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Hikaru

ONE SECOND THE café was calm, the next it exploded into chaos. Tables flew and chairs tipped and slid over the floor as people scrambled away from sudden gunfire. Only one person at the café seemed to maintain her calm. She dropped behind the table she sat at, taking shelter from the bullets. The shooter moved with purpose, seeming to seek an angle to make her his next victim, but she was not going to be so easily caught off-guard. She drew her legs back and then slammed them into the table as hard as she could. The table, made of some sort of ultra-light plasteel material, soared, slamming into the gunman’s knees. The woman jumped to her feet, efficiently disarming the shooter before pistol-whipping him with his own gun. With a harried look, she walked away from the café.

“Rewind image five seconds.” The hologram projector obeyed Hikaru Adachi’s command, playing back to the moment right after the woman disarmed and incapacitated the gunman and looked toward the camera. “Freeze image.” The image’s movement halted. Hikaru squinted, focusing on the woman’s face.

This was the last moment recorded of Katya—no other camera in the station caught sight of her. It was as if she walked out of the frame and then disappeared. No matter how many times he combed through the security footage, he couldn’t find a single sign of her again.

“Vi, time to arrival at Andross Station?”

“We will be arriving in just under two standard hours,” answered the “voice” of his personal VI, which he called Vi. It was a generic voice, free of any identifying inflection, the same sort of VI used throughout the Unity of Planets for ease of communication. The voice was easy for those not accustomed to speaking Terran—not too fast, not too slow. Only Hikaru could hear it, its “voice” processed directly to his brain.

Hikaru rolled his head, trying to release tension in his neck. “Reaccess information regarding Katya’s current assignment.”

“Note that access to some of the information is listed as restricted,” the AI informed him, as it did each time he asked to access it. “Most recent updates to assignment were made twenty-nine standard hours ago.”

That time significance was not lost on Hikaru, even though it was probably lost on the VI. She’d received an update on her assignment an hour before the shooting at the café. It was unlikely to be a coincidence.

He examined the material on a secure personal access point, as was proper protocol. It didn’t do much to alleviate his confusion. According to the files, Katya was assigned to Andross Station to monitor what might be a hotspot for subversive activity—not much surprising; Katya was, like Hikaru, an Inquisitor, enacting the will of the Unity of Planets as they were ordered. Inquisitors often found themselves in the role of watchdogs, keeping an eye on pockets of discontent that might boil over into open rebellion. The assignment was classified level two—which meant discontent was high, and in certain conditions might spill over into violence.

Twenty-nine hours ago, it was upgraded to a level four—danger imminent. After that, everything was sealed. When given the assignment to investigate Katya’s disappearance, Hikaru was granted a temporary higher security clearance, which gave him access to one more piece of information, and it was probably the most critical piece he could get: approximately thirty-one hours ago, the Unity learned that Galen Horn, a notorious terrorist and murderer, was on his way to Andross Station. Two hours later, the threat level was upped, and an hour after that, Katya was gone.

Hikaru didn’t believe in coincidences. Galen Horn was somehow related to Katya’s disappearance. If the connection was there, he’d find it. He was one of the best; it was why they sent him.

Hikaru disconnected the data stream with a sigh, sat back in the chair, and stared at the bulkhead of the small fast-cruiser all Inquisitors used to convey themselves to their missions. He’d set out from Engiminon VI with little notice very late in the night; when an assignment came, you didn’t wait until morning; you boarded the cruiser and set off. Once on board, he opted to review all the material he could relating to the assignment, foregoing sleep. Now he was too close to his destination for sleep to be a valid option.

Instead he would spend the time remaining in his transit to reinforce his psychic walls. Being a telepath was difficult, but it was most challenging on a space station or vessel. People crammed into contained areas while recycled air swept through, carrying the emotional vibrations of every passenger with it. If given the choice, Hikaru would never go to space stations, never make a transit on a crowded ship. But he was an Inquisitor, and he didn’t have the luxury of choice.

He sat on the bed cross-legged and then closed his eyes in preparation for the mental exercises to come.

He spoke aloud to Vi. “Has the station’s security been notified of my arrival?”

“Affirmative. Their head of security will meet you at the docking bay.”

“Thanks, Vi.” Inquisitors and local security or police forces never got along well; the security teams didn’t take kindly to an “outsider” stepping on their toes and taking over. Not that it mattered, in the end. Inquisitors had the authority, and Inquisitors did not work with other forces. The security team would just have to take a step back. They wouldn’t like it, but what they liked wasn’t of great concern to Hikaru.

