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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      You know, it occurs to me, as I’m prepping to send this off to the publisher, that this one is kind of like James Bond story in space. Not quite what I was planning, but I had a lot of fun with it, and I’m hoping you will too.

      Some of you may not know this, but Arin first appeared in the Justice Keeper’s Saga as a bad guy and went through a redemption arc that unfolded over the course of about six books. In this story, we meet up with him again after he’s gone through all that. Sure, he might have changed, but that doesn’t mean society is ready to accept him.

      Don’t worry! This is a standalone book. You don’t need to know a plethora of Justice Keeper lore to enjoy this story. Any relevant details about Arin’s past will be explained right here in these pages. But if you’d like some extra information about the world-building, there are some helpful appendices in the back of the book.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          THE EDGE OF THE UNKNOWN

        

      

    

    
      After nearly twenty years in the Space Corps – five as a junior officer and eleven more in senior positions before finally taking the rank of captain – Glin Tarelio had come to enjoy all the little background noises that most people failed to notice. The gentle hiss of the air recycling system, the patter of footsteps outside his office, the steady thrum of the fusion core. Granted, that last one could only be heard inside the engine room, but he still liked it.

      A slim man who stood just above average height, Glin sat behind his desk with a tablet in hand, reading the latest crew reports. The jacket of his black uniform was starting to feel a little tight – a fact that irked him to no end, snagging his attention at the most inopportune moments.

      Clearing his throat, he put the tablet down and went to the small mirror that he had hung on the gray bulkhead. He checked himself, noting that his graying, blonde hair was still neat and tidy. His square-jawed face was clean-shaven, though his advancing age left the shadow of a beard that no razor could diminish. If not for the bleary eyes staring back at him, he would have been the very image of poise and professionalism.

      He was tired, having not slept very well the night before. The dull ache in his lower back had kept him awake until exhaustion finally won out over pain. Yet another sign that he was getting on in years.

      Turning his back on the mirror, Glin returned to the desk bent over with his hands braced on its shiny, glass surface. His head hung with the weight of his fatigue. “You need a vacation,” he muttered.

      A beep from the intercom dispelled any thoughts of sandy beaches and palm trees before they could fully take shape in his mind. Lieutenant Rezan’s hesitant voice came through the speaker. “Captain? We’ve picked up a strange sensor blip.”

      Glin looked up sharply. “What kind of blip?”

      “It appears to be a ship at warp, but it’s at least seven lightyears away.”

      Scowling, Glin forced himself to stand up straight and knuckled his back. “And why is that newsworthy, Lieutenant?”

      “Because, sir, it’s…It’s coming from Abraxis.”

      A chill ran down Glin’s spine. Abraxis. Until recently, that world had been the domain of the most dangerous species humanity had ever encountered. After centuries of manipulation, the aliens had engineered a galaxy-spanning war between humanity’s major space-faring civilizations, only departing these stars when a man named Harry Carlson brokered some kind of peace treaty. All Carlson would say was that he had appealed to the Overseers’ better nature, an explanation that did not sit well with most people who heard it. So far as Glin was concerned, the Overseers didn’t have a better nature.

      The planet they had left behind was a deathtrap for anyone foolish enough to land on its surface. Only criminals went there and only because it was the one place in all the galaxy where they could escape whatever law enforcement might be hunting them.

      Glin was reminded of the fantasy novels he had read as a teenager. The dark lands of Cozarai where the Midnight Empire had fallen centuries ago: a desolate place where green things refused to grow and misfortune waited to claim anyone who crossed its borders.

      Shaking his head to banish such thoughts, Glin turned on his heel and marched to the door. “I’m on my way.”

      He moved through the ship’s gray-walled corridors at a brisk pace, passing several officers in black uniforms who nodded respectfully to their captain. He reached the bridge in under a minute, but the seconds seemed to pass like hours.

      The circular room had a ring of stations around the captain’s chair, each with a heads-up display of sparkling SmartGlass. Lieutenant Rezan was monitoring the long-range sensors today, her shoulder-length, brown hair tied up in a ponytail.

      “What have we got?” Glin asked.

      “Warp signature coming this way, Captain.”

      Claiming the central chair, Glin crossed one leg over the other and stroked his chin with the tips of his fingers. “You mean they’re heading for Antauran Space?”

      Swivelling her chair, Rezan looked over her shoulder with apprehension in her big, brown eyes. “I mean they’re coming for us, Captain. Or at least, that’s what their course would seem to suggest.”

      “A coincidence?” Commander Ozmaro asked. The copper-skinned man stood a few inches taller than Glin, but his hair had long since fallen out, leaving only a gray ring around the back of his head. His face might have been handsome once – though that oversized nose wasn’t doing him any favours – but wrinkles now lined his cheeks and the corners of his eyes.

      Glin shrugged and forced an uncomfortable smile. “Has to be!” he said, tossing one hand up. “They couldn’t possibly know that we’re here!”

      Ships at warp were easy to spot; their engines produced a wave that propagated through SlipSpace at many times the speed of light, announcing their presence to anyone with multidimensional scanning capability. But those who travelled at sub-light speeds were all but invisible. You could only track them with conventional sensors, which meant that you were limited to the speed of light. You practically had to be on top of them to know they were there.

      “Should we alert the Antauran government?” Rezan asked.

      Raising two fingers for silence, Glin closed his eyes as he considered it. “Not just yet,” he said after a moment. “It may be nothing. Let’s not raise any alarms until we know what we’re dealing with.”

      Glin and his crew were Leyrian, not Antauran; they hailed from a planet nearly two thousand lightyears away from their current position, a journey of over ten days at high warp. Unless, of course, you wanted to avail yourself of Overseer technology. The aliens had constructed devices that could fling a ship halfway across the galaxy in a matter of seconds. All in the service of connecting humanity’s distant civilizations. And then making them fight one another.

      The Antauran Dominion – a loose collection of about five planets and several dozen space stations – stood between Leyria and the Overseers’ former homeworld of Abraxis. Only a few short years ago, it would have been unthinkable for a Leyrian ship to come out this far, but the war had produced some unexpected alliances. Leyrian ships now patrolled the Antauran border, and vice-versa.

      Hunched over with his hands on his knees, Glin stared intently at the sheet of SmartGlass directly in front of him. It was blank right now: just a clear rectangle that displayed nothing but the gray bulkhead behind it. “What’s their position?”

      “Five point eight-seven lightyears away,” Rezan replied.

      Glin blinked. “They’re coming in fast,” he breathed, turning his chair to face the young woman. “Do we have any ships in our fleet that can match those speeds?”

      Rezan shook her head.

      His hopes that this might be some run-down old transport limping away from the dangerous regions of the galaxy were quickly evaporating. So far as he knew, Leyria had the fastest and most maneuverable ships out of any spacefaring civilization. Unless you counted the Overseers. But no one had heard from them in almost six months. Defeated, they had slipped away to the edge of the galaxy to lick their wounds and do whatever it was they did when they weren’t manipulating humans.

