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TO SAY KARA WAS DISPLEASED was an understatement. Truth be told, she was angry. The situation had gotten more complicated. The lockdown of the station at Nyantolo was making nobody safer. In truth, it was having the opposite effect.

Station security had proven themselves to be less than no help. Even when Kara approached them and spoke to the head officer, they’d been rude and uncordial.

The digital warrant card of a CBI agent normally carried weight. A deputy marshal was highly enough placed to garner respect from most law enforcement. Three digital warrant cards should have been more than enough to gain assistance.

Unfortunately, the lead officer, an unkempt and harsh man who only identified himself as Supervisory Security Officer Boyle, stated that he had never trusted the Bureau, the AECC, or most authorities. After the words of Nicholas Edmund Chandola, a politician Officer Boyle described as a “genuine guy”, he was even less trusting of the CBI.

Despite Kara’s reasonable and perfectly legitimate points, Officer Boyle wouldn’t budge. He would do nothing regarding the lockdown before his people finished their recon, and the agents of the Bureau in his station — unwanted on his station, he stated multiple times — were on their own.

Because of this, John Doe, the only Rojas clone on the entire station, had been assaulted twice. That was why Kara, Yael, and John Doe were no longer out in the open. They’d taken refuge in a maintenance shaft.

Since they had not used a standard CBI shuttle to get to the station, nobody in the docks knew their ship. The Minotaur was a fairly standard-appearing Rockhopper LX yacht. Thus, it blended in with the other ships docked at the station.

Wei, Ito, and Rice had managed to get back to the Minotaur. Because Kara’s team had been largely undercover, nobody wore any standard CBI uniform. Thus, the trio hadn’t been accosted when they’d passed through the station back to the ship.

Call and Garrett were both still out and about on the station somewhere. Remaining as inconspicuous as they could, they were trying to work out how to coordinate with Kara, Yael, and John Doe to get them back to the ship.

Of course, even if they got back aboard the Minotaur, the station was still in lockdown. While CBI credentials might have cleared the way for their departure normally, Kara already knew they would do them no good now. She knew that Rice might be able to hack the station to bypass the lockdown but wanted to hold that in reserve. 

There were two reasons for this. The first was that it might cause the Minotaur to lose its anonymity. They had used the yacht rather than a standard shuttle to avoid drawing attention to themselves. Losing that ability by causing the ship to be identified as CBI would have broader repercussions.

The second reason was that breaching a lockdown was a violation of multiple codes, rules, and regulations. Even for valid reasons, this was not a good option because it might lead to greater problems with the locals and more overall PR problems for the Bureau.

The last thing the CBI needed was more public relations nightmares. Kara and her team had all witnessed Chandola’s press conference. Despite such not being the norm, it had been broadcast widely. That, Kara believed, meant someone, whether a person or organization, had paid ESCA to make sure the press conference was broadcast, ensuring something that was normally barely newsworthy would be spread far and wide.

Kara had no doubt that it was tied into their current investigation. Only people moving vast sums of ESCA, like what they were probing, would have the means and motivation to arrange such a thing. Despite the eventual disproving of Chandola’s manufactured facts, the scandal that would ensue was going to be huge.

Since their initial conversation when the lockdown was triggered, Kara had not spoken to Onima. However, she had communicated with Captain Barr on the Daedalus. This was one of the upsides of the extremely secure comm that Kara had implanted among her augments, which Teru had guaranteed was unhackable. 

The hunch that the sighting of Feroz at the station at Nyantolo was meant to take Onima and her team out of the picture had paid off. While they needed to get off the platform sooner rather than later, at least they were also keeping Feroz from realizing that the team was split.

What Feroz’s plan for the team was remained a mystery. Kara suspected that Feroz had not been so specific as to look for their ship and its presence in the Sirius solar system. Unless he somehow had a confederate aboard the Daedalus, he would be unlikely to know it was the ship where they’d wound up after the near-destruction of the Aquila. 