“Notify me when we begin docking procedures,” Hikaru instructed Vi. With a deep breath, he began building his mental walls, visualizing impenetrable steel panels falling into place one by one, until he was encased in a psychic Fabergé egg. Something told him he was going to need them on Andross Station.




Thane

THE NIGHTSTAR WAITED in a queue of ships to dock at Andross Station. At the controls Thane let out a deep-throated growl. Aloorans weren’t known for their patience, and even his own people said Thane needed to learn restraint. But he hated waiting, hated downtime. He got all antsy and twitchy when idle. If he were back on the Advent Horizon with the rest of his team, he could pass the downtime in the sparring room. That would make it bearable. But in his personal transport, he needed to be at the controls to respond to the docking system’s requests and initiate the proper protocols.

Which left him waiting. With each second, the delay became more maddening.

Based on the local comm-chatter, Thane wasn’t the only one at wit’s end. The pilots of other ships were all venting their frustrations and complaining, some demanding explanation. Of course the control room provided no answer.

It didn’t take long for Thane to see why, though—and if the other pilots weren’t all complete idiots, they would see it too. About five standard minutes after they were informed of the delay in their docking times, a ship dropped from hyperspace and made its way toward Andross Station. It was sleek and smooth, plain and undecorated, but still it stood out as if a beacon.

Thane switched off the local comm and patched directly into the Advent Horizon.

The vid-link opened and a Felinoid face, complete with fur and whiskers, greeted him with the feline equivalent of a smile.

“Done already, Thane? You just left!”

“Haven’t docked yet. Listen, we’ve got a potential problem, Cat.” Of course her real name wasn’t Cat—it was Mroa’—but few species could accurately work the Felinoid language, and Thane didn’t bother. He called her Cat because it was easier. She didn’t seem to mind.

Cat’s ears twitched. “You haven’t even docked yet and you already have problems?”

“The problem is the reason I haven’t docked. An Inquisitor just arrived.”

Cat hissed a swear in Feliid.

“You never know with the Inquisitors,” Thane said. “But I think it’s safe to say we’re here for the same reason.”

“Agreed. So that puts a deadline on the job. If you don’t finish quickly, the Inquisitor will. We can’t let them bag our target. Horn is worth twenty-seven million nuyen. That’s too big a score to let go.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“Okay, how about this? If you’re after the same target, it’s not only about getting Horn first. If the Inquisitor thinks you’re going to interfere with their assignment, they’ll have no qualms killing you—and it would be legal. Steer clear of the Inquisitor, Thane.”

“Yes, Mother.”

Cat muttered something under her breath about what she would do if she were actually his mother and cut the feed.

In the silence Thane forced himself to relax. In reality, he didn’t look on the arrival of the Inquisitor as a major obstacle—in fact, it might make the assignment far more interesting. It added an element of danger to it all, knowing that he was competing for the trace—and not against your average Tracer, but against an Inquisitor. Inquisitor wasn’t a title given flippantly. Anyone who served under that banner earned it. The anticipation was almost enough to make the wait worth it.

The queue began moving again as soon as the Inquisitor’s ship began its docking sequence, and Thane, being in a small, personal transport vessel, was quickly assigned a berth. The vid-link request came in and Thane accepted it, well-aware of the following procedure.

As soon as the port authority representative—a Terran, of course—saw Thane’s Alooran features—the purple eyes, pale blue skin—worry flashed across his face. The terran didn’t seem to take into account the fact that Thane’s hair was blond—not a normal Alooran color. He went through the motions of the docking procedure as professionally as he could. At the end, though, he offered a polite, less-than-professional warning: “We’ve had a bit of trouble here recently, and we don’t need any more.”

He left the remainder unsaid, but Thane knew it by heart already: And Aloorans are trouble.

Terrans were quick to forget their planet’s war-filled history when they turn their gaze on outside species, and mistook culture for violence for violence’s sake.

“Don’t worry,” he assured the man. Thane’s accompanying smile was absent of teeth, setting him apart from the rest of his species. Alooran had sharp, long teeth, pointed and perfect for tearing flesh, as was needed for their carnivorous diet. “I’m only half Alooran.”

He cut the link and keyed in the docking sequence before activating the autopilot. Once done, he rose from the cockpit and entered the narrow space behind it. The Nightstar was meant for short-range travel, so it was small. Three or four people could ostensibly fit, but Thane inherited his Alooran father’s height, coming in at a hairs breadth below seven feet, and the space seemed particularly cramped with him in it.

