be happy if we all understand that Mr. Cole and I will be enforcing the law in Justice from now on.” 
 “Law? What law? No place or person anywhere else on Astrild has authority here. All authority in Justice is local.
You’ve kicked the duly appointed marshal out of his office, so by what right do you claim to enforce the law?” 
 “Probably the same way Wilton got his job. It certainly wasn’t by the will of most of the citizenry. We’re just following precedent. As for what law, it’s whatever Mr. Cole and I say it is.” 
 “I had a different idea—an understanding you and I could come to,” said Cherkoff. “Obviously, I was short-sighted to put Dayton Wilton in as marshal. You are clearly a better choice. I suggest we agree that you will continue Mr. Wilton’s relationship with me . . . shall we say at twice his salary?” 
 “A mighty generous offer, but I’m afraid we’ll have to decline.” 
 “Surely, whoever is paying you now can’t be matching that. If it takes more, suggest a number, and let’s discuss it.” 
 “As I said, the offer is appreciated. However, no one in Justice is paying us anything, not just yet. We haven’t gotten around to the compensation negotiations.” 
 Cherkoff stared silently at Millen for half a minute. I could almost imagine his thinking. Were Millen and I insane or just stupid? Were we part of another organization making a move on his operation? It might be unsettling to him to be faced with something he didn’t understand. Should he brush us aside, or were we the first move of something more dangerous? Uncertainty can lead to more uncertainty. I had no idea how he would react. 
 “I’ll assume for the moment that you’re not delusional,” said Cherkoff. “But does that mean you feel secure even though there’s nine of us and only two of you?” 
 Everyone in the room could hear the metallic click of Millen’s pistol hammer being cocked under his table. 
 “The odds might change significantly in an instant,” said Millen, adding emphasis with a nod in my direction—reinforced when I raised my 6-gauge barrel a few centimeters to center on the men at the bar. At this distance, the shot cone would hit at least two men. I also had the selector on the auto-loading shotgun flicked to full auto, meaning it would eject the spent cartridge, then pull up and fire the next cartridge and keep going until it fired all four shells. I would have a short window to realign the barrel from the recoil after each shot. It made for piss-poor accuracy, but in this room at this distance, you didn’t need much aiming. 
 Add to that, I’d seen Millen shoot his pistol like it was an appendage. He’d likely get off three or four shots before the men still standing could fire. Not a good situation for the nine men, but then neither was it good for us because whatever we did, some of the men would get off shots. We couldn’t count on luck. Some of these might hit us where we were unprotected by the Dynaflex suits. 
 Similar calculations might have been running through Cherkoff’s mind. He rose slowly from his chair, careful to make no sudden movements. 
 “It’s unfortunate that our relationship couldn’t have a better future, Mr. Edgar Millen. I’m sure it would have been advantageous to us both. I expect we’re due for interesting times.” 
 Cherkoff motioned to his men, and they began filing out. The first four were past the door and Cherkoff at the threshold when Millen spoke up. 
 “One more thing, Mr. Cherkoff. There’ll be a new ordinance in Justice. The signs will be up later today and word sent out by whatever means we have available. Carrying of weapons inside the city limits will be allowed only with the permission of Mr. Cole or myself. In the next day or two, we’ll establish locations where people can leave their weapons at the town’s borders and pick them up as they leave. Of course, there’s always the option of not bringing weapons to town at all.” 
 “Out of curiosity, how do you intend enforcing this ban?” 
 “Everyone will get a pass the first time because we can’t be sure how well word gets out. However, on the second offense there’ll be a fine and permanent confiscation of the weapons.” 
 “And if someone refuses to give up their weapon?” asked Cherkoff. 
 “We’ll try to convince them otherwise, but as a final solution we’ll shoot them.” 
 “As I said before, Mr. Millen, we should have interesting times ahead of us,” Cherkoff said. He stepped through the threshold, and the other four men followed. 
 “Oh, my God!” exclaimed one of the card players. Two others pulled out handkerchiefs and wiped their faces. The fourth rushed to the lavatory door next to the bar. I don’t know where the barkeep was; I imagine he’d ducked or fainted behind the bar. The owner, Abdul Farr, seemed to be the most composed spectator. He hurried to Millen’s table and plopped down in a wooden chair. I eased the 6-gauge hammer down and joined them. 
 “I wouldn’t have believed it,” said Farr. “Cherkoff backed down! Wait until others hear.” 
 “Whoa, Hoss,” said Millen, bringing his pistol out from under the table and securing the hammer. “He just decided that today and this confined space weren’t in his overwhelming favor to start anything. Men like Cherkoff might hire those who don’t pay attention to details, but he’ll want to be sure of the outcome—or, at least, think he’s sure. It’s like some people associate predators with bravery, which is wrong. Predators kill, but only under conditions of their choosing. Acting otherwise can get them injured or killed, which is why they prefer the weak, the young, or the ill. 
 “Cherkoff needs time to evaluate what he just experienced and plan for a resolution where he isn’t in danger himself—which he knew he would be if anything started here.” 
 We heard the whine of the hovercraft as it started up and ratcheted into the roar matching its arrival. All three of us listened without speaking as the sound changed pitch, then slowly faded. 
 “Leaving town,” stated Millen. 
 “All of them?” I asked. 
 “Maybe so, maybe no,” said Millen cryptically. “Let’s wait a few minutes to see if we get any info from some citizens.” 
 So we waited . . . all of two minutes before Alfredo Landa rushed into the tavern. 
 “What happened?” he cried. “I saw Cherkoff and his men come here. Everyone was expecting gunfire, but nothing happened.” 
 “Oh, something happened,” said Millen, “just not what you expected.” 
 “Cherkoff talked with Millen for a couple of minutes, then left,” supplied Farr, who proceeded to give details of the confrontation, even down to my waving around the 6-gauge, hearing Millen cock his pistol, and catching the barkeeper to prevent him from hurting himself when he fainted. 
 During the discourse, a dozen more people came into the tavern, which necessitated Farr repeating his presentation. I was impressed that each iteration was almost exactly the same. People under stress can often confabulate what they saw, embellishing succeeding versions, changing details, or forgetting important chunks. I took note that Farr would be a reliable witness. 
 Millen listened quietly through the fifth or sixth telling—I quit counting at three—then stirred when the group began to thin. 
 “I assume Cherkoff got on the hovercraft. Anyone notice how many of his men went with him?” 
 Several men looked back and forth at the others. Finally, Boril Bossev, the mayor, said, “I assume all of them, but I didn’t really count.” 
 “Maybe not all,” said Alda Nakasomi. “I didn’t think about it until now, but I’m sure not as many got back on as got off. Maybe two or three fewer.” 
 Millen and I looked at each other with the same thought. There was a good chance Cherkoff had moved quickly to solve his problem . . . us. 
 “We’ve got a little time,” he mouthed, then addressed the six men and one woman who hadn’t left yet. 
 “You people must know that Cherkoff only took over this town because you let him. I wasn’t here, but I’ve seen similar cases before. He shows up, maybe buys a business or two and pretends to be a solid citizen, then slowly tightens his grip.” 
 “That’s it exactly,” said a man we hadn’t met yet. “My dad saw it happening and tried to warn people, but most wouldn’t listen or thought he was exaggerating. Somehow, Cherkoff got the people running the satellite service in Oslo to cut off our access, while giving it to Dimitar Bozkov, Cherkoff’s man. Dad tried to keep the local news going via comms and limited paper editorials until he died in the fire that burned down our office. I wanted to keep after Cherkoff, but my mother and my wife were frightened, not only for me but also for themselves and the children, so I quit.” 
 “And you are . . . ?” asked Millen. 
 “David Ostell, son of the past operator of the local news and communication shop before Cherkoff took over.” 
 Mayor Bossev sighed and shifted his feet. “It’s easy to blame all of us now, but you weren’t here while it was happening. I liked Sam Ostell, but sorry, David, your father always seemed to have an issue that was calamitous to him. Many of us simply quit listening to his latest warnings.” 
 “But the time came when you recognized what was happening,” I said, “and you failed to do anything.” 
 “Again, easy for you to say,” Alda retorted. “A few, like David’s father, tried to do something, and the rest of us saw the result. Then he started taking over businesses and properties. The only ranchers and farmers still independent are those north of Justice in the Carizo district. The others sold their properties for almost nothing, abandoned the property, or now work the property as employees of Cherkoff. Here in Justice, most businesses he doesn’t own are paying protection money to keep operating. He’s careful enough not to drive us out of business, but all of us are hardly more than employees anyway.” 
 “You can recite why you didn’t do anything from now until the stars burn out, and it’ll do no good,” said Millen “The only relevant question is what are you willing to do in the future?” 
 “Do? What do you expect any of us to do?” asked Farr. “Cherkoff has forty or fifty men, maybe more. The couple of times someone or a group attempted to organize resistance, they didn’t live long or they disappeared. One of the last men to try was Jolan Harpston. He went all the way to Oslo to try to convince someone, anyone, in authority there to help us. He couldn’t get a meeting with anyone of importance and was planning to continue pestering offices until he got results. That’s the last we heard of him. Inquiries to Oslo turned up nothing—as if he hadn’t even gotten to the city.  
 “Also, one thing Cherkoff did several months ago was confiscate all the weapons in town. Even if we wanted to organize against him, we don’t have the means to fight.” 
 “Don’t tell me every single firearm was surrendered,” I said. “I’ll bet there are as many hidden away as were turned in.” I had firefight experiences at places on Earth that had supposedly been “pacified” and disarmed. 
 “I agree with my friend,” said Millen, “but the fundamental question is what would it take to motivate you.” 
 “Who are you?” asked Bossev. “If you aren’t here for yourselves, what entity supports you, and why haven’t we gotten help before?” 
 “All you need to know is that Mr. Cole and I want to establish justice here in your town, but it can only be done with your help,” said Millen. 
 “You two plus us?” questioned Landa. “That’s too much to ask until whoever you represent sends more help than just you two.” 
 “Well, we are what you’ve got,” said Millen. 
 “I’m sorry, but it’s too much to ask,” said Bossev. “Yes, you shot some of Cherkoff’s men, but trust me, those four aren’t the most dangerous. That advantage is now gone. Even if you’re as capable as you seem to think you are, why would we trust two men we don’t know and whose motives are unknown?” 
 “Only you can answer your questions,” said Millen. “If you can’t come up with any scenarios that convince you to stand up, then at least you’ll know your options are leaving Justice or accepting permanent serfdom to Cherkoff.” 
 We left the small group huddled around the table. My back itched, as I slid through the doorway’s left jamb and against the outer wall. It was without thinking—reflexes not to be exposed in a doorway. Millen did the same to the right. The sun had set after Cherkoff left, and illumination came from a combination of lingering daylight and the light shining through a few windows. 
 “What’s your intuition say, Everett?” 
 “It says we should go hunting before we end up being hunted.” 
 “I agree. Never a good idea to give bushwhackers the advantage.” 
 I looked askance at Millen. “Bushwhackers? I’ll take a flying leap and predict that’s part of the Western’s lexicon.” 
 “Bushwhackers,” Millen repeated. “Ambushers. People who wait in hiding to attack when the victim is unaware. There’re other meanings from different places on Earth—like referring to general guerrilla warfare or people living in remote areas—but you can think of it as the ambushers. You might also hear me refer to ‘back shooters’ and think of it as the same as bushwhackers.” 
 “Thanks for the history lesson and warning,” I snarked. “Now can we get on with the current business?” 
 “If they’re going to try to bushwhack us tonight, I’d expect it to be when it gets darker, but you never know. Let’s wait a while at the hotel and give these suits a rest.” 
 “How about sending the drone up to scan ahead of us as we work around the town?” 
 “It’s a simple model. No infra-red,” said Millen. “No, I’m afraid this will have to be on us.” 
 “Makes it simpler,” I said. “Never a good idea to trust technology too much, and it can get confusing to try combining gadgets with your own senses. I like one or the other, and if comes down to it, I trust both about the same.” 




CHAPTER 10

   
   

Two hours later, we had the suits back on under our clothes and were ready to hunt—or present ourselves as targets, depending on your point of view. Most businesses were concentrated in a five- by six-block rectangle, with a tail of businesses extending along imaginatively named “Main Street.” We stood at the end of the tail.  
 “You take the other side,” said Millen. “No point staying together and making it easier on them.” 
 Both of us inserted earpieces that picked up subvocalizations. I’d used similar models in the FSES. When I crossed the street, I keyed the mike and checked operation. 
 “Cole here.” 
 “Got you,” said Millen. “Lag a bit to let me get twenty meters ahead of you, then we’ll switch every half block, and I’ll lag and you get ahead. It’ll help keep anyone guessing just what we’re doing and what our positions are.” 
 “Got it.” 
 I stepped into a shadow to double-check my guns, while I watched Millen saunter off. Both the pistol and the shotgun had chambered rounds. We’d chosen the shotguns over rifles because the confrontations were likely to be personal versus long-range, and the ambushers couldn’t number more than two or three men. 
 When I judged that Millen was far enough along his side of the street, I came out of the shadows and followed him, my thumb poised against the safety switch. 
 All my senses were on highest alert. It was at times like these when I felt the most alive. I periodically worried that it said something about me. Yet whatever it meant, I was still alive, while many I’d served with weren’t. 
 We crossed two side streets. All was quiet. Whether because of the town’s usual routine or because word had spread that it was best to stay inside, we saw only an occasional resident: an elderly man walking slowly with the help of a cane, his head down and humming; a group of four teenage boys talking trash at the universe, as only teenage boys can do to show their masculinity; a middle-aged woman I thought I remembered from Alda’s restaurant; a woman so cloaked, I couldn’t make out her features or age; and a man walking two large dogs on leashes. 
 Justice hadn’t put in streetlights, maybe because night traffic didn’t justify it, and only a few businesses had illuminated signs. Solar-generated electricity was by battery at night, and probably not every business wanted to pay the cost for too few late-evening customers. 
 I took my turn leading, then Millen again. A block passed without us seeing another soul. We came to the main section. 
 “We’ll go counterclockwise around once, then scope out the central businesses,” said Millen. 
 “Check,” I replied. 
 Two blocks later, I saw the first suspicious movements out of the corner of my eye. A dog slinking out of an alley. A man I didn’t recognize hurried across the street a half block ahead of us and disappeared into an unlit building. 
 We went through the intersection of another cross-street. I thought I could make out the name: Redondo. 
 “Hold up,” I subvocalized. The next block was the darkest yet, with no illumination coming from any window, except on Millen’s side where the last building had light shining from every second-floor window. The structure had an empty lot next to it and shrubbery about two meters high growing along the side. 
 “You see something?” asked Millen. 
 “See? No. But I’ve got an itch along my back. Nothing definite, but it doesn’t feel right.” 
 “If you had to guess, where do you think someone would be lurking?” 
 I surveyed what I could see. On my side of the street and across from Millen was what appeared to be an abandoned store. Broken windows and a front door hanging slightly ajar testified it had been months or years sitting idle. 
 “It’s not a place I’d put an ambush, but something tells me there’s one or more men in the vacant store and at least one in the bushes on your side. They might think our attention will be on the end building, wondering about all the lights. Once you clear the building before the vacant lot, the lights from the second floor will reveal you, but they should have already seen me. If shooting starts, they’ll be firing at us from two positions.” 
 “We’ll flush them out with stun rounds,” said Millen. 
 I’d been thinking the same thing. I used the hand away from my shotgun trigger housing to rotate a lever that switched from the lower to the upper magazine. One handy feature of this model shotgun was the option of two magazines. The lower one housed four standard cartridges, what people still called double-odd buckshot, for whatever reason. The upper magazine held four cartridges that could be flash and stun, more shot, or different gases, incapacitating or poisonous, the latter of which was technically outlawed. We had loaded with flash and stun. 
 “Each of us cover the other’s side?” I asked. I wouldn’t have a straight shot into the abandoned store on my side, but Millen would have a clear shot from across the street. At the same time, I could cover the shrubbery on Millen’s side before he lost the protection of the previous storefront. 
 “Yeah,” said Miller. “Let’s make it just before I get to the empty lot. I’ll go first and drop a couple of flash-and-stuns through the main window of your building, then you follow to rouse anyone out of the shrubbery on my side.” 
 It was a plan based on no solid intel, but I trusted my instincts. They hadn’t always panned out and led to more than a few embarrassing incidents and official remonstrations, but what the hell. The times my instincts had paid off more than made up for the mistakes. 
 Millen started off again and I followed, picking up my pace to come abreast of him across the street. I glanced occasionally at the dark building, but most of my attention was on the bushes. I didn’t expect to see anything because only an incompetent ambusher would give himself away. But you never knew. 
 Millen passed the front door of the last business before we were to act, and I thumbed off the safety. When he turned 80 degrees and braced his right foot against the wall, I brought my shotgun up to my shoulder. 
 The flash-and-stun rounds had different amounts of propellant and chemicals than buckshot had, so instead of the sharp crack, the flash from Millen’s shotgun was accompanied by a heavy thump. I was occupied with firing two cartridges that hit the lit building’s outer wall just above the bushes. I heard Millen curse. I shifted in time to see that his first shot had hit the outer wall of the store on my side, but the next two rounds scored through the window. 
 For a second after we fired, I wondered whether we’d just shocked some foliage and disrupted an ambush party consisting of dust, broken furniture, and whatever local critter passed for rats. I’d already planned to tell any Justice citizens who asked why we were shooting up their town that we’d driven off Cherkoff’s men—rather than admit firing at nothing and hurting our image. 
 Turns out, I didn’t have to change my story or lie. A cry erupted from just below where my shots hit the wall, and a man’s body ejected from hiding. He hit the ground and clamped his hands over his ears, which were temporarily ringing enough to incapacitate him. He had obviously lost interest in the two strangers in Justice. Millen would handle him, so my attention was on the abandoned building and the cries of at least two other men, one shocked and the other hurting. They were hardly likely to exit the front, where they expected Millen and me to be, so I trotted around to the back. 
 In the seconds it took to run between buildings, I had flashbacks to other nights, other towns, and other opponents. Yemen. Argentina. What used to be Bangladesh had been the worst: teeming, squalid shanty towns that hadn’t changed in centuries, sitting next to towering high-rises of the more fortunate. We’d had to dig out armed men who didn’t hesitate to use women and children as shields. Relatively, tonight was almost a game—if anything involving guns would or should be considered a game. 
 I switched the selector back to the lower magazine just as I turned the corner to the back of the building. A door opened, and two men staggered out. I flicked on the small light attachment clipped to my shotgun. One man supported the other and held his rifle to his other side. The injured man dragged one leg—the stun-and-flash round or shrapnel must have struck him. 
 “Freeze!” I yelled, hoping they spoke English. It was standard on Astrild, but most planets had multiple languages. 
 The next seconds of real-time lasted minutes of subjective time. Startled, both men faced the light. The helping man released the injured one, who teetered and fell forward. The standing, unhurt man had wild, wide eyes that signaled he was going to do something stupid. 
 “Don’t do it!” I urged. “Drop the gun!” 
 His free hand trembled in place, then inched toward the gun now rising in the other hand. 

Oh, shit! He’s going to do it, I thought, and my finger put a little more pressure on the trigger. The downside of the 6-gauge was limited options. You didn’t bother to think about wounding if you had to fire at someone. 
 Fear, uncertainty, and the urge to take action washed over his face. I didn’t want to kill him, but we were both on edge. An eternity passed, meaning four or five seconds before the hand holding the gun sagged back down. 
 “Don’t shoot!” he shouted. All his interest in shooting had dissipated, especially with himself on the receiving end. He slowly bent his knees and lowered the rifle to the ground—which may have saved my life. 
 In those seconds, with my focus on the man facing me, I hadn’t followed the injured man. As I watched the standing man surrender, my eyes caught peripheral movement illuminated by my small light. The injured man had lost the rifle he’d used as a cane when he fell, but now he held a pistol. I only had to swing the shotgun a few degrees to line up on him and pull the trigger. 
 Even though I was behind the flash, I was momentarily blinded. Through my ears’ ringing, I heard my shotgun click another cartridge into place. 
 The man who had surrendered his rifle now stood erect, splattered with blood and his companion’s body parts. At this distance, the 6-gauge had obliterated most of the upper left side of the other man’s head. His body hadn’t recognized he was dead; his mouth opened and closed, fingers clawed at the ground, and his legs kicked out. Everything froze during the thirty seconds it took for his last nervous impulses to die away. 
 “Damn it!” I shouted irrationally at the dead man. “I told you to freeze! Didn’t you see what I was aiming at you?” 
 Then I realized maybe he hadn’t seen the shotgun. In the dark, with my small light shining in his face, he might not have known what he was facing. 
 It was one more image I’d carry with me—one among too many others I fought to suppress. Did I have to cross so many light-years to add to my collection? 
 Ruminations would have to come later. I had to deal with the now. 
 “Turn and put your hands on the wall,” I ordered. When the living man stayed frozen, it provided a diversion from looking at his dead companion. “PUT YOUR FUCKING HANDS ON THE WALL, OR YOU’LL END UP LIKE YOUR FRIEND!” 
 I blinked, and he was plastered to the wall, his body trembling. I thought I heard him sob, which brought me back from anger at the other man and what I’d had to do. I swallowed, shook my head to clear my thoughts, and took in a deep breath. 
 “I won’t kill you as long as you don’t do anything stupid like your friend did.” 
 I patted him down and relieved him of a knife but no pistol. “What’s your name?” 
 “No . . . No . . . Novinski.” 
 “Okay, Novinski. Now we’re going to go back around to the street. I’m right behind you, and my finger is on the trigger, so unless you want to be converted into smaller pieces, you’d better be smarter than your friend.” 
 I pulled the man by his collar and shoved him to the street, my shotgun barrel prodding his back when he lagged. More lights had come on, up and down the street, and people appeared in windows and doors. Millen was across the street, standing over a man spread-eagled on the ground. 
 “Just one of them?” he asked when he saw me and my prisoner. 
 “There were two of them, but the other one pulled a pistol, even though I had the drop on them. What’s left of him is around back of the building. What’s wrong with these people? That’s twice they didn’t have the common sense not to do something stupid when a gun is pointed at them.” 
 Millen snorted. “I suspect they’ve had things their way here long enough to assume they always would. It may take a while for them to realize that isn’t the case anymore.” 
 “So, what are we going to do with these two?” I asked. 
 “We’ll lock them in the cells for now and see what reaction we get from the town’s leaders—speaking of which, here come a few of them.” 
 Running toward us from one direction was Mayor Bossev, followed more slowly by David Ostell and a woman I didn’t recognize. In the other direction came a cluster that included Dr. Gebran, Alda Nakasomi, and two men we hadn’t met before. 
 Bossev started talking from five meters away. “Saints preserve us, Millen, what’s going on? I thought I heard explosions and then a firearm. And what are you and Cole doing with two of Cherkoff’s men?” 
 “Actually, three of Cherkoff’s men planned to ambush us while we walked the streets. The third man is across the street behind the building. According to what I understand from Everett here, that third man is very much deceased.” 
 Dr. Gebran was listening and hurried away to check. He grabbed two other men who had just shown up to go with him. 
 “How do you know they intended to kill you?” asked Ostell. 
 “It seemed a reasonable assumption since all three were armed, with one hiding in the bushes here and the other two in the abandoned building across the street.” 
 More people had gathered, at least thirty, with others coming now that it was quiet. There was courage in crowds, and now there were enough people to make it less likely Cherkoff would retaliate against any one person. 
 Questions bombarded Millen. He answered the serious ones, politely ignored the naïve ones, and scoffed at the stupid ones. 
 “You’re all asking for trouble,” snarled Millen’s man from the ground. “Wait till he hears about this.” 
 Millen kicked him in the face, and the man’s head impacted the concrete section of the sidewalk. 
 Voices thinned, then fell silent, as Gebran led two men carrying a body on a section of a two-by-twelve board. 
 “Set him over here,” ordered Millen, pointing next to where the semiconscious bush man now groaned. 
 Gebran had thrown a cloth over the dead man’s head and torso. Millen jerked it off. Gasps, curses, and other less categorizable vocalizations followed the corpse’s exposure. 
 “Is he dead?” asked an incredulous, trembling voice to my right. 
 “Well, if he isn’t,” I said, “he’ll have a hell of a time finding hats that fit his size. I ordered them to freeze, and this asshole pulled out a pistol and pointed it at me, even though I had my shotgun on him.” 
 I didn’t see the need to relay my thought that maybe the man hadn’t seen the shotgun. This didn’t seem to be the time to get into a discussion on justification for performing an emergency headectomy. 
 “Even Cherkoff didn’t slaughter people right in the town’s streets,” said someone buried in the throng surrounding us. Finally, the crowd began to thin out, as people hustled or more casually walked away. 
 Millen gave me a “look” and a double nod—one at the still trembling man with my shotgun pointed at him and the second nod at the body. 
 I grabbed the man’s collar and forced his face down to within thirty centimeters of the ruined head. 
 “Why were you hiding in the dark, Novinski?” I barked loud enough for all to hear. 
 In a lower tone that wouldn’t carry far, I hissed, “Tell us who ordered you to kill us, unless you want to look worse than your friend. All I have to do is pull the trigger, and your spine and guts will be scattered from here to the next block.” 
 Only my grip on him kept him from collapsing. 
 “Please . . . please. I was only following orders! Makon said you were nobodies, and we had to get rid of you after you shot the other men. 
    I jerked Novinski back upright. Alfredo Landa stepped over to us. “You’re saying Cherkoff ordered you to kill Millen and Cole?” 
 “Who?” asked the man. 
 “Don’t tell me you don’t even know the names of men you were going to kill!” yelled Landa. 
 Novinski’s hesitation ended when I dug the barrel harder into his backbone. 
 “We didn’t know their names! Cherkoff gives the orders, and we carry them out. That’s all I know.” 
 “That’s all you know?” said Alda Nakasomi, her voice conveying wonder and disgust at the same time. 
 “What do you intend to do with them, Millen?” asked Bossev. 
 “As I told Mr. Cole here, the first thing is to lock them up.” 
 “Yeah, well, that’s not an answer. What passes for a judge here is just as much a Cherkoff man as Dayton Wilton was. Are you going to make yourself judge, too, like you did marshal?” 
 “That’s something that we, you, and maybe a few others need to discuss at length.” 
 Millen leaned into Bossev and spoke sotto voce. “We’ll lock these two up and let Dr. Gebran take care of the body. Why don’t you and a few ‘concerned’ citizens meet us in the marshal’s office in about half an hour?” 
 “Why would—” 
 Millen griped the mayor’s arm so hard I could see the flesh turn white. 
 “Later,” came through as an order. 
 Bossev didn’t answer for several seconds, then turned to what was left of the onlookers still drifting away. 
 “Whatever happened is over, folks. Let’s go back to your homes.” 
 Millen’s man was conscious again, and we walked the two prisoners to the marshal’s office, where we locked them in separate cells. 
 “So. What are we going to do with them?” 
 “That’ll be decided once we get a local legal system going,” Millen said. 
 “And when is that going to happen?” I asked sarcastically. 
 “Oh . . . sometime in the next hour or two.” 
 “So you and Bossev are going to do this?” I asked skeptically. 
 “And whoever he brings along. If I’ve judged some of these people right, a few key ones want to do something about Cherkoff, but they’re justifiably afraid. They haven’t reached a tipping point to openly commit themselves against him. Part of our mission is to provide just enough impetus to push them over the edge.” 
 “Well, you seem to have more experience than I do in this sort of thing,” I said, “so I’ll reserve judgment till we see what happens.” 
 “Trust me, partner, I’ve seen this kind of shindig before.” 
 I didn’t know what “shindig” meant and wasn’t in the mood to play along with his Western shtick, so I kept quiet. I watched the feeds from the cameras we’d set up to cover the office’s front and back entrances. Millen didn’t seem to think there’d be more trouble right away, but I wasn’t as confident. 




CHAPTER 11

   
   

When forty-five minutes had passed, and there was no sign of the mayor, I perversely hoped Millen had been wrong. Just as I was about to point this out, the front camera picked up the mayor crossing the street toward the office. As much as I grudgingly had come to accept that Millen usually knew what he was doing, I wasn’t going to admit it to the man. 
 “Bossev’s coming,” is all I said. 
 “Little late,” said Millen. “Might mean he had a few more doggies to round up.” 
 I panned both front and back cameras. No other movement. Bossev stopped at the front door, reached for the doorknob, hesitated, then knocked. I think he was worried Millen might shoot first. 
 I opened the door a little too quickly for the mayor, and he stepped back. 
 “Uh . . . Mr. Cole. Millen asked me to come by.” 
 “Come on in, Mr. Mayor. We don’t shoot first . . . usually.” 
 He gave a wan smile, not overly amused at my humor, and walked in to sit at a chair beside Millen’s desk. 
 “Anyone else coming?” Millen asked. 
 “Yes, they’ll be along to the back door shortly. Being the mayor, I’ve got the excuse that I have to find out more about you, but the others have less reason to be in your office.”  
 I glanced at the monitor. Sure enough, several figures were approaching the back door from different directions. I thought I recognized Dr. Gebran and Alda Nakasomi but wasn’t sure about the others. 
 Whereas Bossev had been tentative, Gebran didn’t even knock—just went right to the doorknob and tried to turn it. It was locked, but by then I was two steps away and unlocked it. Gebran must have heard the lock’s action and tried again. 
 “Hello there, Doctor,” I greeted. “Come on in. The shindig is about to start.” I figured shindig likely had something to do with a meeting. Millen could correct me. He didn’t. 
 I stood aside, as people filed in: Jahd Gebran, Alda Nakasomi, Alfredo Landa, David Ostell, and three others—a woman, an elderly man, and a hulking man who said, “I’m the last,” as he passed. 
 The seven newcomers stood behind Bossev’s chair. They clustered more than necessary, almost like a vid I’d seen once where African buffalo stood shoulder to shoulder for protection against lions. At least, that was how they used to do it when there were still wild animals left in Africa. 
 Bossev spoke up. “You’ve already met Dr. Gebran, Alfredo, and David. Alda tells me you eat at her place.” 
 He gestured in the direction of the big man standing at one end of the grouping. “This is Ashraf Hayek. He works for Francesca Vallejo, owner of the Midnight Hour bar. She would have come, but she’s tied up with some citizens who we don’t want to know about this meeting. She asked Ashraf to come in her place. They have similar views of the local situation. 
 “Omar Felzoni here is a teacher, mainly in science classes for the older children. He also used to serve as the area’s judge when we had a real marshal and before Cherkoff came. It was an unofficial position since we had a very loose civic organization, but most people accepted Omar as impartial. In those days, any serious offenses were tried here, and, if found guilty, the person was sent to Trondheim to serve a sentence. We don’t know exactly what happened, but just after Cherkoff arrived, Trondheim refused to accept any more prisoners. Depending on who you asked and how many times, we got different excuses why they quit. That’s also when the previous marshal disappeared, and Cherkoff simply declared that Wilton was the new marshal, backed up by a batch of nasty-looking deputies. More than subtle hints were given to Omar that he should withdraw from hearing any disputes or potential criminal accusations if he wanted his daughter’s family to remain safe—they lived in Justice at that time but moved to Trondheim a few months ago. 
 “Next to him is Aleyna Hamdan. She and her husband farm north of Justice about eight kilometers. You can consider her one of the farm leaders. They haven’t been directly pressured by Cherkoff yet, but she and the other farmers know it’s only a matter of time before he gets to them.” 
 I watched the seven standing individuals while Bossev talked. Some were clearly nervous. The others had an array of expressions: Hamdan worried, Landa angry, and Hayek impassive. 
 “I assume you have something to say to us,” said Bossev, “but how about you start off by telling us exactly who the hell you are and why you came to Justice?” 
 “Perfectly reasonable questions,” said Millen. “However, all you need to know is that Mr. Cole and I have come to Justice to help you get out from under Cherkoff and return to something resembling a community run by its citizens. Exactly what you do to replace Cherkoff is up to you, but we’re here to see you get the chance.” 
 “Then you could just be another Cherkoff,” said Hayek, “trying to take his place.” 
 “And how’s that make your situation different from what it is now?” I said. “Millen claimed we want to return control to the citizens of Justice. From what I’ve seen, you aren’t doing much to get there yourselves. If Millen’s lying, you’re no worse off. If he’s telling the truth, it may be a way out for you.” 
 “Easy for you to say we aren’t doing anything,” said Landa. “You haven’t lived through this and don’t have a family here to consider.” 
 “Very true,” said Millen, “but what you have to decide is if there are any conditions under which you would be willing to take some level of risk. If the answer is always negative, then Mr. Cole and I will pack up and leave you to Cherkoff.” 
 “You don’t really expect us to stand up to Cherkoff’s men, do you?” said Alda. “They confiscated most of the firearms.” 
 “Outright battles aren’t the only way to fight,” said Millen. “It’s likely to come to that, but there are other ways to resist. Right in this room, we have the mayor and the last community-recognized judge. You must have had some form of governing body?” 
 “We called it a Regional Council,” said Bossev. “I was on it, as were Francesca Vallejo, Jahd, and Alda. There were five other members.  One died in a way that was never explained, two others are cowed by Cherkoff too much to be trusted not to go right to him. David Sloman and Mullam Algebel may be sympathetic, but I couldn’t find them quickly for tonight. Aleyna here wasn’t part of the council, but she happened to be in town, and I asked her to come.” 
 “Let’s quit dancing around,” rumbled Hayek. “Lay out what you want help doing, so we can tell you it ain’t gonna happen.” 
 Millen smiled. “A man after my own heart. Let’s start off with a rump Regional Council authorizing Mr. Cole and me to deliver a degree of honest law to Justice and the surroundings, to include the ranches and farms north of the city.” 
 “You want us to publicly oppose Cherkoff?” asked Ostell. 
 “Not yet,” said Millen. “We recognize you’ll need more assurance you won’t be left dangling in the wind. Or, to put it another way, are Mr. Cole and I reasonable bets against Cherkoff and his men? No, when I ask for your authorization, I’m talking about Mayor Bossev and the formal Regional Council reconstituting in private and granting us authority to carry out actions that we or you deem important.” 
 “Sounds like the small print is giving you carte blanche to do whatever you want,” said Gebran. 
 “Part of the risk you’ll have to take,” said Millen. “But as my friend already pointed out, what have you got to lose?” 
 “I don’t like it,” said Ostell, “but he’s right. We’ve got to take some risks, or things will only get worse.” 
 “Let’s say we do as you ask,” said Bossev. “What are the limitations on what this hidden Regional Council can authorize you to do?” 
 “Before we continue,” said Millen, “I think you all need to talk among yourselves to clarify exactly what you would like to achieve and how badly you want it. Then we can talk further. It’s late, so what if we meet again tomorrow at midday? That’ll give you some time to think about all this and talk to one another. If it takes longer than that for you to know your minds, then I doubt more time would do any good.” 
 “It would have to be somewhere the meeting wouldn’t be noticed,” said Bossev. 
 “The back of our store should work,” said Landa. “If a couple of you happen to be seen entering, it’ll look like you’re just customers. Others could come in the back door. Of course, I’ll already be there, and Elena can help customers as if nothing is going on in the back.” 
 Most of the people present seemed fine with putting off any decisions, and we broke up. Millen and I checked on the prisoners in back. I was concerned about leaving them alone for the rest of the night, but Millen didn’t think there were more Cherkoff men in town to, as he said, “stage a jailbreak.” 
   
