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Live by the Ten, Die by the Gun


	 

	 

	 

	Jeremiah Jeffers' cattle shipment was late. There were sacrifices to be made, sins to cover, and for days now, a long, restless line of the faithful standing outside the temple gates. If they were made to wait much longer, there would be new sins to atone for as impatience and bad tempers flared up. 

	To make matters worse, Sheriff MacIntyre offered no help whatsoever.

	"Don't know what you expect me to do about it, Priest." Boaz MacIntyre stood at the station viewdeck with his arms crossed, his stunner slung low in its holster. 

	When he wasn't enforcing the Ten or catching a few hours of sleep, this was right where the tall, grizzled Lawkeeper could usually be found, staring into the cold depths of space. No one knew what he hoped to find out there, but the 270-degree view was spectacular—in small doses. It always brought a chill to Jeffers' spine to see how alone they were out here, floating on the edge of the galaxy. Not another space station or planet within a day's flight.

	"If that transport ship takes much longer, we're liable to have a riot on our hands!" Jeffers protested.

	"Likely," McIntyre said.

	"What?"

	"You said liable. That's what you'll be if your faithful disturb the peace. Keep your flock in line, or you'll be liable for any damage to the station."

	Jeffers blinked with incredulity, gazing up at the Lawkeeper. "When was the last time you visited the temple, Sheriff?"

	MacIntyre's eyes didn't shift a millimeter from the star-punctured black before them. "Every Sabbath I can."

	"Yet I don't recall the last time you offered a sacrifice…"

	"Guess I don't sin much."

	If not for his artificial heart, the priest's blood pressure surely would have spiked. "Pride itself is an affront to the Almighty!"

	"You'd better high-tail it to that altar of yours." 

	MacIntyre turned to face the much-shorter priest, and as he did so, the Lawkeeper stretched out an arm and pointed beyond the thick pane of plasticon that trapped the station's atmosphere, keeping it safe from the fathomless vacuum of space. Jeffers followed the trajectory of the sheriff's index finger to where a short burst of light sparked in the distance—a midsize vessel's forward thrusters firing to slow its approach.

	Over the station-wide intercom, Judge Lucy's tranquil voice announced, "Looks like we've got us some visitors, folks. Take a look-see out your starboard viewports. You should see their thruster burn coming into view right about now. Sheriff MacIntyre, if you would report to my office, I'd be much-obliged. We'll get busy about welcoming our guests proper."

	"Father." With a nod, the sheriff ambled off, always at the beck and call of the station's motherly judge.

	"They're here?" Jeffers stared out the viewport with both relief and confusion. Why hadn't he been informed of the transport's arrival? As Refuge 7's only acting priest, it was his responsibility to uphold the sacrificial system, and the annual Purge always required a few score head of cattle. Their usual transport captain, hailing from a clone ranch on Zeta Colony 3, had been in contact the day before, apologizing for the shipment's delay and promising it would arrive within the week. 

	Not the following day.

	Doing his best not to think any ill-willed thoughts toward Judge Lucy or the sheriff, Jeffers returned to the station's temple on Level 1 and the long line of expectant faces waiting for him.

	"Patience, my children." He did his best to console them, pressing his hand to each of those he passed in the narrow corridor. "It won't be long now. I'm sure you heard Judge Lucy on the intercom. The transport has finally arrived, praise the Almighty. It just needs to dock and be processed is all—"

	"What if there ain't enough, Priest?" piped up a young fellow with wide green eyes and dark stubble that matched the unruly shock of hair sprouting from his head. "You know how many cows they brung us this time?"

	"As many as we need, son. No more, no less." Jeffers paused. "What's your name?"

	"Gunther Jacobson, sir—just arrived last week."

	"I don't believe I saw you at the temple Saturday."

	Gunther avoided eye contact. "I've been…busy. Getting my life back on track, y'know."