The Nightstar lurched as the station’s tractor beam caught it, moving it toward his post at Bay 5 Berth 11. Thane grabbed his pistol and slipped it into the holster he wore beneath his left shoulder, allowing for an easy draw. His arsenal included several knives, which he slid into place inside the thick belar-hide jacket he wore. Station security wouldn’t be too keen on his carrying them, but he was a licensed Tracer, and they couldn’t stop him as long as the weapons fell within lawful size and power limitation, and his did. Thane knew better than to give them any reason to target him; he already had his genetics going against him. They’d gotten word of the incident on the station during their travel; security would be alert today.

The first thing Thane noticed when the ship’s bay doors opened was the slightly too-heavy feel of the artificial gravity after so long aboard the Advent Horizon. His body would adjust, and in the meantime, he’d just be uncomfortable.

Two berths away, the cruiser bearing the Inquisitor finished its docking. Thane’s curiosity was piqued. He’d never had any personal contact with an Inquisitor, didn’t know that he’d ever seen one in reality. The opportunity sat too immense in his mind, and he couldn’t resist the temptation.

Two station employees, one wearing the gray uniform of a port authority officer, and one the dark blue of security, met him at the end of his dock. They were both tense; they’d been warned about him, then. Typical. Thane smiled as he approached. He could use them as an excuse to linger on the docks and catch sight of the Inquisitor.

The port authority officer was Iluxan. Iluxans were humanoid, closer in appearance to Terrans than Aloorans were, though they had a thorny ridge across the upper portion of their hairline, which they kept hidden easily enough with their hair. What they could not hide was their complete inability to process emotions. Iluxans communicated their emotions not through intonation but through emotion-tags added to their sentences in their own language. Thane could speak minimal Ilux, and he never got the hang of the emotion-tags, just like Iluxans never got the hang of intonation.

When Thane reached the bottom of the ramp, the Iluxan gave him a wide, off-putting smile. “Welcome to Andross Station,” she said in a loud, clear voice. Her strange intonation made it sound more like Welcome to Andross Station. “In order to aid you in enjoying your stay here, we will provide you with as much information as we can.” In her petite hands she held a small metal band. “This is your personal access key to the station’s data-link. For security purposes, you will not be able to access the network without it.”

Thane eyed the thing ruefully. He had traveled far and wide as a Tracer, and he knew all the tricks. Sure, the device would give access to the data-link, but it would also track his every move on the station. He had no choice, though; this would not be a matter station security would be flexible with, and he had ways of getting around it. He took the access key with a polite nod.

“The access key will also allow you to access a map of the station at any time by simply requesting. And finally, if you are ever in an emergency situation and in need of assistance, you may call for help using the access key.”

Thane made a show of snapping the access key around his wrist, meeting the security officer’s gaze as he did. The officer grimaced. “Thank you very much.”

“You’re very welcome.”

“You are scheduled to depart in seventy-two hours. If you are in need of an earlier or later departure, please notify us no less than eight hours before the earlier departure or eight hours before your normal departure time, in the case of a delay. Would you like refueling while you are docked?”

“No, thank you. I won’t be going far when I leave.” Thane noticed the approach of a crowd of security officers through the checkpoint, led by a man in a black uniform—the chief of station security, there to meet with the Inquisitor no doubt.

“All docking fees must be paid in full before you will be allowed to depart the station. Failure to do so will result in the impounding of your vessel.”

“I understand.”

“I will turn you over to Security Officer Baker now. Enjoy your stay on Andross Station.”

The Iluxan executed an awkward bow and turned, walking toward the checkpoint.

Security Officer Baker, a Terran, was much gruffer than the port authority officer. “If you’ll follow me to the security point.”

“Is it normal for you to offer an escort for those arriving, or is it something special just for me?” Thane let the barest hint of a challenge rise in his voice.

If she was intimidated by the challenge, SO Baker didn’t show it. She turned smartly on her heel, clearly trusting him to follow. “We’ve had a few incidents recently, and current situations have called for heightened measures.”

As they reached the security checkpoint, the bay door of the fast-cruiser bearing the Inquisitor opened. Thane was about to see one of the legendary Inquisitors with his own eyes. A thrill of excitement ran through him. A worthy adversary was something an Alooran found irresistible, part of the culture’s more war-like history in which the true greatness of a warrior was measured by the strength of his enemies.

“Do you have any weapons on you?” Security Officer Baker demanded, her tone telling Thane she’d asked more than once.