 The next morning broke to clouds threatening rain. As soon as we fed ourselves at Alda’s, we arranged with her to deliver three meals a day to the prisoners until we decided on their disposition. As Millen paid, Alda whispered in irony, “Thanks for not letting me get much sleep last night. Some of us talked for hours after we left you. I hope something comes of the meeting later today.” 
 I did, too. Millen had confided to me what he planned for the meeting to accomplish. I didn’t know enough to judge. 
 We spent the next four hours using the appropriated cycles to tour the outskirts of Justice. We rode out into the surrounding countryside about five kilometers, leaving the direction to Cherkoff’s ranch unexplored. After withdrawing from the edges of farm country, we were a kilometer from Justice when a short shower forced us to take shelter under a lollipop tree. A digital church bell from the center of Justice announced noon, and we returned to the marshal’s office. We got the cycles recharging—I’d found a recharging setup in the marshal’s garage—and made our way to Landa’s back door. We were the last to arrive, and Millen didn’t waste time on chitchat. 
 “All right, you’ve had a chance to think and talk. If you re-initiate the Regional Council, are you willing to recognize Mr. Cole and me as the legitimate law enforcers? And what are you willing to commit yourselves to?” 
 Felzoni spoke first. “I think I speak for all of us that we know we can’t simply sit and bemoan the situation. It’s a bitter pill, but you’re right that we bear a large part of the blame. Justice is in this situation because we didn’t act when it would have made a difference. The problem is, we don’t see a way forward. We’re not willing to go public against Cherkoff yet, but we want to do something. Give us some options. Something we can grab hold of.” 
 “What about acknowledging us as the law?” asked Millen. 
 “Yes, yes,” said Bossev impatiently, “as long as the authorization doesn’t go beyond this room.” 
 Listening, I thought the condition was bullshit, but I kept quiet. Millen had his plan, and I knew what to expect next. 
 “Giving us this authority is a good step, but more is needed,” said Millen. “You have to face facts. You’ll need to be involved in countering Cherkoff more than in the past. That’s if you truly want a return to justice. 
 “I have a suggestion on how to start without exposing yourselves. What about a trial? Although I’ll concede it’s not ideal, the council could serve as a jury. Mr. Felzoni would be judge, prosecutor, and defense. There are precedents, in cases of remote locations and limited formal legal infrastructure, where a single person serves all roles in determining the facts of a case.” 
 Millen looked around at the group. “Cherkoff has been here a long time. You must have seen clear evidence of what would normally be prosecuted as a crime. Think of one such case. One that sticks in everyone’s craw. A case crying out for justice that otherwise would never happen.” 
 Millen had hardly finished when I noticed four people respond. Alda Nakasomi’s face flushed, and her jaw muscles tightened, as she turned to Landa. None of the other three had as intense a response, but everyone’s eyes flickered to the same man. 
 “Mr. Landa,” I said, “perhaps you can think of such a case.” 
 Turning pale, he didn’t say anything at first. I could see one of his hands trembling. I’d been around enough men in enough situations to gauge his emotions. It wasn’t fear or nerves, it was fury—raw, unadulterated anger deep in his bones. 
 None of the others spoke up, and after those looks and glances, there was silence for almost a minute. Millen and I could see all seven were thinking of something. We just had to wait for them to share it with us. 
 Finally, Alda spoke in a choked, soft voice. “I’m sorry, Alfredo. I know how hard this is. I won’t say anything if you don’t want me to.” 
 Landa walked away from the others. He stood at a window looking out at the night, his back to the rest of us. “I don’t think there’s another case that cries out for justice more than what Elena and I live with every day. Go ahead, Alda. Tell it. All of it.” 
 Alda sighed. “Thanks, Landa. Are you sure you wouldn’t rather wait outside?” 
 “No.” 
 “And the others? Should I talk with Millen alone?” 
 “Everyone knows, even if they tiptoe around Elena and me every time they’re near us. It’s past time to clear the air and quit pretending—as if not talking would make it go away.” 
 Alda turned back to Millen and me. “It happened five months ago. Alfredo’s wife, Elena, was alone in their store just before closing. Two of Cherkoff’s men came in, drunk and boisterous. Elena tried to tell them the store was closed.” 
 Alda choked. “They grabbed her and pulled her into the back room. While they were . . . I can’t even say it . . . while those two animals were doing it to her, Willie Lefont came and found them. Willie was middle-aged and worked at various odd jobs around town. He wasn’t the brightest of God’s creations but a gentle man, always seemingly happy with the world. He saw what was happening and tried to stop it. One of the men stabbed him half a dozen times, and all the while, the other man never stopped with Elena. When they were finished with her, that wasn’t enough. They beat her so badly, she wasn’t able to walk by herself for almost a month.” 
 Alfredo stayed facing the window, but his shoulders shook, and muffled sobs were audible. 
 “By this time, Wilton was marshal, and Omar was no longer the community’s mediator and judge,” said Bossev. “Wilton had announced that the new judge was a man named Malstrom. We never did hear a first name. He’s just referred to as Judge Malstrom. He came by dirigible one day and was met by Wilton and half a dozen of Cherkoff’s men acting as deputies. Judge Felzoni was forced out of the office he used and hasn’t been back since. 
 “Needless to say, any cases involving Cherkoff’s interests that come before Malstrom are always found in Cherkoff’s favor. Whenever possible, people take issues needing mediation to Omar—quietly, of course. In the case of Willie’s death and the attack on Elena, neither Wilton nor Malstrom would do anything. They said the two men claimed Elena was willing, and they had to defend themselves when Willie misunderstood the situation. When I tried to appeal to authorities in Trondheim and Oslo, they kept referring me back to the local authority! What a travesty!” 
 “When it became clear nothing would be done, we felt helpless,” said Alda. “I know Alfredo wanted to do something himself, but Elena rightfully got him to realize he had to think of the family first. We talked about some kind of vigilante action, but nothing came of it.” 
 Millen took on a pensive pose. “So, you have a murder, rape, and beating by two men. No local or planetary authority will make any serious attempt to investigate. I could argue that you should consider yourselves justified in taking whatever actions are necessary not to only seek justice in this case but to prevent future crimes. 
 “Let me restate what I propose. Six prominent citizens to form a jury for a trial presided over by Judge Felzoni. Mayor Bossev should not directly participate because he has a higher community profile and is most likely to be under observation. However, the mayor can facilitate details of the trial. The judge would determine which witnesses will testify, then the jury will decide on innocence or guilt.” 
 “This is just a charade,” said Aleyna Hamdan. “Everyone involved will start off assuming guilt.” 
 “That’s why Mayor Bossev should pick the jury from people who can set aside preconceptions as much as possible. Let’s don’t pretend that any jury comes to a case with a totally open mind. That’s also the role of the judge—to assess what’s reliable testimony and what is not. I don’t know Mr. Felzoni, but I’ll assume the community believes him to be fair. And no, this isn’t the way you want it to work, but it’s better than nothing.” 
 Hamdan shook her head. “No matter how you try to parse it, it’s still a sham trial. As much as I sympathize with wanting to get rid of Cherkoff, I don’t see how this helps. Also, I can’t commit to being involved without checking with the other farmers. They look to me as a leader, and anything I do might come back at them once Cherkoff finds out what’s happening. I wish you well and won’t pass on anything I’ve heard tonight.” 
 No one attempted to persuade her, and she left by the back door. 
 “Anyone else?” asked Bossev. 
 People in the group looked at one another, unspeaking, and shook their heads. 
 “All right,” said Bossev. “I take it to mean we’re all agreed to try Millen’s suggestion. I confess I don’t see exactly how this is going to help us, but I think there will be a degree of satisfaction in doing something, even if it doesn’t lead anywhere.” 
 The mayor turned to Millen. “What about a setting a date for this?” 
 “As soon as possible. I’d think it should only take a day to confirm the jury, pick a secure and unobtrusive site, and decide on witnesses. Mayor, the first two will be your responsibility. Judge Felzoni, if you determine a witness list by mid-morning tomorrow, Mayor Bossev can help get them to the trial site. Is there any reason why the trial couldn’t be held tomorrow night?” 
 “Tomorrow!” exclaimed Ostell. “Isn’t that rushing it?” 
 “The sooner, the better,” said Millen. “The longer before the trial, the better the chance Cherkoff gets alerted.” 
 I agreed with Millen, but I was also sure he wanted the trial as soon as possible to give the participants less chance to back out. 
 “I agree with Boril that I don’t see where this leads,” said Ostell. “But let’s say it goes on, and the jury finds the two men guilty. Then what? No place outside Justice will accept them as prisoners from such a jury decision. What do we do with them?” 
 “That’s another reason for Mayor Bossev not to be directly involved in the trial. Traditionally, the judge passes sentence. However, in this constrained situation, we will have to carefully think about what to do with any guilty parties. Considerations will involve the safety of participants, establishing a deterrent precedent, and careful assessment of all the options. I propose that if there is a guilty verdict, Mayor Bossev and I will meet and decide on the sentence.” 
 I watched as everyone, except Bossev, visibly relaxed. People felt relieved that the prospect would fall on anyone but themselves. The mayor seemed about to object, then changed his mind. A sour expression washed across his face before it turned stoic. 
 He told the others he’d be in contact with them by mid-afternoon the next day and to be prepared for the trial that night. I was surprised at how little discussion followed. When we broke up, the mayor and Alda left by the front door and the rest of us by the back. Millen and I were the last to leave. When we got back to the marshal’s office, Millen seemed in a good mood. 
 “That went easier than I thought. Things are moving along nicely.” 
 “Nicely?” I said, incredulous. “We haven’t been here a week and have been in two gunfights, killed two men, and now you’ve pushed through this phony jury trial.” 
 “What?” asked Millen. “The man you had to shoot bothers you?” 
 “Why wouldn’t it? I hope I never get to a point where it wouldn’t bother me. I didn’t even know the man’s name. In fact, I could have passed him on the street this week, and I still wouldn’t have recognized him before the shotgun made him permanently unidentifiable.” 
 I expected one of Millen’s Western anecdotes or sayings, and I wasn’t in the mood. He surprised me. 
 “Everett, I’m not saying it shouldn’t bother you, but I’m sure you recognize you had no choice. He and the other two were out to kill us. We can also assume we wouldn’t have been the first people they killed, nor would we have been the last, if they had succeeded. I know it’s a squishy argument, but last night you probably saved lives in the future. Surely, you’ve had to kill before in the FSES? Did you regret those deaths the same way?” 
 It was a good question and one whose answer I didn’t know. “That was different. It was war. Maybe not formally declared war, but there were clearly defined sides. They were trying to kill my men. You must know how it is. Most of the time we were fighting for one another and not for the government.” 
 “The basics are the same here,” said Millen, “just the details are different. Your unit became your surrogate family. Here, not only am I a member of your ‘family,’ but all the people of Justice are. We have to protect them, whether they want us to or not. 
 “Before, the people you fought were part of political or religious movements. Here, their motivation is venal or to satisfy sociopathic urges. Our job—duty, if you will—is to protect, although the methods might sometimes require things we wish we didn’t have to do. 
 “Also, the trial has three purposes. One is to get some activity out of the more prominent citizens, those who we hope will convince others to help later on and who will likely be the leaders if we’re successful. Second is that once they make the step to take any action, the less likely it is that they’ll back out later. Even the trial might not preclude some of them getting cold feet, but it’s a start. 
 “The third reason for the trial is for us. So far, we’ve only heard the outlines of what is believed to have happened to Elena Landa and Willie Lafont. When Felzoni questions witnesses, you and I will also be a jury, unbeknownst to the others. If a guilty verdict comes in, and we agree with it, it will come down to us to carry out a sentence. I said Mayor Bossev and I would do it together, but in reality, it will be you and me. We have to acknowledge that for a murder and rape, the sentence might be termination.” 
 I felt uneasy with the direction of Millen’s plans, though I wasn’t sure what to suggest in their place. “I’ll admit some of what you say strikes a chord. But it still sounds like you’re circling around the end point of shooting the two men if the trial finds them guilty. You’ve got our mission in mind, but what if the murder and rape weren’t related to our mission? Would you think about shooting them then?” 
 “Nope. Wouldn’t be my business.” 
 “And you don’t see it’s the same in both cases, but you choose to act different?” 
 “If you think you have to act every time there’s some injustice, you’ll have no life of your own—not that you’ll be around all that long. I try to focus on what’s my business and what’s possible.” 
 I definitely wasn’t satisfied. 
 “Any thoughts you want to share?” asked Millen. 
 “Not right now. I’ll have to mull it over a lot more.” 
 “There you go, partner. You’ll be back in the saddle by tomorrow morning.” 
 Philosopher Millen was gone, and the Westerner was back. 
 After we locked up the marshal’s office, a fitful night’s sleep followed. I’d asked Millen again whether he was worried about Cherkoff’s men coming to either retrieve his men from the cells or find us at the hotel. 
 “I doubt it,” he’d said. “If he’d left more men in town, they would have been at the ambush. He probably hasn’t gotten word of what happened after he left. If I had to guess, I’d say he’ll try to find out anything more about us. He’s got to wonder if we’re part of some Astrild faction looking to push him out of Justice—either for its own purposes or as part of an actual attempt to restore a traditional legal system. When he can’t find out anything, he’ll come back at us.” 
 I hadn’t been convinced, and Millen, despite his assurances, joined me in checking the security monitors and the alert system we’d installed in our wing of the hotel. He also didn’t undress but instead fell asleep still wearing his boots and with his pistol on the bedside table. I’d come to understand that Millen might be a little too confident in his judgment of situations, but that didn’t prevent him from taking precautions in case he was wrong. I appreciated that trait in a leader or a colleague. 




CHAPTER 12

   
   

I awoke the next morning, dressed, and checked the security system Millen had set up in the hotel and feeds from the two office cameras. They didn’t show anything suspicious overnight. As I finished, Millen woke up and jumped to his feet immediately. He went from sleep to action as if a switch had been thrown. 
 “Ready for breakfast at Alda’s Place? We’ll see if she can rustle up some flapjacks, bacon, and coffee. Gotta keep our strength up in case there’s more dogies to rope and brand today.” 
 A grunt was all I deigned to reply. 
 The previous day’s clouds had given way to blue skies and north winds. 
 “We planning on traveling today?” I asked. “If so, I’ll check the cycles are recharged.” 
 “No, we should be available, in case Bossev or any of the others need us for anything. If it all works out, we’ll have a busy evening.” 
 Alda’s was full of customers, but the owner saw us come in and moved out two men who were finished eating but still talking. She cleared the table, wiped it, and motioned us to sit. As we passed her, she mumbled, “Everything is moving along.” 
 We’d seen the morning menu written outside before we entered. No flapjacks. A choice of cereal or scrambled Astrilian eggs. She sure believed in a minimalist menu. Both of us ordered the eggs. When the meal came, it was a scramble of three to four eggs, pieces of cured meat of unknown origin, mushrooms (I think), and chopped bell pepper. Three thick toast slices were slathered with butter (or some kind of congealed fat that was yellowish and melted when warm). Humans liked to take the familiar with them as much as possible as they spread from Earth.  
 The ersatz coffee was close enough to the real thing to clear any remaining morning cobwebs, and the meal was better than I’d expected and definitely filling. Alda came by with a coffee pot to give refills. 
 “Glad to see coffee made it to Astrild,” I said, as she filled my cup. 
 “Fools lots of people,” she said. “So far, no one’s been able to grow coffee plants to yield beans that make a tolerable coffee. No one seems to know why. What you’re drinking is called coffee here, but it’s made from big nodules on a bush that grows all over the planet, though the coffee-like product is better from some locales. This batch happens to be from a region not far from here—maybe three hundred kilometers—which is why we get it cheaper than you could in Oslo.” 
 She took on a wistful look. “I once got a small taste of real coffee while I was in Trondheim. Afterward, I wished I hadn’t because I’ve never been able to appreciate Astrild ‘coffee’ quite as much.” 
 She had set the coffee pot on the table, while she explained that it wasn’t real coffee. More important was what she outlined with a finger in the liquid left on the table surface before she moved on to other customers holding up empty cups. 
 Millen casually rubbed out the “1 + 6 + 4” she’d written. I figured it was a message that Bossev had arranged for everyone needed for the trial. The one and six were presumably the judge and the jury. As for the “4,” I guessed it was witnesses. Millen nodded, as he smeared the message. 
 When we finished eating, Millen paid via comm transfer—the satellite link for credit transactions seemed to still work. We would eventually have to find out how Cherkoff had managed to leave some links intact while blocking others. 
 As we got up from our table, Alda began clearing off the dishes and said in a normal voice, “Oh, before I forget, you asked when we close in the evening. It’s nine o’clock.” 
 Since neither of us had asked, she was telling us the trial would begin shortly after nine that evening. 
 The rest of the day was “see and be seen.” Aleyna Hamdan was still in town. We passed her twice during the day, as we toured almost every business and introduced ourselves. Neither time did she give any hint we’d already met. As for the businesses, I was surprised how many owners and workers seemed to already know something about us. I suppose Justice was small enough that news of two shootings might as well have been written on the clouds. 
 “Smoke signals,” was Millen’s response when I commented on how word had spread so fast. The local news business was run by a Cherkoff man who was unlikely to cover those stories. 
 We ate dinner at a larger eating establishment on the other side of town, not wanting to raise suspicions about our connection to Alda by having every meal at her place. Then we pretended to take another walking tour of the town about thirty minutes before nine. However, this time we ducked into an alley on the second block and waited to see if we were followed. Then we walked six blocks down a dark residential street, through a patch of pines (another transplant from Earth) and came to the back of the school complex. Earlier in the day, a boy about ten years old had passed us walking and, without stopping or looking at us, uttered, “Nine o’clock, come to the rear of the school.” 
 Millen led the way up the six narrow steps to the back door. I doubled-tapped my wrist comm for the time. We were two minutes late. We entered a dark hallway with doors on both sides. From under one door came the only light. Millen knocked. David Ostell opened it and motioned us inside. 
 Classroom desks had been pushed to the back of the room. Judge Felzoni sat behind a small table facing ten wooden chairs in two rows and a single chair between him and the rows. To his right were six chairs occupied by people I assumed made up the jury. I recognized four of the occupants: Alda Nakasomi, Abdul Farr, Ashraf Hayek, and Aleyna Hamdan. In one of those stray thoughts that sometimes crossed my mind, the four first names starting with “A” made me wonder if the jury selection had started alphabetically. 
 I raised an eyebrow at the last of the four. Hamdan shrugged at my look. I guess she’d changed her mind about becoming involved, or maybe she’d had a chance to talk to other farmers and got their okay. 
 Facing the jury and to the judge’s left were two empty chairs. 
 “Ah, Mr. Millen and Mr. Cole,” said Bossev, who sat at the end of one row. He waved us to the two empty chairs. “Now we’re all here. Let me do the introductions for those you may not have met yet. The jury includes Mullam Algebel and Victor Halsberg. Mullam was a member of the regional council and manages the cargo handling at the dirigible field. 
 “Victor is the owner of the largest food store in Justice. Or, more correctly, I should say the half-owner in the store. Cherkoff forced Victor to turn over half-ownership under threats to his family and workers. 
 “Sitting with me are four witnesses, plus a supporting friend. You know Alfredo Landa. Next to him is his wife, Elena.” 
 The woman’s dark hair was a stark contrast to her wan, white face. Her hands were clasped together in her lap. Alfredo had an arm over her shoulder, and his other hand rested on top of hers. Her eyes were red, but she looked straight at us. 
 “Sitting next to Elena is Francesca Vallejo. She has no formal part in this trial but will take Elena home after her testimony. 
 “You know Dr. Gebran and David Ostell. David will act as the court reporter but will only take notes written on paper. These will be used by the judge and jury as needed. After the trial is over and everything settled, all his notes will be burned. There are also no audio recordings allowed. Despite the people here having committed to taking this risk, it was agreed not to have a record of what is said here tonight and what actions may or may not follow.” 
 Bossev turned partway in his chair to indicate a woman in the second row. “The first occupant in this row is Serena Daouk. She’s also a farmer and has no role but is here as an observer, as part of the agreement to have Aleyna serve on the jury. The second occupant is Orneel Ahbutan, who I understand had a slight disagreement with you about staying in his hotel. Orneel is a witness, albeit a reluctant one.” 
 The rest of the chairs were empty. 
 Bossev turned forward again. “Now I’ll hand it over to Judge Felzoni. From this point on, it’s his show.” 
 Felzoni rapped the knuckles of his right hand on the tabletop. “Consider this the official opening of this unusual trial. The procedure will be simple. I will state the charges against Niko Ferantis and Yode Neliseranda.” 
 It was the first time I’d heard the names of the two men. 
 “I have a list of four proposed witnesses,” said Felzoni. “Elena Landa, Alfredo Landa, Jahd Gebran, and Orneel Ahbutan. We will hear from the witnesses, then anyone can ask questions. When questions are complete, the jury will move to another room to deliberate, if they think it necessary. If the verdict is not guilty, the proceedings will be closed, and everyone will go their own way. If, on the other hand, the verdict is guilty, then I, Mayor Bossev, Edgar Millen, and Everett Cole will confer on the appropriate and feasible punishment. We had previously thought the final decision would involve only Mayor Bossev and Mr. Millen, but I believe I need to participate. Plus, I perceive Mr. Millen and Mr. Cole may have different views on important issues, and we’d like to get both of their input. Unless there are last minute comments or questions, we will begin.” 
 The judge looked around for anyone to respond. No one did. 
 “All right, then. The charges are that Niko Ferantis and Yode Neliseranda raped and beat Elena Landa and murdered Willie Lefont. The first witness is Elena Landa.” 
 Alfredo Landa gave his wife’s shoulder a squeeze and took his other hand from atop hers. Francesca Vallejo whispered something to her and patted her leg. She wiped almost angrily at her eyes, straightened her torso, and walked to the single chair facing the judge, with the jury to her left and Millen and me to her right. 
 “Elena Landa, take your time, and tell us what happened on the night in question,” said Felzoni. 
 “I was working . . .” Her voice was so low, I could barely make out the words. She stopped as her voice cracked, cleared her throat, and began again. 
 “I was working in the store just before closing. Alfredo had already gone home two hours earlier to be with the children and start dinner. Usually, there are very few customers that time of night, and we only stay open because I keep the business’s books and do orders, so it’s easy to do those and take care of any customers. Willie was in the storage building behind the store, arranging the latest shipment from Trondheim. 
 “I was in the back room we use as an office when someone called out if anyone was there—a man’s voice I didn’t recognize. I had been concentrating so hard on the books, I hadn’t noticed it was a few minutes after nine o’clock, so I should have already locked up for the night.” 
 Her last words were laden with bitterness and regret. 
 “When I went into the display area, I saw two men I suspected were some of Cherkoff’s. They made me uneasy, and I guess I made the mistake of trying to get them out of the store, instead of just finding out if they were there to buy something. Well, maybe buy. Cherkoff’s men often took things without paying. That stopped when Cherkoff forced us to give him half ownership in the store. 
 “Anyway, when I tried to tell them the store was closed, they got angry. One of them grabbed me and said something about ‘teaching this uppity bitch a lesson.’ That’s when I got really scared.” 
 She swallowed several times, her hands clenching and unclenching. 
 “I heard him tell the other one to lock the front door, and then he pulled me into the office and started tearing at my clothes. I fought, but he hit me, and I couldn’t breathe. The next thing I knew, I was on the floor with one of the men on top of me and the other holding my arms. Every time I struggled, they hit me again. Finally, I couldn’t fight anymore, and they . . . did it. One after the other.” 
 She stopped. Her face had taken on a stony, stoic expression. Her hands trembled, but her voice was firm.” 
 “Elena, I’m sorry to have to ask, but you’ll have to be explicit in naming what they did to you,” said the judge. “More than ‘doing it.’” 
 “They raped me!” she declared in a loud voice. “Those two men came into our store, beat me, and raped me!” 
 “Did you know these two men before?” 
 “I’d seen them around town but didn’t know their names and had never spoken with them.” 
 “And you did nothing to encourage them,” said Felzoni, his voice leaving no doubt what answer he expected. 
 “No,” was all she said. 
 “And what happened then?” 
 “The second man was still doing . . . it, when Willie came in. I could hear him yell for them to stop, then more yelling, and I looked over to see the first man grab Willie and stab him several times . . . I don’t know how many. Willie never said a word or yelled or anything. Almost like he didn’t believe what was happening. Then the man with the knife pushed Willie away to fall on the floor. He never moved again. 
 “Finally, when the second man was . . . finished, they started kicking me and calling me names like whore and bitch. I tried to roll away, but they kept doing it until I blacked out. I don’t know anything else that happened until I woke up in the hospital.” 
 She stopped talking and sat staring at the judge. He cleared his throat and looked at the jury, then us. 
 “Any questions for this witness?” 
 “Do you believe you would recognize the two men if you saw them again?” asked Millen. 
 “I would, and I have seen them around Justice several times since then. They even came into the store once. I saw them enter, and I went home before they saw me—I think.” 
 “So, you think you would recognize an image of them?” I asked. No matter what other evidence there was, I wanted to know that a victim could pick out specific people. We wouldn’t have a lineup, but I wanted her to make a direct identification. 
 “If it was a reasonably clear image, then yes, I know I would recognize them. For one thing, one had red hair and two parallel scars on the right side of his cheek.” 
 Felzoni waited for more questions. There were none. All the jurors looked either angry or uncomfortable. I suspected at least some of them had heard the story before, although perhaps not in this much detail. 
 “If there are no more questions, the witness is excused.” 
 Alfredo rushed to his wife and embraced her, then gently led her to Francesca, who put an arm around her friend. They left through the back door. 
 “The next witness is Alfredo Landa,” announced Felzoni. 
 Elena’s husband forcefully dropped into the witness chain as if to quash the words that had come before. Elena had been stoic, but Alfredo’s red face and body language left no doubt of his rage. 
 “Alfredo, tell the court what you witnessed that night,” said Felzoni. 
 “Elena was late coming home. As she said, the store closes at nine, but sometimes she spends a little time cleaning up or finishing something in the books that she wanted fresh in her mind. Still, when it got to after ten, I went to the store to see if there was some problem. That’s when I found her and Willie in the office.” 
 He went on to describe her injuries and torn clothing and Willie’s body. The recounting was straightforward, though I imagined what was going through his mind. 
 When Landa finished, Hayek asked a question. “Alfredo, you told me you later got a message from Cherkoff.” 
 Landa cursed and spat to one side. “A note came saying what happened was regrettable and that in compensation, I didn’t have to share the next two months’ proceeds with him. As if that canceled everything out!” 
 Felzoni rapped his tabletop. “I take that to mean he acknowledged what happened. We’ll move on.” 
 The third witness was Dr. Gebran. He described being called to the hospital after Alfredo brought his wife in. He described a body covered in bruises, two broken ribs, a broken collarbone, three broken fingers, a dislocated shoulder, tears and bruises of the genitals consistent with forcible vaginal entry, and the presence of semen from two different men—he had sent the samples to a laboratory in Oslo. 
 When Elena first regained consciousness, she had told a nurse what happened. The nurse relayed the information to Gebran. Although the nurse was not called as a witness, for worry about keeping the trial covert, Felzoni accepted Gebran’s memory of what the nurse had told him. It meshed with what other witnesses had said. 
 The owner of the Blue River Hotel was the final witness. I was curious how he’d been involved. He obviously didn’t want to be there. I also wondered what tactics had been used on him. 
 “Ahbutan, tell the court what you overheard,” ordered Felzoni. 
 “Well . . . uh . . . I had been in the Starliner Bar and went outside to get some fresh air—” 
 “Ahbutan!” interrupted the judge. “You are required to give accurate testimony and not make changes for whatever reason. Would you care to start over?” 
 The witness licked his lips. “Uh . . . I guess I had had too much to drink and went outside to get some air.” 
 Felzoni’s grunt conveyed volumes. Ahbutan needed no interpretation. 
 “To be completely accurate, I had had way too much and passed out on the ground near the bar behind some bushes where I had gone to throw up. When I awoke, there were voices. I didn’t see who it was, except it was two men, one of whom did most of the talking. My head was spinning, so I was waiting for it to clear. The man kept complaining that they didn’t have enough money for a visit to Freda Weltsman’s place. The other one—” 
 “Explain to anyone not familiar with Weltsman’s establishment what it is,” said Felzoni. 
 Ahbutan looked surprised, as if he thought the requested information was widely known. “Why . . . it’s the only brothel in Justice.” 
 I wasn’t surprised. Even on Earth, laws dealing with sexual preferences and activities tended to be locally set and enforced. I had no clue how colonized worlds dealt with such issues. 
 “Continue,” said the judge. 
 “Anyway, my attention drifted in and out, but the talker of the two started saying maybe they should pay another visit to the storekeeper’s wife. They both laughed and talked about—” 
 Ahbutan nervously glanced at Alfredo Landa, whose expression would have been fatal if eyes were weapons. 
 “Well . . . yes . . . uh, talking about what they’d done to her and wishing they’d taken more time with her before stomping her so much. They moved on, and I couldn’t hear anything more.” 
 The hotel owner shifted in the witness chair and leaned forward as if looking to escape as soon as possible. 
 “Did you recognize them?” asked Felzoni. 
 “Not from where I was and in the dark, but they used names. I can’t be sure, but I think I heard something like Yahd, Yud, or something like that. Another name was Nick, I think.” 
 “Could they have been Yode and Niko?” asked the judge. 
 “Niko? Yes, that was it. The other one could be Yode, but I’m not sure of that one.” 
 “Any questions for the witness?” asked Felzoni. 
 “Yes,” came a rumbling voice from the jury. Ashraf Hayek had raised a hand. “By chance, did you notice if one of the two men had something odd about his voice?” 
 “Odd?” replied Ahbutan. 
 “Did it sound like a normal voice, or was something different about it?” 
 “Well, at times I suppose it sounded like the words were . . . I don’t know how to describe it . . . maybe whistling?” 
 “Ah, yes,” Gebran piped up. “Now I remember. There was a patient about six months ago who came to the hospital with a gunshot wound. He claimed it was by accident, but he was accompanied by another man who I recognized as one of Cherkoff’s men. When I treated the wound, I was curious and asked him about his voice and a scar on his throat. When he spoke, it sounded like wind going through cracks in a wall overlaying the tones of his voice. He said it was from a fight many years ago in Motumbo. I didn’t think about it again until just now.” 
 “Since you treated him,” said Felzoni, “you must have his name.” 
 “Ferantis. Niko Ferantis.” 
 Grunts or sighs emanated from what seemed to be everyone in the room, except Millen, me, Felzoni, and the witness. 
 “That’s what I was getting to,” said Hayek. “I had a run-in with Ferantis a while back. He’s a shitty asshole and backed off when he saw I wasn’t intimidated, but I remember that voice and its odd undertones. He runs around with a second asshole named Neliseranda.” 
 “Any more questions?” asked Felzoni. There were none. 
 “Does anyone, jury member or not, have any reservations about any testimony they’ve heard?” 
 Again, there were no comments. 
 “In that case,” said Felzoni, “I declare the case closed. Normally, there would be a series of charges to the jury, based on what the current laws are. However, in this situation, I rule that it will simply come down to the jury deciding guilty or not guilty. The room next door is empty if the jury needs to meet and discuss the evidence in private.” 
 The six jurors looked at one another. Several shrugged. Finally, Victor Halsberg spoke. 
 “I think we’d like to huddle here for a minute or two to decide what we want to do next.” 
 “As you wish. I’d like everyone else to stay close until the jury decides what they want to do. If you have to, there’s a restroom down the hall. Take a quick breath of fresh air, if you want, but don’t wander too far away yet. Orneel, you’re excused and may leave. You understand the conditions of secrecy still apply?” 
 The hotel owner beat a hasty exit, and I wondered again what Felzoni or Bossev had done to get his testimony. Were they confident he wouldn’t go running to Cherkoff? 
 Alda rose. “I’ve been holding it, but I need to pee. I’ll be right back.” 
 “Wait a second, Alda,” Ashraf called out from the jury cluster. “We have decided we don’t need to meet next door. 
 “Judge Felzoni, we six are agreed that there is no reason for further deliberations. There’s no doubt the two men are guilty.” 
 A loud sigh came from Alfredo Landa. 
 “That was a terribly quick decision,” said Felzoni. “In a case where the jury makes what seems like an instant decision, I’m obliged to inquire if they truly considered the evidence.” 
 “Please, Omar, let’s don’t pretend we didn’t all think the men guilty before the testimony, which only confirmed their guilt beyond any doubts the six of us might have had.” 
 Felzoni frowned, looked pensive, then nodded. “All right, but let’s be sure we all understand that you are stating that Ferantis and Neliseranda are guilty of all three charges—assault, rape, and murder?” 
 The six jurors all answered yes or nodded vigorously. 
 “In that case, I declare the trial over, and the two defendants are guilty of all three charges.” 
 Mayor Bossev stood. “David, share your notes with Judge Felzoni, and see if you both agree on what transpired. We’ll take the notes until sentencing and then burn them. Thanks to the rest of you for what you’re doing. Now all of you please leave, except for the four of us who will determine what comes next. None of you should talk with one another until you hear from me.” 
   
 When the last person had left and the door was closed, Bossev turned to the three of us—me, Millen, and Felzoni. 
 Bossev asked, “Well, was that the easy part or the hard part? We’re claiming Ferantis and Neliseranda are guilty. Now what do we do?” 
 “I suggest we agree whether the two men must be punished,” said Millen. 
 Bossev frowned. “I thought we already did that.” 
 “No, in effect we have said they should be punished. That’s theoretical. Are we ready to say they must be punished? If yes, then no pushing the responsibility off on someone else or claiming there’s nothing we can do.” 
 “But what can we do?” asked Bossev. “If we lock them up anywhere, it will be only a matter of time before Cherkoff breaks them out, and we will have accomplished nothing and invited retaliation.” 
 I’ve never been one to beat around the bush and, in this case, dally around issues that could go on indefinitely. 
 “Let’s cut to the chase,” I said. “The most serious crime is murder. What is the usual sentence for murder on Astrild?” 
 “There is no standard for all the planet,” said Felzoni. “Different waves of immigrants, different histories of the cities and outlying regions, and lack of central authority have resulted in the whole gamut from incarceration to execution. As you might expect, the farther you get from large population centers, the more severe the punishment. For one thing, it’s the practicality—Oslo may have the population and resources to house prisoners long term, but as life becomes harder the farther out you go, people are less likely or less able to maintain prisons. 
 “I was judge and mediator for the Justice area for eleven years. We had three murders during that time. Two happened in the heat of arguments. In both cases, the killers had no previous history of violence and seemed genuinely remorseful. As it happened, one man owned a farm and the other a business in town. I ruled that all their possessions be confiscated and sold, the money going to the victim’s family, in one case, and to the town, in the other, since the victim had no immediate family. The men were then taken to Oslo, released, and told never to return to Justice.” 
 “So, you dumped them off on someone else,” I said. 
 Felzoni shrugged. “If they weren’t judged likely to repeat and it wasn’t a deliberate act, what were we supposed to do? Besides, Oslo has never been willing to help places like Justice and has never agreed to take prisoners, so the hell with them.” 
 I suppressed a smile. It was the first time the old judge had expressed emotions or hard-nosed opinions. 
 “Anyway, in a third case, the man murdered the new boyfriend of an ex-wife. It was a deliberate, planned killing, and the boyfriend was tortured before he died. The killer admitted everything and showed no remorse. Everyone involved in the trial agreed that the man was likely to commit more murders. Even in a prison, he would be dangerous. With my approval, Marshal Bucher waited until after dark and took the defendant somewhere he never revealed, and we never saw the man again. We all knew the marshal had killed and buried him somewhere remote and uninhabited. Given the sparseness of the population at the time and the concentration of settlements, I assume it was somewhere east of here. 
 “By unspoken agreement, no one ever inquired seriously as to the man’s fate. Bucher and I answered the few questions by saying the man was no longer a danger to anyone and would never be seen around Justice again.” 
 After Felzoni’s history lesson, I could see where the decision about Ferantis and Neliseranda would go. It was Millen who grasped the precedent. 
 “Using the same logic, what would we predict to be the level of future danger to other people from the two defendants?” 
 Bossev took the lead. “Given the ruthlessness and callousness of the crimes, the lack of justification, and that they got away with it, even with the victim an eyewitness, there’s no reason for anyone to be deluded into thinking they won’t repeat the same or worse in the future.” 
 Millen turned to Felzoni. “You have any reason to disagree, Judge?” 
 “I didn’t like the outcome of the first time we invoked the death penalty, even if we tried to ignore it, and I like the current circumstances even less. At least then we had community backing. Now, it’s just the few of us usurping the right to believe we represent the best interests and wishes of the entire community. However, I didn’t see workable options in the previous case and I don’t with the one we have now. If we go this route, Millen, it obviously falls to you to carry out the sentence. I’m assuming you’re willing, or you wouldn’t have pushed us along with this.” 
 Millen didn’t hesitate. “If Mr. Cole and I are to carry out the formal charge of the court, I’ll want a written declaration to that effect signed by you, Judge Felzoni, and with an endorsement signature by you, Mayor Bossev.” 
 Both men were taken aback. Bossev looked like he’d eaten something he hadn’t realized was spoiled until it went down. Felzoni was stone-faced for a moment, then smiled in realization, not pleasure. 
 “Caught us nicely in your net, have you, Millen?” said Felzoni. “I’ve had the sense we’re all being dragged into the open against Cherkoff, whether we want it or not.” He turned to Bossev. “I think this is the proverbial time to put up or shut up, Boril. We’ve moaned to each other for over a year about what’s happened to Justice, but none of us have had the courage to stand up.” 
 “Some have,” said Bossev, “and some of them disappeared or met accidental deaths or were killed by persons unknown. That’s why I, you, and others have retreated to hoping someone else would come to our rescue.” 
 He looked at Millen and me. “Are you those someone elses?” 
 “You can’t wait for rescue if you won’t take action yourself,” said Millen. “Everett and I can help, but only with your participation. The first step to that will be the written and signed Writ of Execution from both of you. We don’t have any intention to make the document public at this time, but I can’t guarantee it won’t come to light sometime in the future. You’ll have to take our word on this. However, we won’t act without a writ.” 
 “How would you do it?” asked Felzoni. 
 “That’s up to us, though I’ll tell you that we would carry out the will of the court only after getting one more piece of confirming evidence—Elena Landa identifying by sight at least one of the two men.” 
 “What!” exclaimed Bossev. “You don’t expect to confront her with them, do you?” 
 “It will be remote. We’ll present her with a set of photos of men’s faces. If she makes a positive ID, then we’ll proceed.” 
 “And where do you expect to get pictures of Ferantis and Neliseranda?” asked Felzoni. “I doubt they’ll come into Justice and pose for you.” 
 “That’s one issue. Another issue is how to find the two men. Is there any place outside Justice where they might go? That’s assuming none of Cherkoff’s men will come into town until he decides on a major move.” 
 “VLK,” said Bossev. 
 “The mining operation?” I asked, surprised. “Why would they be at the mine complex? I understood it has nothing to do with Cherkoff. Some sort of mutual disregard.” 
 Bossev sat up in his chair, right-hand fingers drumming on the armrest. “Karl Schlottner, the VLK site manager, has stayed neutral on what’s been happening in Justice, as long as VLK’s interests are not affected. We get VLK workers coming into Justice, but Cherkoff has been careful not to ruffle Schlottner. He knows that a big interstellar company like VLK could quash him if he became their problem, so he’s been careful not to impact the mining operation. 
 “However, Schlottner is not blind to what’s going on; he just doesn’t see it as his problem. To reduce the time his workers spent in Justice, he built a combined general store, hotel, restaurant, and bar about a kilometer or more on the other side of the mine from Justice. It’s called the Apex.” 
 “Yes,” said Felzoni, “I think it was deliberately built farther from Justice so workers would be less tempted to come into town.” 
 “Probably,” said Bossev, “but the Apex is close enough to Cherkoff’s ranch properties that his men frequent it. Schlottner has no problem with that, as long as they behave themselves. VLK has a couple of tough-looking security men Schlottner brought in about six months ago. Rumor is that he and Cherkoff had a meeting where lines were drawn.” 
 I assumed Millen saw the obvious problem, but I vocalized it, in case Felzoni and Bossev hadn’t. “How do we know if and when Ferantis and Neliseranda will show up at the Apex?” 
 “I may be able to help there,” said the mayor. “Jokam Nielsen works at the VLK site but lives in Justice with his wife. He’s indicated he knows someone who lives at the site and can be trusted—you don’t need to know who it is. I’ll check and see if we can have that person keep an eye out for Ferantis and Neliseranda at the Apex. If I can’t make the connection, or if the person doesn’t believe they can identify the men, then we’ll have to think of something else.” 
 A thought occurred to me. The strange juxtaposition of the modern and the primitive in Justice had got me expecting less technology whenever something came up. 
 “What about security cameras? Are there any in Justice that might have caught the two men?” 
 “Mayor, what do you think?” asked Millen. “I haven’t noticed any cameras, but I wasn’t looking for them. Some are small enough not to be noticed.” 
 “The only ones I can think of are at the post office and the hospital. I wouldn’t trust too many of the workers at the post office not to pass word to Cherkoff, but I’ll catch up with Gebran as soon as we finish here and see if he has someone he trusts who might recognize Ferantis. We know from the testimony that he was treated at the hospital, though I don’t know how long they keep the recordings.” 
 “Okay,” said Millen. “Let’s keep after both those possibilities. It’s best if we move as quickly as possible. Let us know as soon as you find out anything.” 
 With that, we all left the school complex. Millen and I circled around to the hotel, in case anyone recognized us, and they also noted Bossev and Felzoni out this time of night. 
 “What are you thinking, Everett?” Millen asked, as we walked single-file through a grove of Astrild “trees.” 
 “Uneasy,” I answered, the single word speaking volumes. “Killing during a fight is one thing, but we’re talking about an execution. I’ve certainly no intention of walking up to two men and offering to have one of your quick-draw gunfights.” 
 “Does that mean you won’t or can’t do it?” 
 Part of me wanted to opt out, but that wasn’t my way. 
 “No. But you asked, and I answered. I worry about doing something like this and making it easier to do the same thing again, maybe with fewer reservations and less justification.” 
 Implicit in my words were the questions: how many times had Millen done something similar, and had it gotten too easy for him? 
 “That’s an issue you’ll have to handle yourself, just like we all do.” 
 In other words, I was on my own. He also didn’t go into his own psyche, so I changed the subject. 
 “Okay, you’ve got commitments by a few of the leading citizens, but if it’s kept quiet, I don’t see how it helps rally more of the community.” 
 “Oh, more of them will come around when they see results, but I’ll be helping it along by leaking the broad outlines of the trial and sentence.” 
 “What—” I stopped walking. He had led the way among the trees and took several steps before noticing I wasn’t right behind him. 
 “You all just agreed to keep the trial quiet,” I said. “If Cherkoff hears what we’re up to, the judge, jurors, mayor, and witnesses will all be in danger.” 
 Millen took two steps back toward me. “And I regret having to lie to them, but we need a stronger commitment from them. There’s also the factor that probably scores, if not hundreds, of people might step up if they believe these respected community members have taken a stand. 
 “And yes, it will put them in danger, which means once word is out, we’ll insist on taking security measures for all of them, likely with the help of other citizens inspired by them. However, I don’t have much sympathy. No matter how you parse it, a large part of the responsibility for Cherkoff rests on them. I’ve seen enough similar situations that I believe I can outline what happened here, even if I wasn’t on the planet at the time. 
 “I doubt Justice was the first place Cherkoff tried to take over. The town of Justice is not all of Astrild. Oslo and the next level of cities are pretty well organized, and most of the small towns are handling problems like Cherkoff. It’s the exceptions that drag on the entire planet. Our job is to iron out enough of the rough spots to give the proponents of centralization a better shot. 
 “As for the people of Justice and any compassion you and I might have for them, I’d give odds that when Cherkoff tried this elsewhere, it didn’t work out for him. When he came to Justice, I believe the people wanted someone else to handle the problem. How was it that the marshal at the time, Bucher, faced Cherkoff alone? I wasn’t here, but I can imagine how it went. Everyone thought ‘someone else’ would handle Cherkoff, and you can hear the excuses: ‘I have a family to consider.’ ‘My business takes all my time.’ ‘You can handle it, Marshal Bucher, but if it gets serious, I’ll be right behind you.’ If Bossev and the others had rallied to support their law enforcer and judge, maybe Cherkoff would have looked for easier prey elsewhere. Instead, he found a timid population unwilling to stand up for themselves.” 