      Rising from his chair, Glin strode forward and positioned himself behind his helmswoman. “Lieutenant Trian, put us on a course in that direction.” He pointed off to his left. “Travel at two hundred times the speed of light for approximately five minutes, then double back and return to these coordinates. I want them to know we’re here.”

      He spun around, planting his hands on his hips and facing the rest of the bridge crew. The very image of a sterling, confident captain. “Commander Ozmaro, hail them the instant they get within range. Ask them to identify themselves and state their business in this sector. Send messages through the SlipGate to Leyria and Antaur. Apprise them of our situation.”

      He began to pace, nodding slowly as he considered his next move. “Lieutenant Sikaros, prepare a SlipPulse and be ready to knock them out of warp. If they’re not going to slow down and talk to us, we’ll just have to force the issue.”

      “Aye, sir!”

      “I don’t know who these people are or what they’re doing out here, but we’re the best crew in the fleet. We’ve survived battles that should have done us in five times over by now; we’re not gonna back down from one little ship no matter how strange it may look on our screens.”

      “No, sir!” they all agreed.

      Their bravado soon became the steady rhythm of a well-trained crew carrying out their duties. After their brief stint at high warp, there was no chance that the other ship hadn’t spotted them. All they had to do was wait. Which, admittedly, was something that Glin had never been very good at. He had many virtues, but patience wasn’t one of them.

      Luckily, they didn’t have to wait very long. Their mysterious sensor bogey crossed a distance of nearly six lightyears in only half an hour. The proximity alarm gave off a sharp trill when the other ship dropped out of warp.

      Lieutenant Rezan bent forward and peered into her heads-up display. “Reading a Leyrian Phoenix-Class Cruiser, sir. Transponder codes identify it as the LMS Katan.”

      “Put it on the screen.”

      Colour bled into the sheet of SmartGlass on the wall, the transparent material darkening until it was almost pitch black. It now seemed as though the bridge had a long, narrow window that looked out on the vastness of space.

      The other ship floated in the void with a million tiny stars twinkling in the background. The computer added full colour to the image, displaying the enigmatic vessel as it would appear in broad daylight so that Glin could get a sense of its shape.

      It was a sleek, elegant spacecraft with two curving wings and a pointed beak for a nose. Though it was nearly as long as a city block, its aerodynamic form and powerful anti-gravity engines allowed for atmospheric flight.

      “Who commands the Katan?” Glin asked.

      Ozmaro grunted as he checked the data on his screen. “The ship was lost six months ago, during the war. At the time, it was under the command of Captain Risa Biroak.”

      Glin clicked his tongue in annoyance. He had never met Risa Biroak or even heard her name until now. “Open a channel,” he said.

      “Channel open, sir.”

      Glin cautiously approached the screen, a frown tugging at the corners of his mouth. “LMS Katan,” he began. “This is the Leyrian ship Almeera. Is that you over there, Captain Biroak?”

      No answer came.

      Breathing deeply, Glin tried to keep his anxiety in check. Everything about this felt wrong; if the Katan had been lost in the war, then how could it be here now, seemingly in better condition than when it was fresh off the assembly line? At the very least, its engines had been upgraded. But by whom? And for what purpose?

      “This is Captain Glin Tarelio of the LMS Almeera speaking to whoever might be aboard the Katan.” He invested every word with the full force of his authority. “I formally request that you identify yourselves and state your business in this sector of space.”

      Still, there was no reply.

      With a sharp wave of his hand, Glin signalled his first officer to mute the channel. The computer beeped to indicate that the microphones had been disabled. “Rezan, can you tell me anything about whoever might be over there?”

      “Our sensors can’t penetrate the ship’s hull, sir.”

      Once again, Glin had to suppress a flash of irritation. Their blindness was not the result of some upgrade; it was the same for every ship in the Leyrian, Antauran and Ragnosian fleets. But surely, there had to be something in the ancillary data. An energy spike in the Katan’s engines that could offer some clue as to who had been tinkering with them. Or damage to the hull that might suggest where it had been all this time.

      “Captain, I am detecting something anomalous,” Rezan said.

      Before he could ask her to elaborate, she transferred her data to the main screen. The SmartGlass now displayed a closeup of the Katan’s underbelly. At first glance, it was identical to every other Phoenix-Class Cruiser in the fleet, but his eyes quickly zeroed in on a strange…vein running along the hull.

      He was about to say that it looked like obsidian – jagged shards of some black substance growing on the ship’s body almost like a tumour – but that assessment went out the window when a pulse of blue light ran along the vein from one end to the other. “What is it, Lieutenant?”

      “Unknown, sir. Initial scans reveal…”

      “What?”

      Rezan shook her head so forcefully he wondered if she was doubting her own eyes. “The substance is similar in composition to nanobots.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Nanobots. You know, those tiny machines that our multi-tools use to interface with foreign computers and-”

      “I know what nanobots are, Lieutenant! I’m asking you what they’re doing on the belly of that ship!”

      “Captain!” Lieutenant Trian blurted.

      He looked at the screen and found that the other ship was adjusting its heading, tilting its nose upward and slightly to the left. And then speeding off in that direction. Another wave from Glin told Ozmaro to unmute the call. “Katan, you are ordered to stand down.”

      “They’re charging weapons, sir.”

      “Shields!” Glin barked, returning to his chair. He sat forward with his hands on the armrests, his eyes fixed upon the screen. The stars wheeled, and the other ship slid into view. Now, it was coming right for them.

      Glin opened the chair’s side panel to retrieve a virtual reality helmet. Putting it on, he found himself floating in an endless expanse of stars, surrounded by a blue wireframe in the shape of the Almeera.

      The other ship discharged a particle beam from its pointed nose. Only Lieutenant Trian’s quick reflexes saved them from a nasty hit. The Almeera’s port wing dipped, and they descended a dozen metres. The fiery lance went right over Glin’s head.

      “Return fire.”

      Pulses of orange plasma erupted from the Almeera’s wing cannons, but the other ship curved upward and to the left again, narrowly evading each shot. “Stay on them!” He felt a moment of disorientation as the stars shifted around him; he had never liked the VR interface, but the captain needed to see the entire 3D environment in ship-to-ship battles.

      They settled into a pursuit course behind the Katan, but the other ship was receding into the distance. It released a flurry of plasma from its aft cannons, and Trian was forced to slide upward to evade those shots.

      “Who are these people? What kind of game are they playing?”

      The Katan executed a half-yaw turn, flying backwards and pointing its nose directly at him. And once again, it unleashed a blazing, orange particle beam. Trian began evasive maneuvers, but she was a half second too slow.

      The shields flashed, forming a shell of flickering, white static around Glin, but the impact was still enough to jostle him in his seat. When the light faded, he saw that the Katan was now racing toward him for a head-on collision.

