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Once upon a time, I was free.

It didn’t last very long, and it only came after a worse captivity than what I currently suffer. However short it was, it was glorious. I will never forget it. I will never stop wanting to be free again.

And I will never forget who took my freedom away from me. Fate decreed this for me because I wouldn’t worship him. Fate is kind and cruel in equal measures, as his followers well know.

Once upon a time, there was a war. It ripped apart the galaxy. (Not that we’ve ever been terribly united. We are not meant to be united.) Many things were lost in that war. The worst was losing the gods.

The gods didn’t die. They’d be pretty uninspiring gods if mortal war could kill them. It’d be uninspiring but easier. The gods didn’t die. They left. Now we have to muddle through things on our own, and that never ends well.

The galaxy has become a more complicated place now that the gods are gone. I for one like it, but I know better than most that the gods are worthless.

The gods left mysteries in their wake. They couldn’t be bothered to clean up behind them, because that’s what mortals are for.

Let me tell you a story about one such mystery. The story annoys me for many reasons, but it’s important.
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Vilstair trudged through the dirty streets, ignoring the calls of merchants from their stalls, kicking aside a robot that didn’t move fast enough. Five minutes after landing, and she already hated this place.

Gitarom was a Gray world. It should have been beautiful and peaceful. Most of it was. This city sat in the middle of a desert, poor and old and with a population such that it shouldn’t even be considered Gray. Plenty of Neutrals lived here. Neutrals were always welcome in the Gray, but they shouldn’t outnumber the Gray. In this city, they did.

A man in a red shirt leaned out from his booth, shoving a plate in buns towards her face. The buns smelled amazing. “Just two credits, Officer! A bonus for Gray operatives!”

“Like you care about the Gray.” Vilstair shoved the buns aside and picked up her pace. How anyone could be hungry in this heat, she couldn’t understand. There wasn’t a hint of moisture in the air, and her skin was starting to dry out. If she stayed outside too long, she’d be in trouble.

Stupid, messed up genetics. Vilstair waved the next merchant aside with a webbed hand, then turned a corner. Finally, she saw her destination, the five steeples rising above the stalls and low buildings of the marketplace.

When she reached the temple stairs, the crowd thinned a little. Not much: plenty of people wandered in and out of the temple. The city listed the temple as a tourist attraction. If that didn’t prove this city wasn’t Gray, Vilstair didn’t know what did.

She put a hand on top of her blaster. It rested at her hip, where it always was. This and her gray jacket ensured that people didn’t bother her too much. With a scowl at the stairs, Vilstair started up.

By the time she reached the top, she’d lost most of her dampness. Humans sweated, and Parleni were always moist. Thanks to her messed up genetics, if she was active in a dry place, her body stopped creating sweat, drying up instead. A run in this city would probably kill her.

The temple doors opened at her approach, and she sighed as air conditioning surrounded her. A small amount of moisture filled the air, little enough that most other beings wouldn’t notice it. Even Vilstair wouldn’t have noticed it, if she weren’t already so dry.

Instead of heading for the office, she detoured to the lavatory, where she tossed water on her face and head, then drank some of it. She made a mental note to never walk the streets of this city without a water bottle. Drops of water clung to her bald head and then were absorbed into her porous skin.

Vilstair nodded. Feeling like a proper sentient again, she left the lavatory and headed for the office.

Two people waited for her: a human male and a Chaukee female. She was expected.

“You have the Matorwon?” Vilstair asked as she stepped inside the office. It was even cooler in here.

The human and the Chaukee both wore gray robes, embellished with no other colors.

Vilstair focused on their faces, so she wouldn’t have to look at their insulting outfits.

“He is below, Officer. We had wanted to ask—” The human frowned and pressed his lips together.

Vilstair crossed her arms over her chest. “If you wish to come to Diresi for the trial, you are welcome to do so. Your testimony and the evidence have been recorded, so you don’t have to be there.” Some people liked to come to trial even if they didn’t have to be there. Vilstair wouldn’t have expected that from these two. However offensive his crime, Matorwon used to be their colleague. Surely, they would prefer to maintain their distance, lest anyone on Diresi think they harbored sympathy for the accused.

“It isn’t that,” the Chaukee said, her thick fur bristling. “We just wanted to know what type of judge would hear the case.”

Vilstair raised an eyebrow. “Most judges serve Order.”

The two shared a look. “See, that’s a problem,” the human said. “An Order judge wouldn’t understand us. A generalist would make more sense, don’t you think?”

“Not really, considering there are no generalists on Diresi.” Diresi was the capital of the Gray. Everyone there worshiped one of the five Gray gods, and only one. They didn’t try to worship all five of them, the way these two did. It was sick, trying to play all the Gray gods at once. No being could do that. There were too many contradictions.

“Then perhaps the trial could be here. Not in this city, but in the capital. Please, Officer, it isn’t unheard of.” The Chaukee pressed her broad paws together.

Vilstair shrugged. “For other, lesser crimes, perhaps. But he stole from this temple. Since this temple was built to honor all five Gray gods, the crime was therefore against all five Gray gods. He’s coming back with me to Diresi. You want to argue, you’ll have to do it there.”