CHAPTER 13

   
   

The next morning, we ate again at a different eatery, this time to avoid being too predictable by always patronizing Alda’s for breakfast. We had almost finished eating when Dr. Gebran poked his head in the door and sat at our table. 
 “Not worried about being seen with us, Doctor?” I asked. 
 He waved a hand in dismissal. “Cherkoff leaves me pretty much alone. I’m too important at the hospital.” 
 “Don’t be too confident,” said Millen. “It’s best not to assume anything with people like Cherkoff. In fact, I’d suggest that you and the others start going armed and be in the presence of other people as much as possible.” 
 The doctor looked taken aback and licked his lips. “You really think that’s necessary?” 
 “Better to be overly cautious than overly dead.” 
 “All right. I have a pistol at home I didn’t turn in when Cherkoff confiscated guns.” 
 “That reminds me,” said Millen, “Cherkoff’s ordinance for no firearms in town is hereby rescinded. I told him people need our permission to carry. At the time, that was more to put him on notice that things had changed. Now I need to find someplace to print out posters we can spread around town. Everett discovered that the basement of the marshal’s office has a couple hundred firearms dumped in piles. Most of the weapons are older models and need cleaning up, but anyone who turned in a firearm or had it taken by Cherkoff’s men can come and claim what’s theirs.” 
 “Hmmm,” mused Gebran. “I turned in a shotgun, a nice model. It might have been taken by one of Cherkoff’s men.” 
 “Well, come in and have a look.” 
 “How do I prove ownership?” 
 “No need. Just pick out anything you want. We aren’t concerned about details, as much as getting guns into as many citizens’ hands as possible. But I suspect that wasn’t what you tracked us down about.” 
 “Ah . . . no. One of the hospital’s nurses was looking through security videos. Turns out, Ferantis comes in fairly regularly for chronic infections caused by old injuries to his sinus membranes. He was in just three weeks ago, and the nurse, I won’t give you her name, says she can recognize him. If she does, I’ll print out the best shot of him and come find you.” 
   
 Five hours later, Ashraf Hayek came to the marshal’s office and laid a printout stack of men’s faces in front of Millen. 
 “The one on top is Niko Ferantis. A nurse at the hospital found him on a security video. Gebran printed out his head, along with nineteen other faces of men Elena Landa could never have met—family pictures from Gebran and other hospital staff, from Francesca and me, and from a collection of old holovids I have. Francesca took them to show Elena. She picked out Ferantis’s photo as one of the men who attacked her.” 
 “Well, that’s it then,” I said. “We still don’t have Neliseranda’s picture, but he must have the red hair and scars Elena Landis identified on one of her attackers. Ferantis is blonde. Now we just need to learn when the two men will be at the Apex.” 
   
 My answer came two days later—two days of waiting and watching to see whether Cherkoff moved before we did. On that morning, I unlocked the office door and found a folded sheet of paper that had been slipped under the door. In large block lettering, it read, “Apex, regular, not all nights.” 
 “Must be from Bossev’s contact at VLK,” said Millen. “We can assume it means Ferantis and Neliseranda come to the Apex on a regular basis but not every night. I guess that’s the best we can do. About noon, let’s mosey on over to the Starliner and see if Ashraf has ideas on how we can get to the Apex without being noticed. We have to assume Cherkoff has either his men or some townspeople keeping an eye on us.” 
   
 “Not on anything like a road,” said Ashraf, after we found him, “but there are game trails and a lot of open country. Cycles could leave Justice going in the opposite direction before circling back and paralleling the road to the mining complex. Apex is only a kilometer or so farther on. You’d never figure it out on your own, so I’ll have to show you.” 
 I liked the offer but wondered whether Millen would demur. He didn’t. 
 “One more step to getting locals involved,” he said after Ashraf left. “You and I are phenomenal bad asses, but Cherkoff does have a lot of men, and some backup will be nice. That’s assuming Ashraf truly commits—which I expect he will.” 
   
 By agreement, that evening after the last light faded, we rode our cycles north. We used headlights until we were a half-kilometer out of town, then turned them off and waited to see if anyone followed. Millen cursed under his breath at not having infra-red on the drone he’d brought. 
 “Why didn’t you have a more sophisticated one printed at the manufactory in Oslo?” I asked. 
 “Two reasons. One is that it would have taken more time. The structural components would have been no problem, but too much of the circuitry would have needed components imported to Astrild, and technicians would then have had to finish putting the drone together. The second reason is we don’t want to draw attention. The drone might not have raised flags, but at some point certain people may get interested in us and tie us to the drone. Despite its limitations, the drone I brought is sufficient in most cases. I’m just bitching at not having everything I’d like. I also wish we had better comms with a longer range that could break through the satellite screening Cherkoff set up, a bunch of rover eyes, and whatever else we’ll eventually need.” 
 The “rover eyes” were spider-like robots I’d used in the FSES to spread our awareness out several hundred meters, depending on terrain. I confessed I felt somewhat naked without them or expansive drone coverage. 
 “I suspect you’ll adjust. You’ve got a better intuitive sense of situations than you realize, which is one reason you were recruited.” 
 “Huh? How would you know that? And how could anyone make that judgment?” 
 “Remember, I saw your file before I met you as part of my evaluation. I had to see whether I’d agree to take you on. I was particularly interested in the file’s conclusion that either you were extraordinarily lucky, or you had an intuitive sense of situations that objective analysis couldn’t explain. Although it wasn’t detailed, I suspect that advanced AIs pored over all your action data and footage from your entire time with the FSES. I’ve seen AIs and complex algorithms draw amazing conclusions. Makes you shake your head at how they figure out what they do when given mountains of data, even if most of it seems inconsequential and irrelevant.” 
 “So, does this mean you’ll trust any gut feelings I have?” I asked, curious about how much he believed computer-generated bullshit. 
 “Oh, it means I’ll take your ideas seriously, though it’ll go in the mix, along with facts, observations, and my own experience. For now, it seems reasonable that no one followed us. Ashraf said there should be a bridge over a stream just ahead, and he said he’d met us there.” 
 We used the night-vision goggles from this point on. It slowed us down, but when combined with the nearly silent operation of the cycles, we could almost pass like ghosts. We startled Ashraf sitting on his cycle when we threw up gravel and plant debris by braking off the side of the road. 
 “Damn! How the hell do you see where you’re—” He broke off as he recognized the goggles. “Ah, handy things. I doubt any of Cherkoff’s men have them. You don’t happen to have a third pair, do you?” 
 “No, unfortunately not,” Millen said. 
 “Too bad, but it shouldn’t make much difference in the first ten kilometers or so because we’ll be away from any people. The last couple of kilometers, though, my cycle’s lights will have to be off.” 
 “Won’t work,” said Millen. “If Everett and I are going to make this trip without you in the future, we’ll have to know the route using the goggles. It’ll be cramped with someone your size, but you’ll have to ride behind me and point out directions and landmarks.” 
 “Hah!” rumbled the big man. “It’ll be the tightest clench I’ve had with a man since my father died. Don’t get any ideas about our relationship.” 
 “You’re not my type. Too much hair in the wrong places. Let’s get going.” 
 Ashraf slung a long-barreled, wide-bore, bolt-action rifle over his shoulder before sitting behind Millen. 
 “Another firearm you forgot to turn in?” I asked. 
 “A work tool,” said Ashraf. “Before working for Francesca, I had various jobs, which included clearing some of the larger, more dangerous local animals from farming and ranching country. You don’t need anything exotic for that, and simple rifles are still the best. This will stop any animal that lives on Astrild.” 
 “Also do a nasty job on any humans, I’d imagine,” said Millen. 
 “Forget humans,” I said. “It might do a job on light armored vehicles.” 
 We started off slowly, until Millen and Ashraf worked out their communication system and made several wrong turns. With all the reverses, I wondered whether Millen could repeat the route without Ashraf’s guidance. I thought I could, and I figured between the two of us we’d be okay. Unfortunately, when Cherkoff had managed to limit satellite usage in the Justice area, it included blocking GPS. 
 After about three kilometers and more wrong turns, Ashraf and Millen got into a rhythm, and the last seven kilometers went quickly. We stopped just before the top of a hill covered with the Astrild fern-like grass equivalent. 
 I knew we were close to the mining complex because to our right and perpendicular to our direction of travel, low-hanging clouds reflected lights from below. 
 “From here, we’ll drop down to the river and follow it to the Apex,” said Ashraf. “We won’t be near the road until we’re almost there. You two may be better at skulking around than I’d be, so I’ll wait with the cycles while you figure out what you’re doing next.” 
 I hadn’t been satisfied with Millen’s explanation of how we’d find Ferantis and Neliseranda at the Apex. “Oh, we’ll figure it out” wasn’t much of a plan. 
 “What if we just walk into the bar where we expect they’ll go?” I asked. 
 “Well,” Ashraf said, “workers do come and go, but the turnover isn’t so much that you wouldn’t stand out. Plus, locals frequent the place, besides Cherkoff’s men. I guess it’s possible the VLK workers would assume you’re local, and locals would assume you’re VLK.” 
 “Wouldn’t we be taking a chance of being recognized by locals?” I asked. 
 “Maybe. But otherwise, are you just going to sit outside all night, hidden somewhere, and watch men go in?” 
 “I’ll do a short reconnoiter,” said Millen. “There’s no way to avoid going inside to check it out. I think I can be more unobtrusive than Everett. He doesn’t have the knack yet of disappearing. If he went in, it’d be a red flag hoisted, saying, ‘Here I am, looking for someone and trying not to be noticed.” 
 Ashraf and Millen both laughed, which was okay with me. I wasn’t comfortable with the idea of walking into a bar full of Cherkoff’s men who might recognize me. 
 “Out of curiosity, where do you figure on accosting Ferantis and Neliseranda?” asked Ashraf. “Once they leave the bar? Following them on their way back to wherever they stay on Cherkoff’s ranches?” 
 “In the bar,” I answered before Millen could respond. “If this is going to be an object lesson and force Cherkoff’s hand, I agree with Millen that it needs to be public.” 
 Ashraf whistled. “I guess I was thinking something quieter. You might find other Cherkoff men there to complicate things. Plus, it’s going to cause a fuss with the VLK people. Watch out for the Lamoa brothers. They’re the security hired by Schlottner. They check regularly on the bar and will come running at the first sign of trouble. They’re okay, but they take their jobs seriously. I wouldn’t want you to get into a shooting match with them, especially after dealing with Ferantis and Neliseranda. I like both Lamoas and don’t want them ending up as collateral damage.” 
 “We’ll be careful,” said Millen. “It would make things more complicated if we got on the wrong side of VLK.” 
 Millen tugged at my arm, and we set off, leaving Ashraf with the cycles and a blanket he’d brought for the night chill. This far from Justice, terrestrial species hadn’t yet encroached on Astrild flora. The night-vision goggles’ greenish tinge created a fantastical landscape with the fern-like carpet, lollipop trees, cycads, and other plants with architecture different from anything on Earth. 
 We’d been able to see the complex glow from where we’d left Ashraf and the cycles, so we had no problem keeping our orientation. Lights from the occasional vehicle on the connecting road also helped us pinpoint the Apex. Coming back would be different, and we both noted landmarks easy enough to spot if we were running from pursuers. We stopped two hundred meters from a two-story structure with multiple facades and signs. 
 “Mighty obliging of VLK to ensure we know where the bar is,” I said sardonically. A glaring meter-tall red LED sign that read “BAR” stood over a glass double door. We watched an electric vehicle pull up and two men and a woman get out and go into the bar. Out of another door came a man carrying a bag. 
 “Must be the store,” said Millen. I could almost hear his smile. “Interesting the biggest sign is over the bar entrance.” 
 “Yeah. I’d think coming out is when you’d need directions. Like, ‘Where’s my fucking car?’ ‘Who am I, and where do I live?’” 
 Millen reached into his pack and pulled out one of our small remote cameras—the one that had covered the street in front of the marshal’s office. 
 “I’ll go in for a quick look to get the lay of the place. It’d be sheer luck for Ferantis and Neliseranda to already be there, but I’ll check anyway. On the way in, I’ll set the camera up to give at least side views of faces of people entering and leaving. We’ll have to leave it in place. If we carefully husband the charge by using its remote to turn it on only when people enter or exit, it should last three or four nights.” 
 I wasn’t convinced that Millen walking into the bar was such a great idea, though I conceded both of us going in blind once our quarry was identified was even worse. 
 Twenty minutes later, Millen returned. “Nice place. Reasonably clean, and prices seemed fair.” 
 “What, did you order a drink? You didn’t get take-out? I might get hungry later.” 
 Millen didn’t respond to my snide remarks. “No sign of either of our men. I’d like to watch farther back, but we have to be able to activate the camera from here, where we can see the entrance. It’ll get tedious, so we’ll do it in shifts—an hour each. I’ll start. Try to snooze if you can, and I’ll wake you when it’s your turn. We’ll give it to three in the morning or sooner if it looks like they’ve closed.” 
 Millen already had the camera’s password keyed into his comm. I set mine and leaned back onto the low ferns. They weren’t a bad cushion after I moved a couple of rocks. 
 Sleeping on demand being one of my skills, I got almost an hour’s sleep before Millen shook my shoulder. 
 “Nothing. Camera’s working okay. Only a couple of times was the angle not good enough to make out the faces.” 
 My hour went by with the same results, as did Millen’s second tour. 
 “Fewer coming and more going. Might mean the business day is winding down.” 
 I grunted and got my comm connected to the camera. Ten minutes into my shift, the LED light turned off, and eight men and two women straggled out the door. I scrambled to get views of the men, but only caught seven of the eight before they were out of the camera’s range. 
 I nudged Millen. “Looks like the bar shut down. Didn’t recognize any of the people leaving after the sign turned off.” 
 “Okay, let’s give it a couple more minutes to be sure no one else is leaving, then head back to Ashraf. We’ve got the details down; now we’ll just have to repeat this until they show up.” 
   
 The next night, we observed from the same position for five hours, to no avail. “How much longer are we going to do this?” I asked when we got to the cycles to head back to Justice. 
 “Well, the purpose was two-fold. Get some of the leading citizens involved in anti-Cherkoff activity and provoke Cherkoff into doing something before he might want to act. Both are in jeopardy if we can’t find Ferantis and Neliseranda. We’ll give it two more nights. If still nothing, we may have to hunt them down on Cherkoff’s property—something I’d prefer to avoid unless we had a good-sized posse with us. You do know what a posse is, don’t you?” 
 “Yes, I know, plus it was on the list of words you insisted on reciting to me on the dirigible to Justice. So, yes, I know what a posse is, and no, I don’t think that would be a good idea. If your posse was made up of men from Justice, we might be in more danger of getting shot by them than by Cherkoff’s men.” 
 “Now, I don’t think it’d be that bad. Maybe. And we’d plan it so they weren’t behind us and wouldn’t shoot us in the back by mistake. However, if things work out, we might go the posse route when it comes time to finish rooting out Cherkoff’s organization.” 
 Millen started whistling music from one of his favorite 3D-rendered holovids. I let him lead the way back to Justice, and I dropped behind about thirty meters, so I didn’t have to listen to the same dozen bars of music, over and over. 




CHAPTER 14

   
   

The following night we settled in for another long wait. I took first watch, starting at sundown. Millen sat against an Astrilian tree trunk and had his comm next to his ear. I had no idea what he was listening to. Fifteen minutes into my shift, a black car with a “C” painted on its doors parked, and three men got out. Just as they reached the bar door, one man turned his head to give me the first good look at him. 
 “Hey,” I hissed. “I think that’s Ferantis. He’s with two other men. I’ll give you good odds one of them is Neliseranda.” 
 Millen was on his feet. “Buckle up your six-shooter, pard, it’s high noon.” 
 I might have been around Millen too much already—I thought I understood what he’d just said. 
 We wore clothing typical of Astrilians who lived away from the large cities. Millen carried his pistol under an armpit; mine was in the small of my back. We each also carried an extra magazine in a pocket. It was a light load, but this wasn’t intended to be a lengthy gunfight. 
 We waited until we couldn’t see anyone outside and walked to the bar’s double doors. Millen retrieved the camera from a bush. The bar’s interior could have been on any of a hundred worlds and in thousands of cities and towns: worn furniture; uneven dim lighting; and an odor coming from bodies, perspiration-stained clothes, perfumes, alcohol (fresh and stale), grease from bar snacks, and hints of tobacco, marijuana, and jubarba leaves. 
 A dozen people stood or sat at the bar. Another thirty were scattered about the room, some alone or with one or two companions. Other tables had four to six men engaged in card games. We couldn’t stand and visibly search for our quarry, so we sidled between customers at the bar and ordered beers. 
 “Haven’t seen you men before,” said the bartender, as he put two cold glasses in front of us. My beer’s head ran down one side of the glass. 
 “Just in from Oslo,” I said. We had rehearsed our story. 
 “Working for Cherkoff,” said Millen. “Some of the other men pointed us here. We don’t know anybody yet, but supposedly other Cherkoff men are usually here. How about tonight? Any we can introduce ourselves to?” 
 The bartender’s expression got decidedly less congenial on learning who we worked for, but it didn’t prevent him from answering by nodding to our left. “The four men at the table with six chairs. One man is wearing a green shirt with a black scarf.” 
 “Thanks,” I said. 
 As we strolled that direction, Millen whispered to me. “I know you’re conflicted. I can take care of this if you’d rather not. However, first I’ll see if I can’t get them to convict themselves.” 
 The card players were involved in some version of Texas Hold ’em. Each player had two down cards, and there were five cards face-up in front of the dealer. Only two men were still in the hand. An older, scruffy-looking man turned over his cards—a full house, three tens and two queens. The other man cursed. 
 I recognized Ferantis as one of the men who’d already dropped out of the hand.  
 “Damn, Sloan, that’s four straight hands. If I didn’t know you ain’t clever enough to cheat, that’s what I’d think you were doing.” 
 The man who’d lost at cards had red hair. I looked closer and thought I could make out two parallel scars on his face. 
 “No reason to cheat when playing opposite you, Yode. Just sitting is sufficient.” 

Thank you, Mr. Sloan! I thought. Now we had both men identified. We could have shot both men right then, but I was still uneasy about an execution, no matter what Millen argued or the townspeople endorsed. 
 Ferantis noticed us standing there and raised an eyebrow. 
 Millen took the lead. “Barkeep says you men work for Cherkoff. We’re just in from Oslo and start work tomorrow, but a guy that checked us in at a ranch suggested we relax and pointed us this way. We’re supposed to meet Cherkoff tomorrow to find out what we’ll be doing. I’m Ed Stiller, and this is Ev Jole.” 
 We kept our names similar enough so that if either of us slipped, we could pass it off as poor hearing or speaking. 
 “Just in, huh?” said the man we now believed was Neliseranda. “Where will you be living? At the main ranch or one of the others?” 
 “No idea,” said Millen. “They said to go away for a couple of hours, and someone will have it straightened out later.” 
 “Typical,” said the fourth man. “Cherkoff leaves such details to Andersov, and half the time he’s got his head up his ass. He and Cherkoff must go way back to keep him on.” 
 “Mind if we sit in on the game?” I asked. “Looks like seven card poker or Texas Hold ’em. Don’t know what it’s called here.” 
 “Usually just seven card,” said Ferantis, “though we had a guy here for a year that called it something like ‘five-downs.’ I can’t remember exactly. But sit on down. Always good to get some fresh blood and new money.” 
 We sat, me next to Ferantis and Millen between Sloan and the unnamed fourth. 
 “How do you handle the chips?” asked Millen. 
 Sloan reached to the floor and brought up a chip holder. “We’ll start you off with five hundred credits’ worth of chips. You can always get more. Everything is settled up when you check out.” 
 I did a rough estimation of the seriousness of the game. Not too steep. More than a casual game, but not serious enough you could lose big.

 I stacked my chips in front of me. “Just so we know what game we’re playing, two cards face-down. Bet. Three up. Bet. One more down. Bet. Fifth one down. Bet. Suits the usual order. Winning hands straight flush, four-of-a-kind, full house, flush, straight, three of a kind, two pair, one pair, high. Sound about right?” 
 “Close,” said Sloan. “Dealer’s choice if we use two jokers. I consider it a child’s game to do that, but Yode insists when it’s his turn to deal.” 
 We played for thirty minutes. I lost a few, won a few, and was slightly ahead. However, I couldn’t have cared less. It was time to move on. Millen read my body language. 
 “Say, we’re told there’s a temporary hold on going into Justice unless necessary, but after that’s lifted, what do you do around here for women?” 
 “Freda’s place in Justice has some reasonable girls, and the prices aren’t bad,” said the fourth man. “I’ve tried most of them but usually like Bella. She’s a little hefty but compensates by really knowing her trade.” 
 Millen let several minutes pass, while the four Cherkoff men compared notes on the only brothel in Justice. 
 “How about local women?” I asked. “I’m kind of partial to non-professionals myself.” 
 “Hit and miss,” said Ferantis. “Used to be better, but since Cherkoff started making major moves, the women in Justice are harder to hit on.” 
 “Too bad,” I said. “We had a couple of hours to waste while waiting for someone to pick us up, so we wandered around town. Spotted a few pretty good lookers.” 
 “Especially in that store,” added Millen. 
 “You mean the black-haired woman with the big tits?” said Neliseranda. 
 “Sounds like her,” I said in as naïve a voice as I could manage. “You ever met her?” 
 Ferantis laughed. “Met her! Hell. Me and Yode did more than that! Caught her by herself in that store late one night. Acted uppity and tried to shoo us out. Taught her a lesson.” 
 Neliseranda took on a dreamy look, as if reliving a pleasant memory. “Oh, she fought at first, but a few slaps and she relaxed. Hell, for all I know she liked it and just didn’t want to admit it.” 
 “And no one entered the store?” asked Millen. 
 “Agh! Some dopey older guy came in while Niko was still busy with the woman. The guy just stared dumbfounded when I stuck him.” 
 I looked at Millen and nodded. I’d heard enough. Both of us laid down our current hand, rose, and stepped back from the table. Millen pulled out a sheet of paper that he unfolded. 
 In a voice loud enough to be heard throughout the bar, he began reading. “Niko Ferantis and Yode Neliseranda, you have been tried by a jury in Justice and found guilty of murder, rape, and assault with intent to kill. By order of the court, you are sentenced to death.” 
 Even though I thought I was committed, I hesitated until out of the corner of my eye I saw Millen reach under his armpit. I whipped my hand to the pistol in my back. Millen shot first, hitting Neliseranda in the forehead, but I followed a fraction of a second later, taking Ferantis in the upper chest. He gaped at me, astounded. Blood spread across his shirt. One hand flopped toward the pistol at his side. I shot again, this time hitting him just under his nose. He and his chair fell backward to the floor. He didn’t move. I looked at Neliseranda. He was dead sitting up in this chair, a vacant expression testifying to the unexpected event. 
 The gunshots were followed by stunned silence for four or five seconds. Then pandemonium broke out, as people yelled, ducked under tables, ran for doors. The other two Cherkoff men slid hands toward their pistols. 
 “Nobody do anything stupid,” Millen called out, keeping his pistol pointed between the two men. “This was none of your business, so keep your hands where we can see them.” 
 Millen hovered menacingly over the table, while I stared pointedly at a man at the bar putting a hand inside his coat. After evidently reconsidering involvement, he slowly brought his hand out empty. I noticed the bartender. He had a comm to his mouth and, by the movement of his lips, was talking as fast as he could. 
 “Security will be showing up. Everett, stand over to the other side of the room. I’ll stay here and discuss the situation with the Lamoa brothers.” 
 With the initial shock past, no one remaining in the bar seemed inclined to move, much less pull a gun. I stood with my pistol against my leg to help blend in with the other patrons. Less than a minute later, two large men thundered into the room, pistols drawn. They had to be descendants from Samoa, Tonga, or some other Polynesian island. My childhood friend Manny Polamowana could have been a brother or a cousin to the two wide-bodied men surveying room. My deductive reasoning skills made it highly probable these were the Lamoa brothers. 
 It didn’t take long for them to zero in on two dead men at a table and a man holding up both arms, one hand brandishing a marshal’s badge and the other a piece of paper. 
 “Over here, gentleman,” said Millen. “I’m Marshal Edgar Millen from Justice.” The hand holding the badge rocked back and forth to get their attention. “I have here a Writ of Execution from the legitimate court in Justice. The two men just shot were convicted of murder and rape, and the sentence of death was handed down and passed on to me and my deputy to carry out.” 
 One of the brothers was a tad brighter than the other, as evidenced by his head swiveling as he tried to locate that deputy. I acted as innocuous as I could, which seemed to work because his gaze passed over me without stopping. 
 The Lamoas walked over cautiously to examine the bodies; neither needed medical confirmation of their deceased nature. 
 “What happened?” asked the smaller of the two brothers, though “smaller” with these two would be better used in comparison to trucks, rather than humans. 
 I stifled the temptation to speak out and say we had been target shooting, and the two men had jumped in front of our bullets to keep them from damaging the room’s décor. I know . . . a fatuous temptation, but years ago I’d accepted my retreat to macabre humor when I came down from an adrenaline rush. 
 Millen, with more composure than I felt at the moment, calmly reframed his previous statement. “I’m Marshal Edgar Millen from Justice and have served this Writ of Execution on Niko Ferantis and Yode Neliseranda after they were convicted in a trial for murder and rape. The sentence was death. Sorry for the mess here, but I suggest you send for Karl Schlottner so we can clear this up.” 
 “Keep your hands up or we’ll shoot,” said the denser of the brothers. 
 “That wouldn’t be a good idea,” said Millen, in a friendly, yet chiding voice, “since my deputy behind you would take that very badly. 
 Both brothers looked around to find me holding a pistol pointed in their direction. 
 “See what I mean?” said Millen. 
 When the Lamoas looked back to Millen, he had his pistol at waist level and pointed their way. My friend Manny had been one of smartest kids in school. Clearly, these two were from a different branch of the Samoan, Tongan, or whatever family tree. 
 “Now, I’m going to put my pistol away in a sign of good faith and so nothing happens that we all regret. I’ll also sit here at the next table and wait while you fetch Schlottner. I’m sure he wouldn’t want you to interfere with the town of Justice’s law enforcement. When he gets here, it’ll all be straightened out.” 
 After five seconds of silence, the smarter Lamoa said something to the other one and nodded toward the door they had charged through. The brother raced away. For a second, I thought he wasn’t going to bother opening the door. 
 A buzz of conversation slowly rose from the patrons and the staff. When a couple tried to edge out of the room, the remaining Lamoa barked at them to stay where they were until Schlottner said they could go. Sloan and the other Cherkoff man had remained frozen, whether from shock or out of a desire not to draw Millen’s attention, I didn’t know. It was probably a wise decision on their part. 
 Three minutes later, the back door opened, and four men cautiously walked in. First in was the other Lamoa brother, then two men looking disheveled, as if just roused from bed. A fourth man was in his fifties, tall and trim, with neat gray hair and an expression that yelled, “Now what the fuck has happened!” 
 The first three men had drawn pistols. I thought Bossev had said there were only two Lamoa brothers as security. Bad intelligence can get you killed. 
 “Ah, Mr. Schlottner,” Millen called out. “Thank you for coming so quickly. I’m Marshal Edgar Millen from Justice. If we could sit and talk, I’m sure you will come to understand tonight’s unfortunate events.” 
 The two new men had noticed me and my pistol. One of the unexpected men turned to face me, while the other focused on Millen. 
 “First thing that’ll happen is you’ll both put your pistols on the floor.” 
 “Well, that’s not going to happen,” said Millen. “We’re the official law enforcers in Justice and the surrounding territory, which includes this mining complex. We have authority here and not you.” 
 Millen and the man facing him stared at each other for several seconds before Schlottner spoke. 
 “Let’s all calm down, now. I need to know what the hell happened here. Who are you people?” 
 “Please, Karl . . . may I call you Karl? You can call me Edgar.” Millen waved to the second chair at his table. “If you’ll have a seat, we can have a civilized discussion to resolve all this.” 
 One new man turned his head slightly and whispered something I couldn’t hear, but his eyes never left Millen. 
 Schlottner obviously wasn’t happy but gingerly bypassed the bodies and sat facing Millen. “Okay, here I am. You claim to be Justice’s marshal. What happened to Dayton Wilton?” 
 “He was never the official law enforcer in Justice but merely someone Makon Cherkoff put in that position. There has been a change in circumstances, and Mr. Cherkoff no longer holds sway in this area. I’m surprised you haven’t heard any of the news.” 
 Schlottner drummed fingers of both hands on the table. “I heard there were a couple of shootings of Cherkoff men. A couple of strangers showed up trying to take over from Cherkoff. I assume you’re those two strangers.” 
 “That’s us. Edgar Millen, and my associate over there is Everett Cole. However, we’re not around to replace Mr. Cherkoff but to return civic control to the local residents. The shooting you refer to involved us stopping Cherkoff’s men from robbing the Starsumal Research people and then thwarting an attempt to kill Mr. Cole and me by ambush at night. As a result, two of Cherkoff’s men are dead, three more wounded to different degrees, and two more are sitting in cells in Justice until their dispensation is determined. Actually, I suppose I should say that four of Cherkoff’s men are dead if we add the two here.” 
 Millen pushed the writ toward Schlottner, who leaned forward and read, then whistled. “Bossev and Felzoni? They actually signed this? These are their real signatures?” 
 “You can check with them, but yes, the signatures are genuine.” 
 “And a trial? Does that mean a jury and all the trappings?” 
 “It wasn’t a full-blown trial, but the essential niceties were observed. Testimony by witnesses, discussion of the evidence among jurors and a judge, then the decision of guilty on all charges, leading to imposition of the death penalty on Niko Ferantis and Yode Neliseranda. Mr. Cole and I were charged by the court and Mayor Bossev to carry out the sentence.” 
 Schlottner sat back in his chair and stared at Millen for ten, fifteen seconds. “You realize Cherkoff isn’t going to stand for this. I’m surprised you two are alive as it is. I’m more than surprised—shocked is more like it—that Bossev and the others got up the nerve for this. I wouldn’t like to be them now. Cherkoff’s as ruthless as they come.” 
 “Yet you’ve managed to come to some kind of arrangement with him,” said Millen. 
 “If you want to call it that. My job is to keep this mining operation running smoothly. I have no responsibility for Justice or its people. As long as Cherkoff leaves VLK alone, my bosses are unconcerned about anything else. If anything, it’s you who are upsetting the status quo. If it did come to a serious conflict, my job would become much harder.” 

What an ass, I thought. Willing to sit back and watch Cherkoff screw over everyone but his workers, as long as his quotas get filled. 
 The question was whether Schlottner would stay “hands off” if Cherkoff were on the way out, the same way he did with Cherkoff on the way in. We had enough problems without VLK putting a finger or a foot on the scales. Millen read my mind. 
 “I’m hoping we can count on VLK remaining an observer to local changes in circumstances. There’s no reason to directly impact your site’s operations. It wouldn’t be good for anyone if that were to happen.” 

Did Millen just make a veiled threat?

 If he had, and if Schlottner recognized it, he was good at not showing a reaction. 
 “Something we can agree on. However, in the future I would expect unpleasantness to be handled away from the Apex or the mine complex.” 
 Millen held out his hand. “I assure you that would be my fervent wish.” 
 The VLK manager inspected the hand, as if reassuring himself it held no gun or knife, then put out his own hand and shook. 
 I guess a treaty was just signed. What do they call this kind? A mutual non-aggression pact? 
 Schlottner waved his four men down, and they put away their pistols. Thankful, I did the same with mine. The manager also started ordering a cleanup and was about to leave when Millen stopped him. 
 “Mr. Schlottner, we appreciate your position but have one request. It would help if you could hold on to the two Cherkoff men we didn’t shoot until the morning. We’d like Cherkoff not to hear about all this as long as possible to give us more time before he responds.” 
 “Three men,” I said. “The man in the baggy pants at the end of the bar made like he was going for a gun before I discouraged him.” 
 Schlottner glanced at another of the men he’d come in with. “Chang, you recognize him?”  
 The security man confirmed my suspicion. “Yeah. Named Shultz, Sholtz, or something like that.” 
 Schlottner tapped the fingers of his left hand against his leg for fifteen to twenty seconds. “All right. Mr. Chang, I believe we’ll need to keep the three Cherkoff men here, while I consult with the main office in Oslo. It’s too late to talk to anyone there now, so it’ll have to wait until morning. Oh, and confiscate their comms until I hear back from Oslo. Given the time differential and the company’s usual need to check with everyone, including the janitors, before making a decision, it’ll probably be noon before I hear back. 
 “Let’s also gather the rest of the patrons. I think they’re all VLK workers. I’ll let them know—forcefully—I expect them to forget anything they saw tonight.” 
 Chang nodded, then winked at Millen and me, as he turned to the Lamoa brothers. 
 I used my comm to take images to confirm that the writ’s sentence had been carried out. I leaned over to Millen’s ear. “In case anyone questions whether the guilty parties paid their debt to society—or whatever. Also, I’ll show them to Landa. I think he’ll want to see them, and he can decide whether to show them to his wife.” 
 “Good idea,” said Millen. “Maybe there’ll be an opportunity to share them with more of Cherkoff’s men. Might give a few of them the idea to move on before something similar happens to them. If I’m right, many of them are more bullies than actual toughs. It’s one thing to intimidate regular citizens and something else to confront real predators.” 
 It was the first time I’d heard someone refer to me as a predator. I found it both disturbing and satisfying. 
 We made our exit from the bar but went through the back door into a central corridor connecting the different parts of Apex. We didn’t think there’d be other men waiting outside the bar, but it never hurt to be extra cautious. We walked through the restaurant sections and out its back door to the rear of the Apex. Then we circled around to find the spot where we’d watched on previous nights for Ferantis and Neliseranda. From there, it was a familiar route to where we’d left the cycles and an hour back to Justice. 
 We went straight to Bossev’s home. He must have been a heavy sleeper because it took several minutes and us pounding on his door for the bleary-eyed mayor to open up. As conflicted as he was to hear the sentence had been carried out, it was nothing compared to his initial panic when Millen told him that unfortunately, we’d revealed his involvement to Schlottner to avoid a gun battle with four security men. The excuse was plausibly true, although I thought Millen could have talked his way out of it without showing the manager the writ signed by Bossev and Felzoni. 
 The mayor, now fully awake and not likely to sleep anymore this night, began contacting the other people involved in the mini-revolt against Cherkoff. We didn’t stay around to witness the chest-beating and catastrophizing. Millen told Bossev that he didn’t think Cherkoff would act until the next day and that he and I would get a few hours’ sleep and be up at first light.