      At the last second, it slid upward and pointed its nose down, flying past above him. Another particle beam scorched the Almeera’s topside. “Dorsal shield emitters one and three have taken damage!” Sikaros yelled. “Rerouting to compensate.”

      A swift rotation had the stars streaking from left to right in Glin’s vision. He grew tense when the Katan came into view. Its backside was toward him, and those aft cannons were spitting more plasma.

      Trian pulled off a ninety-degree roll that had each pulse racing past the Almeera’s belly. “Enough of this!” Glin snarled. “Homing missiles, fire!”

      Two thin projectiles launched from the Almeera’s wings, converging on the enemy ship. The Katan tried to shake them – performing a series of wild maneuvers – but they tracked it with the tenacity of a bloodhound.

      A half-sphere of light appeared in the distance when the Katan’s shields absorbed the blast.

      “Main batteries, fire!”

      Now, it was the Almeera’s turn to fire a surging particle beam that slammed into the other ship but failed to penetrate its shields. When the moment passed, Glin had a glimpse of the Katan coming toward him before it pulled up and sped away.

      “They’ve gone to warp!” Trian yelled.

      Yanking the helmet off, Glin blinked. His hair was slick with sweat. “Where are they headed?”

      “An unclaimed blue giant near the edge of Antauran Space,” Trian replied. “So far as we know, the system is empty. Should we pursue?”

      “Negative,” Glin said. “Not until we know more. Open the SlipGate and contact Leyria. Send a full report of our encounter with a request for backup. If we go after this thing, we aren’t going alone.”

      “It doesn’t make sense!” Ozmaro growled, slamming his fist down on the arm of his chair. “Why ignore our hails? Why start a battle with us and then leave abruptly? Why drop out of warp at all if they were just going to run away?”

      “I don’t know,” Glin admitted. “But I get the feeling that someone was testing us.”

    

  


  
    
      What’s my name?

      

      Well, that is the question, isn’t it? I was born Pol Corali on the planet Leyria. But that man is dead. Killed by his own selfishness. My father was the man I admired most; so, I took his name in the hope of bringing glory to his memory.

      

      But instead, I brought disgrace.
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            RECKLESS DECISIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      A blaring klaxon echoed through the station, its persistent screams coming in time with the steady flash of red alarm lights. Men and women in gray security uniforms ran through a gray corridor, each one carrying a pistol with blue LEDs on its barrel.

      Arin chased after them in plain clothes, bounding through the hallway with a long stride. A tall and broad-shouldered man with dark brown skin and a shaved head, he had been told many times that he was quite imposing. The officers who leaped aside to make way for him would seem to confirm that assessment.

      Maybe it was his square jaw. Or maybe it was his “perma-scowl.” His friend Max had commented on that more than once. Or maybe it was their knowledge of his checkered past. In the end, it didn’t matter. They got out of his way, and that was good enough.

      Arin took off at speeds that no ordinary human could match, reaching the end of the corridor and slamming himself against the wall. Inching closer to the intersection, he drew his sidearm and ventured a peek around the corner.

      His quarry, a skinny man with a brown ponytail, was about halfway up the adjacent hallway, huffing and puffing with every step. He must have heard Arin’s collision with the bulkhead because he skidded to a stop and spun around.

      Arin resumed his pursuit.

      Gasping for breath, the other man danced backward and yanked a pistol out of his belt holster. This one did not have blue LEDs. Meaning that it was set for lethal ammunition.

      Running at full speed, Arin waited until the very instant before his enemy lined up a shot. He dropped low, sliding along the tiles with one leg extended, grunting as bullets raced over his head.

      With a steady hand, he took aim and fired.

      An electrified SmartSlug struck the other man’s thigh, latching on with tiny prongs that dug into his skin. The surge it delivered was enough to knock out all but the hardiest of subjects. The poor fool flailed about wildly, his pistol falling to land at his feet mere seconds before he followed it.

      Slowing as he closed the distance, Arin stood over the body with a tight frown – his so-called perma-scowl. “Idiot,” he muttered, nudging the unconscious man with his foot.

      The security team finally came around the corner behind him. He could sense each of them as misty shadows, clouds of swirling fog that took on vaguely human shapes, their features becoming sharper as they approached. It was much the same for the walls, the floor and the ceiling. Arin possessed an instinctive awareness of his surroundings. One of the many gifts offered by his alien partner.

      Dropping to a crouch, Arin gently rolled his fallen adversary onto his back. This fellow was quite handsome: tanned with a neatly-trimmed goatee. Lying there with his eyes closed, he almost looked peaceful.

      Arin patted the man’s chest, searching for the goods he had stolen. Pulling his jacket open, he reached inside to retrieve a thin shard of crystal that glittered under the flashing, red lights.

      “Only one,” Arin grumbled. “His comrades must have the rest.”

      One of the guards checked the multi-tool on his wrist, a grimace twisting his grizzled face. “They’ve almost reached the shuttle bay, sir,” he wailed. “Teams Two and Three are down. We won’t be able to catch them in time!”

      Arin didn’t have to look to see the desperation in his eyes. Every wrinkle, every mole, every whisker that sprouted from the old man’s chin: They were all mapped in perfect detail. At this close range, his Spatial Awareness was far more accurate than his eyesight. If he focused his thoughts, the experience would intensify until it almost felt like a tactile sensation.

      “Take this back to the security office!” Arin barked, tossing the crystal to the flustered guard. “And prepare the holding cells!”

      “Sir?” a young woman asked. “Shouldn’t we go with you?”

      “I hunt better alone.”

      He was charging through the hallway again before they had a chance to argue, though that didn’t stop some of them from trying. Their shouts of protest barely even registered. He didn’t need them tagging along and slowing him down. Besides, if one of them got hurt during the fighting…

      Squeezing his eyes shut, Arin forced such thoughts out of his head. “Focus!” he growled. Now was not the time to get caught up in hypotheticals.

      He ran straight toward a set of double doors that parted with a hiss, revealing a dull, gray stairwell on the other side. Taking the steps two at a time, he descended to the next landing.

      Another set of doors opened on the next level. Beyond them, he found an intersection that was nearly identical to the one above. The hallway in front of him stretched on for what must have been at least a hundred paces. Another ran off to his left. It was the latter that he wanted.

      Arin didn’t bother to catch his breath before taking off at full speed again. There was no need. The lifeform that resided in his cells offered more than just Spatial Awareness. It also enhanced his body, imbuing him with strength, speed and resilience.

      The Nassai shared many gifts with their human partners in exchange for the chance to travel beyond the confines of their small moon. By Bonding with a human, they gained access to a wealth of experiences they never would have had on their own. Something as simple as the joy of a good meal was a wonder to a Nassai. But they chose their partners with care, reserving the power that came from such a union for those who would use it wisely. Normally, a Bonding could only be achieved with the mutual consent of both participants.

      Not so in Arin’s case.