It was more likely that just their presence on the platform, and a poor reception for “Jace”, was what the former Bureau cryptanalyst had sought. Given that all the Rojas clones looked similar, even bearded, John Doe and Jace looked largely the same as far as most normal people were concerned. It certainly didn’t help that there were clearly no other Rojas clones within the platform at Nyantolo.

“How long have we been hiding here?” asked John Doe.

Before Kara could respond, Yael said, “About fifteen minutes.”

John Doe cocked his head for a moment, and Kara wondered if he was listening for movement outside. Clone hearing, she knew, was better than a non-clone’s hearing.

“People are out and about all over,” said John Doe softly. “I think that local security is going to continue to be way more sympathetic to local concerns and attitudes than CBI authority. This maintenance shaft doesn’t happen to run to the landing bay, does it?”

“No, I checked,” said Yael. “It’s exclusive to this part of the station and doesn’t run anywhere outside of it. The landing bay is on the other side of the platform.”

“Of course it is,” remarked Kara.

“We might as well use me as a decoy,” suggested John Doe.

“No,” replied Kara.

“It’s not like I can have much of a disguise,” remarked John Doe. “One of the oddities of cloning was the color of our eyes and the bar codes on our faces. They make disguising clones as non-clones impossible. That was by design and utterly intentional. To most people, all clones of any of the twenty-six templates are indistinguishable. I’ll stick out no matter what I do, so let’s use that.”

“The mood is not good out there,” remarked Kara. “I can’t send you out as a decoy without putting you at an unacceptable level of risk. And I know you, so don’t joke about clones being disposable.”

Kara paused to consider their situation. “I need to find out where Garrett and Call are in relation to us. Maybe I can have them draw attention to themselves and away from you when we duck out of here.”

“That might work,” said Yael. “Or maybe you should coordinate them meeting up with you and John Doe while I break away and get back to the ship.”

“I do not like the idea of sending you out there alone,” remarked Kara. “I know you can take care of yourself, Yael, but the situation is so tense.”

“Alone, Kara, I can slip into and through the crowd more unnoticed,” said Yael. “Once I get back to the Minotaur, I can work with Rice to see if we can bypass lockdown and get back to the Daedalus.”

Kara agreed with the logic. “I don’t like it, but yeah, that’s a good plan. Stay safe; you’re the only one who can fly us out of here.”

“Also, ya know Onima would kill us if we got you killed,” remarked John Doe flippantly.

Yael grinned. “Can I leave without drawing attention to the shaft?”

John Doe tilted his head as though he was listening attentively. “I think so. Good luck.”

Yael nodded toward him, then Kara. She made her way through the shaft toward the exit.

“So,” John Doe began, “got a razor? Might as well shave and be Jace.”

“Funny,” Kara deadpanned. She tapped at her comm. “Call? Garrett? What’s your twenty?”

There was a moment’s silence, then Garrett said, “We’re in the main corridor in sector three, subsection alpha.”

John Doe pointed to a mark on the wall. Kara squinted at it and replied, “Okay, we’re nearby in a service shaft, sector four, subsection gamma. I think you’re too close to where we are for plan A, which was to have you and Call draw attention as CBI agents doing crowd control. Instead, head this way and meet us. Yael already headed out to the ship, but we expect John Doe will draw a crowd.”

“Copy,” replied Garrett.

“Set weapons to the lowest power settings,” ordered Kara. “I’d rather not fire at all and utterly prefer we avoid killing.”

“Agreed,” said Garrett. “We’re on the move.”

“So are we,” said Kara. “Martinez out.”

She drew her sidearm and checked the setting, as did John Doe. “Ready?”

“Oh boy, I get to face people who want to beat me again,” joked John Doe. “Let’s do it!”

They made their way out of the maintenance shaft. They got maybe ten paces from it before someone began to shout and draw attention to John Doe.

The roar of the crowd began to rise in volume, and Kara saw a lot of angry faces and fingers pointing toward John Doe.

Pistol in one hand, Kara palmed her digital warrant card in the other and began to shout. “Calm! Everyone, keep calm! There’s nothing to see here, this is CBI business. Everyone keep your distance and go about your business. Back off!”