CHAPTER 15

   
   

We didn’t make it to first light.  
 Millen’s alarm went off to warn us that someone had entered our hallway. No one else was supposed to occupy any of the hallway’s rooms except us, so we were on our feet and grabbing firearms before the alarm rang the third time. Millen tapped his comm several times to bring up the hall camera, then set down the shotgun he’d picked up. 
 “It’s Ashraf. He’s walking slowly down the hall and waving at the camera. I don’t know if he really knows there is one or is being cautious about not startling us.” 
 I opened the hall door and peeked down the hall. The big man was halfway to us. 
 “No need for stealth. We know it’s you.” 
 “Both Bossev and Felzoni are pissed at you for revealing the writ,” said Ashraf, as soon as he entered our room. “Felzoni grudgingly admits it might have been necessary, but I don’t think Bossev buys your excuse. Of course, all that’s irrelevant because it’s out there. Word’s been spreading since last night. Bossev wants a meeting as soon as you’re up and able to plan something. Anything. People are already panicking. The big question is, what do you think Cherkoff will do?” 
 “He can’t ignore last night or the trial,” said Millen. “He’s got to make a clear statement, so it’ll be in daylight hours. He’ll want everyone to know what happened. He might be happy with just Everett and me dead, but I wouldn’t count on it, so everyone involved is in danger. Assuming Schlottner keeps his word, he’ll let the Cherkoff men at the Apex loose around noon. Once they get to Cherkoff, he’ll need time to organize a response, so I don’t see any way he gets here before late afternoon. Night doesn’t seem likely because he’ll want everyone to see him crushing the opposition. No, I’d predict by mid-morning tomorrow.” 
 I didn’t say anything. Millen was probably right, but I’d never counted too much on predicting an opponent’s timing. 
 The security system starting dinging again. I checked my comm feed, as I moved to the door. 
 “It’s Rangul Ahbutan,” I said, watching Orneel’s nephew hustle up to our door. He looked over his shoulder, then raised a hand to knock. When I opened the door before his hand made contact, he jumped back, looked down the hall again, and rushed inside. 
 “I think my uncle has gone to Cherkoff,” the sweating boy burst out. 
 I cursed. Ashraf cursed. Millen smiled? 
 “Are you sure?” asked my associate who, I suspected, was manipulating everything even more than I’d thought. 
 “Well . . . ,” said Rangul. “He came by our house about thirty minutes ago. He and my mother got into an argument—I couldn’t hear everything but caught a few words. I’m sure I heard him say something like, ‘I came to warn you since you’re my sister.’ Mother got really mad at whatever he said. All I could make out from her were the words Cherkoff and lackey. After he left, she told me to run tell Mayor Bossev that her brother was going to tell Cherkoff something. She didn’t say what he planned to tell, just pushed me toward the door. The hotel is on the way to the mayor’s house, so I stopped here first.” 
 “I think we can safely say that whatever the reason Bossev didn’t think Orneel would rat on us didn’t work as well as he thought,” said Millen calmly. 
 “You think!” I said. “There goes late afternoon at the earliest. It could be in the next two to four hours!” 
 “Maybe so, maybe no,” answered Millen in one of his go-to phrases I was getting tired of. “However, it does put more time pressure on us. While it’s possible he’ll hit us by noon, I still think it’ll be tomorrow morning.” He turned to Ashraf. “Tell Bossev to get everyone he can count on to the school as soon as possible. Also, send word to those outside Justice who are relevant, such as Aleyna Hamdan and Hossam Abboud.” 
 I shook my head. “If Cherkoff reacts faster than you think, he’ll be here even before everyone gets word. What about the communications office? David Ostell said Cherkoff took it over and put the man named Dimitar Bozkov in charge. Let’s help Ostell reclaim the office and put out what’s been happening.” 
 “Why are you still standing here, then?” said Millen. “I’ll head over to Bossev’s office.” 
 I turned to Ashraf. “Where does Ostell live?” 
 “Better to show you than give directions in a town you’re not familiar with. Follow me on your cycle, and I’ll lead you there before I get back to Bossev.” 
   
 “When Cherkoff forced us out after Father died, I’m sure they changed everything,” said David Ostell, after I hurriedly gave him the scenario. “We’d have to get the passwords and logins for all the systems from Bozkov.” 
 “That won’t be a problem,” I said. “I can be very persuasive.” I wasn’t in the mood if Bozkov wouldn’t cooperate. 
 “When should we do this?” asked Ostell. “Bozkov isn’t likely in the office now, but he lives in the apartment upstairs. 
 “No time like right now. I think I remember seeing the building, but you can give directions.” 
 We got on my cycle, Ostell behind and holding on. 
 “Head toward the river. It’s just south of the school complex.” 
 I imagined a Justice map. About ten blocks away. Off we went. 
 Thirty minutes later, David Ostell was once again operator of links to the Justice net and satellite connections to the rest of Astrild.  
 Bozkov had tried to pretend the office was closed. No doubt, he’d heard what was happening and probably was in communication with Cherkoff. The door had a new keypad and slot for a key card, neither of which we had access to. No problem. I opened the office with my podal key. That is, I kicked it hard enough to break through the lock and rip the door off one of its hinges. 
 Getting into the systems was easy once Bozkov had my pistol in his mouth. We let him go after milking him for everything we needed. Besides, he’d pissed himself and was stinking up the place. 
 For Ostell, it was Federation Day, Christmas, his birthday, and any other reason to celebrate. I left him gleefully typing on a keyboard in front of a monitor. 
 “I’ll sketch out quickly for now what’s been happening. Later can be more in-depth reports. I won’t wait for a complete issue of the Justice Sentinel. I’ll push the reports out to all citizens as soon as I finish. Father wouldn’t be happy with no serious editing, but that’s a luxury right now.” 
 “First thing you do is alert everyone involved in the trial about what’s going on, in case the mayor hasn’t already contacted them,” I said. “Then, get the first reports to the general population as soon as you can. We need to move fast, in case Cherkoff is more aggressive than Millen thinks he’ll be. Cover the Starsumal robberies, the attempted ambush, and the trial and execution. Lay it on how this is the time to get rid of Cherkoff and his men but hold off about what’s liable to happen in the next day or so. We’ll get to that later, after we’ve got more of a plan for what we’re going to do.” 
 Suddenly, a brainstorm hit me. “It’s my understanding that all links to Trondheim and Oslo were cut by Cherkoff. Is that right?” 
 “Not all. We could get news coming in, but somewhere up the line must be software or an AI that checks outgoing info and blocks anything referring to local events not approved by Cherkoff.” 
 “How about now? Could you send reports to other news outlets on Astrild?” 
 Ostell’s face was blank, while he digested my question. When a light went on, he dropped his hands from the keyboard and sat back. 
 “My God! You’re right. We couldn’t send anything out from people’s homes, but this office has a direct link to Oslo. Hardly anyone outside the Justice area knows what’s been happening here. Some in high positions must have heard something but, for whatever reason, haven’t done anything.” 
 “There you go,” came out of my mouth without my thinking. Millen’s language was evidently catching. “Get the local notices out first, then expand them and send the reports to every media and official site you can think of on Astrild, but don’t mention Millen’s and my names.” 
 I left Ostell to his journalistic orgasm and went looking for Millen at the mayor’s office. I found him, Ashraf, and Bossev hunched over a map spread out on a table. 
 “How’s the news front, Everett?” 
 “Ostell may be overdosing on endorphins. The Bozkov character was reluctant to vacate his position, but he succumbed to my powers of persuasion. What’s happening here?” 
 “The situation has changed with the news that Orneel has gone to Cherkoff,” said Bossev. “Just about everyone involved in the trial feels they’re forced into committing to fight. The only way to be safe is to deal with Cherkoff, once and for all.” 
 “What I’ve said all along,” said Ashraf, “but not enough people were willing to stand up, and I wasn’t inclined to suicide. Now, I think you can count on all of us from the trial, plus we’re getting word that others might do the same, especially if it looks like we stand a chance. Those wavering need to know there’s a solid plan for when Cherkoff shows up.” 
 “We have to take this in stages,” said Millen. “While we’re talking this through, everyone we either know or hope will help needs to be where we can find them in a hurry. If we think they’re too inexperienced, they might be told to go home and stay out of it. They should also keep a gun handy. Anyone who wants to help and isn’t armed, tell them to come by the office and pick out something they can handle. I left the basement open. It has firearms and ammunition that were previously confiscated. 
 “Ashraf, can you help the mayor gather all those who’ve committed to come to the school at mid-morning? See them in person or by local comm. For those outside Justice, check with David Ostell. He’s getting the communication links back up. Everett and I will finish formulating a plan and will go over it when the others are all at the school.” 
 I waited until Hayek left before asking the question. “Did I miss the meeting where we started making a plan for how to battle Cherkoff’s men in the middle of Justice?” 
 The thought I didn’t voice, yet, was whether Millen had had a hand in Orneel Ahbutan running off to Cherkoff. It was awfully convenient. Without that defection, I doubted we’d have gotten many volunteers for the coming fight. Now, there were people committed whether they wanted to be or not. As I said . . . awfully convenient. I wouldn’t have put it past Millen to somehow have threatened or bribed Orneel. Of course, at the moment it didn’t make any difference. 
 “It’s the plan we’re just about to come up with,” answered Millen, turning to the map. “What do you think, Everett? How would you plan this if you were back in the FSES?” 
 Well . . . this was interesting—Millen seriously asking for my input. 
 “I thought you’d have this all planned out, like everything else,” I said, unable to suppress a bit of snark. 
 “We contribute based on experience. Most of what we’ve done so far was best left to me. However, planning a major gun battle with dozens on each side seems to fall more in your line than mine. Of course, if you don’t have any ideas, I’ll do it all.” 
 “Would you two mind discussing roles some other time?” said Bossev with exasperation. 
 He was right. I didn’t answer either of them but leaned over the Justice map. 
 “Well, we’re faced with three things to start off with. First, we’ll assume Cherkoff shows up with at least thirty men and possibly as many as forty. Second, we’re the defense, and he’s the offense. We can win by just sitting in place, while he has to act to win. Third, there’s no way we’re going to put the citizens of Justice into a stand-up fight. I don’t think Cherkoff’s men have all that much experience, but it’s still a hell of lot more than most citizens. Some of them may know little, if anything, about firearms, might never have been in any kind of fight, and know nothing about tactics. We also don’t want citizens to be picked off one or a few at a time. They need to come together in large-enough groups in defensible positions where Cherkoff can’t simply roll over them.” 
 I turned to Bossev. “The road from the south leading to Cherkoff’s ranch turns into Main Street, but are there other roads he could take?” 
 “Not until you get to the outskirts of Justice. About a kilometer east, there’s a road that links up with Beka Street coming into Justice. Those are the only ways into the main part of Justice coming from the south.” 
 “How about routes for that big, ugly hovercraft Cherkoff’s got? From the map and from what I’ve seen, it looks like there’re enough natural obstacles to limit routes it could take. Anything I’ve missed?” 
 “No, only Main,” said Bossev. “The Beka approach wouldn’t work because the road I mentioned isn’t wide enough for the hovercraft, and it goes through woods and rock formations the hovercraft couldn’t manage.” 
 “What about the river? He could then come at us from anywhere along the western side of Justice.” 
 “Unlikely,” said Millen. “When we flew in, I noticed a waterfall just upstream of the main part of Justice.” 
 “It’s Walken Weir,” confirmed Bossev. “It’s about two-and-a-half meters high and was built when Justice was turning into a town from being just a cluster of houses. It dams the river, allowing a more uniform flow of water, and provides a pressure gradient for keeping the Justice sewers cleaned out. Since it was built, the town has grown to the north, so the original purpose doesn’t serve all of Justice, but it’s still important for the southern part and most of the business district.” 
 “Dam or weir, if it’s that tall, the hovercraft can’t get over it,” I said. 
 “All right, so Cherkoff can only bring the hovercraft into Justice from Main Street,” said Millen, “but wheeled vehicles can use both Main and Beka. The first thing we have to do is block those approaches and get his men on foot as far out as possible. Once they’re off their vehicles, we’re more on equal footing.” 
 Bossev joined Millen and me leaning over the map. “Blocking anyone coming along Beka Street should be easier,” said the mayor. “Just before the intersection of Beka and Avellor is a creek with a simple bridge over it. I suppose we could jam vehicles on the bridge. That cuts off anything wheeled coming from the east along Beka Street. Main Street doesn’t have a bridge, though. The obvious place to stop Cherkoff there is where Main and Bond meet. There are buildings and trees that prevent going around the intersection. Once it’s blocked, they’d have to walk.” 
 I put a finger on the Main and Bond intersection. “If I remember correctly, you’re right, Mayor, about the Beka bridge and the intersection of Main and Bond. That’s where we’ll block the roads with vehicles. I saw a couple of pieces of earthmoving equipment near some buildings in the west part of Justice. Probably a construction business of some kind. Those suckers are so heavy, if we disable them there’s no way Cherkoff’s men would have the time or equipment to move them. Get some people moving those and anything else to Main and Bond. Pack them tight and disable every vehicle by any means necessary. The bridge on Beka shouldn’t take too much to block it.” 
 “Well . . . ,” said Bossev, rubbing a hand against his shoulder. “I don’t know how many people will want to volunteer their vehicles for this. It’s not like in Oslo or even Trondheim. Vehicles are a major expense for families and businesses.” 
 It was time to get our good mayor fully on board. I’d killed two men during our opening efforts to help Justice get rid of Cherkoff, and I wasn’t in the mood for bullshit. “Did I say anything about volunteers? Put together a crew of men with instructions that if anyone gives them a hard time about using their vehicles, tell the owners that Millen and I will be extraordinarily displeased and will be paying them a visit.” 
 Millen was smiling his annoying smile. “Mayor, while I approve of my colleague’s lack of empathy for recalcitrant citizens, maybe have your crew start off with telling owners the vehicles are important for getting rid of Cherkoff, then move on to our intent to get them back in good shape. Then, as a last resort, they can use Everett’s tactic.” 
 Bossev held up both hands. “Okay, I get it. We’ve no time for niceties. It’s just that after so long with nothing happening to counter Cherkoff, now everything is moving so fast.” 
 I didn’t comment and tried to be understanding. These were people whose life-view focused on not getting into serious conflicts. By the flow of events or Millen’s devious machinations, they were being pulled along into territory so unfamiliar, I wanted to believe they were doing well. Okay, maybe I was hoping that was the case. 
 I returned to the map. “Assuming Cherkoff is stopped on one or both blockades, we need to evacuate or get into shelter everyone living in the . . . ,” I stopped to consult the map. “So, most people live in residential areas south and north of the business district, with only a few houses to the east along Beka Street. The river forms Justice’s western boundary. Let’s evacuate everyone from Bond Street north through the business district and people east of the bridge on Beka.” 
 Bossev blanched. He was already sweating, but I’d have sworn his pores opened wider. 
 “That’s almost all of Justice’s businesses and seven or eight hundred people! Where would they go? How do we get to all of them? My God! Is there going to be enough time?” 
 “There won’t be if we diddle about the problems, instead of just doing it!” I stated emphatically. “Look at the map, Mayor. The area I’ve just described is going to be a combat zone. We want it cleared of noncombatants for several reasons. Naturally, we don’t want innocents hurt, but by moving them out of the zone, it helps us two ways. We don’t have to worry about armed citizens hesitating and thereby getting themselves or those innocents killed. It also prevents Cherkoff from using them as shields or bargaining tokens. I know Cherkoff is a murderous bastard, but there are degrees of that. Might he take prisoners and threaten to kill them, unless we surrender?” 
 Bossev went from pale to green. I briefly wondered whether I should look for a waste container for him to vomit into. He surprised me. After a hard shake, color returned to his face. 
 “You’re right, and that needs to start immediately. Let’s pause here for a few minutes while I get my wife and a few others to start organizing the evacuation and where the people will go.  
 Bossev walked away, worked his comm, and exited the room. 
 “Good job,” said Millen. “You’ve given him something to focus on—helping the citizens falls within his model of the world.” 

Whatever works, I thought, not wanting to disillusion Millen about my ability to manipulate people. However, I took the opportunity to press Millen about Orneel. 
 “Seems odd that Orneel Ahbutan runs off to Cherkoff just when we need to stir up the locals enough to find their spines.” 
 Millen never looked up from the map. “The people of Justice have been inert so long, they need a strong push. Part of our job is to turn that around—get them moving with enough momentum that it’ll be hard to stop. Right now, many of the leading citizens find themselves in a vehicle without brakes and careening down a slope. If they bail out of the vehicle, the consequences are dramatic. Their only salvation is to stay in the vehicle until it reaches flat ground. What’s also needed is for more of the citizens to climb on that vehicle. 
 “Getting back to the plan, Bossev is starting the evacuation process and blocking Cherkoff’s vehicles from entering the main part of Justice. Those are merely the preliminaries. So, what do you propose next?” 
  “Even if we get a good number of locals willing to fight, we don’t want them engaged in stand-up firefights against Cherkoff’s men. We need to consolidate them in defendable positions where they have some advantages. This is assuming Cherkoff doesn’t have access to heavier weapons than personal arms. If he does, we’re fucked. We don’t know their objectives for sure, but it’s a safe bet it’s you and me first and then anyone associated with the trial.” 
 “But we can’t just sit and wait for Cherkoff,” said Millen. 
 “At least not initially,” I said. “If I had a couple of FSES veterans, I’d hit Cherkoff’s men at the roadblocks, then withdraw and see if they split their forces, which is usually the wrong thing to do. However, there’s a good chance Cherkoff still underestimates what he’ll face, and he’ll make exactly that blunder. He’ll think he has enough men to divide them to hunt down multiple people at the same time or come at us from multiple directions.” 
 I shook my head and cursed. “There’s no getting around it—we can’t make final plans. We don’t even know yet how many people will support us, so let’s start with this. We’ll begin by establishing defensible positions and then see where we are when we know how many volunteers we have.  
 “Well, we should have an idea how good or bad the number are in the next couple of hours,” said Millen. 
 I looked Millen straight in the face. “It’ll depend on the two of us to do a lot of the heavy lifting. We might position the locals in defensible positions, but we’ll have to serve as the offense, at least until the situation clarifies and/or we whittle down Cherkoff’s men.” 
 “Ideally, we’ll get a chance to shoot Cherkoff,” said Millen. “With him out of the picture, the rest of them will flounder about what they want or are willing to do. I suppose one or more subordinates could try to step into his place, but the confusion would work to our advantage.” 
 “Good luck with Cherkoff exposing himself,” I said. “He might not even come with his men. He could leave it to someone else to lead the attack, while he stays ensconced at his headquarters.” 
 “Maybe, but I’ll bet he comes to both maintain control and be sure the people of Justice see him doing it. He wants people to fear him first and his men second.” 
 Bossev’s door opened with a bang, startling both of us. I reflexively put a hand on my pistol. A man I didn’t recognize stood in the doorway. 
 “Where’s Bossev? I got word the shit’s going to hit us all at any time.” His eyes narrowed as he took us in. “Hey . . . are you two Millen and Cole?” He didn’t wait for an answer and entered the room. “Boril’s been filling my ear about the two of you. Name’s Sloman, David Sloman.” 
 “Regional Councilman Sloman?” I asked. 
 Before the man could answer, Abdul Farr walked in—followed by another man we didn’t recognize. Then Bossev returned, trailed by Alda Nakasomi and Omar Felzoni. In the next twenty minutes, the room neared its capacity, and for the first time I felt we were actually going to do this. 
 Millen and I were not suicidal or stupid enough to go straight up against thirty to forty Cherkoff men. We were here to do dangerous work but not to get killed by taking unreasonable risks. Until the last hour and without voicing it aloud even to Millen, I had hedged my bets. I’d been looking for options to beat a retreat if the situation got too dismal. I also didn’t want to get too many locals killed for no purpose. 
 I whispered to Millen, “This is better than my worst fears. I count twenty-two—that’s assuming all are willing to take up guns.” 
 Millen nodded. “And it sounds like there’ll be more as the day goes on. I think we need to get some of the people into position. You’re on, Everett. Lay out the general plan.” 
 Millen put his thumb and middle finger in his mouth and let loose a shrieking whistle. Fortunately, I saw him first, turned my head, and covered my ears. Others were not so lucky. It had the desired effect: talking stopped. Everyone stared at Millen with a different expression: startled, irritated, or angry. 
 “All right, people, there’s enough of us to lay out the basic plan for when Cherkoff comes to town. I hope none of you is deluding yourself that it won’t happen. While we don’t know when, we believe it will be either this afternoon or tomorrow morning. My associate here, Everett Cole, was a tactician with the Federated Systems Enforcement Service and has relevant experience in such situations. He’ll brief you on what we’ll be doing.” Millen turned to me. “Everett.” 
 I didn’t see any purpose in contradicting him. No one in the FSES would have referred to me as a tactician, although I’d admit my experiences probably did put me up several notches on anyone in our makeshift army. As for similar situations . . . .well, maybe he was closer there. I’d always hated operations inside towns—too many cubbyholes, too many open places surrounded by buildings where who knew what was lurking. And I dreaded unfamiliar surroundings where the local opposition knew every centimeter. 
 Everyone moved our way, and I put my back to a wall so I’d be facing them. Conversations had gotten loud again after Millen’s blast, so I raised both arms. 
 “Quiet, people, please. I’ll go over the plan, but hold questions until I finish—it won’t take long.” I waited until I had their attention. 
 “Since we don’t know exactly how Cherkoff will react, we’re going to deploy to give us the best capability to respond with all of you in good defensible positions. Once we know more of Cherkoff’s intentions, we’ll use our comms to decide on specific moves.” 
 I needed to refer to the map, but there were too many people to gather around the table. “Mayor Bossev, let’s put the map up on the wall.” 
 “Right, let me get some tacks or tape.” 
 Two minutes later, I stood next to the map and pointed out the two roadblocks, then moved on to the three planned positions for groups of armed citizens of Justice. 
 “Everybody joining us in this fight will be divided into three groups with one person designated the leader. There’s no time to sort out which individuals would be the best leaders, so Mr. Millen and I will simply assign someone who will be the person we communicate with. Each group will look to find or build a defensible position they can hold against Cherkoff’s men for at least a few hours. One group will be at the western edge of town, near Mayor Bossev’s and Judge Felzoni’s houses. There’s a good chance this will be one of Cherkoff’s targets. Ashraf Hayek will be in charge.” 
 I looked at Hayek. “Ashraf, I suggest setting up a couple hundred meters west of the Union and Cedar intersection. That should give you three hundred meters or more of clear fields of fire for about two hundred and seventy degrees from your position. Trees will be at your back. In case you have to run, I doubt Cherkoff’s men will follow since they’ll have more important priorities. 
  “Who will the other people be in my group?” asked Ashraf. 
 “When we finish here, the three leaders and I will divide up the people and make other assignments. After you leave, collect more volunteers who come forward, but keep us informed. If one of the three sites gets too many people or has too few, we’ll need to do some redistribution. 
 “The second group will be just east of the hospital and two blocks from the Beka Bridge. I noticed a business with stacks of lumber and blocks of various sizes nearby. There’s also a solid-looking two-story building that might provide a good position. I’d have to look closer, though, before making a recommendation whether to use that building or dig in using the building materials. After we’re through here, I’ll quickly visit both sites and have better ideas then. The leader of the second site will be Alfredo Landa.” 
 “No,” Landa called out, and he pulled on the arm of a man I didn’t recognize standing next to him. “This is Jason Nazar. I think he would be a better leader from this group. Jason and his brother, Jules, hate Cherkoff as much or more than anyone. They own the nearest farm to Justice—only about a kilometer from the last building. They aren’t part of the farming community in the Carizo region but have had run-ins with Cherkoff’s men. A younger brother was killed a year ago under circumstances they’re convinced implicates Cherkoff’s number-two man.” 
 I didn’t like this. Cool heads would matter more than a thirst for revenge, plus I didn’t know either Nazar brother. Before I could demur for another choice, Jason Nazar spoke up. 
 “I was five years on the Oslo police quick response team. Me and my two brothers moved here for a better situation for our families—which hasn’t worked out. This may be our only chance to set things right. You don’t know me, but I’ll follow orders and, if necessary, stand and defend our position, if it’s required.” 
 I glanced at Millen. He shrugged. I took the gesture to mean either “Why not?” or “It’s your decision.” 
 “Okay, Jason, you’re the leader of the hospital position. I’ll hold you to your word not to go off when revenge overrides reason. You’ll be responsible for your people’s lives, so take care of them.” 
 He acknowledged my caution with a firm nod.  
 “The third and final position will be at the end of Maronite Street. Since I don’t believe the Maronite group will be a primary contact point with Cherkoff’s men, I want to consider this group as backup to support the other two groups, if things go well, and as cover for withdrawal, if it all goes to shit. The person in charge will be Aleyna Hamdan.” 
 The leader of the farm community north of Justice had come in after I’d started talking. I assumed she’d caught the drift of what we were planning. I took a flying leap that her presence meant she was committing herself to the fight. I hoped there were other farmers willing to join or waverers whose commitment might be triggered if I gave Hamdan a leadership position. 
 Her startled look morphed into a grim nod in my direction. She was pretty sharp and had divined my intent almost immediately—which was okay with me, as long as she brought in more help. 
 “I haven’t heard what you and Millen will be doing,” said Dr. Gebran. 
 The hospital surgeon had come with the others, though I hadn’t thought of him as one of our combatants. 
 “We’ll be doing what we do better than any of you—creating chaos for Cherkoff’s plans. He probably expects to storm into town, kill the two of us and maybe a few of you to remind everyone in Justice about the price of going against him. Instead of roaring in relatively unopposed, he’ll find a large part of the town deserted, armed people holed up where it’d be a serious fight to get at them, and me and Millen lurking in the shadows and hitting them unexpectedly. It’s bound to throw Cherkoff back on his heels and start sowing uncertainty in his men. For those of you in the group positions, if Cherkoff’s men hit you, hold out until Everett and I or the other groups can get there. We might catch them between us.” 
 The doctor didn’t look totally convinced, but I assessed that a good portion of the people listening got some level of reassurance. I wasn’t one of them, despite my own words. 
 “All right then,” said Millen, “let’s have the three group leaders divvy up people here who don’t have assignments from the mayor, then get to it. Everett and I will be circulating and in touch with the leaders and Mayor Bossev by comm. Remember, time is our enemy. Cherkoff could literally show up at any minute, though we think it’ll be late this afternoon or tomorrow morning. I hope we’re right, but we all need to do everything as fast as possible, in case we’re wrong.” 
 It took only two minutes to divide the people into three groups. When the meeting broke up, Hamdan accosted us. 
 “Nicely done, Cole. I’m still not sure how I got from not wanting to be involved to being a member of the jury and now a primary contact for part of your ragtag army. On the other hand, what goddamn choice do I have? If Cherkoff didn’t already know I was on the jury, he does now with Orneel’s defection.” 
 “How about any other farmers standing with us?” I asked. What our “army” lacked in experience and coordination could be helped the more people we had with us. I forgot where the quote came from, maybe some Russian guy, but someone once said, “Quantity has a quality all its own.” 
 “Serena Daouk and my husband, Efton, are talking with the other farms. I think some will come to Justice, but I can’t guarantee how many. I also sent word to Hossam Abboud. He might come, but I can’t say about any of the other ranchers. They haven’t talked among themselves as a group about what to do with Cherkoff because we know at least one rancher, Abdel Boutros, is a Cherkoff supporter.” 
 Hamdan looked Millen and then me straight in the eyes.  
 “We’re all putting our lives on the line. Whatever happens, I and all my people know this is our one chance to be free of Cherkoff. So you two better know what you’re doing.” 




CHAPTER 16

   
   

The next four hours were organized chaos—at least, that was the optimistic spin I gave myself. I had to hand it to Bossev; once given a mission, he was a whirlwind of organization. Word spread via Ostell’s alerts over the reactivated local net and by word of mouth. Soon a trickle of people moving north turned into a steady stream. Four hours later, it was reduced back to a trickle, as a major part of Justice emptied. 
 Ostell’s net alert warned everyone to go north, where Bossev was organizing shelter, and to take with them only what they absolutely needed, such as medications. As expected, some people tried to pack as if moving semi-permanently. In one case, while I headed to Jason Nazar’s group in eastern Justice, I saw Jason’s brother, Jules, scream at a family loading a car with possessions. Jules and another man forced the family to start walking north, then threw everything loaded in the car onto the street. Jules drove the car away, I assumed to use in blocking the Beka Street bridge. 
 The rest of the day we were tense with waiting—to no relief. There was no sign of Cherkoff or any of his men. This indicated that something was up because a few of them were usually in town for one reason or another. By noon, we had a two-man picket a kilometer south of the Main Street roadblock. We were as satisfied as we could reasonably be at progress on the roadblocks and the three defensive positions. By sunset, we’d added twenty-two more armed people to the three groups. We turned away another dozen we believed were so unfamiliar with firearms or so unsuitable that they’d be more a danger to the defense than to Cherkoff. Among those we let stay, even with reservations, were several men and women we thought could stand in one spot to provide covering fire.  
 By nightfall, both Millen and I were satisfied Cherkoff wouldn’t respond until the next day. We’d been smart in our selections of group leaders—or dumb-ass lucky, depending on your degree of pessimism. Ashraf, Hamden, and Jason Nazar proved competent enough to keep their groups reasonably organized under the circumstances. Before putting the big earth-moving machines in the roadblock, Ashraf had used them to clear better fields of fire and throw up a series of berms, in lieu of digging in. The other two groups copied Ashraf’s idea, though they were slower than Ashraf’s group in constructing crude bunkers that would withstand small arms and provide some protection from rocket-propelled-grenades (RPGs)—if Cherkoff had them. 
 We’d left all the worrying about the evacuees to Bossev. We had enough problems to deal with. Still, the mayor felt he needed to give us an update before trying to get some sleep. 
 “The first few hours were the worst,” Bossev said. “Many people hadn’t gotten alerts from Ostell, didn’t believe they needed to leave, wanted to ask too many questions, or thought we had to go through some legal process to get them to move. I admit I was too much in the ‘convincing’ mode at first. Finally, I told the people going house to house to just say that Marshal Millen and Mayor Bossev ordered them to leave or face arrest. Fortunately, not many took it to the final threat. If they had, I have no clue what we would do with hundreds of people in custody. Oh, and before I forget, Alda says she’ll have breakfast for you whenever you get up. Then she’ll head to the hospital to help out there or at Nazar’s position.” 
  “Any idea how many people you missed evacuating?” I asked. Too many memories of fighting in towns and cities filled with civilians still disrupted my sleep. 
 “I can’t tell you exactly, but it’s only a fraction of the original population. A few we had to force out, but I’m sure some were honestly missed or deliberately hid while our people checked each building. I expect you’ll use appropriate caution to avoid civilian injuries.” 
 “We’ll do what we can,” said Millen, “but you should prepare what you’ll say to your citizens when such casualties occur, as they almost certainly will.” 
 The mayor wasn’t happy with Millen’s answer, but there wasn’t much he could respond with. When Bossev left, Millen braced me with his “official” look—meaning none of his Western bullshit. 
 “I know you’ve dealt with such situations before, Everett, where civilians get caught in the middle. This won’t be as bad as some places you’ve been, but I need to check if you’re on board that this will be what you’d call a ‘free-fire’ zone. We’re going to be outnumbered so badly, we won’t have the luxury of being a hundred percent certain of every situation before we fire.” 
 I understood him thinking he needed to check with me, but I’d made peace with such situations long ago. That didn’t mean I didn’t have figurative and literal nightmares about shooting the wrong people. As far as I knew, I had only killed one human who was almost certainly not a combatant—a thirteen- or fourteen-year-old boy in Sanaa, Yemen. After it happened—and I’m talking years—I’d gone over details of the event far beyond what was rational and always concluded I’d had no choice. We were in a firefight in a network of alleys and two- to three-story buildings. One of my squad was already dead and two wounded. Four men had just charged our position, weapons firing. We’d just cut them down, when a fifth figure carrying an object the rough shape of a weapon appeared in a doorway. I fired by reflex, hitting him three times. He was dead before he hit the ground. We’d gotten attention for our wounded and were policing the area when I returned to find a woman keening over the body of her son. The object that might have been a weapon was a worn brass trumpet. I’d vomited. 
 No matter how often others told me I’d had no choice, and no matter that I knew they were right, I’d never forgotten I’d killed a child holding a musical instrument. I thought I’d come to terms with that event, but Millen was right to check on me. 
 “I’m fine,” I told him. He didn’t press, and I wondered how detailed my file was. 
 Near dark, the two of us cycled to check the two-man picket a kilometer south on the only road Cherkoff could take to reach Justice by vehicle. I didn’t recognize either man, but they assured me one of them would be awake all night. 
 On our last visit to the three group positions, Ostell had a surprise waiting at the position near the hospital—Donal Wilton. The ex-deputy marshal and nephew of Dayton Wilton turned out to be a friend of David Ostell’s and had been leaking information to the Ostell family about Cherkoff’s operations. After David’s father died or was killed by Cherkoff—the facts were still muddy—the information Donal supplied had no outlet when Cherkoff took over the news system. However, Donal had stayed in contact with Ostell, and the twenty-year-old was eager to restore the family honor—or so he told Ostell. 
 The connection paid off. Donal slipped away from his uncle at Cherkoff’s headquarters long enough to pass on what he’d heard. Cherkoff was organizing his men to come to Justice tomorrow morning. I had obvious questions about the reliability of the news, but there were enough details, and it matched Millen’s estimate. To everyone’s relief, we’d get some sleep. 
 All in all, we had a pathetic disposition of outnumbered and inexperienced forces with questionable coordination ability—at least, according to my view. On the positive side, I considered Cherkoff’s men to be little more than gutter sweepings. In addition, he would have his own coordination problems if he did us a favor and divided his forces. 
 When we got to the hotel, Rangul Ahbutan, Orneel’s nephew, was waiting and eager to help. I thought that Millen had accepted Rangul’s offer to keep watch all night a little too unquestioningly. It furthered my suspicion as to why Orneel had gone to Cherkoff. However, we agreed he was too young, inexperienced, and enthusiastic to get directly involved. The extra watch probably wasn’t needed because we had our cameras covering the hall by our room and the alley outside our window, but Rangul seemed happy to contribute. I wondered about family relationships in Justice. First, Donal Wilton and now Rangul Ahbutan were eager to distinguish themselves from their uncles. 
 We slept six hours. I was both surprised and more than a little relieved that Millen wasn’t of the mind-set that we had too much to do and couldn’t sleep. Alertness of mind was usually more important than attempting to accomplish things your mind was too muddled to do correctly. 
 As soon as we woke up, Millen checked with Bossev by comm, then the three group leaders. All were awake, and from their reports, it seemed like we were among the last to get up. Rangul heard us leave our room and waited behind the front counter. He assured us there had been no issue during the night. His bleary-eyed look confirmed he hadn’t slept. I smiled as he laid his head on the wooden surface and was asleep before I closed the hotel entrance. 
 We arrived at Alda’s for breakfast, as arranged the day before. 
 “You’re the only customers. The morning cook evacuated, so you’ll have to trust my cooking.” 
 “Something tells me it’s only a temporary situation,” said Millen. “I think today’s the day. That means we need to eat while we can, so how about breakfast?” 
 We were well into omelets when one of the not-too-terrified citizens Bossev had assigned as runners and lookouts burst into Alda’s. I didn’t recognize the middle-aged man, but Millen seemed to know him. 
 “Morning, Willet. By your hurry, I’d guess you’ve got some news for us.” 
 “It’s Cherkoff. The men at the picket comm’d that the hovercraft and light trucks just passed them, heading toward Justice. The mayor is alerting everyone. I went to your hotel first, but Rangul thought you might be here.” 
 Millen nodded at the news. “Thanks, Willet. Now you’d better get yourself out of sight.”  
 The bearer of news didn’t argue and hustled out the café door. 
 “Why didn’t Bossev comm us?” I asked, puzzled. 
 Millen shrugged. “Who knows? He might have forgotten the local net was back up, or he may be so agitated he didn’t think.” 
 I tapped Bossev’s link on my comm. 
 “Oh, shit!” exclaimed the mayor. “I forgot about the net being up when I sent Willet looking for you. Sorry. I talked with the three position leaders. Nothing to report yet.” 
 I passed it on to Millen, and he comm’d the position leaders. 
 “Well,” said Millen, “now we know things are starting. Cherkoff should be at the main roadblock.” 
 Millen’s comm buzzed. “Millen here.” I watched him listen, then grunt. “How long ago was this?” Another grunt. “Okay, alert the others. Everett and I will keep you updated when there’s news.” 
 He tapped the comm, I suspected to kill the buzzer. “I don’t know how long it took Willet to find us, but Cherkoff is already inside Justice.” He grinned at me. “It’s showtime, pard. Not that it makes much difference, but Cherkoff’s been active while the picket news got to us. As we thought, he’s stopped at the Main and Bond roadblock. Then there’s good news. He’s split his men into three groups. Ten to twelve of his men just got to Wakefield’s Solar Cycle Rental and Repair shop and seemed to have stopped. Two other groups about the same size have split off, one going west along Bond Street and the other driving on the narrow road that connects with Beka Street. Once there, they’ll have to get through the bridge blockage on foot, and then it’s a straight shot toward Nazar’s group and the hospital.” 
 If there’d been any purpose to it, I’d have vented spleen at the time lost when Bossev hadn’t comm’d us. I knew plans you drew up were seldom followed exactly, but the delay meant that instead of us knowing Cherkoff was on the way, he was already here and moving into Justice. There was nothing to be done about it. 
 I visualized the town’s layout. “I’ll bet the middle group is waiting for the other two to get roughly abreast of them, so they’ll sweep through Justice like a wave. The ones on Bond will turn right on Perry or Cedar Street . . . my guess would be Cedar. They’ll then aim toward Ashraf’s group in western Justice. Nazar and the hospital are in the most immediate danger. You and I could let them contact Nazar and then hit them from the flank or rear. A problem with that is that the Wakefield group could then come at us from the rear and/or reinforce the ones hitting Nazar.” 
 “So . . . what would you recommend?” asked Millen. 
 Once again, he was reaching out for my opinion. The first few times since arriving in Justice, I felt it was pro forma—to make me think my opinion was valued, whether he thought that or not. However, the last few times I thought he was honestly looking for my input. Whatever the basis for the question, I did have recommendations. 
 “We should concentrate on the Wakefield group. If we can degrade them enough, the other two groups will be more isolated from each other and less able to offer mutual support. Nazar’s people will have to hold out. Looking at it coldly, even if that group falls apart or is overrun, what we can do to the Wakefield group is still the best tactical choice.” 
 Millen swallowed his last bite of toast, drank from his cup of ersatz coffee, then nodded. “Okay, then, it’s the Wakefield group for us.” 
 I looked at the quarter of my omelet left on the plate and swallowed a chewy piece I’d finished masticating. Whatever indigenous creature produced these eggs, the taste was similar to what I was used to on Earth. 
 “At least, we got most of the way through eating,” I said. 
 “Obliging of them, I guess,” answered Millen, “though I wish they’d waited till we finished.” 
 I laid my fork down. “I don’t suppose there’s any reason to delay.” 
 “None that I see.” 
 Millen picked up his comm lying beside him on the table and keyed into our drone. It rose from where he’d placed it on the hotel roof, and he guided it up to 200 meters and due south to hover over Wakefield’s store. Both of us watched the drone feed on our comms. I could see three armed men in front of the store. Two of them went inside, and two different ones exited to sit on benches lining the store’s front. 
 “Well, the report said ten to twelve, so we’ve seen five. Assuming the other five to seven are armed the same, it’s like other Cherkoff men we’ve seen—various rifles, along with a few shotguns and light automatic weapons.” 
 The Dynaplex body suits gave us an advantage over the men who’d be shooting at us, especially when they didn’t know we were wearing them. The suits’ protection wasn’t complete, though; high-enough velocity or momentum rounds and powerful-enough lasers could defeat them. We also assumed most shots were likely to aim at body parts protected by the suits. On the downside, we counted on our combat skill and luck to avoid errant shots or enemies who contradicted our logic. 
 We rose and picked up long guns leaning against the wall behind our table: rifles and shotguns. We automatically checked the loads and actions, along with the pistols we hadn’t taken off to eat. As a rule, I was in favor of using the heaviest weapon and biggest bomb available. However, even if we had them, our goal was to foster a mythology about our invincibility due to skill, rather than weapons. 
 Outside, Gliese 777-A shone a hand’s width above the eastern hills. The yellow sun’s light cast hues that resembled Earth’s so closely, it was easy to forget where I was. 
 We surveyed the street as we stood in front of the café. A mangy dog was the only thing moving, except for a few furtive faces peeking through slits in curtains and blinds. 