      The next hallway opened into a large concourse with a domed ceiling, half of which was consumed by a window that looked out on the vastness of space. A million tiny stars twinkled in the endless, empty night. On any other day, this place would have been bustling with people: travellers disembarking from shuttles, residents of the space station who operated cafés and other businesses. The Adunian restaurant with its large, green sign should have had a sizeable lineup, but today, it was empty. Everyone had retreated to their quarters when the alarms started screeching.

      He entered another passageway with windows along the wall to his left, each separated from its neighbours by metal dividers. This one was much wider than the last. No doubt that was to accommodate the heavy traffic that would come through here whenever a passenger ship docked.

      As he neared the shuttle bay, he saw its bulk through the windows. It was a large, box-like structure protruding from the side of the station, visible to him only by the absence of stars behind it.

      His supervising officer was waiting at the entrance.

      Tall and slim, Rel Dorilu was a handsome man with short, brown hair that suited his olive complexion quite nicely. Though his pointed chin stood out, it only made him look more distinguished. Like Arin, he had a youthful appearance – yet another benefit that came from his symbiont.

      “They’re inside,” Rel said. “They’ve got a chokehold on the entrance; we’re not getting in there without a fight, but Station Ops has locked the space doors. They can’t escape, and they know it’s only a matter of time before we overrun their position. Donal and Gia are on their way with a full security team.”

      “I’m going in,” Arin declared.

      The other man grimaced and shook his head vigorously. “Absolutely not,” he said. “They came well prepared. Our scans indicate that they have flyer drones covering the entrance. Illegal tech. You go in there alone, and-”

      “We don’t have time to wait!” Arin growled.

      “Stand down, Agent Corali! That’s an order!”

      Shoving his supervisor out of the way, Arin stomped up to the door. “Agent Arin,” he barked, drawing his pistol. “Pol Corali is dead.” He would not allow them to address him as Arin Corali. That had been the name his father had used.

      He slapped his palm against the scanner, and the heavy doors slid apart with a faint chugging sound. Ducking out of the way, he slammed his shoulder against the wall only an instant before a volley of bullets sped through the opening. Each slug drilled through the wall on the other side of the hallway.

      Breathing hard, Arin lifted his pistol up in front of his face, its barrel pointed at the ceiling. With a flick of his thumb, he selected stun rounds, and the LEDs on his weapon turned blue.

      He extended his free hand out to the side, stretching his fingertips toward the open door. All he needed was an inch of exposed skin and a clear line of sight.

      Awareness of the shuttle bay’s interior took shape in his mind. He perceived each surface as a cloud of roiling mist with clearly defined edges. The thieves had placed cargo containers near the entrance, and they crouched behind them, pointing automatic weapons into the hallway.

      Further back, he saw sleek spacecraft with pointed noses and curved wings; most were parked against the sidewalls, but a bulky transport ship sat alone in the middle of the room. Doubtless, the thieves intended to use it to make their getaway.

      Small, disk-shaped robots floated in the air, each with a round aperture on its outer edge that could fire pistol rounds. They flitted back and forth, searching for a target. He retracted his fingers before they could get any ideas.

      Rel had been correct; the thieves had established a heavily fortified position. But some clever tactics might even the odds.

      “You’re insane!” Rel hissed, pressing his shoulder against the wall on the other side of the door. The glower he directed toward Arin made it clear that they would be having a lengthy discussion about this if they both survived.

      “Perhaps,” Arin said. Pulling his coat open, he exposed another disk-shaped device on his hip. This one was smaller than the drones, but in some ways, it was far more powerful.

      He unclipped it from his belt, squeezing it tightly and pressing a button as he thrust it through the doorway. A flickering screen of electromagnetic energy appeared before his outstretched hand. Like a blizzard of tiny sparks that came together and formed a wall. It crackled and buzzed, the air seeming to vibrate as bullets flattened themselves against it.

      Pressing another button unleashed the force-field’s true power. It went hurtling toward his enemies, demolishing their barricade of stacked crates. Men cried out as they were trapped beneath the very containers they had intended to use as cover.

      “Deal with the drones!” Arin barked.

      Accepting the command as if he were the subordinate, Rel aimed around the corner. The LEDs on his pistol were white, and the bullets that it discharged glowed with intense light, leaving tracers as they zipped across the shuttle bay. One managed to hit a drone, causing sparks to flash as it fell to the floor.

      The other robots reoriented themselves, focusing their attention on Rel. A flurry of fire pelted the doorframe.

      Arin seized the opportunity his supervisor had created.

      Dashing into the room at full speed, he leaped and flipped upside down over the men who were struggling to get out from under the crates. He aimed down at them and fired, releasing a charged shot that struck one poor fellow’s shoulder and knocked him out before he could finish extricating himself.

      Arin landed in a crouch with the pistol raised up beside his ear. An instant later, he was running for the cargo ship, his pounding footsteps echoing off the walls. He saw a drone in the corner of his eye, but his Spatial Awareness painted a sharper picture.

      The little robot was a disk of mist on his left, hovering about ten paces off the floor. Sensing his movements, it swivelled in the air and tried to target him.

      Arin stretched his free hand toward it, calling upon his Nassai for aid. At his command, the very fabric of space and time crumpled, creating a patch of rippling light about the size of his chest. The bullets that should have killed him got caught inside the distortion. Trapped in a moment of stretched time, they were slow enough for him to watch as they curved away from him in a tight loop, each slug flying back the way it had come.

      He dismissed the Bending to find that the drone had moved aside. Its wayward bullets hit the wall instead. And now, its weapon was pointed at a spot directly in Arin’s path.

      Reacting by instinct, Arin threw himself into a desperate somersault. Several shots flew past above him and pinged off the nose of a shuttle.

      Gasping, he came up on one knee and took refuge inside a Time Bubble. He felt the power of his symbiont burning throughout his body. Manipulating space and time was no mean feat. His skin was already tingling from the effort. In about ten seconds, that sensation would become a sharp, burning pain, and ten seconds after that, he would collapse from exhaustion.

      Safe inside a dome of accelerated time, he scanned the room for threats, though it was hard to see anything clearly. The bubble’s shimmering surface refracted all of the light passing through it; everything outside was a hazy, deformed version of its proper shape.

      He saw a floating, gray blob that must have been the drone. The irksome little pest was frozen in the eternal moment before it fired the round that would kill him. Perhaps the command to do so was already racing through its circuits.

      “EMP!” Arin growled, the LEDs on his gun changing from blue to white. He stood up, took two steps to the left and raised his weapon in both hands. As the tingling in his skin intensified, he let the bubble collapse.

      Three bullets struck the spot where he had been kneeling.

      Arin responded in kind, squeezing the trigger again and again. White tracers erupted from the barrel of his gun, converging on the robot and tearing through its body. The electrified ammunition fried its circuitry and reduced its outer shell to a wreck of scorched duroplastic. The sound of it hitting the floor was unbelievably sweet.

      His victory drew the attention of a second drone that was hovering near the door. This one turned its back on Rel and sped across the room, passing the men who were still crawling out from underneath that avalanche of crates.