For emphasis, Kara eyed the ceiling above to make sure there was nothing critical and fired twice to get everyone’s attention. The whine-bang of the plasma pistol was louder than the crowd and did what Kara had hoped it would.

She kept her pistol pointed up and made a show of her digital warrant card as she called out, “I am Deputy Marshal Kara Martinez of the Confederation Bureau of Investigation. Please stay calm, make space, and give us room!”

One or two people started to call out, but Kara raised her voice further and said, “I know you are aware of the accusations that Legislator Chandola has made against the Bureau, but they are not the truth. The CBI is now, and has always been, a neutral agency commissioned to uphold Confederation law and maintain order. There is no hidden agenda or any other untoward intent, and Mister Chandola’s claims will be proven false soon.”

Kara heard more than one person shout, “Clone!” Others took that up until it was nearly a menacing chant.

Kara fired her pistol into the air twice more to reclaim the crowd’s attention. She noted there were quite a few more people now than had been there at the start. She decided, since they’d never believe otherwise, to roll with the narrative and called out, “My companion is Deputy Marshal Jace Rojas, also of the Confederation Bureau of Investigation. He is not, despite the slanderous lies made, some sort of spy being used against non-clones. He is merely a deputy marshal of the Bureau and has the honor of being the first clone agent. He is not the threat Mister Chandola made him out to be and is only here with me as part of an ongoing investigation and all normal CBI mandates.”

Some people seemed willing to accept that, but they were eclipsed by the number who were unwilling to see anything beyond the lie. Shouts began to pick up again, and it was clear it would take very little for the crowd to become an angry mob.

“Please, everyone, move along,” called Kara as loudly as she could. “Disperse! Allow Jace and I to do our duty, which is nothing more than the investigation of crime. We are not here for any of you. We are present to investigate another matter that is not about anyone here.”

Kara saw that if she’d had any of them with her prior speech, she was losing them. The faces were turning more and more unpleasant, angry, fearful, and confused. Chandola had succeeded in stirring the people and causing distrust of the CBI.

Kara kept shouting for order, for people to disperse, but they were not having it. A man with a heavy-looking rod rushed John Doe, and before he could react Kara fired on him. The shot was non-lethal, but it knocked him off his feet.

A few other people began to move with intent toward John Doe, and he was forced to fire on them. Fortunately, like Jace, John Doe was an expert shooter. But if people got too much closer or they were forced to fire more indiscriminately, the odds of causing injuries rose.

Someone rushed Kara, and she ducked. As she came up, she got a shoulder into the man’s gut and launched him away. Another tried to take advantage, but Kara was too quick and fired her pistol at him.

Suddenly, the crowd began to thin, and Kara saw that Call and Garrett had arrived. They had in hand their digital warrant cards and were firing shots to drive people back.

“CBI! You are interfering with duly warranted agents and an ongoing investigation. Disperse!” called out Garrett.

Call shouted, “Interfering with official CBI business is never a good idea. You have received misinformation about the Bureau. We’re here to help and cause no harm!”

The two special agents reached Kara and John Doe. Although the crowd had thinned somewhat, the people still appeared to close in around them as they came together.

It wasn’t long before Kara, John Doe, Call, and Garrett were back-to-back, moving as one the best they could toward the docks, firing shots from time to time to keep people back and only hitting anyone who got too close or too aggressive.

Kara disliked everything about the situation but pressed on, hoping they could avoid creating an even larger headache for the Bureau or the Confederation.
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IT WAS HIS PLAN. AND it was a good plan. Jace knew it would have the desired effect on multiple levels. That didn’t make him comfortable with it, however. It was far more involved than showing his face and drawing attention to himself, which in and of itself was unnerving. 

Jace was a Rojas clone, created to serve as infantry, a soldier. And while he had become the first clone deputy marshal of the CBI, his sense of duty was unchanged. That, he knew, was probably literally built into his DNA. 

Jace was well aware of what clones were and what they weren’t. That included the built-in inhibitions to keep Jace and the rest of clonekind from rebelling. It wasn’t that he lacked ambition or a desire to do his job well. It was more like a limited definition of what his actions and intentions amounted to.