Maybe people who hid when the town was being evacuated, I thought, as we started down the town’s shabby, dusty main street to where twelve men waited to kill us—as if clipped from one of Millen’s Westerns. I shook my head. The shuttle contrail arched up from the Oslo spaceport 2,600 kilometers away, the sun slightly larger than the sun under which I’d spent my life, and the few Astrilian plants in view seemed surreal. 
 I was tense but not scared. I’d signed up for this, and all my senses were preparing for what was to come. That’s what I told myself. 
 Millen, as if on cue, said, “Let’s go see what’s happening at the OK Corral.” 

We need some theme music, rose unbidden in my thoughts. 
 I’d anticipated the man’s next action. He started whistling a theme I’d first heard on the Astrild space station before an annoyed mother had asked him to change tunes. By now, I knew the music’s origin. I surrendered to yet another of Millen’s antiquated references. 
 “Okay, although we need a couple of those serapes to set off the music from that Italian guy.”




CHAPTER 17

   
   

We walked the short block of Main Street to where it intersected Priscilla. I wondered who Priscilla was. A wife? A founder of Justice? Hell, for all I knew, somebody’s dog. For now, the street was important because Main made a 90-degree turn right after Priscilla, so that the two streets were parallel. By taking Priscilla for a couple of blocks, we stayed out of view of the men at Wakefield’s cycle shop until we got closer. Millen kept glancing at his rollout screen and watching the drone feed—in addition to whistling. 
 “Not a smart move on their part to split up,” I said. “I’d have come right at us as a group. Splitting up makes their coordination problems far worse and gives us a chance to deal with them in detail. It’s the move of someone who overthinks. I wonder if Cherkoff considers himself a tactician. Maybe he thinks splitting up and covering more ground gives them the advantage. If that’s how he’s thinking, he’s wrong.” 
 “Another alternative is he still doesn’t take us or the people of Justice seriously,” said Millen. 
 Millen tapped his comm again. “The men at Wakefield’s are staying put. Let me move the drone.” About thirty seconds later, he grunted and glanced at me. “The west group just turned off Bond Street onto Cedar. Let’s check the eastern bunch. Yep, they’re slowly working their way through the vehicles blocking the bridge. Maybe whoever leads that group is worried about us being hidden behind every bush.” 
 Millen keyed his comm. “Nazar. Some Cherkoff men are trying to get across the bridge. Can you see them? Okay, then. Take some shots to discourage them. Let us know if they keep pushing on.” 
 Millen looked at me. “Nazar seems pretty solid. I think he’ll hold Cherkoff’s eastern group.” 
  “I agree, and the estimate for the two groups is pretty accurate,” I said. “I make out eleven for each. That’s assuming there’s no more than two men in the cabs of the eastern group’s two trucks and counting the men riding on back.” 
 “I figured we’d see the group at Wakefield’s start to move at—” 
 He broke off and tapped his comm repeatedly. I glanced at the screen. The feed was gone. All I saw was a blank display. 
 “Shit!” Millen exclaimed. “Drone feed is gone. Either they spotted it and somehow killed it, or it’s a malfunction. There’s nothing to do about it. From here on out, we’re going blind.” 
 We turned off the drone link to our comms. With the drone down for whatever reason, it would all be line-of-sight from here on. When we moved to Main Street, Millen nodded for me to take the other side, and I crossed over. The men in the central Cherkoff group would have to divide their attention and give us more options. 
 From three blocks away, I saw part of the cycle shop’s sign—the word “Cycle” and below that was “Rental.” I couldn’t see any of Cherkoff’s men on the street, but Millen had the better angle and signaled spotting three men when we were two blocks away. Moments later, I picked them up—three men crouching by several solar cycles and fiddling with them. Neither looked up. Two more men pushed another cycle out of the shop’s open garage door. 

What the hell are they doing with the cycles? I thought. Gaining mobility? But that didn’t seem likely, unless they found cycles for all their men. Otherwise, their coordination problems would get worse. And why so oblivious to their surroundings? As much as I appreciated not being noticed, my professional standards were offended. 
 When we were forty meters away, Millen switched from his rifle to the shotgun. I assumed he was going for shock effect, and though I hesitated, I did the same. 
 Millen was thirty meters from the cluster of five men before one of them, crouching and doing something with the cycle, looked up and saw him. The man stared for several seconds, a stunned look on his face, before starting to rise. 
 This was where I half-expected Millen to call out something like, “You men are in violation of the town’s firearms ban. Drop your weapons and raise your hands.” Hell, knowing Millen, he might say, “Howdy, men. I see you’re just in from driving that herd north. You’re welcome in Tombstone, or Dodge City, as long as you don’t raise a ruckus.” 
 There were other things Millen could have said. But he didn’t say any of them, just fired his shotgun.  
 The man who’d first spotted Millen took enough buckshot to fling him against two other men, one of whom spun from a few hits to his right side. 
 I’d known we were in for a fight, although I’d supposed there was a thread of hope we could talk our way out of it. I was also uneasy about shooting people in broad daylight on a town’s street when they hadn’t yet done anything. However, acting even if you’re uneasy trumps freezing once the shooting starts. Whether Millen was justified or not was moot. 
 The three unwounded men hadn’t noticed me standing only twenty meters away on the same side of the street. I aimed at the narrow distance between two of the men, figuring the buckshot cone would hit both. It might have been too ambitious because both men were reacting to Millen. I saw multiple hits on one man’s torso, but the other man had faster reflexes and dove toward the garage opening. I thought he’d taken one or more shotgun pellets, but it couldn’t have been serious because he moved so fast. 
 Millen fired a second time, catching in the back the man he’d spun around with the first shot. His flight forward and the spray of blood left no doubt he was permanently indisposed. My second shot caught the man I’d wounded before he disappeared into the shop. A significant part of his head separated from his body. I wasn’t pleased because I’d aimed at his back. 
 After his second shot, Millen dove into the building behind him. He must have already opened the door because he barreled in without touching the doorknob. A fraction of a second later, a meter-wide section of the building’s wood exterior—right where Millen had been standing—turned into blackened, flying pieces of burning charcoal. Cherkoff’s men had a laser a hell of a lot more powerful than a handheld model. If Millen hadn’t moved fast, he’d have been only the lower half of Millen. 
 Gunfire followed immediately, peppering the building’s front. 
 “They don’t realize where you are,” Millen said in my earpiece. “There must be a rear entrance. Tell me what you find. I’ll keep their attention.” 
 I was in front of a bakery with a hand-made “Closed” sign in a window filled with either mockups of cakes and pastries or the real things. In one of those inane ideas that happened at the oddest times, I thought that if the displays were real, they must be stale and hard as rocks. The thought vanished as I kicked in the door, not bothering to see if it was unlocked. I ran from the sales area into the kitchen. Two women huddled together in a corner next to a large double oven whose open lower door had a tray of browned rolls stuck halfway out. Both women had flour smudges and looked like they thought I was about to shoot them. 
 “God damn it! What are you two still doing in this part of Justice? Weren’t you told to evacuate? Stay there!” I ordered and kept going through a storeroom to a back door. I put an ear to the door but only heard one of the women behind me whimpering and more gunfire on the street. Cracking the door, I could see down an alley in the direction of the cycle shop but not in the other direction. The shop extended farther from the street than the bakery and the adjoining building, but it looked like the alley turned left and ran alongside the cycle shop. 
 It wasn’t likely any of Cherkoff’s men were in the alley in the other direction but making assumptions could get you dead. I opened the bakery’s back door enough to spin to one knee facing the other direction, shotgun ready. The alley was empty. I raced to the corner where the alley turned alongside the cycle shop and peered around the corner. A featureless outer wall ran another thirty or forty meters—no windows or doors. By the time I got to the next corner, I heard more gunfire. 
 “Getting a little hotter in here,” said Millen in my ear. “I’m moving to the next building. Have to breach an opening into the next shop. Tell me when you’re ready, and I’ll put an RPG into the garage.” 
 We had only a couple of the rocket-propelled grenades. They were a small model that could be fired from the rifle attachment. It might not demolish the building like larger versions, but it would definitely get the attention of Cherkoff’s men when it came sailing through the open garage door. 
 As for moving, I assumed he meant he was going to blast an opening in the wall to the adjacent building. That would give him a more direct line into the garage. Both of us carried a single breaching charge. The type we had wasn’t the safest to carry around and use, but it had the advantage of being quick. Two chemicals with long names mixed as they exited from a small spray can. We had only four of the cans, and they were one-shot usage. You supposedly had six seconds from when you started to spray to ducking after you threw the can in the opposite direction. The “supposedly” part always bothered me. 
 The back of the building had disposal containers in various stages of fullness, empty boxes and strewn trash, a rollup door large enough for good-sized vehicles, and a regular door. Three men burst out of the latter and raced in the other direction. I took aim, but they were around the far corner before I could fire. 
 “Three men out the back. Probably going to try and come around behind you.” 
 I tried the door. It either had locked itself or was locked by someone inside after the three men exited. 
 “I’m at the back door. I’ll have to breach.” 
 “Tell me when you spray.” 
 “Okay.” 
 I waited. A minute later, I heard a muffled thump over the gunfire of Cherkoff’s men. Another minute passed until Millen sent, “I’m in position.” 
 I assumed Millen had used his breaching charge to create a hole into the adjoining shop. I’d used similar breaching equipment before and hated it. No matter what the instructions said about how much time you had, the sight of the explosive liquid coating a surface within reach couldn’t help but make you wonder if this batch knew what the instructions said. 
 I keyed my comm. “Here it goes. Starting the breach.” 
 The black can’s lid came off with a hard but careful twist. As idiotic as it sounds, I knew of a case where a man had accidentally sprayed himself, with terminal consequences. I’d always wondered what he thought about in those last seconds. 
 In this model, the nozzle pointing perpendicular to the axis of the can had a thumb switch safety that I flicked off. I stepped back as far as I could, while still holding the can within a few centimeters of the door. I shifted my feet, ready to run. I sprayed circles around the doorknob and the three hinges, quickly threw the can as hard as I could to the left, then ran three steps right before hitting the ground. 
 My eyes were closed, and I lay on the ground pointed away from the door. Still, a flash hit my retinas, as the ground shook and something walloped the bottom of one boot. A fraction of a second later, another explosion shook the ground. From experience, I knew the second blast was the remainder of the can’s contents going off. A small amount of mixture had been left on the nozzle, which then ignited the rest of the contents. I sat up and saw the door missing and a hole in a building on the other side of the alley, where my throw had landed. I jumped up, as an explosion indicated that Millen had fired his RPG into Wakefield’s garage. 
 Time was critical. The shock of the explosions would wear off quickly. I didn’t need to take time to consider the next move. I jumped up and charged through the gap where the door had been. The charge had ripped the door from its lock and hinges. 
 I was in a workshop full of cycles, a disassembled electric cart, and pieces of equipment on benches, racks, and the floor, at least some of the latter put there by my breach. Smoke and dust obscured a man lying on the floor near a door leading somewhere. I only noticed him when he fired. What felt like a club hit me in the abdomen, knocking me backward and emptying the air in my lungs. The Dynaflex’s reactive layer buffered the impact, but enough of the kinetic energy transferred to me that I wasn’t standing anymore when the man shot again at where I had been. Having the man located, I fired sitting on my ass from five meters away. I didn’t need to check on him after that. 
 Breath returned, and I could hear yelling and firing elsewhere in the building. 
 “Coming in!” Millen yelled into my ear, and I heard his shotgun fire twice. 
 I got to my feet, rushed through the open door, and landed in a kneeling position, shotgun tracking for a target. A dead body lay halfway to the front of the store, draped across a jumble of cycles toppled by Millen’s grenade. Millen came through the garage door and jumped behind a metal desk. Automatic machine pistol fire stitched a path following him, but it didn’t quite catch up before he was out of sight. The man holding the short-barreled, magazine-fed weapon didn’t have time to turn to me before my last shotgun cartridge took off one of his arms and the other hand and shattered the ceramic machine pistol into a dozen pieces. 
 I would have to practice with the shotgun. I wasn’t used to the feel and had aimed for his body, the third time my aim was off with the weapon. However, its purpose was served—he was out of action. I ignored his screams as they tailed off. There had to be more men left somewhere in the building. 
 I hugged the back wall of the room, crouched, reloaded, and moved slowly toward an open door. It led to an office in one corner of a large showroom. Even with smoke and dust, I could see newer cycles between the office and the shop’s front, with older cycles, probably for sale or rent, taking up the long side of the room. 
 “Hold up until I get to that little room’s other side,” said Millen. 
 I couldn’t tell whether Millen saw a blank wall or windows into the office. 
 No more than ten seconds passed before a voice called out from the office. 
 “Don’t shoot! We give up!” 
 Not shooting is always a good option for all parties, and I called back, “Throw out any weapons, and come out with hands in the air where we can see them. Don’t do anything dumb.” I hadn’t forgotten the men who had turned weapons toward me, even though I had the drop on them. 
 Millen called out pretty much the same message. It didn’t hurt to let whoever was thinking of surrendering know there was more than one of us and in different positions. A rifle was flung out the office door and bounced among the cycles before ending up between decorative spokes of a wheel. I winced. Depending on the firearm, it could have seated another round or fired off one already chambered. 
 “Just slide the damn things out on the floor!” I yelled. 
 Two pistols followed, and then another rifle and a shotgun. This time all four pieces slid a meter or more into the showroom. 
 “Now walk out with hands up, and don’t even think about making a move toward your guns,” commanded Millen. 
 The first man was in his thirties, average height and build, with two-days’ growth of beard and darting eyes as he licked his lips. “Don’t shoot! We give up! Don’t shoot!” 
 “Yeah, we heard you,” I said, as two more men came out. One man had only his left hand up because his right arm hung to his side, blood soaking his shirtsleeve and dripping behind him. He looked like he was going to collapse, and I wanted them both farther from the guns before he did. 
 “Keep moving to the middle of the room. You. Second guy. Help your friend.” 
 The second man put an arm around the wounded one, and they walked slowly together away from the office. 
 “Anybody else in the office or this room?” asked Millen. Both of us were still crouched behind the protection of cycles or furniture. 
 “No,” said the first man. “Three went out the back. I don’t know where they are now.” 
 “Probably trying to work around you,” I said to Millen. “That would make twelve accounted for in this group. The estimate was eleven each for the other two groups.” 
 “Close enough, considering we didn’t get word and have the drone up before this group was already inside Wakefield’s.” 
 “That’s probably all of them in this group,” said Millen. “Normally, we’d want to confirm and deal with the three you saw go out the back, but we’ve the other two groups to worry about. How are you?” 
 “One hit in the gut. The suit took care of it. Might leave a bruise.” Usually, major bruises developed only where a round hit near a bone, which limited soft tissue from absorbing the kinetic energy. I’d had my share, and the bruises could be brutal from a high-powered weapon. But, hey, bruises meant the round hadn’t penetrated the suit. 
 “How about you?” 
 “Also one hit. Not as lucky. Pistol round at my kneecap. I’ll be limping for a week or more, but it won’t slow me down unless it swells in a few hours. Frisk these three while I watch. I’ll comm the groups the status and remind them to stay put until we tell them to move.” 
 Millen spoke quietly into his comm, pistol pointed at our three prisoners, while I searched them. Nothing lethal on them, but I took their comms. I had them lie face-down, then huddled with Millen five meters from the men. 
 “I talked with Ostell,” Millen whispered. “Jason Nazar was busy watching Cherkoff’s men. Ostell says they exchanged a few shots, then Cherkoff’s men backed off. He doesn’t know where they went. It could be any of three directions: back to the main roadblock, north to arrive at the main part of Justice from the east, or toward us. All three of Cherkoff’s groups had to have been in comm contact, so they know pretty much what happened here. If nothing else, the three men you saw go out the back must have reported in. I also checked with Ashraf. He heard the shooting, too, but says the western group of Cherkoff’s men is continuing in their direction using Cedar Street. Ashraf has a man shadowing them on a parallel street.” 
 “We need to move,” I said. “The shooting identified where we’re at. What do we do about the three we’re missing?” 
 “Let ’em be for now. Just be aware they’re around. They might lay for us, but I’d bet they’re either trying to get back to the hovercraft or joining one of the other groups.” 
 “None of those looked like Cherkoff,” I said, “and he’s not one of these three on the floor.” 
 “Yeah, I’m beginning to think he’s not along for this rodeo.” 
 Millen walked over to hold the barrel of his pistol against an unwounded man’s head. “Who’s ramrodding this drive?” 
 “Huh?” 
 “Maybe he doesn’t speak any Western dialect,” I suggested. 
 Millen put more pressure on the gun. “Who’s in charge of today’s raid on Justice?” 
 “Osterman,” the man answered, gesturing toward the body draped over the cycles. I nodded toward Millen with satisfaction. This wasn’t a trained military force with a hierarchical structure. Taking out the leader would confuse the rest. 
 “Are you in contact with Cherkoff?” I asked. 
 “I know Osterman was. I don’t know about anybody else.” 
 Millen came back to me and lowered his voice. “East or west?” 
 I knew he’d referred to the other two groups of Cherkoff’s men. “We don’t know the Nazar brothers, and I have the impression Ostell may be committed but is not normally a man of action. Also, if Ostell’s right and the group they saw has moved, we don’t know their exact location or direction of movement. We’d have to search for them. Ashraf is the more certain leader to work with, and he’s got an eye on the western group. I’d go with Ashraf and see if we can catch the western group between us. But what are we going to do with these three? Tie them up?” I asked. “Can’t let the unwounded ones run back to the hovercraft and pass word about the direction we headed.” 
 I eyed Millen. “And we can’t just kill them once they surrendered.” Always good to let the man know where I stood before he acted without my input. Killing during a fight was one thing, but there was a limit to where I’d go. 
 “No problem,” said Millen and walked back to the two unwounded men on the floor. His hand blurred, as he drew his pistol and shot both of them in a calf. 
 “Ach!!” yelled one of the men, the other one hissing, “Pizdet!” which sounded Russian. Both of them clutched their lower legs and rolled on the floor. 
 “Why’d you do that?!” cried one man. 
 “Don’t want to bother locking you up, and my friend here doesn’t want to kill you. It was a compromise. The three of you get yourselves back to the hovercraft sitting at the town’s outskirts. I suggest you get tended to, then leave the Justice area permanently.” 
 “Maybe you shouldn’t have shot those two,” I said. “They were already going to be slow, helping the guy missing an arm.” 
 “I doubt that’s going to happen,” said Millen. “I think the one you shot bled out.” 
 I checked. Millen was right. 
 Millen used his comm to take face pictures. “These will be posted, and everyone will be told to shoot on sight if you’re ever seen in or around Justice again. You may wonder about other citizens doing it, but I assume you’re confident Mr. Cole and I will not hesitate.” 
 I walked toward the garage opening, then stopped. Near the door was the source of the laser beam that could have incinerated Millen. 
 “Damn!” I exclaimed. “Where the hell did they get an anti-air laser?” The two-meter-long housing was mounted on a powered cart with a one-meter--square battery and capacitor towed behind. “I don’t know the model, but I’d guess it was originally meant to be part of an armored vehicle of some kind. How did it get to Astrild, unless it came from the manufactory?” 
 Millen joined me in examining a weapon heavier than anything we’d expected. “We can look into that later,” he said. “Let’s hope this is Cherkoff’s only one.” 
 I just shook my head and peered out the garage opening to check the street. 
 “No sign of anyone,” I said. “Whichever way we go, we’ll be exposed if the three who went out the back are waiting for us.” 
 “No helping it,” said Millen. “I doubt they have a taste for anything except hiding or joining another group, but even if they don’t, we’ll have to move fast. We’ll head Ashraf’s way and try to intercept the western group. The next couple of blocks are storefronts, with few places to conceal ourselves while moving. When we’re halfway to Cedar Street, I’ll comm Ashraf to be on the alert that we’re in the neighborhood and trying to come up behind Cherkoff’s men on Cedar.” 
 We’d left the assault rifles on both sides of the street, where we’d begun our final approach to Wakefield’s. For the move on the western group, we wouldn’t know the location of an encounter or the distance of the targets, so we trotted over to get the rifles, then slung the shotguns on our backs. 
 At the corner of Flower and Toohey, Millen called for updates. “West and east. Any signs?” 
 “Negative,” said Ashraf. “They seem to be continuing this way, though maybe slower. You might have spooked them a bit.” 
 “Something here,” said a voice I recognized as David Ostell’s. “Eight or ten armed men reappeared and are running down Satoro Street. Can’t tell if they’re headed for the hovercraft or Wakefield’s.” 
 “Sit tight, east,” replied Millen. “Ashraf, keep an eye and be ready to move. We’re coming your way.” 




CHAPTER 18

   
   

Since we didn’t know the exact location of the men approaching Ashraf’s position, we split up. Millen continued on Toohey Street, and I took the parallel Pike Street two blocks south. It violated my disdain for Cherkoff’s men splitting their force, but our situation was different. We were already so outmanned, we needed to take some risks. Splitting up also gave us a better chance of locating the next group of Cherkoff’s men. To compensate for being out of line-of-sight, except at cross streets, Millen and I kept up a constant chatter. We didn’t know whether Ashraf’s man could keep surveillance or what the western group’s reaction had been to the Wakefield shooting. If they’d stopped or retreated to the hovercraft, we might miss them entirely. If they kept going, one of us should cross either in front of or behind them. 
 We hustled more than I’d have preferred, so as not to miss them entirely. It almost cost us.  A block and a half from Cedar, as I came up on Winzer Street, gunfire broke out to my north. The number of shots told me Millen had found the second group. When I reached Winzer, I peered around the corner. I could see flashes and men coming out of an alley just south of Millen’s position. Three men ran across Winzer. 
 “Think I found them,” said Millen in a calm voice. “I guess we have them surrounded.” 
 “Three of them crossed the street and went into the alley on your block,” I said. “Probably planning to get behind you—same as the ones at Wakefield’s. If you can keep the attention of the others, I’ll deal with those three.” 
 I switched my rifle to full auto and sprayed the alley entrance and a parked car. Four to five Cherkoff men were hiding behind the vehicle and firing. One man dropped motionless, and a second man dragged a leg, as he crawled into the alley for cover. 
 “Shit!” I said aloud. Half a magazine and only two hits. Return fire made me duck back around the corner. I could tell at least three, maybe all four were firing at me. Not good odds for exchanging fire. If they had any sense, they’d take turns firing, so at least one was always suppressing my options. I hoped they’d all fire at once, so there’d be gaps while they all reloaded or changed magazines at the same time. 
 They didn’t cooperate. Every time I was about to fire around the corner, rounds would buzz by or chip away at the building’s brick corner. 
 I keyed my comm and tapped in a connection. “Ashraf! It’s Cole. Millen’s got a problem. He’s on Toohey near Winzer and either needs help or will have to break off. I’m two blocks away. At least six or seven of Cherkoff’s men are in the alleys just south of Toohey and a few somewhere on Toohey. I’ll try to circle back to join up with Millen. See if your people can push out and make contact, but be careful.” 
 “We’ve been listening in,” said Ashraf. “We started in your direction a few minutes ago. We’re just coming up on Cedar Street.” 

Thank you for not following instructions, I thought. The three team leaders had been told to hold their positions until Millen or I ordered otherwise. It was one of those times when doing the wrong thing was right. Now wasn’t the time for a discussion on tactical communications. 
 I stuck my rifle around the corner and sprayed eight or ten rounds toward the alley entrance. Then, having showed I was still around, I turned and raced back to the next corner. It was a block and a half from the alley I’d seen the three men cross to. I changed to a full magazine as I ran, hugging shops and ready to dive through a door or a window if the three men jumped in front of me. I hoped their attention would be on Millen. 
 I peered around a corner and down the alley. There was no sign of the three men, but a block away the other four had taken cover in the same alley I was in. Brief glimpses of two men firing toward Millen’s corner didn’t give me a shot. But where were the others? 
 Suddenly, a man came through a shop’s back door in the alley in front of me. He yelled toward his compatriots on the other side of Winzer. “No sign of him. He must have run off. What about the other bastard?” 
 “He might have left, too,” came in response. “He hasn’t fired in the last minute.” 
 I aimed the rifle at the back of the man in front of me and lightly touched the trigger. The fraction of a second I hesitated lost the shot when he ducked into the building again. 
 “Shit.” I knew better. My qualms about shooting an unsuspecting person in the back had no place in a gun battle, not when outnumbered by opponents who wouldn’t hesitate in the same conditions. 
 I visualized what I knew of the situation. Cherkoff’s men were on Toohey Street, where Millen had been taking fire, and in the alley between Toohey and Numa. The men who’d run into the alley on Millen’s block must be either circling to get behind Millen or going in the back doors of the businesses fronting on Toohey. So where was Millen? They were still looking for him, so he wasn’t dead. I assumed he’d been too occupied with staying alive to comm me. I tapped in a code that applied a tingle to his wrist to let him know I was curious about what the hell was going on. A tingle came back. I was reassured, but it didn’t help me decide what to do next. 
 Men looking for Millen could also stumble on me. I’d rather surprise them than be surprised, so I dashed across the alley and hugged the side wall of the first shop. I tensed, waiting for shouts or shots from the men down the alley. They hadn’t noticed me entering the same alley a block away. I crept along the wall to the door the man had exited. It was unlocked—lucky since I’d used my only breaching charge. I went inside, hoping they didn’t expect someone behind them. 
 The inside was unlit. I quickly closed the door and moved to one side, while my eyes adjusted. All I could see were boxes and crates. A crack of light came from under another closed door. Faint voices came and went. Careful to avoid hitting or stepping on something I couldn’t see, I moved to put an ear to the door. That the voices weren’t whispering told me two things. One, that the men weren’t so close that they would automatically see me come through the door, at least not for a second or two—which could be an eternity in a firefight. Second, that they didn’t think Millen could hear them. I supposed a third option was that they were idiots for not being more cautious. I was all in favor of idiots, as long as they weren’t part of my team. 
 I cracked the door slowly, waiting for the telltale creak to announce my presence. When no sound came, I thanked the shop owner for good construction or the frequent lubrication of hinges. 
 It was a sporting goods store of sorts. Aisles ran to the storefront. Some items I didn’t immediately recognize, but those I did included sleeping bags, tents, and an impressive array of fishing gear. 

Fishing gear? I thought. Are there fish on Astrild? Haven’t seen them on menus. Maybe some local analogs? If it’s fish, the eco-conservationists must go apoplectic. 
 Renewed voices supplanted my interest in fish. Now I could make out the words. 
 “Forget it! I’m not stepping out in the street. He might be anywhere. If you want to find him so bad, you go first.” 
 “Let me check with Vonda. See what he wants to do.” He paused. “Vonda, it’s Nixon. No sign of this one. How about the other one?” 
 Nixon stopped talking, I assumed while listening to Vonda, who must have been in charge of this group. 
 “Well, then, where are they? Have they scooted?” 
 Listening again. 
 “All right. I’ll tell the others.” 
 “What did Vonda say?” asked a new voice. 
 “He wants us to join back up with him. He still can’t raise Osterman. He’s told Cherkoff any element of surprise or shock is long gone and is advising they should withdraw to the hovercraft. Vonda’s worried that the six men left with it might get attacked.” 
 I heard a snort. “Vonda’s a wuss. And why didn’t Cherkoff come with us, instead of staying with the hovercraft? It’s sitting in the middle of an open field. Who’s going to attack a 30-millimeter chain gun?” 
 “What!!” I yelled. 
 Okay. I didn’t actually yell, but I wanted to. Where did Cherkoff get a 30-millimeter chain gun, something you might find on warplanes or military vehicles? First an anti-air laser and now a chain gun. I would have to talk to Millen about the intelligence we had on Cherkoff, but at least we now had him located. 
 I had been slowly edging closer to the front of the store. Through some fishing displays, I could see one of them move but not the other two. 
 “You think Cherkoff’s gonna be pissed that we killed the woman?” 