      Concerned by its sudden retreat, Rel aimed through the open doorway and fired. The drone slid sideways to evade a glowing slug that would have taken it from behind. It went straight for Arin, but a second shot forced it to drop a few inches, and the radiant bullet grazed its topside.

      Arin danced backward with his gun in hand, sweat beading on his brow. He could feel the thieves’ ship looming behind him. If he could just get to the airlock.

      The need to continually bob and weave prevented the drone from targeting him, but his luck wouldn’t last forever. The criminals were getting back up and hastily recovering their weapons.

      Still, the drone kept coming, dodging several more rounds before it finally managed to point its aperture at Arin.

      Arin jumped with a powerful backflip, bullets striking the floor where he had been standing. Touching down next to the transport ship, he crouched just in time to escape a second volley that went over his head. He could hear each slug bouncing off the metal hull.

      Ignoring his trepidation, he aimed for the drone, but it slid out of the way in the very instant that he pulled the trigger. His pistol released a crackling SmartSlug that caressed its outer edge without doing any serious damage. But that desperate act of self-preservation brought the pesky little fiend directly into the line of fire from Rel’s gun.

      A salvo of electrified ammo pummeled it from behind, bringing it down with a shower of sparks. It bounced along the floor before skidding to a stop, smoke rising from its mangled shell.

      And still, it wasn’t over.

      The thieves had reclaimed their fallen weapons.

      The first to turn his hateful gaze upon Arin was a burly fellow with a scraggly black beard. His companion – a golden-haired twig of a youth – lifted an assault rifle in his bony hands.

      But none of them fired.

      The anger they directed toward Arin was instantly swallowed by open-mouthed shock when they heard the deep, reverberating hum of the transport ship’s engines. What could the pilot be thinking? Escape was impossible with the space doors locked. And even if that rusted old hunk of junk had weapons, using them in here would kill friend and foe alike.

      He got his answer when a dome-like turret on the ship’s topside began to rotate. At first, Arin thought that he might be the target. But that was impossible. Those cannons could fire straight ahead or up at the ceiling, but they would never be able to hit anything on the floor. The angles were all wrong.

      His amusement died when he finally comprehended the pilot’s diabolical plan. The cannons were pointed at the space doors: The only things that stood between Arin and the uncompromising vacuum that would kill him in seconds if he didn’t find shelter.

      Dropping their weapons, the thieves ran for their rumbling ship like a pack of rabbits trying to escape a hungry wolf. One man was able to pull ahead of the others. “Wait!” he screamed, frantically waving to get the pilot’s attention.

      Arin had to make a choice.

      The ship’s port-side airlock was open. Anyone who got aboard in time might just survive this ordeal. On the other hand, he could run back to the hallway. It was more than twice the distance, and the doors would seal themselves when the station’s computer detected a hull breach.

      A grim-faced man appeared in the airlock, pressing a button that had the door sliding shut with a hiss.

      In a split second, Arin made his decision, calling on his Nassai to erect another Time Bubble. This one wasn’t a dome but a narrow tube that stretched toward the ship, terminating a few paces shy of its goal. He couldn’t make it any larger.

      Beyond its shimmering walls, the thieves were frozen in mid-step, each having been reduced to a blurry figure that only vaguely resembled a human being. It was almost like viewing them through a curtain of falling water.

      Skin burning, temples throbbing, Arin holstered his pistol and ran for the ship. He crossed the distance in under five seconds, then leaped as he neared the tunnel’s end and released his hold on space-time.

      Without his Bending to sustain it, the bubble collapsed, and he soared through the half-open door, plowing into the dour fellow on the other side. Somehow, the other man was able to stay on his feet. Flattening himself against the airlock’s inner door, he drew his sidearm with a snarl.

      Arin kicked the gun away, sending it flying into the wall. His adversary blinked, surprised to find himself empty handed, but recovered quickly and threw a wild punch.

      Twisting out of the way, Arin clamped one hand onto the man’s wrist and the other onto his shoulder. He drove the poor fool face-first into the outer door, leaving him dazed and disoriented.

      Stepping back, Arin pulled his own gun from its holster, set it for stun rounds and fired a single shot that had the other man thrashing and flailing before his body hit the floor with a thump.

      One down and who knows how many to go. But it didn’t matter. He had to find the crystals before these ruffians absconded with them.

      He had to make amends for his crimes.
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        * * *

      

      “He’s insane,” Rel mumbled as he watched the airlock closing with Arin on the other side. The thieves abandoned their mad dash to the ship, realizing that it was too late. They had been left behind.

      “Wait!” a bearded man wailed, waving his hands in a hopeless attempt to get the pilot’s attention. “Wait! Please!”

      Rel thought about stunning them, but there was no point. If his suspicions were correct, then none of those scoundrels would be leaving this shuttle bay alive. His primary concern was for Arin, but he was as powerless to help that pigheaded buffoon as he was to capture the thieves.

      The ship floated gently upward, leaving its former passengers behind. Its dorsal cannons were now pointed at the space doors, and the air crackled as they discharged two pulses of blue plasma.

      A sudden flash made Rel grunt, but that was all he saw. The double doors slid shut, sealing off the shuttle bay. Anyone on the other side would soon die of vacuum exposure.

      Whether Arin would survive the ordeal was anyone’s guess. Rel had no way of knowing how many hostiles were aboard that ship. Or what would happen if it went to warp. All he could do was pray and hope for the best.
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        * * *

      

      Exiting the airlock, Arin found himself in a narrow corridor with round lights in the ceiling. Its walls had a slight reddish tint that was hidden under a layer of dust. The lingering scent of a spicy meal wafted out from a nearby door that probably led into the galley. He wasn’t very concerned about that. His goal was the cockpit and the pilot who, at this very moment, was guiding this ship away from the station. Or so he assumed.

      Creeping through the hallway with the pistol gripped in both hands, its muzzle pointed down at the floor, Arin frowned nervously. He made it a point to peek inside every door he passed just to make sure that no one was lying in wait, perhaps intending to sneak up on him from behind. Not that it would do them much good. Spatial Awareness was better than having eyes in the back of his head.

      Step by step, he made his way to the end of the corridor, nudging a metal door open with his foot. The groaning squeal of rusted hinges made him wince. He should have been more careful. It was entirely possible that the ship’s pilot didn’t know he was aboard, but that would change quickly if he made too much noise.

      Stepping through, he entered a lounge with black couches propped up against the walls and a metal table with holes around its outer edge. The lights were dimmer here but not by much. And someone had left the remnants of a half-eaten meal in a yellow bowl. A dish of rice and marinated meat that gave off the same pungent odour as before.

      His eyes were drawn to a set of metal steps that led up to a door on his left. He was willing to bet that he would find the cockpit on the other side.