	"Of course." Jeffers smiled warmly. Refuge 7 was as good a place as any for a fresh start—one of the only places, for most of the folks here. "And you have come to atone for your sins."

	Gunther nodded vigorously, but then his expression clouded. "What I done—I don't know that one cow will cover it, Father."

	"The Almighty moves in mysterious ways, master Jacobson. Long as you've got the chits, there will be more than enough blood to cover your transgressions."

	Gunther held up his drawstring pouch, ready to burst at the seams. Jeffers chuckled and gave him a reassuring pat on the back.

	 

	 

	Sheriff MacIntyre found his boss looking a little frazzled as the door to her office slid shut behind him with a hydraulic hiss. Not that Judge Lucy Adams looked bad—she never looked anything less than spectacular, in his book. But a few strands of her platinum-blonde hair had come loose from that thick braid she wore down her back, and her eyes burned like blue flame as soon as they latched onto him.

	"We've got a situation, Mac." She'd ransacked her own desk, by the looks of things. Memory chips lay scattered across the glass surface while more than a dozen open files populated its glowing screen.

	MacIntyre's right hand slid down to his stunner out of habit, his palm resting on the grip. "Spring cleaning?"

	That earned him half a smile, the corner of her mouth turning up with a small pair of wrinkles in the shape of parentheses. The woman carried her years well—more than half a century by his last count, but as fit as any woman half her age. And with a figure most of the women on Refuge 7 had to envy. The sheriff often caught younger gents ogling the judge's bust line as she passed them on the main deck. The older men were better at quick glances.

	The station's judge knew the effect she had on them, but right now, she didn't even bother to strike one of her coy poses that always brought the sheriff to attention. Instead, she gestured toward the viewport behind her desk where the approaching transport vessel enlarged as it approached.

	"They're here for blood," she said.

	"Right. Well, they've got the cows—"

	"Vengeance, Boaz." She met his gaze briefly before rifling through her desk drawers. "They had the decency to notify me on my private channel."

	"Didn't know you made that public."

	She locked eyes with him again. "I don't."

	His gaze narrowed as he focused on the ship. "Proximity scans haven't detected anything out of the ordinary."

	"They've cloaked their vessel in some kind of holographic projection, designed to match any number of cargo ships we've welcomed in the past. I thought it was Jeffers' cattle at first—"

	"So does he."

	"—but it's somebody hell-bent on killing one of our residents." 

	Sheriff MacIntyre tapped his stunner. "How many somebodies?"

	"They're jamming our deep tissue scans. No way to tell." She cursed and blew out a short sigh of exasperation. Pausing to smooth back her hair, she half-turned to face him. In that moment, they both were thirty years younger, bathing in the crystal-clear pools of the Paradiso falls on Tesla Prime, and she was emerging from the surface in her crimson swimsuit, wiping the water from her face over the back of her head. "I can't for the life of me locate the protocols for a situation like this."

	"To hell with protocol." Mac turned on his heel. "We don't let them board. Simple as that."

	"By the book, Boaz. I won't have you court-martialed on account of me."

	"By the book. Right." He gave her a wink over his shoulder. But as the door to her office slid shut behind him, he headed straight for the armory. "My book."

	 

	 

	Jeremiah Jeffers didn't understand why the lights along the perimeter of the ceiling were flashing yellow or why Judge Lucy's voice had come on the intercom again.

	"I'd like you all to return to your quarters, folks," she said, sounding as calm and in control as ever. "This is no drill. And as much as it may sound like a request, it ain't. So you'd best get a move on."

	"What's she mean?" piped up a few of the bewildered faithful outside the temple doors. "What's goin' on? What about the sacrifices?"

	Jeffers maintained his serene priestly façade as his flock surrounded him, breaking line formation and demanding answers. He held up his hands to quiet them, but that worked on only a few. For some reason, he found himself searching the perplexed faces before him for Gunther, but the youth was nowhere in sight.