Woman? What woman? I thought. 
 “I think he’ll have more important things to be pissed about than some town bitch. Anyway, she shouldn’t have jumped out from behind a counter like she did. What were we supposed to do?” 
 I glanced around. In my focus on keeping quiet and creeping closer to the three men, I’d missed the body ten meters away down an aisle to my left. I hadn’t met most of Justice’s citizens, but even if I’d met this woman, it was doubtful I would recognize her now. From what I could see, she’d taken several hits to the head and the chest. Only small sections of her blouse indicated it had once been white. 
 If I’d had a clear angle, I’d have shot all three in the back with no qualms. 
 “It’s Vonda again,” said the man using the comm. He listened. “Okay, Vonda says to get back to him via the alley. We’re heading back to the vehicles. Osterman’s still not answering, and Vonda thinks they got hit.” 
 The three men might have been leery of going forward, but they had no problem retreating. No sooner did I hear their intention than two men stepped into the aisle I was crouching in. The first man blocked line of sight to the second man. 
 I triggered a three-round burst at the first man, and he fell straight back. Unfortunately, he didn’t fall into the second man, who got off a shot before I cut him down. I wasn’t as lucky this time. The bullet hit me high in the right chest, next to the collarbone, instead of in soft tissue. I found myself staring at the ceiling, wondering if anything was broken and trying to regain my breath. 
 I raised my head. The two men lay unmoving, though from my position I couldn’t see whether they were alive. Scrambling came from the front of the shop, followed by sounds of a door slamming open. A second later, a three-round burst came from the street. I could tell by the sound that it came from another M504 assault rifle. Millen. 
 My wrist comm tingled. I keyed for speech but had no air to expel words. 
 “Everett? You okay?” 
 “Urg,” I replied, using the little air I’d managed to take in. I tried again. “Urga . . . uh . . . wait.” Breath came, first shallow, then deeper. On the fourth inhalation, I tried speaking again. 
 “Got hit in the chest. Hurts like a mother. Two down in here. I think they’re dead.” 
 “So’s the one that ran out. Be there in a second.” 
 I managed to sit up and was trying to stand when Millen slid through the door. He knelt to one side, rifle panning around the room. 
 “You’ve got to stop letting them shoot you,” said Millen. “They’re bound to get lucky and miss the suit.” 
 “Good idea. I’ll try to remember.” 
 “Hey, I thought you said they hit the suit? What’s the blood on your neck?” 
 “Huh?” I reached for a sting I’d just noticed on the left side of my neck. My hand came back wet. Blood. “Damn. The guy here only got off one shot. Must have been back at Wakefield’s or when we first stumbled on this group.” 
 “Doesn’t look serious. Gouged across the side of your neck. Another couple of centimeters and I’d have had to find another partner.” 
 “Sorry about that. Wouldn’t want to put you out,” I said. “I’ll try to be more considerate in the future.” 
 “You do that. Besides the inconvenience, I’m getting accustomed to having you around.” 
 “Glad to hear it. Oh, by the way, a few tidbits of interesting information. One, Cherkoff is waiting at the hovercraft with six men. Two, the hovercraft has a 30-millimeter chain gun. If it had gotten into town, that gun would have chewed to pieces all three of the positions we stocked with locals.” 
 “Shit! If we’d known Cherkoff was there, you and I could have ignored the other men and gone straight for him.” 
 I didn’t comment on the wisdom of attacking over open ground an enemy with a 30-millimeter. 
 “What’s happening?” came a voice out of one of the dead men’s comms. 
 Millen lifted the wrist with the comm, tapped the response key, and answered. “Looks like there’s been a change in personnel. The men here should be listed as permanently inactive. I suggest you consider a change in careers or pursue the existing one someplace else on Astrild.  If we ever see you again, it’ll be shoot on sight. We’ll give you five minutes to disappear before we come for you.” 
 Millen shrugged. “Who knows? Might motivate one or two of them to move on.” 
 I waved toward the woman’s body.  
 Millen swiveled his head. “God damn it!” 
 He picked up the arm again with the dead man’s wrist comm. “Forget what I just said! You’re all dead meat!” 
 “One of them I know is wounded and four dead,” I said. “That leaves six.” 
 “Five,” said Millen. “I popped one when he stuck his head out too far to get a look.” 
 “We can’t catch those four if they leave the wounded one.” 
 He shook his head. “We have the last group to worry about as the next priority.” 
 “We can’t just let them get away,” I said heatedly. For the moment, all hesitation about shooting people had left me. 
 He looked pensive, then brought his comm to his mouth. 
 “Ashraf. Where are you?” 
 “We’re on Cedar Street, just coming up on Toohey. What’s happening? We don’t hear firing anymore.” 
 “Five of Cherkoff’s men may be coming right at you on Toohey. One of the men is wounded. If there’s a place with protection you can hide behind, get to it and keep an eye on the intersection. See if you can intercept them. Their friends killed a woman in a sporting goods store that sells lots of fishing gear. Be careful if you see them, but it’s free fire, and we’ll be right behind them.” 
 Ashraf cursed over the comm, adding one word. “Bastards!” 
 Millen looked at me. “Are you okay to move fast?” 
 I finished struggling to my feet. I would have another mother of a bruise tomorrow, but the fact that I could get up and move both arms meant the collarbone wasn’t broken. 
 Millen didn’t wait or offer assistance. I could keep up, or I couldn’t. We were only twenty meters from the sporting goods store when two rifles fired not many blocks away, followed by fire from an automatic rifle and a pistol. I had enough years of hearing all kinds of firearms to distinguish numbers and makes. The first two rifles were hunting types. The third was one of the innumerable copies of the venerable Kalashnikov. The latter was cheap to make, easy to maintain, and still recognizable several centuries after its heyday on Earth. 
 One of the two hunting rifles and the Kalashnikov clone kept up a steady fire, as we covered most of a block and got close to the intersection. 
 “Ashraf, talk to me,” called Millen on his comm. “We’re almost at the corner.” 
 “They came around the corner right after your warning,” said Ashraf. “We fired and hit one of them. I think he’s dead. They dropped the wounded one, and he’s crawling across the street, trying to get out of the line of fire. The other three are inside the corner shop. Landa got hit. I don’t think serious, but he’s out of it for now.” 
 Ashraf’s words had a tone of other information to follow, so we didn’t respond immediately. 
 “I think Mary Chingelit may be dead. Shit. She was the only woman in our group. Four of our people are getting her and Landa to the hospital.” 
 “Stay where you are, and keep them pinned down,” Millen said. 
 Millen let his arm drop to his side, and he turned to me. “Rooting out the other three or worrying about the wounded one isn’t a priority. It’s more important that some eyewitnesses report back to Cherkoff. It needs to be clear to Cherkoff that locals are joining in. So I told Ashraf to stay put. That’ll give the Cherkoff men a chance to slip out the back.” 
 I nodded. I’d cooled some, after leaving the dead woman. The four still alive from this group weren’t the ones who’d killed her, though I didn’t doubt they might have done the same if she’d inadvertently surprised them. 
 Millen raised his comm again. “Ostell. What’s happening where you are?”  
 “We’re pretty sure this bunch is heading back to the hovercraft on foot after we kept up a constant fire on the two trucks they came in. I’ve been listening in. Do you want us to follow? Are you going after them?” 
 “No, we’re not, but your people should try to get a visual on them, so we’re sure they keep going. We’ve left three wounded Cherkoff men back at Wakefield’s. We told them to go back to the hovercraft, but if any of them are still at Wakefield’s, get them to the hospital. Pass it on to Jason—we’re not able to raise him by comm, for some reason.” 
 “Uh . . . Millen . . . this is David Ostell again. Uh . . . I didn’t say before, but the Nazar brothers and half of the men here took off following the Cherkoff men as soon as they passed by. I don’t think either of them had comms, and I don’t know where they are right now.” 
 “Shit,” said Millen, looking at me. “Can’t fault them for enthusiasm, but they’ll have to work on following orders.” 
 “Well, we haven’t heard firing in that direction, so maybe they haven’t caught up or are keeping their distance.” 
 My theories went to shit as soon as I voiced them. Satoro Street, the route of the eastern Cherkoff group, was only four blocks away, and two new rifle shots were followed by a barrage of other fire. We listened. 
 “First two must have been our people,” I said. “Hopefully, they hid themselves once the Cherkoff men fired back.” 
 I agreed with Millen. We would need people like the Nazars, as long as they started following plans. 
 “They’re on their own,” said Millen. “Since we’re out of contact with them, we need to be satisfied with the current outcome. 
 “Aleyna,” Millen called to Aleyna Hamdan at the northern position, “looks like Cherkoff’s men are pulling back. Bring your people to . . . ” 
 He stopped and looked at me. “What’s the cross street left of Alda’s?” 
 “Priscilla.” 
 “Aleyna, are you there?” Millen comm’d. 
 “I’m here.” 
 “Bring your people to the top of Priscilla at Main Street. I don’t think we need you, but let’s get your people closer to where the action has already happened.” 
 “We’re all relieved here that the news sounds good,” said Hamdan. “I’ll be honest and say I’m not displeased to have sat this out, but we’ll hustle down and I’ll comm when we’re there.” 
 Millen keyed Ostell again. “Keep the rest of your group at the hospital. People will be bringing in wounded, and they might include Cherkoff’s men. We’ll need someone to stay watching them, in case the rest of us are needed elsewhere.” 
 Millen then comm’d the entire group. “To all of you, Everett and I will scout toward the hovercraft to confirm whether they leave Justice or do something else.” 
 Millen received confirmations and signed off. 
 “Okay, Everett, you and I will work our way south toward the hovercraft. We don’t want to get into any more fights, so if we come on any of Cherkoff’s men, we’ll back off and keep to the plan of letting them go. And we sure don’t want to get in range of that 30-millimeter chain gun. So how’s the chest? Are you good to go?” 
 It hurt like hell, and every breath was labored, but I had an attack of macho bullshit and wasn’t going to admit I couldn’t keep up with Millen with his gimpy knee. 
 “No problem. Point the way, Marshal.” 
 I didn’t know whether Millen was serious about being cautious or took pity on me despite my assertion. We moved as if every shop were a potential ambush site. We were still two blocks away when the whine of the hovercraft fans started, wound up to a roar, and slowly faded, as the large craft left the area. When we got to an open field south of the roadblock, depressed low vegetation testified to where the hovercraft had settled. There was also no sign of any wheeled vehicles. On site, however, were the Nazar brothers and six other men. 
 “We killed one of them, Millen,” boasted Jason Nazar, slapping his brother on the back. However, Jules Nazar didn’t look as pleased and nodded in agreement when Millar lit into Jason for not following the plan. 
 “But we killed one of Cherkoff’s men,” protested Jason. 
 “And could have gotten yourselves killed,” admonished Millen. “Plus, by being out of contact, we had no way to coordinate with you. We could have stumbled on you and shot each other. I appreciate your willingness to fight, but if you can’t stick to what’s planned and stay in contact, then we’ll be better off without you.” 
 I thought Millen was being too tough on them. There were worse things than volunteers who were too aggressive—such as no volunteers at all. In this case, we’d gone from worry about no help to worry about controlling them. I preferred the second case. 
 To placate Jason, I took him aside and told him he’d done okay, given the circumstances, though Millen was right to be concerned about staying in communication. To keep Jason busy, I tasked him and the rest of men to stay at the Main and Bond roadblock, in case we were wrong and Cherkoff returned. He was also to check on the two guys manning the picket position farther south.  
 Millen decided we should go to the hospital to see how Landa and Mary Chingelit were. I wasn’t in the mood to walk the eight blocks, so we took a car that had been used as part of the Main and Bond roadblock. It was one of the last vehicles added and hadn’t been disabled. When we got to the hospital, we learned that Landa had taken a small caliber round through the fleshy outer part of a thigh and was ambulatory with a limp. Elena Landa, dripping tears, provided whatever assistance he needed. 
 Chingelit had been DOA at the hospital. Two Cherkoff wounded had been brought in—one from our Wakefield’s encounter and the other abandoned by the survivors of the western group of Cherkoff’s men. Both would survive. 
 Mayor Bossev and Judge Felzoni were talking with Dr. Gebran when we arrived. 
 “That makes seven prisoners, either here or in the cells at the marshal’s office,” said Bossev. “We need to decide what to do with them.” 
 “Put them on the first dirigible out of Justice,” I said, “with the warning that they’ll be shot on sight if they ever return.” 
 “Some of them must have committed severe crimes,” protested Ostell. “We can’t just let them go.” 
 “Everett’s right,” said Millen. “We’ve got bigger issues. Those seven are only a distraction. Everything has to focus on getting rid of Cherkoff. Judge Felzoni, would we need another trial to make it legal to banish them from Justice on pain of death?” 
 Felzoni stroked his chin whiskers. “Well . . . I suppose carrying and using firearms within Justice is sufficient evidence of violating the ordinance against carrying firearms. With a statement of those facts from the recognized law enforcers—that means you, Millen, and Cole—I could reasonably find them guilty and declare them a danger to the community. A statement of support from Mayor Bossev would strengthen the ruling.” 
 “I thought we were going to change that ordinance,” Bossev said. 
 “Well, I never actually got around to it,” said Millen. “In fact, we were handing out firearms to anyone who wanted one.” 
 “Irrelevant,” I said. “It was still technically in effect, so we need the mayor’s declaration.” 
 “I so state whatever Omar wanted me to say,” said Bossev. 
 “And I state they were apprehended carrying and discharging weapons inside Justice,” said Millen. 
 “How about the three we brought in for robbing the Starsumal shipments?” I added. “They were outside Justice.” 
 “Hmmm,” mumbled Felzoni. “Since they are known associates of the other four, and based on the previous behavior of Cherkoff’s men, it’s a reasonable extrapolation that had they not been in cells, they would have been with the armed men coming into Justice today. I’ll consider them a potential danger to the community, and, with the marshal’s agreement, I’ll rule that they are to remove themselves from Justice, or we’ll bring them up on robbery charges.” 
 “Manuel Ormega at the transport depot says a dirigible is due two days from now and is scheduled for departure the same afternoon,” said David Ostell.” He had gotten on his comm as soon as exile via dirigible was mentioned. 
 “There you go,” said Millen. “Problem solved.” 
 “Millen, you said something about a woman being killed in the sporting goods shop—you’re sure she’s dead?” asked Ostell. “Kind of middle-aged, wears heavy boots and leggings under a dress?” 
 Millen hadn’t inspected her that closely. I had. He looked at me. I nodded. 
 “Yes,” said Millen, “she was dead, and that sounds like her.” 
 “Oh, no!” exclaimed Alda Nakasomi, who had just appeared. “Not Mary Isfanalli! Why did they kill her?” 
 “She was in the wrong place at the wrong time,” I explained. “I heard one of the men say she surprised them, and they shot from reflex.” 
 “Damn it. Mary was a crusty lady,” said Bossev. “I’ll bet she barked at them for breaking into her shop. She might even have brandished the old pistol she owned.” 
 “I didn’t see a pistol,” I said, “but we didn’t do a search. We were focused on the other Cherkoff men.” I looked at Dr. Gebran. “Can you arrange to see to her, Doctor? Anyone who does it can look for the pistol, not that it makes much difference.” 
 “Mary’s got two sons working on the ranches Cherkoff doesn’t control,” said Ashraf. “I’ll get word to them. I don’t think you’ll have any trouble recruiting them to help against Cherkoff.” 
 “You can count on many of the farms to stand up, too, after this,” said Aleyna Hamdan. “Serena Daouk joined us today, but she still had major qualms. Mary’s death and the fight today will push her over any reservations. She and I will work on the other farms, and you can count on more support. I’ll also stop at Hossam Abboud’s place. The other ranchers listen to him. He’s hinted before that he’d stand up to Cherkoff if he thought we had a chance. I can’t say for sure, but we might get more support there.” 
 “And not just the farmers and ranchers,” said Bossev. “When the shooting started, I began getting comm calls from dozens of Justice citizens. I didn’t have time to lay it all out, but I suggest we get back to as many as possible right away while there’s enthusiasm.” 
 “I’ll help with that,” said Millen, looking at me. “Can you take twenty or so armed people and check the blocks where there was fighting? There’s always a chance we’ve missed a dead or wounded Cherkoff man or even one that doesn’t know the fighting is over. Also, make another check on the Nazars and the picket position, and be sure the two men can continue manning it.” 
 My chest was hurting worse than ever. All I wanted was a drink and to lie down, but Bossev was right about recruiting while the citizens had a degree of euphoria. Not resisting men like Cherkoff could become an ingrained habit, and sunrise the next day might find fewer souls willing to stand up. 
 Since I was already at the hospital, I had them check me out. Quick scans by the medical staff showed nothing broken or seriously damaged but confirmed I’d have two nice bruises from the two bullet hits on my Dynaplex suit. A nurse gave me painkillers and some drugs whose names I couldn’t pronounce. She said they would prevent swelling that would inhibit movements and would give an energy boost, but not too much. I was satisfied. In the FSES, they might have given us cocktails that would make some of us think we were super-soldiers—something that could get us killed if we ignored the value of prudence. 
 Millen got some of the same meds for his knee. Both of us would be fully mobile for the next twenty-four hours.  
 I suspected our day wasn’t over. 






CHAPTER 19

   
   

My suspicion was confirmed when, two hours later, I returned from supervising the search for Cherkoff’s remaining men. We didn’t find any, dead, wounded, or hiding. I’d kept contact with Millen and found him and Bossev in the mayor’s office, hunched over the same Justice map now spread out again on the table. Scattered around the map were page-sized photographs. 
 “The mayor and I are talking about the next move,” Millen said. “We knocked Cherkoff back, and this is the time to finish him before he does something smarter than this morning or pulls in more help from outside Justice. The mayor believes we can round up enough people to move on him. Cherkoff has taken over five ranches, with the biggest one serving as his headquarters. These old photos are satellite images from when Justice was being established. The mayor was giving me a history and geography lesson. Somebody ought to write a book about the early days of this area. There’s also some records of the main ranch in town records. Cherkoff purged a lot of them but didn’t do a thorough job. I think we have enough information to make plans.” 
 Getting into another firefight wasn’t high on my priority list at the moment. Today had been thrilling enough, and my chest throbbed, though not as bad as before. I also didn’t seem to mind what little pain there was, due to one of the drugs they’d given me at the hospital. Yet Millen was right. When you had an enemy back on his heels—though I supposed the appropriate colloquialism for Millen was “back on his cowboy boots”—you didn’t give him time to recover, unless your own condition prevented it. My condition wasn’t incapacitating, so that wasn’t my main concern. But who was going hunting for Cherkoff and his men? I felt that I’d done my duty to the citizens of Justice, and it was time for them to step up. 
 “Any idea how many men he has left?” I asked. 
 “We can only get a rough estimate,” Millen said. “Making some guesses, we came up with an estimate of sixty-five, some of whom work the ranches and wouldn’t be counted on to fight for Cherkoff. Say, fifty to fifty-five men who would fight. He lost nineteen dead and wounded today, so give Cherkoff a total of thirty-one to thirty-six fighters left.” 
 “Gimme a break!” I exclaimed. “I’m hoping you know what a bullshit estimate that is.” Needless to say, I wasn’t impressed. 
 “Regardless, there’s really no other option,’ Millen said. “We need to act now.”  
 “Okay,” I said, “assuming you’re right, we don’t have a lot of time to get organized.” 
 “That’s why we’ll split up. I’ll work with Bossev and Ashraf on recruiting here in Justice. You go find Aleyna Hamdan before she leaves for her farm. Ask her to gather the farmers she thinks most likely to commit to join us for a meeting tomorrow morning.” 
 By mid-afternoon, Millen and I turned the recruiting effort over to Ashraf, Bossev, and Landa, while we pored over maps and satellite images of the area. 
 “Well, Everett, how do you see the situation?” 
 “If you’re asking for a sophisticated tactical plan with this group, I doubt we can go beyond ‘Grab your clubs and rocks and go bash the other tribe.’” 
 “Now, now, amigo. It’s not that bad.” 
 “Oh, no? How would that be so much different from ‘You mob of twenty townspeople, go shoot from the left; you fifteen to twenty farmers and ranchers, do the same from the right; and everybody else follow Millen and me, while we figure out what we’re going to do.’” 
 Millen wasn’t fazed by my sarcasm. “Okay, let’s just pretend you were planning an operation with your FSES unit. Assume you had only small arms, the same as your opponent, though there might be a surprise now and then.” 
 He used his finger to point at a position on a map. 
 “Suppose your opponent was concentrated right here around this cluster of buildings at the main ranch. Given the terrain, how would you go about succeeding in the objective of neutralizing this opponent?” 
 I looked at him with an expression I hoped he interpreted as “Gimme a break!” 
 “Humor me.” 
 I sighed. He wasn’t going anywhere until I played along. Plus, a little voice whispered in my ear that we didn’t have any other options. 
 I looked at the map and the terrain features and tried to pretend our forces wouldn’t shoot one another or get themselves killed. 
 “Well, since we don’t have any intel on the objective, except these maps and photos, before we strike we have to recon. We have to see exactly where Cherkoff’s men are positioned. I expect he’ll bring everyone he’s got from smaller ranches to his headquarters. Don’t be surprised if there are a few townspeople who line up with him, and we might not know who they will be. For example, Bossev mentioned he hasn’t seen the ex-marshal around town since we arrived. Where else would he be, except at Cherkoff’s? 
 “However, this concentration at his main ranch is only an assumption at this point. You, me, and maybe some others need to get out there before it gets dark and send the drone up, if we can get it working again. Hell, the only photos we have are old, so we don’t know what’s changed at the ranch or how he might position his men. 
 “Assuming when we check again with the drone tomorrow morning that Cherkoff’s men are still where we find them today, we can make more definite plans before we commit our forces. Until then, we can’t be sure that Cherkoff won’t hit the Justice or families outside town while we’re at his ranch. We’re not going to hold this alliance together if Cherkoff has families as hostages, so we need to keep them boxed in. 
 “It’s simple. We’ll surround the ranch and set up like for a siege. After that, I’m afraid it’s going to be simple but hard. Assuming we have enough men, we’ll surround the ranch complex on the three sides with vegetation cover. Everyone will either need to have enough cover or dig in. The open side will have to be blocked farther out, probably at the junction with the road. That’s so they can’t force their way out by using vehicles to crash through. 
 “One of us should be at the intersection of the road to the ranch—the other one of us should be in the center of the three other sides to try and keep some control over them. Then it’s simply a matter of shooting the hell out of the ranch and waiting them out. If it comes to a direct assault, it would have to be at night, and we’d need a better sense of the men we have to work with. Is there any chance Cherkoff, either by himself or with some of his men, might just head into the unsettled country and disappear?” 
 Millen didn’t look happy at the question. “That’s a possibility I haven’t raised with the locals. There’s no information that he has transportation that would get him to Trondheim, which is the closest place large enough to have roads or rails connecting to the rest of Astrild. Another distasteful unknown is what we’ve already mentioned. What if other elements on Astrild come to his aid? There have been hints of this, but again, nothing confirmed. In that case, all bets may be off.” 
 I wasn’t happy with where that last possibility would lead. “Seems like something the locals have a right to know.” 
 “Does that mean you want to tell them?” asked Millen. 
 I thought about it long enough to be resigned. “No. If we tell them now, we can’t predict how many would back out, and the whole effort could fall apart. If we’d told them to begin with, we might not have even gotten to the trial, much less an outright attack on Cherkoff.” 
 “You’re missing an important point, or maybe you haven’t voiced it.” Millen’s tone was as serious as I’d heard from him and far from the Western jargon that amused him so much. “There will be times, and this situation is one of those, when we will put people in jeopardy without their knowledge or assent. There will also be times, again like now, when we’re sure some of those same people may die. 
 “It’s a terrible thing to do, and I wouldn’t want to defend the ethics or morality of it. But there will be times when a greater good requires distasteful decisions. And yes, before you tell me about a ‘slippery slope,’ I’ll tell you I agree. All I can say is that we do the best we can, with as little collateral damage as possible, as long as the purpose is accomplishing the mission. 
 “When we leave Justice, we’ll be debriefed intensively, as you’ll find out. All our actions will be evaluated from multiple angles, including justification for everything we did. In theory, the people above us keep up a regular evaluation and bring problems to our attention before they become irreversible. Either that or our association with the agency will end early.” 
 Our discussion was cut short when Bossev and Felzoni came into the office, the latter pulling along Donal Wilton, the ex-deputy and nephew of the deposed marshal. 
 “Millen, Cole, Donal has other news you need to hear!” 
  “Dayton ran to Cherkoff when you kicked him out and begged to be allowed to stay at the ranch,” said Donal. “I was at the ranch when the hovercraft and other vehicles came back from Justice. I’d seen them loading with armed men and head toward town, but we weren’t privy to what was happening. When the vehicles returned with fewer men, and some of those wounded, no one, including Cherkoff, noticed me hanging around. 
 “It was quite a scene. I’d never been around Cherkoff all that much, but when I had seen him before, he appeared in total control. When he returned from Justice, he gathered all the unwounded men who’d returned and got firsthand accounts of what happened. He suddenly blew up, screaming at the men who’d returned. He finally got control of himself and asked for detailed accounts. That’s when he calmed down. It was like he’d made a big decision. You know when you’re faced with a problem, and then there’s relief when you know what’s coming next. 
 “That’s when he started giving out orders. I don’t know what it all means, but he’s having all the men from other ranches come to his headquarters, and he’s saying they should expect to stay several days. He also told one of the men to get into Justice and warn people to get their asses out to the ranch. He didn’t name names, so I guess the man knew who Cherkoff was referring to. One of Cherkoff’s main men is named Chikalow—a real nasty character. Chikalow asked how long they should plan on holing up at the ranch. Cherkoff told him to wait and went into the main building. A couple of minutes later he came out and just said, ‘We have to hold out for one or two days.’” 
 I looked at Millen to find him staring back. We had the same thought. 
 “Reinforcements,” I said. 
 “That’d be my guess,” Millen replied. “Two days, max. Maybe just one. That just shot our plan all to shit. He’s going to sit tight and wait for help. If we’re sitting here or at the ranch when that help comes, we could find ourselves between them and Cherkoff.” 
  “Help?” said Felzoni. “What help? Do you mean he’s got allies elsewhere on Astrild?” 
 “Allies or bosses,” said Millen. “You don’t seem to know where Cherkoff came from, but he must have resources or connections to get established here.” 
 “Don’t tell me Cherkoff is going to have even more men than today!” said Bossev, with desperation in his voice. 
 “What it means is we’re fucked unless we eliminate Cherkoff and his men before anyone else can get here,” I said, not bothering to sugarcoat it for the mayor and the judge. 
 “Everett’s right,” Millen said. “We’d thought to take a day or two to get organized. That’s out now. If Cherkoff is getting reinforcements, we can’t wait.” 
 “We’ll have to deal decisively with Cherkoff before that happens,” I said, “which is going to be messy.” 
 “That’s an understatement. The people we’ve got might be okay to sit and keep Cherkoff isolated, but using them for a frontal assault is something else and would have to be a last resort.” 
 I shook my head. “Get real, Millen. With no heavy weapons to suppress their fire, Cherkoff’s men will slaughter us. I hope we get fifty people, but they’re inexperienced, and a hundred and fifty might not be enough for an assault.” 
 “All true, not that it means shit. We would still have to do it if the only other scenario was waiting for more men to arrive to back Cherkoff.” 
 The problem was—I knew Millen was right. Our mob being caught between two forces could be disastrous. Once I accepted the inevitable, I quit thinking we were screwed and switched to thinking of what to do. 
 “What do you think?” I asked. “Dirigible?” 
 “Almost certainly,” said Millen. “Justice doesn’t have a landing strip to handle either the air-breathing planes used among Oslo and the secondary cities or the common shuttles to and from the space station. I doubt there are vertical-takeoff craft on Astrild big enough for that many men on Astrild. A combat shuttle could land anywhere, but that would draw too much attention, and I don’t know if there are any here. No, it’ll be by dirigible, and they won’t stop, except to refuel. The problem is, we don’t know where they’re coming from. If it’s Trondheim, they could arrive early tomorrow afternoon. If it’s Oslo or one of the closest secondary cities, it would be late tomorrow night or the next morning. It’s too late to organize and hit Cherkoff today, but it’ll have to be no later than noon tomorrow.” 
 “Well, shit,” I said. “We’re not getting much sleep tonight. I’ll comm Hamdan and tell her the change in plans—I hesitate to use the word. I doubt I’ll be able to meet with the farmers she thinks might help. It’ll be up to her, but I’ll at least tell her we’re going with or without her farmers—I assume she’ll be with us.” 
 “Also, see if the Nazar brothers are still down at the roadblock,” said Millen. “I got the impression they were miffed they didn’t get a chance to shoot more of Cherkoff’s men. Get them to hang around, while we scour the town for a posse to head out toward Cherkoff’s ranch.” 
 Millen leaned back to a map and pointed. “Here’s the road intersection from Cherkoff’s headquarters to the road into Justice. I’d like you to take as many men as we can round up quickly and block the intersection, so we know where he is while we gather more men. We’re lucky. The hovercraft is also confined to the road and maybe fifty meters to the south. They can’t take the damn machine through the woods on three sides of the ranch complex, and the ravine north of the road to the ranch cuts off that possibility. Whatever we do, if that hovercraft really has a 30-millimeter chain gun, we need to keep it confined to the ranch.” 
 “We’ve only got two of the RPG grenades left,” I said. “If they make a big push, I don’t know whether small arms are enough to stop them. Probably we’ll have to pack any vehicles we take to block the roadbed and adjacent land, like we did at the Main and Bond intersection roadblock. We can also try to make other physical barriers.” 
 “Do the best you can,” said Millen. “Take whoever’s available with you. Pick up the Nazar brothers’ group at the roadblock on the way out of town. But first, have them get the vehicles at the roadblock working again, and then head them out to Cherkoff’s. The heavy equipment we appropriated should help. Maybe a big-enough berm can be scraped together to stop the hovercraft, as well as reinforce the barricade. You should stay there, in case Cherkoff responds. While you’re gone, I’ll keep drumming up help here in Justice and send more men out to you when I can. There’s no time to try and fix the drone, so we’ll have to do a visual recon of the ranch.” 




CHAPTER 20

   
   

Baldur vanished as the last sliver of the sun’s disk sank behind distant western hills. I stood forty meters from the intersection and surveyed the barricade being constructed. It would block the dead-end fork leading to Cherkoff’s ranch a kilometer away. Fourteen men and two women had come with me from Justice. We’d brought eight vehicles, some owned by the sixteen, others borrowed from willing citizens or confiscated for the occasion. I left one incensed owner yelling, as I drove his truck away without permission. 
 “See Mayor Bossev about it,” I’d yelled out the window. 
 We had the roadway impassible, but there were fifty meters of flat ground and low vegetation south from the road to a stream with two-meter banks and trees beyond. We were working to make those meters an obstacle when Ashraf showed up with one of the big earthmovers. The machine constructed part of a berm before it died and became part of the barricade. We were using the truck I’d appropriated to bring in rocks and tree limbs scavenged from the countryside. It was the fourth such load, and the barricade extending from the road wasn’t solid or high enough. There were sections that a high-frame vehicle could drive over, and I was sure the hovercraft would just have to slow down to make it across. 
 “Hey, Cole! I hear something coming,” Ashraf called out, after dropping a rock that must have weighed a hundred kilograms. 
 I jerked my head to the west, toward Cherkoff’s. 
 “No. From the north. Toward Justice.” 
 I heard it. Wheels made noise. You had to be close to electric or hydrogen vehicles to hear the engines, but wheels ran over rock and dirt—which made up the roads this far from Justice. 
 “Ashraf, grab three men and bring your guns. We’ll see who’s coming.” 
 The five of us moved to the intersection and spread out. 
 “Sounds like one of the VLK ore transport trucks,” said a man I’d seen around town. “I make deliveries to their processing site and see the darn big things pretty regular. You can’t miss the sound of those wheels. I bet it’s also pushing up against brush and branches, the truck body is so wide.” 
 The sounds drew closer. We started to see low flashes of light that I finally recognized as headlights set on low, narrow beams. The man was right. It was a huge truck. When it stopped, I flicked a light briefly over it and saw VLK written on the door. It opened, and out came one of the Lamoa brothers—the light wasn’t good enough for me to identify which one. 
 “You Millen or Cole?” rumbled a deep voice. 
 “Cole,” I answered. 
 “It’s the one named Cole,” the Lamoa called over his shoulder. Out stepped Karl Schlottner, the other Lamoa, Ron Chang, and a man I didn’t recognize. How all five fit into the cab of the truck, I didn’t know. All were armed with rifles, except Schlottner, who had a pistol at his side. 
 “Some of my workers were in Justice today. They gave me an update and Mayor Bossev made an appeal for help. This better go well,” Schlottner said. “I’m going out on a narrow limb to get involved. I’m claiming I had to help settle a community conflict that was threatening our operation. I can’t be here myself, so I’ll be heading back to Justice using the cycle in the back of the truck. You know the Lamoa brothers and Chang.” 
  “I couldn’t ask any of the workers to come since it’s not their job,” Schlottner said, “but the Lamoas volunteered, and Ron Chang agreed.” He pointed to the added security man I’d seen when we’d served the trial’s sentences. “Two more trucks are coming, but the drivers won’t stay. Please don’t destroy my trucks—they cost about two hundred thousand credits each.” 
 Schlottner gestured to one of the men I hadn’t met before. “I understand you know of Jokam Nielsen but have never met him. He’s one of our mining engineers and has been on Astrild long enough to marry a local. He intends to stay on Astrild permanently. These four are here to help get rid of Cherkoff, but don’t get any of them killed. I’ve told them not to do anything suicidal, whether on their own initiative or participating in whatever you have planned.” 
 Chang and Nielsen both nodded to me. Nielsen looked earnest, meaning I assumed he’d never done anything like this. Chang was different. He had the eyes and manner of a man with a history of experience that might be useful. 
 “Thanks, Schlottner. We can use every man, and the trucks will fill the last holes in our barricade.” 
 The VLK manager nodded, retrieved a cycle from the truck, and disappeared into the night, back toward Justice. 
 I turned to Chang. “Military experience?” 
 “FSES. Eight years. You?” 
 “Ten years,” I answered. “Paraguay, Slovenia, and Yemen, among others. How about you?” 
 “Missed Slovenia. Made Yakutsk. Short time in Yemen before a rocket took part of one leg. After they regrew it, I decided I wanted a change in circumstance. Been doing VLK security the last two years here on Astrild.” 
 “Glad to have you with us. We need all the help we can get to keep this from becoming a total cluster-fuck. The initial idea is to have our people divided into groups so there’s a chance for keeping control. I expect we’ll want you with one of those groups.” 
 “Is there a plan for how you’re going to root out Cherkoff?” asked Chang. 
 “I suspect there is, but much will depend on how many volunteers we get. Keeping Cherkoff and his men holed up at his ranch is one thing but rooting them out is another. There’s also a couple of major complications, but I’ll wait to hear from Millen before I break all the bad news to you.” 
 “I don’t like the sound of that. Schlottner’s told me in no uncertain terms the four of us from VLK are here to help, but not to get killed.” 
 “Well, you know as well as I do that there’s no guarantee once the shooting starts.” 
 Before Chang could comment, we heard more vehicle noise, once again from the direction of Justice. A minute later, the sounds resolved into the two additional VLK ore trucks. Drowned out was the rumbling from three smaller trucks that followed the two behemoths. All five vehicles stopped fifty meters from the intersection, and Millen got out of the lead truck’s passenger side. 
 “How’s it goin’, Everett?” he asked, walking up while eyeing Chang. “Ron Chang, as I remember. I presume from your presence, the VLK monsters we followed here, and Schlottner, who we passed alongside the road, that he decided to contribute. Did he get permission from higher up?” 
 Chang smiled. “Though he doesn’t confide in me, I suspect it’s more that he thinks he can explain away our absence. But I’m sure it will go better if you get rid of Cherkoff without affecting VLK operations. 
 “The Lamoa brothers are here, too,” I said, “along with Nielsen, the VLK mining engineer.” 
 I addressed Chang. “If you’ll excuse us, Millen and I need to consult. Maybe you can take the other VLK men to help Ashraf finish this blockade. He’s about as massive as a Lamoa—he’s the guy walking toward the two big trucks.” 
 Chang shrugged, located Ashraf, and headed off. 
 Millen scanned the surroundings. “Looks good here, Everett. You’re on the way to blocking the hovercraft from getting out. I brought eighteen more people with me, all armed with rifles and enough ammunition to stop an attempt to break out. But we don’t have enough manpower or ammo for an extended siege and multiple fights.” 
 “I doubt the last option is viable,” I said. “Whatever happens needs to be done by noon tomorrow at the latest. Any word on more people? I think we’re going to need upwards of sixty to completely seal off Cherkoff. He’ll either come straight at us here or try to move men around and come up behind us.” 
 “The numbers shouldn’t be a problem. Bossev is sorting through a flood of citizen volunteers. Nothing like success to help people find a spine. I told him to send out about thirty—that’s based on the rifles and ammunition in the marshal’s office basement plus the firearms we liberated from Cherkoff’s men. The mayor said many who came looking to join us had pistols and a few shotguns but not enough ammunition to be useful. Also, news from Hamdan. She says to expect around fifteen to twenty farmers—all with rifles and a fair amount of ammunition. Seems like Cherkoff’s firearm confiscation didn’t reach the farms and ranches. Speaking of the latter, Abboud popped into town not long after you left. He must have been lingering around the outskirts of town to see the outcome of Cherkoff’s raid. He says he had an eye on where Cherkoff stopped at the Main and Bond roadblock and saw fewer men come out of Justice than went in—and some of those returning were wounded. He told Bossev and me he thought he could raise maybe a dozen men. I told him to get here as soon as possible and come armed. I cautioned Abboud about that farmer, Boutros, getting word to Cherkoff, but Abboud didn’t think it a problem. He said Boutros is more a suck-up than a serious Cherkoff man.” 
 “Any idea when they’ll all get here?” I asked. 
 “Should be along shortly,” Millen said. “Hamdan had them getting organized, in case things went well in Justice. If she wasn’t from Astrild, I’d think she had a background in military operations. In the next hour or two, we’ll have seventy or more people to work with.” 
 “I talked with Ron Chang,” I said. “He served in the FSES. I’ve got a good feel for him. I told him we might use him to help keep control of our people.” 
 “Well, this posse is looking up, relatively speaking. However, we need to settle everyone in place. Any bright ideas?” 
 “This is great ground for keeping Cherkoff boxed in,” I said. “Open fields of fire for six to seven hundred meters on three sides, with trees providing cover for our people. With us here blocking the road, we could wait them out. That’s assuming the locals would stay with us long enough. Unfortunately, everything that would help us confine Cherkoff also works against us. Since he’s unlikely to come out if he expects help in a day or two, it’ll be up to us to go in after him. That means we’ll have to cross those same open fields of fire. Compounding the situation is that we don’t know how many innocents are in there. Some are common workers not involved with Cherkoff’s crimes, plus there are at least a few families. I doubt Cherkoff would let them out if we offered to let them leave.” 
 “No,” Millen said. “He’d want them to stay, to limit our options.” 
 “Then there’s that damned 30-millimeter chain gun and the anti-aircraft laser Cherkoff’s men brought with them into Justice. We don’t know what other surprises are waiting for us.” 
 “Got some good news there,” Millen said. “Well, mainly good news. Donal Wilton says he’d seen the chain gun and the laser before, but the only other heavy weapons Cherkoff has is a two-man railgun and, from his description, two light machine-guns.” 
 “Well, excuse me if I sound cynical, but a railgun and two machine-guns on top of the 30-millimeter sounds like plenty firepower to me if we intended to make an assault with untrained civilians.” 
 Millen grinned. “I take it from your use of past tense ‘intended’ that you don’t envision that option.” 
 “If we had time, I wouldn’t support anything but sitting them out, maybe sniping at anyone who shows his head, but we don’t have that option if reinforcements are coming. I don’t care if we have a hundred or more people surrounding Cherkoff, I won’t support sending them to be slaughtered.” 
 “Let me show you something,” said Millen. He walked toward the truck he’d arrived in. I followed him, as he pulled out waterproof sacks I recognized. 
 “You brought the ghillie suits. Read my mind.” 
 “Didn’t take much cogitating to figure out it’ll once again come down to you and me doing the dirty work.” 
 “Cherkoff,” I said. 
 “There you go. If we eliminate the head, the rest of the body will decide there are healthier locales.” 
 “It’ll have to be before sunup tomorrow morning,” I said. 
 “Yep. About an hour before first light and an hour after. Later gets to be a problem.” 
 Both of us had used versions of the ghillie suit previously. In my case, it was to stay hidden to observe or sneak up on people who would kill me if they knew I was there. In Millen’s case, the only experience he’d shared was creeping up to an Ecorium panda—a creature of nightmares. I would definitely have to hear that story sometime, but I took it for granted Millen had had other uses for the suits. 
 Our window of opportunity was dictated by the suit’s capability. Its computer-generated camouflage was visually oriented; in the dark, the camouflage was irrelevant, though the suit still provided assistance from thermal recognition. How the suit hid body heat wasn’t clear to me, even though I’d sat through several lectures on how it worked. Something to do with “directed infra-red emissions.” Don’t ask for details. The thermal hiding wasn’t perfect, and if someone was looking only for heat signatures, the closer we got to the person the better chance we’d be detected. However, if we time it right tomorrow, by the time it gets light enough for the lookouts to see us, the ghillie suits will make it hard to spot us. Plus, once the sky lightened and the sun appeared, the solar radiation would help mask what little thermal energy escaped the suits’ operation. 
 Bottom line: we had to pick the best approach to the ranch complex, cover much of the ground before thermal detection became an issue, then count on observers switching to mainly visual observation. I knew the plan sounded naïve, but I’d been on both ends of the ghillie experience. In training, a senior NCO had smacked me on the head after crossing an open field of short grass right in front of me. It had taken him an hour to cover a hundred meters, but I’d carried the bruise for a week and respect for the suits forever. In deployments, however, and in contradiction to what you might have expected, I’d learned to fear the suits. They worked so well, I’d known men who’d believed they were literally invisible—men whose FSES tenure tended to terminate early. Magical though the suits were, if you moved too fast, made noise, or were just unlucky, you could still be detected. It always made my skin crawl to imagine being a hundred meters from enemy positions, in open terrain, too far to retreat safely, and suddenly be located. 
   