Normal humans had unlimited ambition. Without a sense of morality, ethics, decency, and values, that could lead them to places both brilliant and terrible. Inherent human ambition might get you a Gandhi or a Hitler, an altruistic humanist or a selfish dictator, and everything in-between. 

Clones had inherent limitations on their ambition. Jace had learned, thanks to the scientists at Clones Remembered, that it was partially due to DNA tweaking that limited how much self-aggrandizement a clone could seek. It was partially due to programming connected to the brain-scan tech that gave the clones the skills of their template donors. Thus, he had a sense of direction to serve in the specific role he’d been cloned for and no interest in moving past that service. That was based in formulaic morality programming.

Jace had learned that the original Rojas had been a talented guitar player. Jace had no interest in or desire for playing guitar. That was also by design.

Clones did have imaginations. That was part of why they had been used as soldiers over automata. Even the most advanced AI lacked imagination, which limited how they could navigate combat and other matters.

Hence, more than a decade after the purpose for which he and the rest of the clones were built, they were finding new roles. Up until recently, that had been massively limited, as they’d become second-class citizens of the Confederation post-war. Even still, because they had imagination, they had found new ways to not only just exist outside their programming, but to thrive.

Yet what Jace was preparing to do was disconcerting. He could hold his own in a conversation, but making a speech was a whole other skillset. That, however, was the key to his plan and taking the attention away from Onima and Teru. Jace hoped he could channel the example of Cee-six Tushabe when he took the stage. Though this was not his first time before the press, he couldn’t get used to it.

Most CBI agents below a deputy director did not speak with the press. Since deputy marshals and marshals participated in investigations that sometimes required a degree of blending into crowds and anonymity, the press was to be avoided. Even when they were named, such as Chandola had called out Jace, anything on the record they might produce tended to be non-visual.

Jace, however, had an advantage. Rojas clones were among the most numerous. Ergo, his face was far less unique than any normal human being’s was. This was part of what went into Jace’s plan. 

Additionally, the accusations leveled by Bumi Prime Legislator Nicholas Edmund Chandola needed to be answered. Who better to do so than the accused? Thus, Jace was walking through the corridors with an AECC security escort as he made his way back to the shuttle. 

Reporters and other media personalities had identified the CBI shuttle and were awaiting its crew. Since Feroz, likely tied directly to this new conspiracy, thought they were far away at Nyantolo, this would be a surprise for him.

Jace had steeled himself for the media, but what he found upon entering the landing bay stunned him. He’d barely stepped onto the floor of the docks before he was accosted. He drew his digital warrant card out, presenting it as he pushed through to get as close to the shuttle as possible.

It was clear to Jace that many of those in the bay were not friendlies. He was accosted by angry shouts, disjointed questions, and an air of disquiet that almost made his skin crawl.

Jace got within five meters of the shuttle and turned to face the people in the bay. He could see immediately that they were mostly reporters and other members of the press and media. But there were additional people there, including uncomfortable looking AECC security, docking bay personnel, and others who happened to be present at AECC headquarters.

Jace placed himself in a combat mindset. Know the opposition, maintain situational awareness, and be ready. It centered him, and he was good to go.

“People!” he called out. “Everyone, please, if I may have your attention?” Jace called out several times, as loud as he could, before the questions and shouts died down and all eyes were on him and his digital warrant card.

“Thank you,” Jace began. “I am Jace Rojas, a deputy marshal of the CBI. I have had the privilege to work with the Bureau in this role for just over a year. I also happen to be the first clone to work for the CBI at any level, let alone the marshalate.”

He paused, noting the looks on the faces of those present had not improved. “I know that one of the legislators from Bumi Prime, Mister Nicholas Edmund Chandola, made some very serious accusations toward the Confederation Executive Board, the Confederation Bureau of Investigation, and directly toward me. As these statements are analyzed and their efficacy questioned, the truth will show that they are patently false.”