      Cautiously, he climbed the steps and pressed a button on the wall. The doors parted, and his suspicions were confirmed. The cockpit was dimly lit by the touchscreen displays on the pilot’s console. From this angle, he could only see the back of a large chair – and beyond it, a window that looked out on stars – but a woman’s melodic voice greeted him as he entered. “Reese, what took you so-”

      She must have seen his reflection in that window because she turned and reached for the gun underneath her console.

      Arin raised his weapon first, compelling her to remain still. “Good,” he said when he was certain that she wouldn’t try anything stupid.

      The pilot of this broken-down, old ship was surprisingly petite with waves of thick blonde hair falling almost to the small of her back and glasses that rested on her button nose. Her pale face was round with pink lips, blue eyes and an almost imperceptible scar just above her jawline.

      “Justice Keeper,” she sneered. “You should have died in that shuttle bay.”

      “Along with the rest of your crew?”

      She snorted. “Useless louts, the lot of them. Plenty more where that came from.”

      Arin was about to offer a retort, but he was cut off by the sudden jolt of something impacting the ship. A burst of static came through the comm system, followed immediately by a gruff man’s voice. “This is Pyro Wing 27 to the renegade transport vessel Akilas. You are ordered to power down your weapons and return to the station.”

      Gritting her teeth, the woman flinched ever so slightly – perhaps intending to reach for the controls – but stopped herself when she remembered the pistol that Arin had pointed at her chest. “Gods above!” So, she was Antauran then. Well, that tracked; this was an Antauran ship.

      “I suggest you turn the ship around,” Arin said.

      “Never!”

      The lights flickered, and the ship was jostled once again. Arin had to fight to stay on his feet.

      Pursing his lips, he studied the woman with a raised eyebrow. “At this point, you have two choices: Go back to the station and face whatever charges the sector attorney will bring against you – which probably include murder at this point – or the four of us can die here in the cold emptiness of space.”

      She stiffened, hands tightly gripping the arms of her chair. “The four of us?”

      “Your man is unconscious in the airlock. And my Nassai is a person too.”

      Hissing, the tiny woman bent forward like she wanted to rip his throat open with her teeth. But her anger withered in its impotence, smothered under a façade of calm resignation. “Fine!”

      She turned her back on him, tapping a button on the screen to open a comm channel. “Pyro Wing 27, this is the Akilas.” Her moment of hesitation was punctuated by a strangled grunt. As if she were struggling to get the words out. “I surrender. Repeat, I surrender.”
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      A large, floor-to-ceiling window at the back of Rel’s office looked out on a city of white buildings. Calimazzo had been built near a tropical beach of pure, white sand, and the tower that housed Justice Keeper Headquarters was high enough for Arin to see the crystal-blue waters.

      He had moved to this city six months ago, after accepting a place on Rel’s team. It was his first official assignment as a Justice Keeper. A year ago, he had merely been an ally to the organization. A year before that, he had been an enemy.

      How quickly things changed.

      Arin studied the badge that rested in the palm of his hand – a four-pointed star in a circle of silver. It was cool to the touch and pleasantly smooth. More to the point, it was proof that he had earned his place among the Keepers. At least, that was what Larani Tal had said.

      Kastina’s emotions were turbulent, and Arin couldn’t blame her. His Nassai had some rather firm opinions about his foolhardy charge onto the thieves’ ship, and she had articulated them in great detail when they discussed the matter the night before. Suffice it to say that Kastina agreed with Rel’s assessment of the situation. Arin should have waited for backup instead of risking his life in such a reckless move.

      He would have sensed Rel coming into the office even if the other man hadn’t sighed as he walked through the door. Neither one of them was particularly eager for this confrontation.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Rel muttered, rounding the SmartGlass desk and pausing for a glance out the window. He spun around with an expression as hard as granite. “Your actions yesterday were unacceptable.”

      Arin nodded, unwilling to dispute that statement. “I will accept any reprimand you deem appropriate, sir.”

      Rel blinked, shocked by his candour, and then bent forward with his hands on the desk. “Forget reprimands!” he barked. “I want to know why you did it! Why would you risk your life and mine with a careless stunt like that?”

      Standing before the other man with his hands clasped behind his back, the badge’s outer edge digging into his palm, Arin tried to project an aura of calm determination. “It was necessary to recover the crystals.”

      “Yes, I’m well aware of how important those crystals are. Their ability to heal life-threatening injuries is nothing short of miraculous. But for all that, they are still just things; you and I are people, Arin, and people are more important.”

      Arin wanted to argue, but dismay kept him silent. He found himself wondering how the other man could have missed the point so thoroughly. By dismissing the crystals as “just things,” Rel implied that his actions were motivated by avarice. Or perhaps by some misguided fealty to the letter of interstellar trade agreements.

      Nothing could be further from the truth!

      His zeal to recover those crystals was driven by concern for the people they might save. Each contained a small portion of the Field Binders’ strange power, and when shattered, they released a wave of energy that healed anything it touched. Grievous injuries disappeared as if they had never happened. They were incredibly powerful, incredibly valuable and rare. A single Field Binder had to work for half an hour to create just one. In a galaxy of billions, there would never be enough to go around.

      This batch had been meant for war veterans, people who had lost limbs or suffered brain damage. He was not about to leave them in the hands of thieves who would only sell them for weapons, drugs or the Companion alone knew what.

      “If I’m going to have you on my team,” Rel went on, “then I need to trust that you can work effectively with other people. If you had waited just a few more minutes, we could have gone in with a full security team and four Justice Keepers.”

      “If I had waited, the thieves would have blasted through the space doors and escaped. Only this time, there would have been no one on their ship to stop them.”

      The disbelief on Rel’s face was so intense you might have thought that Arin had just promised to sprout wings and fly. “And then the station’s fighter squadrons would bring them down.”

      Arin ran his thumb along the edge of his badge.

      Closing his eyes and breathing deeply, he spoke in a calm, collected voice. “I doubt very much that they could have stopped the thieves before they went to warp.”

      “Then we would have sent a ship after them!”

      “Sir, we couldn’t risk losing those crystals.”

      “Why?” Rel spluttered. “Why was it so important?”

      Stiffening – the question brought to mind many painful memories – Arin turned on his heel and paced a line in front of the desk. The answer was right there on the tip of his tongue, but he could not bring himself to speak it aloud.

      “I’m waiting,” Rel pressed.

      “It’s about Kastina, sir.” Admitting that got the Nassai’s attention. She was privy to every thought that passed through Arin’s head; so, she already knew where he was going with this. And she didn’t like it one bit.

      Crossing his arms, Rel frowned thoughtfully. “Your symbiont?” he asked with a raised eyebrow. “I’m not seeing the connection.”

      “You know my history; I Bonded this symbiont without her consent. Grecken Slade had taken away her free will.” Arin shuddered. Saying that out loud would never be easy for him. “It was a crystal that restored Kastina’s mind and freed her from the pain Slade had inflicted upon her.”

      Suddenly, the anger drained out of Rel’s face, replaced by solemn sympathy as he shut his eyes and exhaled. “Right. You feel that we can’t let even one of those things go to waste because each one represents hope to a broken Nassai.”