 “Not that I’m complaining,” said Mayor Bossev two hours later, after we’d deployed all the people we were going to get. “I’m in favor of none of my citizens being shot at, but do the two of you really think you’re going to waltz into Cherkoff’s headquarters, shoot him, and all the world goes back to being happy?” 
 “Oh, there’s an element of risk,” Millen assured him, “but this is the sort of thing we do for a living. We don’t anticipate any problems, though the rest of the people need to keep the attention of Cherkoff’s men.” 
 Bossev’s expression conveyed his level of belief in Millen’s words. I took over the talking before Millen launched into one of his Westernisms and lost Bossev. 
 “What we need you, Ashraf, Chang, the Nazars, and the others to do is keep Cherkoff’s men focused on you. The ranch complex is surrounded by six to seven hundred meters of cleared ground on all sides before forest on three sides. The more they look at you the less attention they’ll pay to the ground closer to them. As long as they continue looking over us, the easier it’ll be for Millen and me to get right up to them.” 
 Simple. Right? Well . . . it was simple. Assuming Cherkoff didn’t have any advanced technology that would defeat our suits, assuming we could avoid detection and get among the complex’s buildings, assuming none of Cherkoff’s men literally stumbled over us, assuming we could locate Cherkoff in a setting that didn’t involve twenty of his men seeing us, assuming we killed him, assuming we could exfiltrate (that’s get the hell out of there), then there should be no problem. 
 Now, you might have wondered how we would remain undetected if we were inside the complex and shooting was required. We’d be going with our rifles and one pistol each. No grenade attachments—grenades fired by rifles were antithetical to stealth, in case you weren’t sure. Both of us would carry two hand grenades—the kind you threw, not shot toward a more distant target. Once we got in the house—if we got in the house—targets would be too close for the rifle-fired grenades to arm themselves. When our stealth mode was over, we’d use a hand grenade for closer targets, and that baby was armed as soon as you threw it. 
 However, silencers on both rifle and pistol were de rigueur if we planned to survive. We also changed ammunition to low-velocity rounds to help with the silencing. The range would be intensely personal—likely, opponents within tens of meters—so we didn’t need to worry about distant targets. We had a limited supply of low-velocity ammunition, and by limited, I mean three magazines’ worth for all weapons. 
 No problem, right? But we weren’t going to get into extended firefights, or we would be in deep shit. 
 We spent the next three hours getting seventy-seven of Justice’s armed citizens posted in the tree line around the ranch and along the road out. At one point, a group of ten or so Cherkoff men had approached the woods on the southern side—whether to test the siege or escape, we didn’t know. After a brief exchange of fire, they returned to the ranch. By brief, I meant in terms of time, but our people must have shot off half their ammunition before we could get them to take their fingers off the triggers. 
 “Well,” I told Millen, “maybe Cherkoff will think we have an infinite supply of ammunition.” 
 After that bit of excitement, Millen and I did a recon of the entire perimeter around the ranch, following the tree line, checking again on our people’s positions, and noting the ranch’s guard positions and weapon emplacements. After a final consultation with Ashraf, Chang, and the Nazars, we crashed side by side under one of the VLK trucks for a few hours’ sleep after orders to wake us if anything happened. 






CHAPTER 21

   
   

Eight hours later, Millen and I were 20 meters apart, slithering parallel to each other along the ground. I gauged us to be 100 meters from the nearest ranch structure which we believed was a storage shed. We’d already covered 500 meters from the eastern side of the ranch. When the sky lightened and the sun poked up, the light would be behind us, making it harder for the enemy to see us and helping to hide our thermal signatures. At least, that was the theory, which usually worked out. 
 Two hours before first light we’d started off, wanting to cover the first few hundred meters before human eyes might spot us. Until then, thermal detectors would notice heat signatures moving too fast, whereas slow movement often allowed software to conclude it was detecting rocks still radiating from the previous day’s energy absorbed from the sun. Slow was the key. 
 About two meters per minute. That was relatively galloping when sneaking up, but our window was tight, and we didn’t expect Cherkoff’s men to be the brightest or most experienced. Aiding us was the weather. The wind moved the fernlike ground cover in waves. Hindering us was that we couldn’t move straight toward the ranch and leave a trail of bent ferns; we had to zig-zag, thereby lengthening the route. 
 We’d started off in the dark with the night-vision goggles but left them when the first light let us see ten meters ahead. By the time we were a hundred meters from the building, two things had happened; heat from wearing the suits had begun to be a problem, and we had located three watch positions whose men were in the best positions to spot us. 
 I lowered my head slowly to the ground to muffle my voice, and a finger keyed my comm unit—ever mindful to avoid quick movements. 
 “If we take out the two men with the railgun and the man who keeps poking his head from around the tractor, that’ll leave a big enough gap for us to get inside.” 
 “The railgun crew would be yours,” answered Millen, “but we’d have to time it for when I have a shot on my man and you have shots on both of yours.” 
 “Affirmed. I suggest you move directly to your man’s front. I’ll need to slide a little to the right to get a better angle.” 
 The railgun appeared to be a crude version of an older anti-armor model, something to accelerate a solid shot or a sabot at high enough velocity to penetrate several centimeters of metal. Armored vehicles were long obsolete on Earth, but anti-armor evidently had utility I wasn’t aware of on lesser-developed colony worlds such as Astrild. Either that, or they were just toys someone had put together. I was inclined toward the second explanation because this gun looked like it had been assembled from a junk pile. Two men could operate it, but it would take a vehicle to move the weight. 
 We not only had the opportunity to take out the two-man crew to create a blind spot in the defender’s watch, but this would remove the nasty possibility that the railgun had canister rounds. The gun’s slow cycling was a major liability, but a gun this size could accelerate a canister with thousands of 3- to 5-millimeter steel balls having a range of several hundred meters. I didn’t know whether Cherkoff had canister rounds, but a last-ditch option to eliminate Cherkoff was an assault on this section of the ranch’s defense. Forty-one men and five women commanded by Ron Chang waited hidden in the woods behind Millen and me. If the two of us reduced the defenders on this side enough, and we couldn’t find Cherkoff, we’d signal Chang to storm the ranch. Once inside, it would be a nasty fight. 
 Similarly, if we managed to kill Cherkoff, but his men didn’t surrender immediately, Millen and I might be stuck with no way out. Sneaking into an enemy camp was one thing; getting out after the enemy roused was something else. In that case, we’d have to attempt to prevent use of the railgun, as our forty-six assaulted from the woods. In both scenarios, the remote possibility of the railgun being re-manned and firing a canister at our forces out in the open had to be eliminated. 
 For now, getting inside was the issue. Best to deal with one problem at a time. 
 I comm’d Millen. “Let’s get in position, then we’ll have to synchronize shots at all three men.” 
 It took us five minutes to be ready. “I think we’ll have to do it after a back-and-forth check. I’ll say when I have both men in sight, you comm back if you have yours. If you do and mine haven’t moved, I’ll start firing. You follow after my first shot.” 
 “Yup, partner. Cooling my heels here waiting fur yuh.” 
 I’d have to pay attention in the future to see what triggered Shane, John Wayne, Wild Bill, or whomever Millen was channeling at the moment. Now wasn’t the time. 
 “Here goes,” I said. 
 A minute passed. Five. I’d get a good shot at one of the two men on the railgun but not the other. Then they’d switch. 
 At seven minutes, I was starting to worry about time and light. Then both men moved into view. I gently touched the trigger. 
 “Ready here.” 
 “Nope,” came back. 
 “Shit,” I mouthed silently. 
 At eight minutes, my two moved again into view. 
 “Ready here.” 
 “Go,” answered Millen. 
 “Phut!” went my silenced rifle, as the low-velocity bullet exited. The second man had been looking away from his compadre (Millen’s influence again) and didn’t see the man take the round just under his right eye. However, the body bumped him as it collapsed. The seconds it took for him to turn and look down at the body were too long for his brain to register what had just happened. Three seconds later, his body lay next to the other. 
 I didn’t hear Millen’s single shot. 
 “Both down,” I comm’d. 
 “One here,” replied Millen. “No sign anyone noticed.” 
 “Okay, up and meet at the railgun.” 
 When we knelt beside the gun, we got our best view of Cherkoff’s preparations. Vehicles, short berms, and hay bales were among the components of defenses connecting outer structures. The railgun was nestled behind a makeshift version of a sandbag emplacement, using large brown burlap-appearing bags filled with what I assumed was dirt. The shed was ten meters to its left, with a cluster of what looked like guest or worker cottages to the right rear. 
 Our close-up look at the main house matched the satellite images Bossev had shown us. A three-story section canted 45 degrees from our position. A single-story wing ran away from us to the west and a two-story wing ran north. We were fifty meters from the house’s rear, looking at a patio in the back. We had full views of the canted back of the main section and the north wing. We knew from images that the front of the house had a circular driveway that curved to lead toward the roadblock. 
 Donal Wilton had given us the general layout. Cherkoff had the third floor to himself. His main lieutenants lived on the second floor of the center section, with most of the other men sleeping in the northern two-story wing. As he brought in men from other ranches, they were housed in the west wing next to a larger patio and pool area, with scattered guard positions throughout the property. 
 The cluster of what I assumed had originally been worker and guest cottages now housed doubled-up families of workers Donal didn’t think would likely be combatants. Some of these men had worked the ranch and stayed when Cherkoff took over. Others he’d brought in to operate the ranch: mechanics, farriers, cooks. As for the rest, Donal didn’t know exactly what they did, only that they didn’t associate with the armed Cherkoff men. We hoped Donal’s info was accurate because we intended to ignore the cottage area, except for a machine-gun emplacement near the pool. If things went well, the cottages and the main structure would block the machine-gun from targeting us, except for 20 or so meters as we approached the rear entrance of the house. 
 Time was running away from us. It was light enough to look back in the direction where we’d started to see trees 600 meters away. We’d already seen three different Cherkoff men moving within sight, and there must be more of them rousing inside the buildings. It would be only minutes before the whole plan went to shit. 
 “Alligator walk, fast?” questioned Millen. I knew what he meant. There was already too much ambient light to discard the ghillie suits and run, yet we needed to get to the main house fast. We slung our rifles to our backs, got down on our bellies, raised on toes and hands with arms under our shoulders, and took off, imitating how you’d imagine alligators and crocodiles run—at least as seen in vids, since there weren’t many left in the wild on Earth. 
 Now, the alligator walk sounded like it would be awkward and slow. That was a yes to the first and not necessarily to the second. You could move surprisingly fast until you were exhausted. However, worrying that someone might spot you and start shooting was an amazing energy booster. We covered the fifty meters to the back patio in no more than fifteen seconds. 
 After shinnying over a low rock wall edging the patio, we raced to the back door and quickly shed the ghillie suits. Millen had his hand on the doorknob to check whether it was unlocked, when the door opened and a stupefied woman of about forty stared at Millen. He stroked her under the chin with his rifle stock before she could react, and we stormed into the house. 
 Normally, I would have spent a few moments admiring the extensive woodwork in the wide hall and the large rooms. Unfortunately, two men were standing by the front door. 

Phut! Phut! Phut!

 Millen fired three times, dropping the two men. I was meanwhile occupied with the room on our right. It had numerous chairs, along with a sofa and two sleeping bags spread out on rugs—all three with occupants. One man rose up, saw me, and reached for something. Whatever it was, I assumed it involved doing bad things to me—so I shot him. 

Phut! Phut!

 One of the other two men mumbled something and rolled over. The third man never twitched. I turned to find Millen behind me. I pointed a hand at the deep sleepers and raised my eyebrow to convey, “What the hell do we do with these two?” 
 Millen had a solution. He walked over to them. I thought he was going to shoot them, but he merely once again used his rifle stock. I nodded toward the upstairs, and we ran to the wide wooden stairs. I led the way and was three steps up when a man called out from the second floor. 
 “Hey, Franko. You hear something down there? Something like a muffled fart?” 
 We both froze when we first heard the voice. Now we raced up the stairs. I was four steps from the top when a man holding another of the Kalashnikov knock-offs rounded a corner at the top of the stairs. 

Phut! Phut!

 “Somebody just shot Elmort!” 
 The yell was followed by at least three more voices. Our stealth assault was over. Millen passed me on the stairs and lobbed a hand grenade around the corner to the right. Anyone who wasn’t alerted by the shouts certainly was by the blast. 
 I keyed my comm already pre-set to Ashraf. “Go, Ashraf! Get their attention!” 
 As planned, Ashraf would pass the word for everyone surrounding the ranch to begin a steady fire, even if they had no target. The object was to draw as much attention as possible, so that Millen and I weren’t the center of attention for all of Cherkoff’s men. 
 We jumped onto the second floor. Two bodies lay shredded in the right-hand hallway. A door opened in the left hallway and a head poked out, then quickly disappeared before my three-shot burst hit him. 
 “Up!” yelled Millen. 
 We raced to the next stairs. Gunfire erupted from both hallways. The Dynaflex suits once again did their jobs. Millen was two steps ahead of me, and I saw him stumble from a bullet hit to his leg. It must have been from a pistol because he didn’t go down. A similar hit twisted my torso as I took the first stairs three at a time, the bullet glancing off my back. 
 Once on the stairs, we were out of sight from the men in the hallways, but that situation was temporary. We ignored our gasping breath and protesting leg muscles to get to the top floor as quickly as possible. 
 Movement above us caught my eye just in time to see a man with a rifle appear startled at seeing us. I shot him with a three-round burst before he could react. 
 Millen reached the top landing first. Donal Wilton hadn’t been on this floor, so he couldn’t give us the layout. There was only one hallway—to the left—down which were several doors. To the right were double doors pushed against the body of the man I’d shot. Since the dead man would have flung the doors open as he fell, someone must have pushed the doors, trying the close them. 
 Millen didn’t hesitate. He tossed his last grenade into the room and we ducked. A second after the explosion, Millen charged into the room, flinging the doors wide and crouching. I followed on his heels, going in the opposite direction. A glance at the body confirmed it wasn’t Cherkoff. 
 I assumed, as Millen must have, that we were in a master suite—the most likely place to find Cherkoff. The flaw in our entire plan, and one we never discussed because there was nothing to be done about it, was what if we got to the third floor and Cherkoff wasn’t there? For whatever reason, he might not have preferred the best room, might be up early and working in another area of the main house, or might be elsewhere within the complex, and we might well be truly screwed. 
 Movement out of the corner of my eye made me spin to the right. I reflexively triggered a three-round burst at the armed man facing me before I realized I’d just killed a full-length mirror. 
 No one else was in the room. It appeared to be a sitting area with multiple cushion seats, two sofas, several tables of different sizes, and what a glance suggested was a sophisticated holovid setup—all in various states of damage from Millen’s grenade. Three closed doors led elsewhere, one of which presumably was the bedroom. 
 “Cover the stairs,” said Millen. 
 The men below would be on our heels. One of us could hold the stairs for a short while, but experience told me we should have at least three men to search the master suite.  Unfortunately, “should be” wasn’t along on this raid. There were only the two of us, and I had to provide Millen with time. 
 From the suite’s double door, I could peer down the stairs. Shouts echoed up the stairwell. Many voices—so many, I couldn’t make out words. Then shots. Not coming up the stairs, but outside. First, faint rifle shots, then closer rifles—our people continuing to provide a distraction and Cherkoff’s men answering. 

Tatatatat! Tatatatat! Tatatatat!

 A single machine-gun sent out five-round bursts. Whoever the gunner was had some basic knowledge. Complete amateurs would have held down the trigger and risked a jam from overheating. I was hoping the 30-millimeter chain gun was a rumor or they didn’t have ammunition. That hope didn’t last long. 

TATATATAT! TATATATAT!

 I hoped our people ducked and moved. The 30-millimeter could saw right through a half-meter diameter tree or cut an unarmored vehicle in two. 
 The sound of splintering wood came from behind me. I glanced over a shoulder to see Millen go through a door. 
 It must have been locked. 
 But I had other interests. The stairs from the second to the third floor were in two sections, with a 90-degree turn halfway up. I could see the intermediate landing but not the second floor. Voices were getting closer, along with thuds, as if bodies and metal objects were impacting wood. They were on their way up. 
 A shadow danced across the landing’s far wall. Another and another. Faint silhouettes of men. Many men. 
 With a shout, four men jumped onto the landing, weapons pointed upward and firing. As soon as I saw the first body part come into view, I ducked back inside the door. Several rounds came through the door and punched holes in the suite’s wooden ceiling. 
 The men below had fired, not knowing how they would be exposed and wanting to at least suppress fire from Millen and me. The downside to their action was that they inevitably stopped firing once there was no return fire and we weren’t in view. They had set themselves up as stationary targets. 
 From a kneeling position, I poked my rifle and my head out slightly. I fired eight to ten rounds in the general direction of the middle landing, then ducked back into the suite. No return fire came. To further discourage the men below, I activated one of my two hand grenades. I lobbed it down the stairs and got a quick look at the landing. One body lay motionless. A bloody man moved, but my split-second glance didn’t identify whether he was trying to get out of a fire lane or if his motions were the reflexes of someone terminally wounded. 
 The glance also gave me the opportunity to make a last-second adjustment of the grenade lob. My intent was to hit the corner wall facing downstairs and have the grenade ricochet into men out of my line of sight. I didn’t linger to evaluate my aim—I knew what curiosity got the cat. However, sounds supported my success. 
 “Grenade!”  
 “Outta the way!”  
 “Oh, God!” 
 Other utterances were unintelligible, including what might have been Spanish, Russian, and something not quite Russian. 
 BOOM! 
 Screams and curses joined the cacophony coming from the lower levels. Outside, gunfire continued from small arms and the 30-millimeter chain gun. I noticed that the machine-gun on the south side was silent. Maybe some of our people had taken out the gunners. 
 The pause in men trying to get up the stairs let me check how things were going for Millen—although if they’d gone poorly, Cherkoff might have already shot me in the back of the head. 
 The three doors leading from the sitting room were all open. The one on the far side of the room had clues to action I’d missed—a jagged hole in a half-open door. The size of the hole worried me. It bespoke of a caliber firearm more appropriate for hunting Millen’s Ecorium pandas than humans. 
 “Millen!” I called out. We were well past stealth. I think everyone within two kilometers already knew exactly where we were. 
 I couldn’t hear anything that might have come from the room with the ventilated door. I focused my attention back on the stairwell. Plenty of noises rose from below, but nothing suggesting an imminent new attempt to reach the third floor. That left me with a conundrum. I needed to check on Millen, but I also had to defend the stairwell. So I did both with the aid of my second, and last, hand grenade. 
 I tried to repeat the rebound off the wall and down the stairway. After two grenades, anyone rational would have had to wonder just how many grenades I had and how badly they wanted to get to us. I didn’t think these were fanatical supporters of Cherkoff, so it could be many minutes before any of them got up enough courage to test the stairwell again. 
 I didn’t wait for the explosion and moved quickly to the suspect door. 
 “Millen!” I called again. What might have been a groan came from the room, but I couldn’t be sure. I pushed open the door fully with the barrel of my rifle and threw a cushion into the room to distract anyone with deadly intentions. Then I jumped into the room in the opposite direction of the cushion, going to one knee as I surveyed the room with my rifle. It was a large bedroom. 
 I didn’t know what had happened from the time Millen entered the room until I did, but it involved turning over most of the furniture, thirty or so 6-millimeter holes from Millen’s rifle in walls, pictures, and furniture, and three more of those big holes like the one in the bedroom door. 
 A strangled scream erupted from a recessed alcove to my left. Out stepped Cherkoff holding a young woman in front of him so I couldn’t get a killing shot. One of his arms was around her waist, the other held a knife to her throat. Both were naked. She had smears of blood, but Cherkoff’s left side and leg had blood running down. His face was drawn and his teeth were clenched. 
 “Drop your rifle or I’ll cut her throat!” 
 Like . . . that was going to happen. I didn’t hesitate and shot him at the wrist holding the knife. His arm jerked, and the girl twisted enough to expose half his face. My second shot hit his right eye and he dropped back, pulling the girl with him. 
 I scanned the room for more movement. There was none, but I checked the bathroom, closet, under the oversized bed, and any nook big enough to conceal a person. Nothing. I returned to Cherkoff.  
 He wasn’t going anywhere. 
 The girl had rolled off the body and now lay whimpering, clutching her throat. 
 “Let me see,” I said as gently as my adrenaline-saturated blood system allowed. She bled from a ten-centimeter gash in her throat, but nothing major had been cut: windpipe, veins, arteries. 
 “You’re okay. It’s bleeding, but you’ll be fine.” I didn’t think she’d noticed the bullet I’d fired at Cherkoff’s wrist had continued and passed through the upper edge of her trapezius muscle connecting her neck to her shoulder. It bled, but not as badly as her throat. 
 I grabbed a towel from the bathroom and pressed it to the knife wound. “Hold this tight. Help will be coming.” 
 As I rose, I looked at Cherkoff’s body. Besides my two holes, he had bled profusely from a wound to his right side. Millen had hit him. 
 But where was Millen? 
  Then, I heard a faint groan. It led me to a foot sticking out from behind a heavy overturned table.  
 Kneeling beside Millen, I checked his body but it was clear from my first glance that he was in big trouble. The right side of his chest was protruding less than the left. Given the holes made by whatever weapon Cherkoff used, I could assume one shot had hit Millen, caving in part of his chest. At a minimum, he had multiple broken ribs, and a few broken ends could have punctured internal organs. Still, he was lucky. The Dynaplex suit prevented whatever hit him from tearing a gaping hole through him.  
 He had taken quite a blow. But he was alive.  
 “Millen. Can you hear me? Stay with me.” 
 He didn’t respond, though his chest moved, albeit with a ragged rise and fall. 
 I keyed my comm to Ashraf. “Cherkoff is dead, but Millen is in bad shape. What’s happening out there?” 
 “Whatever you and Millen were doing sure stirred the pot. Shooting back at us slacked off, except for the damned hovercraft’s big gun and the machine-gun on the north side. Everything on the east side went so quiet that Ron Chang raced to the railgun emplacement. When no one seemed to notice, he comm’d back, and now there’s a dozen men with Chang in the barn right behind the main house. Chang comm’d he won’t push further until he hears from you or Millen.” 
 “All of you stop shooting and start yelling that Cherkoff is dead. Say that everyone who lays down their weapons and walks to the front driveway of the main house will be allowed to leave Justice, with no questions asked.” 
 “That won’t go down well, Cole. That big gun on the hovercraft caught three people standing up and pretty much cut them in half. I also hear of one fatality and two wounded from that northern machine-gun.” 
 “How many more dead is it worth, Ashraf? The longer the shooting goes on, the more dead there’ll be. Sometimes you’ve just got to bite down and bear what you hate.” 
 I waited for a response. Time was critical for both Millen and me. 
 Finally, Ashraf answered. “Okay, I’ll pass the word. I assume you want Chang to start yelling out about Cherkoff, too. He’s not going to be happy about drawing attention.” 
 “Tell him to hunker down in place and only fire if fired on. I’m going to do my own yelling here and see what I can do for Millen.” 
 However, help for Millen had to wait. First priority was trying to get Cherkoff’s men to stand down. I went back to the suite’s door to the top landing. 
 “Hey! Down there! Cherkoff is dead. You ain’t getting paid no more. There’s no sense fighting for something that’s over. You’re surrounded, and we control the third floor.” 
 They had to assume both Millen and I were unharmed. 
 “If you keep fighting, you’ll only end up dead. The people of Justice will have less mercy the longer this goes on. We can strike a deal. You all lay down your weapons, and you can walk out of here to get the first available dirigibles to anywhere else on Astrild.” 
 “Sez who?” called back a gravelly voice. 
 “This is Marshal Edgar Millen and Deputy Marshal Everett Cole up here. I repeat. Cherkoff is dead. Who am I talking to?” 
 “Name’s Chikalow. How do we know he’s dead? Maybe he got away. Maybe he’s a prisoner.” 
 “Hold a second, and I’ll prove it. I’ll come out with his body. If he’s dead, you’ve no reason to fire. If he’s alive, you’d be shooting at him.” 
 I went back into the bedroom, put Cherkoff’s body into a fireman’s carry, and staggered back to the landing.” 
 “I’m coming out, don’t fire.” 
 Naturally, I didn’t trust our unofficial truce, so I held the body in front of me, supporting it upright under the armpits. When I got to the railing of the landing, I leaned Cherkoff against the rail, bent to grab his lower legs, and flipped him over the rail. Curses preceded the sound of the body hitting the bottom floor. 
 “It’s Cherkoff,” said a faint voice, followed by multiple others talking, shouting, and cursing. 
 I went to check on Millen. He was no better but no worse. I’d seen enough injuries to have the sense he wasn’t in danger of imminent death, but that could change quickly if he didn’t get medical care. The girl lay holding the towel to her throat, eyes wide, old tears drying on her face. The firing outside had died away to nothing. 
 Back to the stairwell. “How about it? Walk out of here with your lives or die for nothing.” 
 “We’ve no reason to trust you’d keep your word once we give up our weapons,” yelled Chikalow. 
 It was good news. We were negotiating. Millen didn’t have time for lengthy back-and-forths. I wanted to get Dr. Gebran to Millen quickly, but I figured if Chikalow knew one of us was seriously injured, it would harden the negotiations. So, when I jumped right to where I figured it would end up, agreement came quickly. Cherkoff’s men would keep their firearms but give up the heavier weapons and leave Justice on the first dirigible. Bossev, Ashraf, and Aleyna Hamdan were all unhappy with the result, although the mayor was the first to accept it as necessary for the greater good. He placated the others. 
 Cherkoff’s reign over Justice was finished. 






CHAPTER 22

   
   

By conditions of the truce, a convoy of trucks would transport the remaining Cherkoff men to the dirigible field: twenty-nine fighters—or thugs, as Ashraf preferred to call them—plus ten noncombatants who figured having worked for Cherkoff precluded a future in Justice, and fifteen family members. They would be escorted by fifty-one members of our “army,” now in possession of two machine-guns, plus a railgun no one from Justice knew how to operate. 
 The deal struck, Dr. Gebran, another doctor, three nurses, a driver, and the two Lamoa brothers drove to the ranch house in one of the VLK trucks under a truce flag. Ron Chang had kept Schlottner informed of what was happening, and the mine manager had suggested the company truck to imply our coup had VLK support. I was in constant comm with the medical team. When they arrived, the other doctor and two nurses stayed on the first floor to tend the ranch’s wounded. Gebran and the third nurse were puffing when they got to the third floor. Gebran supported my decision not to move Millen until help arrived. 
 “I saw Cherkoff on the first floor, and one of the men said how he got there. Was he dead when you threw him down?” 
 “Wouldn’t have made any difference, but yes, he was definitely deceased.” 
 “First real war zone I’ve ever seen, Cole,” said Gebran. “Is it always as bad as this?” 
 “Bad? Like this?” I asked, suppressing irritation. “This is nothing. I’ll tell you what a real war zone is like later if you’re interested, but for now, Millen is in the bedroom.” 
 The doctor took one look at Millen and exclaimed, “Kolara!” or something that I didn’t understand. The two medics did the usual manual checks, clamped a med-band to Millen’s wrist and a neural probe to his forehead, and read out results on a screen Gebran pulled from his med-vest. 
 “His chest is flailed,” Gebran said to the nurse, then turned to me. “We need to get him to the hospital right away. He’s got multiple broken ribs, almost certainly badly bruised lungs, and maybe heart damage. The breaks are bad enough, but there’s also the chance rib ends have already punctured internal tissues. An ambulance is waiting back at the roadblock. I’ll call it in if you’re sure the shooting has stopped, and we’ll get Millen fastened to a gurney and have the Lamoas carefully take him down the stairs. How the hell did he get this injury? It’s like some big weight fell on him, but I don’t see anything like that lying around.” 
 “Sonic gun,” I replied, pointing to the stubby, heavy weapon I’d retrieved from near Cherkoff’s body. “They’re not widely used because of the short range, so I don’t know why Cherkoff had one. They don’t make as much noise as the name suggests, and I didn’t hear anything, what with everything else going on.” 
 Gebran shook his head and returned to tending Millen. “I assume it’s best you don’t accompany us armed and tempt one of Cherkoff’s men to do something stupid.” 
 “I’ll be fine,” I said, “but I’ll wait here to help get this shindig finished. I think these men’s interest in fighting has been replaced by a desire to get out of Dodge.” 
 It only me took a few seconds to realize why the doctor had an odd look. Millen’s influence had been more pervasive than I’d thought. “I’m just saying I can coordinate with Ashraf from here to ensure that Cherkoff’s men are focused on leaving Justice.” 
 After Gebran took Millen and the girl away, I needed another hour to be confident the two sides wouldn’t start shooting again. I placated Justice’s citizen factions by saying that revenge and trials weren’t worth risking more lives, and I convinced Chikalow they would be allowed to leave peacefully. When Cherkoff’s men moved to the largest garage, we did a thorough search of the main house and let Ostell and Felzoni collect digital and paper records. I also hand-picked individuals to man the heavy weapons and had Ashraf order home anyone he considered most likely not to abide by the truce. At that point, I finally considered it a 95 percent chance the fighting was truly over. However, 95 wasn’t 100, so I stayed to supervise moving Cherkoff’s men to a warehouse near the dirigible field. There, Bossev had arranged for the men to sleep and be fed until they left. 
 After I stopped at the hotel to drop off the ghillies, my Dynaplex suit, and Millen’s weapons, it was late afternoon when I got to the hospital. Dr. Gebran heard I was coming and met me at the front entrance. 
 “Millen’s stabilized. Wally Okita’s our best surgeon and is finishing operating on the rib cage. There were a couple of punctures, but nothing serious. What we’re worried about is serious bruising of both the heart and the right lung. Some of the tissue is dying, and he needs to be at the Oslo Cedars Hospital. They are the only place on Astrild with equipment to facilitate tissue regrowth. The problem is that the dirigible due tomorrow is headed for New London, with stops on the way. There’s no train connection to Oslo from New London, so it’d be another slow dirigible to Oslo—meaning four days to get Millen to Cedars Hospital.” 
 There was a hell of a lot I didn’t know about Astrild—a serious problem when you landed on a strange planet and got pushed right into a situation like the one at Justice. 
 “There’s no medical emergency service?” I asked. “Some kind of dirigible or aircraft ambulance?” 
 “Only in Oslo and the other major cities, and those vehicles are too short range to reach here.” 
 “What if we commandeer the dirigible that’s coming in and go straight to Oslo?” 
 Gebran shook his head. “There are no refueling stations on a direct route, so it’d have to take the usual route to refuel. Even without dealing with cargo and passengers, it’d still take too long.” 
 “Shit!” 
 There had to be a way. I wasn’t going to let Millen die. There was something about fighting together that cemented men and women who otherwise wouldn’t get along. Even as annoying as I’d found him at first, that feeling had faded into respect and, to my surprise, almost fondness. 
 “What about non-cargo dirigibles? Are there services that could be hired or prevailed upon to come here and take Millen to Oslo?” 
 “I think you’d have the same refueling problem with a direct flight, but I’m not sure. I know we’ve never had that done while I’ve been in Justice.” 
 “Well, double shit!” 
  I had one last idea. “Where’re Millen’s clothes he came in? Take me to them.” 
 “They’re down in emergency receiving. Follow me.” 
 “How are the other casualties?” I asked as we hustled down the hallway. 
 “That gun on the hovercraft doesn’t leave many wounded. The dead were literally cut to pieces. However, Efton Hamdan lost a leg. Most of the other wounded we can handle here, except maybe Cella Abboud, the daughter of one of the lead ranchers. She caught a round that hit the left cheekbone and went out the right side, taking half a dozen teeth with it. She’ll need major reconstruction and Efton, a leg regrowth. Eventually, both of them will have to go to Oslo to the same hospital as Millen. That’s assuming the families can pay for the procedures. You’re probably accustomed to different systems on Earth, but there’s nothing like health insurance in the outlying parts of Astrild.” 
 We entered emergency receiving, and a staffer directed us to Millen’s things piled in a corner. 
 “Are the satellite links still up and running?” I asked Gebran. 
 “Yes. Since Ostell got access again.” 
 “Okay, thanks. I’ll check on Millen later and then find Ashraf to make sure Cherkoff’s men are being watched.” 
 Gebran left, and I searched for Millen’s comm. I found it in a boot where a nurse had probably dropped it while undressing him. It was a different model from mine, but it took only a few seconds to bring up a list of addresses. I was sure there had to be a way to see only different recipients, but I settled on scrolling through them all. This meant I found myself listed hundreds of times, along with various people around Justice. I was about to be discouraged when a message with the recipient “W” caught my eye. I keyed in “connect.” 
 “Mr. Millen. I was wondering how things were going in Justice. I assume you have a report.” 
 “Yeah, I got a report, Mr. White,” I said. “First thing off, it’s Cole, not Millen.” 
 “Ah, Mr. Cole. Something of a surprise. Is there some reason you’re using Mr. Millen’s comm?” 
 “Millen’s badly injured. The doctors here say he might die unless we get him to a hospital in Oslo. The normal transportation routes will take too long.” 
 “Dear me, that’s a shame. I certainly hope Mr. Millen pulls through. Since you have his comm, and in lieu of Mr. Millen’s incapacitation, please update me on your mission.” 
 “No, we’re not going there until you tell me there’s a way to get some kind of aircraft here quick to transport Millen to Oslo. The doctor here said he has to get to the Cedars Hospital.” 
 Mr. White didn’t respond immediately. As the saying went, you could almost hear the gears turning in his head. I decided to provide a prod. 
 “If you can’t do anything on your end, maybe that magic card Millen used at the manufactory will let me hire, buy, or throw weight around to get something here?” 
 This time the response came a second later. “No need for that. I’ll see what I can do and get back to you as soon as I know something. As a matter of mission security, you shouldn’t use the card, except in defined circumstances of which you are probably not fully cognizant. Injudicious utilization will raise your and my profiles to undesirable levels, which could have future negative consequences.” 
 I wondered whether this guy spoke this way all the time, or if he had training in sounding officious. Wherever he’d learned it, I liked the direction of our conversation, so I threw him a bone, accompanied by a sour lemon. If he wanted the steak the bone was attached to, he’d have to suck on the lemon. 
 “I’ll be waiting to hear. Oh, and there are also two seriously wounded citizens of Justice who need significant reconstruction and regrowth medical care. I’m told the same hospital Millen needs to get to can also do their work.” 
 I would have liked to leave my implied demand like that, but my curiosity didn’t trump my wanting to get help for Efton Hamdan and Cella Boutros. One thing ingrained from my FSES time was that you cared for your team members. As far as I was concerned, everyone who’d stood up with us against Cherkoff was a team member. 
 I added, “The two injured are family members of important leaders of different factions here in Justice. Getting them sophisticated medical help will aid the mission now that we’re so close to success.” 
 “And just how close are you?” 
 White’s voice might have had a tinge of amusement. 
 “I need to get back to other matters right now,” I said, “but I’ll give you full details when I hear back from you.” 
 I shut the connection. White’s responses told me three things. Millen’s card was important, but the “powers that be” didn’t want its presence widely known. Second, somehow Millen had known or guessed that the contact we had at the manufactory when we arrived would keep the card confidential. And third, our handler’s quick acquiescence to my demands told me that Millen—and, by inference, me—had more authority than I’d first thought. Otherwise, White could have simply ordered me to give a report and would have blown off my pushing for emergency transport and medical care. 
 I checked on Millen—not that there was much to see with him encased in some kind of cocoon. A nurse tried to explain what it was for, but I felt satisfied he was being watched over. Then, a short visit to the wounded, ours and Cherkoff’s. To those of ours in shape for talking, I praised their commitment and tried to sound encouraging about their injuries. I was interested in the wounded Cherkoff men only to be sure they weren’t going anywhere we didn’t know about. Ashraf had left two armed guards. 
 The next stop was the dirigible field to check on our new guests. Bossev had arranged cots, blankets, food, and water. The man was definitely a dervish for organization. Neither Bossev nor Ashraf was enthused about my going into the warehouse alone, but when I stated that I was going, both men accompanied me . . . reluctantly and on their own without my urging. 
 The de facto leader in the warehouse was named Vonda, the man referenced when I’d overheard Cherkoff’s men talking on their comms during the raid on Justice. He was evidently the number three or four man working for Cherkoff. 
 “What happened to Chikalow?” I asked Vonda. 
 “He was injured more seriously than was thought and died about the time of the cease-fire.” 
 I didn’t follow up, but I suspected fragging. Chikalow might have planned the cease-fire to be a ruse to surprise us, but Vonda or the other men had shot him. I didn’t care. 
 When I checked the warehouse, there was a clear demarcation between the armed men and the unarmed, the latter of whom included all the families. I was tempted to separate them into different buildings but decided they wouldn’t be there that long. Once satisfied, I left to talk with Ashraf, who was among forty or so armed men and women a hundred meters from the warehouse. 
 “Ashraf, I want to disarm the Cherkoff men before they leave. I don’t think they’ll try anything, but best to be sure. One of the men inside is probably the hovercraft driver. Tomorrow morning, pull him out and go back to the ranch. Get the hovercraft here. When you return, we’ll set it near the warehouse and make it look like it’s being manned. Let’s also gather a few more men and station them where they can be seen by Cherkoff’s men. 
 “I’ll wait until tomorrow morning to tell Vonda that the dirigible pilot and company won’t allow armed passengers, and we’ll have to take all their weapons before they board. I expect he and some of the men will bitch, but when they see themselves surrounded by us and the heavy weapons, I suspect they’ll cooperate. The easiest path will be for them to go along with my assurances that they’ll be let go peacefully, as long as they don’t cause any problems.” 
 Ashraf nodded and walked away, shouting at several men to join him. Millen’s comm buzzed. 
 “Cole, it’s White. A VTOL will be there tomorrow. That’s the fastest I could arrange anything, so the doctors there will have to keep Millen going until then. It’ll be cramped inside, but I’m told it’ll hold your three injured and one medical personnel. The trip back will take four hours and will go straight to the Cedars Hospital, so tell the doctors in Justice the injured have to last the flight.” 
 I wanted to query White about how he’d appropriated a vertical-takeoff-and-landing craft so quickly, but that could wait. 
 “Thanks, White. I appreciate the quick results. I’ll see about having everyone ready to go.” 
 “Now, Mr. Cole, you said something about a report?” 
 “Yep. Cherkoff is dead. His surviving men and those whose wounds aren’t serious will be on a dirigible leaving Justice tomorrow. Am I to consider our mission here complete?” 
 “Essentially, Mr. Cole, but Mr. Millen’s instructions were also to make some minimal effort to see if the citizenry are on the path to re-establishing local authority. Since Mr. Millen is incapacitated, see what you can do. Take a couple of days, then report back.” 
 “All right. I’m not a community organizer, but I’ll get a sense of how the citizens of Justice feel about being out from under Cherkoff. However, you didn’t answer my question. Am I to infer that with Millen headed to Oslo and you saying I should stay a few days to work on things here, the mission to Justice is winding down?” 
 “That’s a reasonable assumption, but let’s talk about it later.” 
   