	"The lights are only a precautionary measure, warning us there might be a situation," Jeffers said. "We need to remain in our quarters until Judge Lucy gives the all-clear."

	"We in some kind of danger, Father? Is the station under attack? Shouldn't we defend ourselves?"

	Jeffers was able to sort out a few of the questions that hurtled his way. "This is a Refuge station, a safe haven from the rest of the quadrant. The Law will protect you—"

	"You mean Sheriff MacIntyre? He's an old man!"

	"Please!" Jeffers thrust his hands upward to quiet their murmuring. They were so much like the Israelites of old, given to complaining at the drop of a hat. "Return to your quarters. The sacrifices have been postponed until after Judge Lucy gives the word. Believe me, Sheriff MacIntyre and our security forces have everything under control."

	Casting disgruntled glances back at the priest and muttering among themselves, the faithful refugees wandered away from the temple gates. Their low murmur faded as they dispersed, leaving the corridor vacant and silent. 

	Jeffers regarded the flashing yellow lights with contempt and anxiety in equal measure. As a boy, he'd been aboard a mining station during a yellow alert. Marauders had attacked, forcibly coupling their ship to an airlock and blasting their way on board. But that had been more than forty years ago, long before the 12 Tribes had brought the Ten from the core planets to the outer limits. 

	And long before he'd assumed the identity of the priest bound for Refuge 7, a man brought up to know the Ten and its plethora of sub-Laws, inside and out. Jeffers had been a quick study, but he never felt more like an imposter than when people called him "Father." It still made him cringe somewhere deep inside where his true self lay hidden: a gambler in debt to the wrong people, fortunate enough to be on the same transport vessel as a priest with a weak heart. He'd never really believed in the Almighty before that fateful day.

	Perspiration prickled his forehead now as he stared at the lights. Had he been found out after so long? Had the Council sent special agents to apprehend him? 

	Sheriff MacIntyre may have been a decade or two past his prime, but he and his mechanized deputies would prove to be more than a match for a single vessel, no matter how many armed soldiers were on board. This was a Refuge station, and Jeffers was safe here like everyone else. He had to believe that.

	"Everything is under control," he breathed, reassuring himself as he turned to press the entry plate beside his door.

	"Not yet." Gunther came alongside him with a stunner in his white-knuckled grip. "But it soon will be, Father."

	 

	 

	The armory was locked—usually a good thing on a Refuge station, considering the residents. But right now, it was damned inconvenient.

	"Open it up, Unit 17," Sheriff MacIntyre ordered. The yellow lights along the ceiling beat out of sync with his elevated pulse.

	"You are not authorized to enter," droned the boxy automaton standing guard outside.

	"I'm the damned sheriff!"

	"The damned sheriff is not authorized to enter."

	"By whose authority?"

	"Judge Lucy Adams."

	Cursing under his breath, Mac stormed toward the intercom panel on the wall and jammed his thumb against the call button. "Not funny, your honor."

	"You're at the armory."

	"Bingo." He tapped the stunner in his holster. "You find those protocols yet?" He squinted at the flashing yellow tube above him.

	"We can't afford to escalate matters—"

	"We don't know what those matters are yet, your honor."

	"Lethal ordnance is not allowed on the station, and I can't allow—"

	"Not us I'm concerned about." He drew his stunner and fired two rounds at Unit 17. The bot shook in place, then tipped over with a pathetic clatter. 

	"You'll pay for that, Mac," Judge Lucy said. "Those things aren't cheap."

	"Sell it for scrap and buy a better one. We've needed to update our security personnel for years." He pointed at the armory door. "Now open it up."

	"I don't like your tone, Sheriff," she said icily.

	A tremor reverberated through the floor's gravity plating. The yellow alert lights switched abruptly to red, and an automated voice commandeered the intercom: 

	"INTRUDER ALERT – STARBOARD AIRLOCK THREE HAS BEEN BREACHED – INTRUDER ALERT – DEFENSIVE MEASURES OFFLINE."
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