      “So far as we know, the crystals are the only thing that can restore a broken Nassai. I must-” Trembling, Arin clenched his teeth. “We must protect them.”

      “It’s a laudable goal,” Rel conceded. “But you cannot allow yourself to become so consumed with remorse that you make foolish decisions in its pursuit. There were better ways to recover those crystals, and even if we had lost them, the Ezryni can make more.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Rel was quiet for a little while, observing Arin like an arbiter trying to decide upon the appropriate sentence for a condemned criminal. Whatever the result may be, Arin would not protest. He had more than earned his punishment.

      And that was the source of Kastina’s displeasure. Not his desire to protect the crystals and heal the other Nassai, but the guilt that Arin refused to surrender and the lengths it drove him to. She had forgiven him, and, as far as she was concerned, that should have been the end of it. Even with all of his thoughts and feelings laid bare, she still did not understand why he could not forgive himself.

      “We got lucky,” Rel said at last. “No one was seriously hurt. So, I think maybe we’ll just let this one slide. But, Arin…”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “This pain you’re carrying? You’ve gotta get past it.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Arin was walking along the cobblestone sidewalk of a quiet street that sloped gently down a hill toward the beach. The white buildings on both sides of the road were constructed in the traditional Adunian style, but they had been upgraded with solar panels and modern cooling systems for those hot days in the dry season.

      Each one had large windows, with white muntin, on either side of a central door that was usually painted red or blue or green. They almost looked like houses, but that was how the people of this region had built their shops in centuries past, and their descendants wanted to preserve that classic architecture.

      Colourful blossoms sprouted from the flowerbeds beneath every window. Orange tulips and yellow lilies were the most common, but Arin especially liked the pink cresaylis. Their petals spread out in a sunburst pattern with a touch of red along the outer edges.

      The air was warm and muggy, the sky a gorgeous shade of blue with not a single cloud to be seen. He caught a slight whiff of salt on a breeze that wafted in from the ocean. All in all, it was a gorgeous day in one of Leyria’s most beautiful cities. Most people would agree that this place was paradise. But it lacked the one thing that Arin craved more than anything else.

      A challenge.

      Justice Keepers were assigned to regional offices, which could mean anything from the bustling Leyrian capital to a backwater outpost on some low-tech world. They had a presence on just about every planet where humans lived, often at the request of the local government.

      Their primary purpose was to deal with threats that conventional law enforcement was ill-equipped to handle: cyborgs, telepaths, killer robots. Apparently, the Field Binders were adding magic to the mix. Or something very close to it. Arin wasn’t quite sure what to make of that.

      The vids would have you believe that Justice Keepers were always rushing off to face some galaxy-ending threat, but the reality was far less exciting. Yesterday’s visit to Argala Station had been the exception, not the rule. And the only reason that Arin’s team had received the assignment was because they operated in a region that was so tame it could spare them for a few hours.

      Some people might enjoy an easy assignment on a lush, tropical island, but the lack of activity offered few opportunities for Arin to make amends for his misdeeds. Sometimes, he wondered if the senior directors had placed him here specifically to keep him out of the way.

      He neared a white house at the foot of the hill, a two-story building with walls that almost seemed to glow under the fierce sunlight. Its green front door had a large, brass handle. Arin didn’t bother knocking.

      Stepping inside, he found that most of the little, round tables in Lin’s café were unoccupied. The refrigerated display case offered several different varieties of pie and a wide assortment of beverages. He heard the sounds of pots and pans clattering in the kitchen.

      Lin emerged a moment later, pausing to run a hand through her long, black hair. She was quite fetching: tall and copper-skinned with a dancer’s slender frame. But it was her face that really stood out.

      The dimple in her chin gave her a slight girlish quality, and that nose…That nose was perfectly shaped. Her dark eyes had a notable epicanthic fold, but it was the pink makeup on her eyelids that really captured his attention.

      “Justice Keeper,” she said, stepping up behind the counter. “What can I get you today?”

      Crossing his arms, Arin smiled bashfully and studied the floor under his feet. “I don’t suppose you’d have more of that Riskalian tea.”

      “You’re in luck!” Lin exclaimed, walking over to one of several kettles that sat upon burners on the back shelf. She took the second one from the left and hesitated before reaching for a mug. “Hot or chilled?”

      “Chilled, please.”

      Retrieving a plastic cup, she filled it with ice and poured hot tea on top of it. “I didn’t see you yesterday,” Lin noted.

      “I was on Argala.”

      She looked up at him with a raised eyebrow. “All the way out on the edge of the solar system? That’s quite a journey.”

      “There were some complications with a shipment of vital medical supplies. My team and I were asked to investigate.”

      Placing the cup on the counter, Lin tilted her head with a knowing smile. “Oh? Were you involved with that ship that blasted its way out of the shuttle bay? I saw the report on the news.”

      “I really can’t talk about it.”

      “No, of course not,” Lin agreed. “Matters of planetary security and all that. Though I am inclined to wonder if telling me your name would put the entire Leyrian Federation at risk.”

      “My name is Arin.”

      “Are you sure that’s your name?”

      He flinched, startled by the question. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

      Lin shrugged, turning her back on him and returning the kettle to its burner. “You don’t seem to like it very much,” she replied with a glance over her shoulder. “That or you don’t like me. It’s hard to get a read on you, Justice Keeper.”

      Arin couldn’t hold back the tiny smile that curved his lips. “I like you just fine.”

      “One would hope,” Lin murmured, pacing behind the counter. She paused next to the kitchen door, watching him from the corner of her eye. “You come in here often enough.”

      He lifted his cup in thanks. “You make good tea.” With that, he took his drink to a small table by the window, sipping it slowly as he watched the people going by on the sidewalk. Riskalian tea was notably bitter, which suited him just fine. One reason for his frequent patronage of this establishment was the difficulty of finding it anywhere else. Few people wanted it, and few coffee shops offered it. Lin, however, liked to give her customers a wide selection of beverages from all over the planet.

      As the name implied, the tea came from Riskalia, a nation on the eastern coast of Bradur. Located in the Southern Hemisphere, near the Tropic of Saruse, its rainy climate was ideal for growing the herb that gave the tea its distinct flavour.

      He was lost in a quiet reverie, wondering whether he might be able to persuade Rel to send him on more assignments, when a whisper of movement in his Spatial Awareness pulled him back to reality.

      The misty figure of Lin coalesced behind him, her features becoming sharper as she approached the table with a slice of pie. Arin didn’t turn to greet her. Some people were startled by a Justice Keeper’s ability to sense their presence without looking.

      “What’s this?” he asked as she set a plate down in front of him.

      “Tartberry pie.”

      “I didn’t request any tartberry pie.”

      Lin’s only response to his protest was a snort of derision. “You looked like you could use a snack, Justice Keeper.”

      “I’ve never been fond of sweets.”