Thane removed the gun from its holster, along with each of his throwing knives. He enjoyed the way Security Officer Baker’s face paled. “Weapons are strictly prohibited—”

“I’m a licensed and accredited Tracer, and I am lawfully permitted to carry the weapons under U. P. code seventy-seven-dash-oh-nine,” Thane recited promptly while pulling out his Tracer identification tab. The security officer could scan it and it would reveal his most recent licensing test, when it needed to be taken again, the number of traces he’d succeeded in bringing in, the number of Dead-or-Alives he’d completed, and within those D-o-As, how many he’d brought in dead versus alive.

While Baker continued verifying his credentials, Thane turned back to the fast-cruiser. The Inquisitor had appeared in the entryway and started down the ramp away from the berth. His movements were sure and confident, methodical. He didn’t glance at his surroundings, at least not overtly, but Thane could tell he was intimately aware of everything around him. He was handsome, with the thin-yet-muscular build of a professional gymnast. Thane guessed him to be full-blooded Terran. He wore expensive-looking clothes. At his right hip he bore a sheathed sword—an uncommon weapon—and on the other a holstered pistol. Thane had little doubt that he was deadly efficient with both.

As if he could feel Thane’s observation, the Inquisitor’s eyes zeroed in on Thane. The moment Thane’s purple eyes met brown, a psychic shock ran through his body, a buzz building in the back of his mind. The hair on the nape of his neck stood on end, his hands clenched tightly, and his heart started racing, reacting to some unknown stimuli.

The eye contact broke and the sensation passed. Only then did Thane notice the tattoo on the Inquisitor’s neck that marked him as a telepath.

“Your credentials check out,” Security Officer Baker said, shoving the ID tab back into Thane’s hand impatiently. “Remember that you may be licensed to carry the weapons, but you’re still under Andross Station jurisdiction, and any violation of the law will be punished, Tracer or not.”

“Understood.” Thane returned his weapons to their proper places and passed through the checkpoint.

So, the Inquisitor was a telepath—a double threat. This would definitely be an interesting race. The Alooran in Thane smiled in anticipation.




Hikaru

THE STATION WAS like any other station Hikaru had been to in his service as an Inquisitor, nothing special. The same went for his encounter with the chief of station security. As always, he reminded Hikaru that Andross Station was his turf and resisted when asked to provide Hikaru with unfettered access to the Station’s security logs, camera feeds, and anything else he might need.

The only unusual thing about his arrival so far was the Alooran.

Right as the security chief introduced himself—Hikaru had already forgotten his name—he’d felt the brush of thoughts directed at him, almost as if a caress. Since most people went out of their way to avoid Inquisitors, he was not used to receiving such direct attention, and he’d immediately scanned the area to find the source. His mind came to land on the Alooran at the security checkpoint. On the short side, as far as Aloorans went, there was something bright in those purple eyes, something whispering in his mind that spoke of challenge, promised enjoyment. He didn’t know how, but the man recognized him for what he was.

That had never happened before. Interesting.

Fifteen minutes after arriving, Hikaru received everything he requested—Vi had access to all elements of the station’s data-stream, including the secure channels, and it was encrypted so his activity could not be traced. There was no need for him to carry one of the personal access keys the station gave away, but not having one would attract unwanted attention. The weapons would as well, but he would not part with them, even for appearances.

Finally, Hikaru set off into the station proper. Andross Station played host mainly to two races—the Iluxans and Terrans—being that it was near to Iluxan territory and they were currently Terra’s biggest trade allies. Other species visited, though, as it served as a convenient travel point between Terran space and Iluxan space, the two biggest expanses of territory in this corner of the galaxy.

The presence of so many different alien minds could be chaotic for a telepath with poor training, but it should cause him no concern. The Iluxans would make things easier; they were nearly incapable of falsehoods—not entirely, though it was difficult due to the nature of their communication and their need to add emotion-indicators to their words and thoughts. They were a literal species. Hikaru would use it to his advantage to get a feel for the condition on Andross Station.

Hikaru moved calmly through the crowd, blending in and avoiding attention. As he did, he allowed his mind to gently brush those of the passersby. Just brief surface touches, enough to get a read of the mood of the general public. Most of the thoughts he touched were the daily concerns of life—food, nuyen, spouses wondering when their lovers would return, fear of affairs being exposed. Some were those of those caught in the thrall of addiction, either currently enclosed in their high or seeking their next. Hikaru didn’t much enjoy coming in contact with those minds; their addiction was slick like oil, keeping them ensconced in their need. Hikaru felt the vague flickering of fear in some of the minds, though he did not bother trying to probe deeper to discover the source.
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