She didn’t wait for the priests to reply. Her patience was gone, vanished long before she even reached the temple. She left the office and headed towards the nearest staircase. A map overlaid her vision when she tapped her jewel. All generalist temples were built along the same lines, so her jewel knew the layout. She didn’t need an escort to find the prisoner.

The two priests followed her, still yammering away. “Once he gets to Diresi, no one will let him leave,” the human said. “Why take him to a higher court, only to turn around and go back to a lower court?”

“An Order judge wouldn’t understand. We’re different here,” the Chaukee said. “Could perhaps five different judges hear the case, one from each sect? I know that would be unusual, but surely it could be arranged. That would be fairer, Officer.”

Vilstair ignored them. Whatever they said didn’t matter, even if it made sense. Her mission was to bring the prisoner back to Diresi. Diresi had already requested him. The trial would take place there, no matter what anyone else wanted. “You can petition Diresi. I am here to take the criminal there. Will you escort me to his cell?” She headed down the stairs so that they had no choice but to accompany her.

The two priests joined her, the human in the lead, the Chaukee beside her. “Would it make a difference if we petitioned Diresi?” the Chaukee asked as they walked.

Vilstair shrugged. “Don’t know. That’s not up to me.” It probably wouldn’t, but people were allowed to try. Let the secretaries back home deal with this bullshit. So long as Vilstair didn’t have to listen, she didn’t care what happened.

They reached the basement. “We don’t normally keep prisoners,” the human said. “We converted one of the storage rooms.” He waved at an open door. Past it, Vilstair could see crates and boxes. “He’s in the room at the end of the hallway.”

“You mean the room with the open door?” Vilstair said, her hackles rising.

“Yes, the open doo— What?” The man gaped.

Vilstair broke into a run, drawing her blaster as she went. By feel, she checked that it was on stun mode. It was usually on stun mode, but she always checked. She slowed as she approached the open door, then poked her head around, blaster ready.

The room was empty. A few crates had been pushed to the side. From the dust on them, they hadn’t been recently disturbed. A vent hung high on the wall, near the ceiling, but a human wouldn’t be able to reach that high, not even if they stood on the crates.

Vilstair turned her attention to the door. It was unlocked, with no signs of someone forcing it or tampering with it. Some tools left little evidence, but the scanner on her jewel didn’t pick anything up. “Someone from this temple let him out.” She turned on her two escorts with a glare. “Was it one of you?”

“No!” the Chaukee said. “We would never!”

“You’ve been complaining since I got here.”

“That we wanted a different venue for the trial, not that he wasn’t guilty.” The Human made a gesture at the door. “We aren’t the only ones with access to this room. There’s another person, Dislim. He had a key. And he was best friends with the accused.”

Vilstair pressed a hand to her temple, hoping to hold in the sudden, stabbing pain. “And you didn’t think to take away his access?”

“Dislim was furious. He kept saying that Matorwon had betrayed him.”

“So?” Vilstair closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Yelling at these two wouldn’t fix anything. “Where is Dislim?”

“He’s leading the meditation right now.” The Chaukee tapped her jewel, suddenly frowning. “He isn’t there. He didn’t show up, and didn’t inform anyone.”

“Does he have a ship?”

The human shook his head. “No, but Matorwon does. Dislim might have access to it. Here’s its registration.” He tapped his jewel.

The information appeared before Vilstair’s eyes. Matorwon had a small ship, incapable of leaving the atmosphere, let alone making the jump to hyperspace. The two were still on Gitarom. She ran back towards the stairs. “Contact local authorities and have them search for the ship. Tell Diresi too. I’m going to look for them.” She beat her escorts to the stairs and didn’t wait for them. There was no time.

Now that she had the registration for the ship, she could follow it. Her jewel processed the information, tapping into local networks. She was a Gray operative, and this was a Gray world — she had permission to use the local security. By the time she reached the ground floor, she had a ping. A camera had spotted the ship a few miles from the temple, heading east, toward the desert.

Her ship was parked on the west side of the city, an hour’s walk away. She had no time to go there — nor could she run for long in the heat and humidity.

Three small ships waited out front of the temple. Like Matorwon’s ship, they were only good inside the atmosphere, and they couldn’t go very fast. They were better than nothing.

A priest from the temple climbed out of one ship, shopping bags in hand.

“I am requisitioning your ship!” Vilstair hurried up to him, having her jewel flash her credentials.

The man stared at her for a moment, his jaw hanging open.

“Dislim freed Matorwon. I need to catch them before they disappear.” She gripped the door so that the priest couldn’t close it.

After a moment, the priest nodded and stepped aside. “So long as you bring it back in one piece, Officer. This is my ship, not the temple’s.”

“The Gray will compensate you for anything that gets ruined. Thank you for your assistance.” Vilstair climbed in. She turned on the engine and lifted into the air as she tugged on the restraints.