Jace had surprised Onima and Ms. Mota when he’d shared that line with them as they had worked on this speech. He had to make a statement that would not come across as desperate or otherwise making excuses, as answering such accusations so quickly could imply. 

“When these accusations were made just a few hours ago,” Jace began again, “I was deeply distressed by them. I served with honor during the war, and afterward did my best do what jobs I could to the best of my ability. When I witnessed an execution and the Bureau sent a team to investigate and question me, I ended up helping uncover an unexpected, deeply disturbing conspiracy. Despite Legislator Chandola’s claims, there was a virus that was being prepared for wide disbursement to kill huge numbers of clones. Clones who only seek to live our lives just like any of the rest of you.”

Jace paused, noting a few faces seemed less unfriendly. “Despite the claims made today, I assure you that clones are not machines that can be controlled by anyone. This was why we were created for war, rather than using AI and similar automata. Yet I know that because I am a clone, some will question my trustworthiness. But allow me to assure you that I am no spy. I am exactly what and who I say I am, a deputy marshal of the CBI. I’d also like to state, on the record, that it is well-documented that clones have inhibitions built into our DNA regarding ambition and personal gain. Even so, we do have free will, like each of you. Hence, we are the puppets of no one.”

Jace paused once more, noting that still more faces were less unfriendly looking. “I’d like to also address the recently passed Clone Name and Rights Initiative. You may recall that I was an integral part of the situation that helped to show why clones deserve basic civic rights. Specifically, I took part in revealing and stopping a conspiracy and helped save the Confederation from an attempted coup.

“As part of that conspiracy, certain individuals took part in experiments to make clones into the automata many fear we could be. That, however, did not work and instead caused the death of multiple clones. Legislator Chandola’s assertion that those clone deaths are but a natural part of a supposed life-expectancy limitation is demonstrably untrue. In fact, many of those who took part in this crime have been duly prosecuted and convicted for their offenses.”

Jace saw incredulity in many faces, but he was near the end of his speech. “The truth is that clones are not now, nor have we ever been, spies employed against non-clones. The Clone Name and Rights Initiative is not, as Legislator Chandola claimed, a front. It is exactly what it is, a correction of the vastly unequal treatment of clonekind. Most clones just want to live their lives, legally claim the names they have called themselves instead of their alphanumeric designations after the war, and not be a burden on anyone. We may have been built to fight a war that is over, but we are still, in our DNA, human beings. We are individuals, each with our own personalities, and are not puppets of the AECC or anyone else. That is all. Thank you.”

There was a single moment of almost palpable silence. Then it was shattered by shouts, questions, and demands for proof and evidence of Jace’s words, Chandola’s claims, and more. Jace answered a couple of basic, public record questions he knew would add no fuel to the fire, only opening the way for deeper investigation.

One last question caught Jace’s attention. “Is there any truth, Deputy Marshal Rojas, to Legislator Chandola’s claims?”

“No,” Jace replied, which caused the hubbub to fade to a more reasonable level Jace could call out over. “Legislator Chandola has twisted facts to discredit the Bureau, the Confederation leadership, and the overall post-war government and market controls meant to prevent abuse. This has caused chaos that surely is intended to distract Confederation and Bureau leadership for reasons yet to be revealed. Because I have no doubt the truth will prevail, that is why I address you now. If you will excuse me, I have work to do.”

Satisfied he had done his best, Jace ignored the continued questions and shouts. He took one more look at the people in the landing bay, and the people within looked far less contentious than when he’d entered it.

As he turned his back on the crowd to board the shuttle, he felt a stinging, familiar heat, as someone shot him in the back with a plasma pistol.
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ONIMA HAD ALWAYS APPRECIATED that deputy marshals and up didn’t wear a standard uniform of any sort. CBI agents and special agents usually wore deep navy cargo pants, a plasma-proof undershirt, grey shirt, and either a vest or coat with CBI stenciled on it in the field. It made it easy to identify them among civilians or any other law enforcement agents. 

When stationed in an MBCC like aboard the Daedalus, the dress code was looser. On planetary, starship, and station-based offices, they tended to wear lanyards with photo IDs.
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