 At mid-morning the next day, the scheduled dirigible moored at Justice. While it was unloading and loading cargo and passengers, we disarmed Cherkoff’s men and bid them adios at mid-afternoon. Each of them had his picture taken and was told he would be shot on sight if he returned to Justice. 
 More than three hundred people showed up to see the dirigible off. I suspected many needed to experience with their own eyes the unarmed Cherkoff men being sent packing by armed fellow citizens. The mood was jubilant, and an impromptu street party was in the works. Then Manuel Ormega, from the transport depot, came running out of the field headquarters to find Mayor Bossev, who happened to be standing with me and several others of the original resistance group. 
 “Mayor! I was following the dirigible that just left by radar, but there’s another one coming from the direction of Oslo! Nothing else is scheduled for today. And Oslo? How could it come from Oslo? The distance is too far, and there’s no refueling station in a direct line.” 
 Bossev, Chang, and I looked at one another. We knew what it meant, if not the means. 
 “The men Cherkoff was waiting for,” said Bossev. 
 “Must be,” I said, “but Ormega is right. I also thought there were no direct flights between Oslo and Justice.” 
 “I’ve never heard of one since I’ve lived in Justice,” said Bossev, “but who can tell? I don’t know about every dirigible on Astrild, or maybe someone added extra fuel tanks.” 
 “How doesn’t make any difference,” I said. “Ormega, how long until it gets here?” 
 “Maybe thirty minutes.” 
 “But then it has to be moored, doesn’t it?” I referred to the four-story tower to which incoming ships attached at the nose. Once tethered, the attachment was lowered via an elevator until the main cabin was five meters off the ground, upon which time the rear of the cabin was attached to a heavy, mobile anchoring vehicle. Passenger and cargo transfers commenced after the ship was secured. 
 “Well, yes,” said Ormega. “That usually takes about twenty minutes once the ship is in place.” 
 “All right, I’m afraid you’re going to have mechanical problems with the mast tower. You’re working on it as fast as you can, but the problem won’t be known until the dirigible is ready to moor. Fixing the problem will take at least an hour.” 
 Ormega looked confused for a moment, then a light went on. “Oh. You mean that problem. Just occurs sporadically. We can’t figure out what it is. Usually only lasts about . . . how long did you say?” 
 “About an hour.” 
 “Right. Lasts about an hour and then works fine. I’ll go radio the bad news.” Ormega ran back toward the field building. 
 “I’m not familiar with dirigibles,” I said, “but is there any way for people to disembark without going through the normal mooring procedure?” 
 Bossev shrugged, but Chang looked thoughtful. “I suppose they could rappel down, but that would take time. They’d also need the equipment and have to know how to do it without killing themselves. I also doubt they brought parachutes for all their men.” 
 “All right. Let’s figure a minimum thirty minutes to get here, fifteen minutes to get into position, then let’s say fifteen minutes to delay before men try to rappel down. Most likely, they’ll wait for the mechanism to start working, so we’ll figure we have a minimum of an hour to get everyone possible here, especially those armed. I’ll comm Ashraf to get his ass here pronto and remain with the hovercraft. Chang, you move the two machine-guns and the railgun to cover where the new dirigible will moor. 
 “Mayor, you get Ostell to send out a call. Chang and I will position people as they show up. Most of the people who came to see Cherkoff’s men off are still hanging around, along with the guards on those men, so we’ll start with those.” 
   
 Thirty-three minutes later, a dirigible crossed the hills north of Justice two kilometers away. 
 “Damn,” said Bossev. “Never seen that model before. It’s certainly not like one of those big VLK transports and is obviously for passengers only—the undercarriage is too small for significant cargo. But it’s bigger than any passenger ship I’ve ever seen. Looks brand new, and if I’m any judge, the engines look big even for a cargo ship.” 
 I motioned to the mayor. “Bossev, send someone to Ormega. Once the dirigible is secure, we need him to be at the door to say he needs to talk to the pilot. He’s to find out anything he can about this ship.” 
 Another forty-three minutes passed, and from the open door of the dirigible came four men, each carrying a long case over one shoulder and holding a small bag in the other hand. They were about to step down when the first man stopped, looked around, and said something to the men behind him. I could see other men still inside the ship, their heads craning to see the holdup. Two other men came out and huddled with the first man; then all three descended the gangway. 
 I walked over to meet them. Naturally, I wasn’t alone, and I’d picked my companions for their appropriate aura of menace: Ashraf, Ron Chang, and the two brother pairs, Nazer and Lamoa. We stopped halfway to the ship. 
 Behind us were two hundred armed men and women—some of whom had never held a firearm and now wielded Cherkoff’s weapons as if they knew what to do with them. However, looks were everything in this situation. Well behind them were another five hundred citizens of Justice. I figured their mere presence had to be an intimidating factor on its own. 
 Cherkoff’s heavy weapons were positioned to flank our armed mob. A few of the people manning them actually knew which lever or button to push. 
 By the time the three men from the dirigible were twenty meters away, I knew these were a different breed than the men Cherkoff had employed in Justice. All three had the “look,” that hard-to-define presence implying hardness of spirit and mind, self-confidence, and the potential for danger lurking deep below outer appearances. The narrowing of the leader’s eyes conveyed that he was making a similar assessment of me. 
 I didn’t wait for them to stop or to start the interchange. “You’re not staying in Justice. It should take no more than an hour for your dirigible to refuel and leave. Any of you still here after one hour will be shot. Once the ship leaves, any attempt to land men via rappelling or parachute will invoke a ‘shoot on sight’ order by hundreds of armed citizens.” 
 “And who the hell are you?” barked the leader, a tall, lean man with short frosted hair and visible scars on his left hand and cheek. 
 “I’m the law in Justice. Makon Cherkoff is dead, and his surviving men left by dirigible earlier today.” 
 Without losing eye contact, I gestured to Keno Lamoa. The big man tossed the tarp-wrapped bundle on his shoulder to the ground, jerked a free edge of the material, and out rolled Cherkoff’s body. The unrolled position was face-up, fortuitously enhancing the effect. I’d assumed the leader of the men coming to aid Cherkoff would recognize him, and I’d comm’d Ashraf to bring Cherkoff’s body. 
 “If you need DNA confirmation, take any part or all of him with you when you leave.” 
 As luck would have it, the VTOL from White chose that moment to lift off from the hospital grounds—Millen and the two badly injured locals on their way to Oslo. 
 The leader’s expression didn’t change, but he jerked his head around when he heard the VTOL. Then he focused several seconds on Cherkoff’s face. I didn’t doubt there was recognition. He looked around at the people and the weapons, turned to say something to the other two men, and all three wheeled and headed back to the ship. Logic said they would leave now that there was no one to back them. Unfortunately, experience had long ago taught me that logic and firearms were surly companions. 
 When the last of the three men entered the ship and just before the door closed, Manuel Ormega exited and ran to us. 
 “The pilot says they’re leaving right away. The range of the ship is so great, they don’t need to refuel. He says it’s a new extended-range model built to test the market for more direct transport as Astrild develops. He doesn’t know anything about the men, just that the ship’s owners gave him orders to fly a group of men directly from Oslo to here as fast as possible.” 
 Ormega wheeled and starting trotting toward the field house, shouting back over his shoulder, “I’ve got to get to the controls to release the mooring.” 
   
 For the next half hour, we watched the novel dirigible until it was out of sight. Then we followed it on Ormega’s radar until it disappeared off the screen, heading in a direct line to Oslo. 
 “Gentlemen,” I said to the tense group, “I need a drink and then intend to sleep for the next ten to twelve hours.” 






CHAPTER 23

   
   

One result of lifting the communication blocks was that I got regular comm messages from Mr. White. Some were to give updates on Millen—he was doing okay. Other messages asked for details on how the citizens of Justice were doing, now that they were back in control. I reported prospects were promising. Felzoni was back as judge, a new marshal was on duty along with a good support staff, news and information channels were once again functional, and the Regional Council had reconvened.  
 Now, the future was up the people of Justice. 
 White also requested excruciating clarifications on the written reports I’d sent him and gave several admonitions not to say anything about who had sent us. This wasn’t a problem because I couldn’t reveal information I didn’t have. 
 Finally, one mid-day, a comm text came from White. All it said was, “Job over. Return Oslo ASAP. Same hotel restaurant, sundown, five days.” 
 No “Congratulations on mission accomplished,” “Take a month off to relax,” “You’ve earned the undying gratitude of civilized humanity,” “Your monthly bank statement will reflect the Agency’s appreciation,” or “I’m in awe of your success.” Shit, not even a “How are your bruises? Get well soon.” I didn’t know what I’d expected. 
 So, here I was, waiting to board the dirigible out of Justice in an hour and a half. We’d arrived just seventeen days previously, so I thought there hadn’t been time to develop deep personal relationships with anyone. However, time was only one factor. How the time was used could be as or more important. There was no question those days and personal interactions had been intense. 
 It had been the same in the FSES. Unit members I didn’t like only had to ask a favor of me, and I’d grant it—if we’d shared the brotherhood of fighting together and relying on one another. It wasn’t something that could be explained by logic. Maybe it was evolutionary wiring in our brains for when we hunted mammoths, fought off other tribes, or defended our clan from predators. 
 I didn’t expect a big send-off. The last days had offered many occasions to express parting words and hopes for the future, especially when I talked with Boril Bossev, Alredo Landa, Aleyna Hamdan, David Ostell, and Omar Felzoni. I acknowledged their thanks for returning their town to them, but I also reminded them that they’d foolishly let it slip away to Cherkoff. Now, as I waited to board, three men walked toward me from the field building, two of whom I hadn’t expected. 
 The first to speak was Karl Schlottner, the local VLK Rare Earths executive. 
 “Heard you were leaving today. I wanted to thank you for what you did for Justice. By the time I got assigned here by VLK, things were already out of hand, and I was tied up by higher management’s concern with production and efficiency. It was only after you’d gotten the rest of the people committed that I could help. As it is, I had to do some fancy dancing to convince those higher than me that the stability of the mining operation depended on backing the revolt against Cherkoff. They still weren’t happy but swallowed it.” 
 “It’ll help if you can manage to stay involved, even if on the sly,” I said. “The people of Justice got used to not standing up, and old habits can recur.” 
 “I’ll do what I can. Pass my regards to Millen when he’s better.” 
 We shook hands, and Schlottner walked away, after raising a questioning eyebrow at the second man. 
 “Schlottner seemed surprised to see you,” I told Johnson, the Starsumal researcher who had lit the spark that got Millen and me to Justice. 
 “Maybe he’s just wondering who I am to see you off. I’ve only seen him twice and never spoke to him. He probably doesn’t remember ever seeing me. I’ve got to tell you I never imagined what I’d set in motion when I contacted that colleague in Oslo. I figured there might be some pressure put on the Oslo authorities to do something about Cherkoff, but you and Millen were not what I expected they’d send.” 
 Now, if Millen and I were secret agents, or whatever you might call us, there’d be some restriction on saying anything about who we worked for. For example, it being verboten to say, “We work for a Federation Black Ops Agency that interferes with internal affairs of non-Federation worlds.” However, since I didn’t know exactly who was paying us, I figured a little truth with no details wouldn’t hurt. If whoever they were wanted me to keep secrets, they needed to tell me what the secrets were. 
 “Actually, Oslo didn’t send us, and, to tell the truth, I don’t know who did.” 
 “Oh, I understand,” said Johnson, smiling. “You have to keep it to yourselves, especially if it hadn’t worked out, and any blame had to end with you. I had to ask.” 
 That’s the good and bad part about being a secret agent—people will project their preconceptions. 
 “Where are you headed next?” Johnson asked. 
 “I really can’t say.” Which was the truth. I couldn’t say because I didn’t know. 
 Johnson laughed and raised both hands. “All right, all right. I get it. Secrecy. Well, I suppose I’ll never see or hear from you again, so whatever happens for you next, I have to say it’s been interesting.” 
 I shook hands with Johnson and turned to the third man seeing me off. 
 “Marshal Hayek,” I said, to be answered by a “Humph!” as the ex-bouncer and worker at the Starliner bar surprised me with a hug. 
 “Still sounds strange,” said the big man when he released me. “When I was younger, I found myself on the other side of contact with authority. Now look at me—I’m the man who would have come looking to put me in a cell.” 
 “You’ll do fine, Ashraf,” I said. “People respect you, and you had a big role in getting rid of Cherkoff.” 
 “Hah! Not compared to you and Millen, I didn’t. It’s strange, but in a way it was Cherkoff that changed my outlook. If he hadn’t come along, I’d probably have spent the rest of my life just trying to stay out of trouble. It also makes me wonder why I didn’t end up as part of his crew.” 
 “Well, I didn’t know you before, but there’s no doubt in my mind you never would have worked for Cherkoff.” 
 Ashraf shrugged. “I hope you’re right, but who knows? What I do know is that I’ll do anything to make sure nothing like Cherkoff happens again in Justice. One thing’s for sure, the people aren’t hesitant to provide for stronger law enforcement. Besides keeping Donal Wilton on as deputy, the Regional Council has authorized building a larger office, a real jail, two more full-time deputies, and a regular auxiliary corps of deputies that will include many of those who took part in fighting Cherkoff, such as the Nazar brothers.” 
 I slapped him on the back. “I think you’ll do fine, Ashraf, but it’s like I encouraged Schlottner—the important thing is not to let problems get a foothold and to stamp it out early, even if some in the community might want to let things slide. People can have short memories.” 
 “If you’re ever back around this part of Justice in the future, stop and see us,” said Ashraf, turning to leave. “Oh, before I forget, Ron Chang comm’d me. He hadn’t heard you were leaving today and wants you to delay. He’s on the way.” 
 “I’ll see if I can get the pilot to hold on a while,” I said and returned Ashraf’s wave. 
 We waited. It turned out the pilot wasn’t that concerned about keeping a fixed timetable. At least, he wasn’t once I’d transferred a week’s salary to him using Millen’s credit card. Millen had given me the passwords during a short comm with him the previous day. I doubted Millen had in mind bribing dirigible pilots to hold flights, but he wasn’t in a position to second-guess. 
 Forty minutes later, the pilot checked with me for the third time, looking like he might regret our arrangement. That’s when I spied a car with a big VLK on the door speeding in from Justice to stop a hundred meters away. Chang exited the vehicle and strolled up to me. 
 “Thanks for waiting. Just heard you were leaving. There’s something I wanted to talk with you about. I won’t be asking any questions about who sent you and Millen to Justice, but I can make some guesses. You didn’t come for the scenery, because you knew someone here, or because you were thinking of settling in Justice. My guess is you’ve done something like this before and will again. My contract with VLK is up in six months, so I’m stuck here until then. I’m not sure if Schlottner is going to think he needs added security from now on, so there’s a chance I’ll have to move on, either to another VLK site or find another position elsewhere on Astrild. Business security is pretty tame and pays well enough, but I’ve done it for a couple of years, and I’m thinking it’s a little too tame. If you and Millen decide you need more help in the future, I’d be interested if you kept me in mind.” 
 This was something I hadn’t expected. I had gotten used to the idea of Millen and me being a partnership, even if our exact relationship seemed to be evolving. Chang was good. We’d left him in charge of the armed citizen mob, while Millen and I went after Cherkoff. Although I hadn’t been around Chang that long, I had an intuition we’d get along. Plus, right off I could think of a couple of times in the last two weeks when even one more person would have made things smoother and safer. The only problems? I didn’t know what was coming next, where it would be, or who made such decisions. I didn’t expect that the answer to the last question would be me. 
 “I’ll pass it along, Chang, but don’t be surprised if you never hear from us.” 
 “Maybe not, if you leave Astrild. But something tells me if you hang around, it’ll become harder for you to remain unnoticed.” 
 I didn’t respond. If Justice were any indication, he might be right. I also wondered whether that should worry me. 
   
 I boarded the dirigible to Trondheim, then the train to Oslo, going back along the same route we’d taken to Justice. Since using Millen’s credit card to delay the dirigible departure had worked so well, I’d been tempted to take an air-breathing aircraft from Trondheim to Oslo. I restrained myself, though, unsure whether there had been a reason for us to take more time to get to Justice. That was one of the problems with not knowing all the rules. 
 The first thing I did was check into the same hotel as when we’d first arrived. Then I secured our baggage—which this time included our arsenal. The next thing I did was take a taxi to the Cedars Hospital. 
 “Hades! I’m not dying,” said Millen, when I walked into his room carrying flowers. 
 “How was I to know that?” I rejoined. “Last time I saw you, it was an undetermined situation.” 
 “Nah. The chest looked worse than it was. The suit absorbed most of the sonic shock. They kept me unconscious for a week until the bone quick-heal took hold enough to dampen the pain. Mr. White was there when they woke me the first time. He figured correctly the first thing I’d want to know was ‘Who won?’ I don’t remember much after Cherkoff and I started shooting at each other, but I guess you killed him.” 
 “Technically, yes. But you hit him in the liver. He was a dead-man-walking, just didn’t know it. He would have finished bleeding out in a few more minutes, which I would have been happy to let happen if we weren’t short of time. Then there was the girl.” 
 “You ever find out who she was?” asked Millen. 
 “Daughter of one of the ranchers whose place Cherkoff took over. The father disappeared under suspicious circumstances—probably Cherkoff’s doing. The mother was left with five kids and the threat of being evicted. According to the girl, Cherkoff keep her at the ranch in exchange for leaving the rest of the family in their house and an open tab at several stores in Justice. Also explains the extra man we found on the third floor. He’d bring the girl from where she was kept every time Cherkoff wanted her company, then took her back.” 
 “I read your report,” said Millen. “Out of curiosity, did you start shooting and hope he didn’t cut her throat or wasn’t that a factor?” 
 “Well, I wasn’t going to drop my rifle like he demanded, and there wasn’t time to dick around, so I took a chance. Shot him in the wrist where the median nerve passes through. It controls the thumb and main fingers holding the knife. If I’d hit it directly, he couldn’t have cut her at all, so I must have just nicked the nerve.”  
 I laughed. “FSES didn’t believe in broad education, but they sure gave us plenty on all the ways to kill and incapacitate. I can name you every major nerve and vessel in a human body. 
 Still, it was a good shot considering I had to go through the back of the wrist. I figured the bullet might continue on, but where it hit the girl wasn’t as bad as the throat gash. She’s doing fine.” 
 I was still holding the “flowers,” so I looked around for a vase. Finding none, I pushed the plug on the room’s sink, turned on the water to get a couple of centimeters, and laid the unappreciated gift stems down. When I turned back, Millen’s eyes were closed. 
 “I’d have got you red roses if they’d had any and if I wasn’t afraid people would think we were involved. The woman in the florist shop downstairs told me these aren’t real flowers, just some Astrild plant whose stem ends look like flowers. I figured you wouldn’t know the difference.” 
 Millen mumbled something with his eyes closed, then cleared his throat and said, “Interesting that so many Astrild plants have bracts
since they don’t have flowers. It still isn’t known why nature bothered with colored bracts since there’s no pollination needing insects.” 
 Knowing that a plant bract was a modified colored leaf evolved to help attract pollinators was the extent of my botany. I knew this only because as a teenager, I’d briefly dated a girl who couldn’t stop complaining about how the weather in Indiana didn’t allow her to grow bougainvillea. 
 The fact that Millen knew more about plants than I did surprised me. One of the few things I knew about his background was that he wasn’t from Earth, and his home planet was relatively inhospitable. Doubly surprising was that he had knowledge of any plant from anywhere. His knowing and using the word bract didn’t match my image of him. 
 Before I could delve into these mysteries, a young nurse with a robotic cart bounced into the room. Well, she bounced, the cart rolled. 
 “Time for medication, Edgar. I’m afraid your friend will have to come back tomorrow. Oh! Look at the lovely Econolosia verbarum. How nice! The ones from your other friend, Mr. White, only lasted three days. These look younger and should last a week or more.” 
 “That’s Ecolonosia, Miki,” said Millen. “I know they sound and look the same, but they’re quite different genera. Maybe when I can walk, I could show you the differences. I’m sure the Oslo botanical garden has examples of both.” 
 “What a lovely idea. I’ve thought of visiting there, but it’s way outside the other end of Oslo, and I’ve never made the time.” 
 It was amazing how so few words could express so much. I now knew that Millen was a plant aficionado, that Mr. White had visited bringing Eco-whatever its name, that Millen was on a first-name basis with Miki the nurse and had been hitting on her, and that he was getting somewhere with her. Those observations were followed by the realization that although Miki was on a first-name basis with him, it still hadn’t occurred to me to call him anything but Millen. 
 “I’m sorry,” Miki said to me, “but Edgar has to be unconscious for the nanite applications since they cause a bit of discomfort.” 
 “Everett,” said Millen, as I acceded to the nurse and was leaving. “Mr. White said he’s expecting you. I told him you did well.” 
   
 The scheduled meeting with Astrild’s Mr. White was the next day at sundown. When I left Millen, I returned to the hotel and took a two-hour nap. Refreshed, I used the room’s comm station to access news, first searching for recent references to Justice. Later, after exhausting relevant hits, I wondered whether anyone had noticed that although Justice was small and of relatively minor importance for the whole of Astrild, any articles mentioning the town had stopped two years ago, Astrild time, several months before Cherkoff took over the Justice satellite links. That had to mean he had the contacts and the resources to start his Justice play from here in Oslo, possibly as part of a larger organization. 
 It was disconcerting to sense that Millen and I were buried inside a larger game, where we had no information on the other players. Maybe Mr. White would have some answers, but I had to wait more than a day to find out. In the meantime, I spent my time reading Justice search hits for new information until they became redundant. 
 David Ostell had stuck to his reluctant agreement to leave out any reference to Edgar Millen and Everett Cole playing a role in the civil unrest in Justice, a small town near Trondheim. As reported first by Ostell and then in more reports from major news outlets in Oslo and the other large cities, the people of Justice had risen up against a local criminal organization that had been terrorizing the community. The brave actions of Justice’s citizens were being extolled as an example for how people in remote communities could stand together when there was no higher authority to come to their aid. Pro-Unionist factions were decrying how a small community was left to the whims of criminals. Anti-Unionists declared how Justice was proof no centralized authority was needed because it showed how a community took care of itself. You had to love how political spinners cherry-picked facts from the same event for their own purposes. 
 Despite Ostell’s carrying through his promise, I was surprised that Millen’s and my presence hadn’t leaked into reports. Some other newsperson and outlet should have easily found citizens of Justice willing to describe the two men who had ridden into town, faced down the outlaws, then gathered a posse to root out the gang from their hideaway. 
  Yeah, I know what you’re thinking. This guy has been around Millen too long and is buying into the man’s obsession with United States Western mythology. Maybe you’re right, but so what? 






CHAPTER 24

   
   

The next morning, I had the day to kill before meeting with Mr. White at sunset. For all I knew, Millen and I might be on a shuttle to the Astrild Space Station at any time. My first thought was to tour Oslo because I didn’t know what was coming next. Instead, I spent the day reading about the history of Astrild, the Federation, and various essays and short writings on the political future of humanity. Not that I scratched the surface of what had been written. I only had one day. 
 From the eighth-story window of my hotel room, I could watch the sunset. I figured that when the bottom of the sun hit the horizon, it probably had already set on the ground floor. I went to meet Mr. White, who waited at a corner table. 
 “Thank you for being prompt, Mr. Cole. I find it sets a good tone to a meeting when all parties stick to the schedule.” 
 “Far be it from me to ruin the tone,” I replied, barely able to hide what I really thought. 
 “Well . . . let’s get right to our business. I have other meetings scheduled for later.” 
 I was dying to know what other meetings the man had, with whom, and on what topics, but I was content to focus on whatever Mr. White had to say to me. 
 “A very successful first mission for you and Millen working together. Very satisfying, although casualties among the citizenry of Justice were unfortunate. We may want further detailed reports from both you and Millen, though they can wait until he’s more mobile. When the reports are finalized, I’ll probably want the three of us to sit and go over the details one final time.” 
 “Does that mean we’ll be staying on Astrild a while longer?” I asked. 
 “Oh, dear me, yes. You and Mr. Millen have more work to do on Astrild.” 
 I’d come into the meeting planning to get more information on exactly what the hell Millen and I were doing and our future plans. I thought I’d look for a clever opening, but it seemed my repressed impatience was deeper than I realized. 
 “God damn it, White. Enough of this shit of doling out information. I was told I’d eventually learn more. I think that, after Justice, eventually is now.” 
 “Fair enough, Mr. Cole. I’m sure you can appreciate that the first part of our association involved a comprehensive evaluation of whether or not we could appropriately work together. Based on the outcome from Justice, Mr. Millen’s report, and my own assessment, I think we can consider your probationary period over. 
 “As for what comes next, I’ll reiterate what you were told before. We believe a number of situations here on Astrild are inimical to establishing a planetary society with enough cohesion and norms to put the planet on a path to potential membership in the Federation. That’s assuming the planet desires that association. 
 “Pardon me if I say anything already known to you, but not all planets join the Federation or, if they do, not on the same timetable in their development. If you can imagine a three-dimensional model of humanity-settled space, you would see a sphere of colonized star systems. As you move out from Earth, the concentration of currently inhabited systems gets sparser for a given volume of space. However, since the total volume of space increases with distance from Earth, the number of settled systems continues to rise. 
 “Baldur, Astrild’s sun, is fifty-two light-years from Earth and is a G-type sun, like Earth’s Sol. There are over five hundred similar stars within a hundred light-years of Earth, although not all have even marginally inhabitable planets. In addition, there are a thousand K- and F-type stars and thousands more M-type red dwarfs, all of which, while not optimal for earthlike planets, have exceptions. It was to humanity’s surprise how many of these star systems had planets where humans could survive if supported by various levels of technology, ranging from minimal to enclosed environments. Naturally, colonization favored the most Earth-like, and those are the colonies that flourished the most. 
 “Another distance relationship is Federation membership. The closer a planet is to Earth, the more likely it will become a member. Again, there are many exceptions—for example, planets that for religious, ethnic, philosophical, or perceived economic reasons choose not to become members. 
 “At the same time, the planets closest to Earth tend to have larger populations and more advanced economies and infrastructures because they were colonized first—not that there aren’t many exceptions for a variety of reasons. 
 “The Federation never compels membership and officially stays completely out of the internal affairs of any systems choosing to go their own way. The exception is that no Federation planet or candidate planet can be attacked or annexed against its wishes. Any non-member planet with designs on another system has the problem of being surrounded by Federation members that would come to the aid of a beleaguered planet. 
 “It becomes trickier farther from Earth, where Federation membership and population size both decrease. The danger is that a colony could develop an aggressive culture and impinge on neighboring colonies beyond the influence of the Federation, thereby creating a potential conflict focus.” 
 I was tired of his circumlocutions. “In plain language, I think you mean it’s possible human civilization splits into multiple camps that could become future enemies.” 
 “I believe that’s what I was saying,” White said in an annoyed tone. “To continue, one way to counter potential drift away from more benign cultures is to seed select colonies at the periphery of the human sphere with attitudes more collegial to the Federation. For example, there is a considerable gap between the nearest Federation member and the vicinity of Astrild, which is in a cluster of six other colonies within ten light-years. Astrild is the most advanced of the seven, and if Astrild develops a positive relationship with the Federation, chances are greatly enhanced for the other colonies to follow Astrild’s lead.” 
 I felt irritable. “You know, it would have been nice to have heard more of this right from the start, either on Earth or on Thalassa—or at least after arriving on Astrild. It would have given me a better idea of what I was getting myself into.” 
 “There are two answers to that,” said White. “As you should be able to guess, our purpose and actions would not always be positively received in some quarters, both on Earth and on the other worlds. We keep the lowest profile possible on Earth and the core worlds. Since it was not determined whether your association with us would work out, it was best to give you only enough insight to get you onboard. As of now, we believe you are a good fit for our mission, and it is time to give you more of the promised information—although you will not yet be privy to certain topics. Also, we’re outside the core worlds, and the necessity to keep a low profile, though still important, is not as critical. I assume you’ve concluded we’re an agency working for the future good of the Federation. That should be enough to satisfy you for the present.” 
 It didn’t escape me that he referenced my conclusion without confirming its accuracy. 
 “Then there’s the other answer,” said White. “If you’d known more earlier, would it have changed any of your actions since arriving on Astrild?” 
 He already knew my response. I hated being that predictable to someone who irritated me. 
 “No. I wouldn’t have changed anything.” 
 “Fine, then let’s move on. How did you find working with Edgar Millen?” 
 “Depends which day or hour you ask me. I’ll admit Millen seems to know his business and is good at predicting people’s behavior. He’s also someone I’d want beside me in a tight spot, but he’s a little too willing to take unilateral action based on expediency. I’d feel better if I thought he had more reservations about some of the things we did. Then there’s his fetish about Wild West mythology and old books and vids. I gradually got more used to it, but it pops up at times when it’s almost like he’s trivializing situations.” 
 “Well . . . we all have hobbies or interests that can seem odd to other people,” said White. “It’s part of what gives each of us a distinctive flavor.” 
 “Maybe so, but at times it’s like he’s assuming the lead character in one of the stories.” 
 “Let me suggest a slightly different interpretation, “said White. “What if he sometimes uses it to calm himself when facing stress?” 
 “Like getting shot at?” I said. 
 “I think that would qualify as stressful. After all, isn’t that what the old advice to take a deep breath is doing? The same with some meditation practices. However, I’ll admit that it’s perhaps somewhat more complicated with Millen. He grew up in extremely difficult times in a society that, shall we say, did not value individual human lives or independence as much as the ones you and I experienced. In Millen’s case, he managed to leave, but he was inevitably influenced by the norms he saw. 
 “You’ll have to talk to Millen about more details, but I can tell you that since joining the agency, he has made major contributions to operations where he was part of a larger team than the two of you. More recently, he was tasked with working alone. Although he usually accomplished the assignments, concern arose that he might favor direct action a little too easily over more subtle options. It was decided to try teaming Millen with a partner who might buffer some of his more aggressive tendencies.” 
 “Me? I was supposed to help calm him down? What idiot thought that up?” 
 “The idiot is somewhere higher up the food chain than either of us,” said White. “But someone with an admirable track record in finding the right people to solve problems, some of which were considered intractable. 
 “But let’s look at it a little differently. As you saw in Justice, there are times when dealing with other persons necessitates harsh measures. It is not desirable to take such measures too easily or to be too hesitant when they’re called for. Some level of balance is needed. Unfortunately, planning for such balance is impractical because every situation is different, and humans are too complex to consistently predict how they should or will react. One avenue to solving this conundrum is through empirical experience in finding combinations of people who can act in a balanced manner, using harsh methods only when necessary to carry out the assignment.” 
 I wasn’t impressed. “Doesn’t sound like anything except pissing in the wind and hoping the wind doesn’t shift before you’re finished.” 
 White smiled. I watched to see if any cracks appeared in his face. Amazingly, none did. 
 “Your and my opinion of this approach is acknowledged but doesn’t change anything. In your case, either by incredibly good luck or ingenious planning, you and Millen seem to form a good team. In addition, we anticipate your taking a larger role in planning tactics and strategies in future assignments. How this develops is up to the two of you, but it can fall anywhere along a spectrum of Millen continuing to be the lead, the two of you sharing the lead role, or you assuming that role. It also doesn’t have to be fixed. It can change with the assignment and situation. It’s largely up to the two of you.” 
 I didn’t know how to react. I’d assumed Millen was my immediate boss. He had more information, longer experience with the agency, and the magic card. Besides, I wasn’t sure I was ready to start ordering Millen around or whether he’d even pay any attention. 
 “Is this how it’s always supposed to be? You shove an assignment at Millen, me, or both of us, and we’re supposed to run off and perform miracles?” 
 “No and yes,” said White. “Taking the ‘yes’ first, I personally wouldn’t call them miracles, but if they were easy, then we wouldn’t need you and Mr. Millen, would we? As for the ‘no,’ although it’s a favorite trope in many holovids and novels that the secret agent is given a mission he is obliged to accept, we follow the strategy that assignments have the best chance of success when our agents have a choice. Assignments are not casually formulated. However, in the same way that you have considerable latitude in carrying out assignments, we believe your input is important on whether assignments are reasonable. It also provides a perspective from the ‘people on the ground’ and a check on planners who have a more distant view and nothing personal at stake.” 
 Again, I needed a plain language translation. “So . . . if I don’t believe an assignment is doable or justified, I can refuse to accept it?” 
 “That is basically correct. However, in the future, it would need to be a joint decision by you and Mr. Millen. We find that most assignments are accepted, sometimes with revisions, but the decision is always yours. Now, I suppose you will ask what happens if you and Millen consistently decline assignments. In that circumstance, a higher-level evaluation would be undertaken to determine whether our association should continue and under what conditions. However, this would seldom occur because you and Mr. Millen would have worked on any issues as they came up.” 
 It was a lot to take in, but I felt a sense of relief that I’d have more control than on this first assignment. Not that I didn’t have questions. 
 “Is Justice going to make it?” I asked. “Cherkoff is gone, but if he was only the tip of a larger organization, are they going to try again?” 
 “Of course, that’s possible, but it seems unlikely. Cherkoff’s success was based more on the people of Justice gradually ceding authority, rather than being victims of a sudden assault. Now that they’ve come through their Cherkoff experience, thanks to you and Mr. Millen, they’ll be more alert in the future. I can also tell you that the effect shows signs of spreading outside of Justice. Since the initial reports came out of Justice into Astrild’s news outlets, at least two other towns with similar problems, though to a lesser degree than Justice’s, have been stimulated to take action against elements that might have developed into full-blown Cherkoff-like situations. There’s a reasonable chance that this will spread elsewhere on Astrild and lead to our abandoning the tactics used with Justice.” 
 If true, White’s news addressed the nagging question of whether what we did in Justice had any wider effects or was just an insignificant dollop in the agency’s plans for Astrild. 
 “So, what’s next?” 
 “There is plenty more work to do here. I look forward to working with you and Mr. Millen on your next assignment.  
 I sensed our meeting wrapping up, and I remembered Ron Chang. “Will it always be Millen and me acting alone? One of the men helping us in Justice asked whether it was possible to join whatever we were doing.” 
  “Additional team members are always an option,” said White, surprising the hell of me. I’d only asked because I’d told Chang I would. After the extensive vetting of my history on Earth and the multiple layers of probation I’d evidently gone through with Millen, I assumed the requirements were stringent. However, White didn’t immediately discount Chang’s request, even though he’d never heard of Chang. 
 “I see you weren’t expecting that answer,” said White. “Being this far from Earth or the other core worlds gives us considerable latitude. While on specific assignments, you’re free to recruit whatever local assistance you believe is required and available. Adding a permanent member to your team requires more careful consideration. In that case, you and Mr. Millen would need to have confidence such an individual would enhance the prospects of future successful assignments and would be someone to whom you could trust your personal safety. Then you would have to make the case to me. 
 “Such an addition could be restricted to assignments on Astrild but could also extend elsewhere, if you and Mr. Millen leave for other destinations. Also, be aware that the nature of future assignments might change with additions to the team.” 
 “Change in what way?” I asked. 
 “The Mr. White or Ms. White you deal with might reject a possible assignment if it is thought to be too risky for a two-member team but might swing to the opposite conclusion for a larger team.” 
 I’d just learned two interesting pieces of information. The less critical was that future contacts, handlers, or whatever label you’d give to Mr. White might apply to a woman. More important was that the risk to Millen and me was part of the determination of assignments, with more dangerous assignments forthcoming if the team got larger. It sounded like the agency kept the risk level as high as possible but still achieve success—most of the time anyway. It made me wonder how long I could do this before my luck would run out. Maybe I needed to consider which extreme conditions might make me want to dissolve our relationship. 
 “Well,” I said, “the person who asked me the question is not available for six months because he’s under contract. So . . . assuming there’s another assignment here on Astrild, how about some hints of what it might entail?” 
 “We’ll get into that when the three of us meet in Millen’s hospital room tomorrow mid-morning.” 
   
 Miki the nurse was fussing over Millen the next day when I arrived. I didn’t bring any “flowers” this time. No more than twenty seconds had passed since I entered the room when White appeared in the doorway. 

What was he doing, I thought, lurking waiting for me to show up?

 “If you could excuse us, Miki, I think my friends and I have some things to talk about.” 
 “Just press the station button if you need anything, Edgar. I’ll be watching the monitor feeds to be sure they don’t overtax you.” 
 Miki left after frowning at White and me. 
 “I won’t be here long,” said White. “I leave shortly on travel for ten days and wanted us to meet before I go. I understand your recovery is going well, Mr. Millen, which pleases me no end. While you finish recovering and Mr. Cole does some relaxing, you might both take time to read about the history of relations between different sects within a major religion. I also suggest browsing among different religions to see how each handles inter-faith relationships or at least theorizes how they should be handled. When I return, we’ll meet again and discuss your next potential assignment.” 
 Without another word, White left. 
 “That’s it?” I said. “He could have just comm’d us. He needs to work on his people skills.” 
 However, it didn’t take a genius to suspect White was dropping hints about the next assignment. Based on the Justice experience, though, it was clear as mud how our intervention with religious groups would relate to the agency’s mission. 
 “Religious stuff?” said Millen. “My people didn’t hanker for preachin’ or listenin’ to hellfire and brimstone. On the other hand, I kinda cotton to the idea of a more relaxin’ next mission. Dealing with a bunch of holy-rollers shouldn’t be problem for a couple of curly wolves like you and me. At least we won’t have people trying to dry gulch us or skinning iron every time they see us.” 
 I looked askance at my partner, pardner, boss, or whatever he was. I think I understood what he’d just said. He was rubbing off on me. 
 I also didn’t bother raining on his parade.  

He may not have much experience with religious groups, but my time in the FSES was different. In his still-convalescing state I didn’t see a reason to tell him that my first thought after White’s hints of our next mission was “Oh, shit.” 
   
   

THE END
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