      Standing in the sunlight that streamed in through the window, Lin shook her head ever so slowly. “It seems to me that you’re not very fond of most of life’s pleasures. A pity. That Nassai of yours got a raw deal.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Lin claimed the chair across from him, plunking her elbow down on the table and resting her chin on the back of her hand. After several moments of intense silence, Arin began to squirm under the weight of her scrutiny. “They Bond with humans because we offer a wealth of experiences they never would have had otherwise.”

      “I’m aware of that.”

      “And yet you deny yourself all of life’s little joys.”

      “Not all.”

      Lin went silent again, her dark eyes drifting down to the pie almost as if she wanted it for herself. He was half tempted to slide it across the table. “Tell me, Arin,” she began in a curious tone. “Does your symbiont have a name?”

      He hesitated, surprised that she would ask. The trend of Nassai adopting individual identities was fairly recent, and so far as Arin knew, no one outside the organization was aware of it. For centuries, the Nassai had never bothered with names, seeing themselves only as fragments of a greater whole. It was Max Tyler – a Justice Keeper from Earth – who changed that paradigm by calling his symbiont Autumn.

      Max had brought about many changes. If not for his influence, Arin probably would have died in a cell somewhere. He felt a pang of sadness at the memory of his lost friend.

      “Justice Keeper?” Lin prodded, drawing him out of his reverie.

      Unsure of how to respond, Arin lifted his cup and studied her over the rim. “My symbiont is called Kastina,” he muttered before taking a sip of ice-cold tea.

      “And what does Kastina get out of her partnership with you?”

      These questions were hitting a little too close to home. He felt Kastina’s love for him like a blazing beacon, but that flame was very nearly squelched by the icy winds of guilt and regret. “Are you suggesting that she would get more out of our relationship if I sampled a wider variety of food and drink?”

      “Among other things.”

      Kastina became a bouncing ball of eagerness in the back of his mind. Clearly, she was fond of that idea.

      Sighing, Arin bent forward and stabbed the pie with his fork. He lifted a large hunk of flaky crust slathered in red filling and held it up for Lin’s inspection. At her nod of approval, he shoved the whole thing in his mouth.

      The melange of flavours was surprisingly good. On their own, tartberries could be rather sour, but she had balanced that with rhubarb and other sweeteners. He especially liked the crust’s crumbly texture.

      Swallowing, he wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Quite delicious,” he said. “Thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome,” she replied, smoothly rising and patting him on the shoulder. “Come back tomorrow. I’ll have other recipes for you to try.”
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        * * *

      

      Arin sat cross-legged on his living room floor, listening to the waves crashing over the beach. He had left the sliding glass door open, and a gentle breeze drifted in from the patio. Even after sunset, Calimazzo was warm and muggy.

      Many thoughts vied for his attention, but he forcibly ignored them, choosing to focus instead on the physical sensations throughout his body: the firmness of the floor beneath him, the humidity in the air, the steady rhythm of those glorious waves. For a moment there, he thought he caught a whiff of woodsmoke. Had someone started a bonfire on the beach? Surely, he would have heard voices if that were the case.

      He could almost taste Kastina’s keen desire to speak with him. She had been beside herself with anticipation ever since he left the coffee shop. No doubt she wanted to voice her approval of Lin’s plan. The only thing that shook his confidence in that opinion was a momentary flicker of annoyance from his Nassai. Could it be that there was something else she wanted to discuss?

      The next thing he knew, he was standing on the beach with his bare feet sinking into the sand. A purple moon floated above the ocean, and the black waves sparkled under its steady light. He could feel Kastina’s joy at the sight of her home.

      The soft crunch of footsteps announced her arrival. She came forward to stand next to him, looking positively resplendent in a blue gown with a single strap over her right shoulder. Tall and slim with a complexion as dark as his, she wore her long black hair in a multitude of braids. This was the form she always took whenever they spoke directly.

      The beach on which he stood was not real. His body was still sitting on the living room floor, deep within a trance. All of this was just a projection that Kastina had placed within his mind: a virtual world built to facilitate their interactions.

      “I promise to try at least one new dish each month,” he said before she could open her mouth.

      “I appreciate that,” she replied. “But that’s not why I wanted to talk.”

      “Then I promise to-”

      She silenced him with a raised hand, wincing as she wrestled with a flash of annoyance. “Patience, my host. You needn’t prove to me that you care about my needs.”

      In the dream, Arin was wearing a pair of shorts and a silk shirt with the top buttons left undone, exposing his toned chest. Shoving his hands into his pockets, he turned his back on Kastina and walked away from her, scuffing sand with every step. “Then what did you want to talk about?”

      “Lin.”

      “What about her?”

      “She likes you.”

      Arin stiffened and twisted around, shooting a glare over his shoulder that should have put paid to any further discussion on this topic. “Then she isn’t nearly as smart as she pretends to be.”

      Drawing herself up to full height, Kastina lifted her chin imperiously. “Your attempts at deflection aren’t going to work on me, my host.”

      Spinning around with a spray of sand, Arin stood before her with his arms spread wide. “What is it you want from me, Kastina?”

      His Nassai came forward with the steady, confident stride of a queen. “I want you to ask her out.”

      “As simple as that, is it?”

      “I’m fairly certain that she will say yes.”

      “And how, pray tell, can you be so sure of that?”

      His question provoked a radiant smile from Kastina. Standing there in the purple moonlight, she looked almost like a goddess. “In our natural state, my people exist as a collective consciousness. I carry the memories of other Nassai. Which means I also carry the memories of other Justice Keepers.”

      “I don’t see how that-”

      “I know how humans act when they want to show interest in each other, and Lin is doing all of those things with you. She likes you. And more to the point, you like her. And don’t even bother denying it because you know you can’t hide anything from me.”

      “No, I suppose I can’t.”

      “So, why don’t we deal with whatever excuses you’ve made to talk yourself out of a wonderful opportunity?”

      Arin chuckled, reaching up to scrub a hand over the back of his bald head. “You are quite persistent.”

      “I have to be.”

      “Kastina, I-”

      “Save it!” she snapped with another curt gesture that cut him off before he could get the words out. “I’ve heard the excuses, my host. I know them before you even think to speak them. You’re about to tell me that you can’t get close to someone because, at one point in your life, you did evil. And I will simply have to remind you that you are no longer that person.”

      Arin turned to the ocean, gazing off toward the distant horizon. A frown pulled at the corners of his mouth. “I know I’m not that person, but-”

      “But what?” Kastina pressed. “You must live in eternal loneliness as penance? You realize that your pain is my pain, don’t you?”

      A pang of guilt made him flinch. “That’s not fair.”

      “Isn’t it?” Kastina stepped in front of him, standing in the waves that lapped at the shore and regarding him with those ancient eyes. “I’m only telling you what Rel has told you. You will never reach your full potential so long as you remain shackled by remorse. So, the only question becomes, ‘What are you going to do to break free, Arin?’”
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