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DANE TARKER WAS TALL, solidly built, blond, and handsome, albeit with a few scars here and there. He preferred to consider them rugged accents. The room embodied an odd confluence of warmth from all the wooden furniture, and sterility from everything else about it. Beige, stone-textured walls; a yellowing tile floor; and bright, fluorescent lighting. It featured a desk at the front, elevated on a platform, and Dane sat in the padded, wooden chair behind it. It was comfortable. No surprise, as the magistrates would have insisted it was.

Yes, the chair was comfortable. Dane was not.

It was a courtroom in the farmland, one of the main buildings in the county seat. Not terribly large, just enough to comfortably hold the platform with the medium brown desk Dane was sitting at, two chairs at small tables facing the desk on either side of the room, and several rows of benches behind those, all pointed toward Dane. Beyond the benches, at the front of the room, were double doors for entrance from the courtroom antechamber, and behind Dane was a door to the magistrate’s chamber. The courtroom was not cramped, but nowhere near the size Dane had seen in historical photos of courtrooms the way they were before The Crisis.

Dane was incredibly nervous. No one else was in the room yet, but once they were, there was no going back on this unlikely ruse. The magistrates were mysterious enough in their communications and activities that it was possible this could work, but there were looming flaws in this plan. Still, it seemed like his only option, under the circumstances.

He just needed to gather himself and act confidently. The magistrates never told anyone when they were changing or reassigning themselves, so he might buy himself some time just by acting like he belonged there.

Everyone would question where the old magistrate was, but if Dane could just get past that first challenge, things would get easier.

Magistrates were the undisputed law. It was forty years since The Crisis, and very few people were alive that had actually survived through it. Magistrates were a large part of The Crisis, and they were the natural leaders afterward.

They were genetically engineered to be superior, physically and intellectually. The Crisis was a global war, and the magistrates were pawns at the time—soldiers in that war. When it was over, though, and eighty percent of the human population was gone, magistrates were still around, and the ensuing anarchy was only settled by acknowledging that the magistrates were the logical leaders.

Not political leaders. They weren’t the government. They were the law.

Government had a much smaller role than it used to, as much of government was creating laws, and there were no criminal laws on the books per se. Magistrates were on their own to decide right and wrong.

Every magistrate in every jurisdiction decided for themselves who was right and wrong in each case that came before them. They had annual conventions to compare notes and see who was ruling on what, so there was at least a suggestion of consistency between them, but as soon as the convention was over and the magistrates were back in their own jurisdictions, legal rulings were up to them.

To some extent, consistency was in the magistrates’ best interests. If a rogue magistrate began ruling or punishing too differently than others, people would take their cases to a different magistrate, which was their right. Eventually, the rogue would be replaced for disrupting the system too much.

Dane had previous courtroom experiences, but none that had resulted in permanent injury. They had, however, sparked his natural curiosity, and Dane became an avid reader about justice, society, and history. Almost what some would consider a researcher. He was quite well-educated, in his own way.

According to what he’d learned, immediately after The Crisis society was not robust enough to have a strong and unified system of law enforcement, and since magistrates were available to provide local interpretations, everyone relied on that. As time went on, people realized they thought that was actually working well, and it continued.
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