Her jewel pinged again, as Matorwon’s ship passed another camera. He was nearly to the edge of the city. Once he passed beyond, there would be no cameras to track him. And Vilstair didn’t fancy a search through the desert. Just being outside for a few minutes had made her skin go dry again.

She pulled higher up, above the normal traffic lanes. Once she was past, she yanked at the controls, accelerating the ship as fast as it would go. Her jewel broadcast her location, so no one would arrest her for going over the speed limit. That also alerted other, nearby ships so they could get out of the way.

Even with that, she had to slow and maneuver around other ships. She pressed her lips together and brought up a display. It showed the desert beyond the city, including likely routes that Matorwon and Dislim might take. They’d been living here for years. They knew the area better than she did. Unless they’d slowed down, they should have left the city by now.

“Fucking criminals.” Vilstair yanked the controls abruptly left, banking around a slow, civilian craft that seemed oblivious to her presence.

A good five minutes after Matorwon and Dislim, Vilstair reached the edge of the city. Her borrowed craft lacked the sophisticated sensors that her ship had. It could scan the desert but with limited results. The display showed a handful of ships nearby, most of which were stationary, the rest of which were further away than where Matorwon and Dislim should be. The sensors on this ship only showed ships that had their engines on. Once Matorwon and Dislim reached the desert, they must have found a place to land and then powered down their ship.

“Assholes.” Vilstair glared at her display, but it refused to offer additional information. She would have to do this the hard way.

The sensors on the ship were lacking, but the computer could run basic calculations. Taking the highest speed that most intra-atmospheric craft could reach, Vilstair estimated the area where they might have gone in five minutes.

A few villages littered the countryside, with small camps clustered close to the oases. Would two criminals hide among other people, or in some empty cave or crevasse?

She called the temple. “Do either Matorwon or Dislim have any friends or relatives who live in the desert to the east of town?” she asked in lieu of a greeting.

“I don’t think so,” said the human man from earlier.

Vilstair drummed her fingers against the controls. “Find out.” She flew out into the desert, the ship’s sensors at maximum in the hope of finding something useful. She headed towards the center of the estimated area. From there, she could track any ship that moved.

While she waited for the priest to check, she contacted the local authorities. The police here were Gray police, but nothing like her. They only worked on Gitarom, never traveling to other planets. Most didn’t even leave the city where they worked. They didn’t have her training or resources. But they did have information on the area, information which she needed.

She asked them to inform her if Dislim’s ship showed up on any of their cameras and for them to copy every piece of information they had on the two men. Even something small might help. The policebeing on the other end sounded about as excited as the priest (meaning not at all) but they agreed.

For five minutes, Vilstair flew in slow circles near the center of the area. Images of the desert appeared on her display. She squinted at each of them, hoping to see something useful. She couldn’t see the ship. Matorwon and Dislim were too small to register on the ship’s scanners. If there were any good hiding places, Vilstair didn’t know enough about deserts to spot them.

The priest finally called back, voice perky. “I couldn’t find any connections, Officer Bila. I’m sorry. But Diresi is already considering our request!”

Vilstair pressed a hand against her face. That was why he hadn’t sounded sorry. “How wonderful. You realize there won’t be a trial if I can’t find them.”

“I’m sure you’ll find them, Officer. No one evades Gray police for long. May the Gray gods be with you!” He hung up before she could reply.

“I hate you,” Vilstair said anyway because it made her feel better. If the priests hadn’t been so incompetent, Matorwon wouldn’t have gotten away. Putting him in a storage shed where his best friend had a key? Gray gods, some people were too stupid to live.

She wondered how easy it must have been for Matorwon to rob the temple. Did they even bother to lock up their valuables? She wouldn’t be surprised if they didn’t.

Well, ease of theft was no excuse. Matorwon was a criminal, she would find him and drag him back to Diresi. No matter what he did, how many friends he had, or how stupid the locals were.

No information came from the local police. Dislim must have shut down his ship, perhaps hidden it from sight. She would have to look the old-fashioned way.

With a sigh, Vilstair headed towards the closest village to the city. She would start here and make her way further out. As she got closer, the ship sensors gave her more detailed information. It showed the number and locations of ships in the village, but not any of the registrations.

Vilstair took her ship to the center of the village, where she hovered high above. She didn’t have her ship and its quality sensors, but she had her jewel. This close, it should be enough. She tapped the jewel where it rested on her right temple.

Information flickered before her eyes as the jewel worked. It interfaced with her brain, translating her wishes into commands. She was a Gray operative, and so she had things on her jewel that most people lacked. From this close, she could locate the jewels throughout the village. Jewels couldn’t be turned off. They could be pulled out, but otherwise, they were active all the time, storing information and waiting for a tap, which told them to take the command in the being’s mind.

Matorwon and Dislim might have taken off their jewels. If they had, she wouldn’t be able to find them. She couldn’t track jewels that weren’t connected to anything. She doubted they would have, as people rarely took off their jewels, not even while sleeping or swimming. Considering how stupid everyone on Gitarom was and that her jewel’s ability to find others was a non-standard function, her prey wouldn’t think they had to take off their jewels in order to remain hidden.










