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            THE CHASE

          

        

      

    

    
      Chooli Richards knew something would test her integrity and determination to the limit one day.

      But it wouldn’t be today.

      Today, Chooli wove gracefully between the traffic in the express airways above Arbor, the largest city on the planet Caerus and capital of the Tau Ceti star system, chasing fleeing felons in her GIA flyer, with Nascha Powers, a senior agent of the Galactic Intelligence Agency, seated beside her. She risked a glance at Nascha, who stared straight ahead, her white-knuckled hands gripping the armrest, her aureole glowing a green-red color.

      Aureoles were glands that absorbed carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and photosynthesized it to top up the oxygen in their bloodstreams, a feature genetically engineered for planets with low oxygen levels. Folklore suggested the function was added by an alien race in the dim past. However, this marvelous development had the unwelcome side-effect of producing a visual display of a Cetusean’s emotions, a phenomenon they spent their whole life attempting to control.

      Chooli displayed an amused smile. Usually, it was Nascha flying at aggressive speeds.

      “They’re getting away,” Nascha said.

      In response, Chooli pushed the throttle forward as far as it would go, sending the flyer rushing past commuters as if they were stationary. Nascha said nothing, but Chooli sensed her nervousness, which was odd. Nascha was the one who had taught her to fly to the limit. Chooli chuckled inwardly — she would tease Nascha later about growing timid in her old age.

      Chooli gained on her prey.

      The fleeing craft veered from the airway and darted toward the city skyscrapers in a maneuver common to fleeing criminals. Chooli sighed. They were so predictable. She looped her flyer and spiraled after them, gaining speed as she descended closer to the ground. Once in amongst the buildings, she darted and weaved around them in the chase, gaining ground on the felons, sometimes missing a skyscraper by inches but remaining focused on her target.

      “You’re crazy!” Nascha said.

      Chooli hazarded another glance at her. “I learned from the best.”

      Just as she returned her concentration to the chase, she clipped a building, sending a chunk of plasti-crete flying into the air. “Oops!”

      She kept up the pursuit, steadily gaining on the other flyer until she was within capturing distance of their drive shutdown override beam. Suddenly, the felons’ vehicle turned a sharp right, but they misjudged their turning radius and slammed into the structure on the far side of the gap between the avenue of buildings they had tried to enter. The vehicle spun out of control and plunged to the ground.

      Chooli instantly pulled back on her flyer’s throttle and followed the wrecked craft slowly as she watched the broken vehicle smash into the surface, flipping and rotating, before coming to a noisy halt. Not wanting to chance fugitives escaping, she descended and landed nearby but outside the danger zone if the vehicle exploded, which it did.

      She and Nascha disembarked and ran toward the heat, searching for survivors, although Chooli knew there would be none. The stench of smoke stung her nostrils. Machine parts lay sprawled across the ground. Screaming pedestrians rushed to safety. Once they confirmed the occupants were dead, the two agents moved to a safe distance as well.

      “We’d better come up with a good excuse for the Chief,” Nascha said.

      Chooli stared at her, baffled by her comment. “It’s not our fault they smashed into a building.”

      “But we were in pursuit in a built-up area — our speed prompted a crash that could have killed civilians, and as the senior officer, I should have warned you when it got risky.”

      “What did you expect me to do? Let them go?”

      Nascha sighed. “Sometimes that’s the better option. Results like this always attract unwelcome press, and you know his reaction to bad press.”

      After the exhilaration of the chase, Chooli’s emotions deflated, despondent that her boss might reprimand her for trying to do her job. Nascha saw her dejection. “Cheer up. He’ll only tell us off. We’re not the first ones who’ve had a dressing down from him.”

      “Maybe. Let’s call it in and wrap this up before our shift finishes. I want to be home to meet Alex.”

      Nascha laughed. “You’ve got no chance of that. There’ll be mountains of paperwork when we return to the office.”

      Her words made Chooli even more dejected.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re reckless and foolhardy!” Chief Inspector Shilah shouted at Chooli. “You should have called off the pursuit and commed for backup.”

      Chooli stood at attention, staring straight ahead. Nausea threatened to migrate to her throat. She managed to contain it where it belonged, but she couldn’t stop a bead of sweat from traveling down her cheek as she gulped. She hoped Shilah hadn’t noticed it. He would certainly have noticed her ashen gray aureola.

      He sighed and said more quietly, “You are better than that.”

      “I didn’t want them to get away, sir.”

      “No one does. But there’s a right way and a wrong way. As it stands, we have a massive bill for the damage caused. We’re lucky innocent civilians weren’t killed. Didn’t Nascha warn you off?”

      Fear gripped Chooli’s chest tighter. The last thing she wanted was to drag Nascha into trouble. “I didn’t listen, sir. I thought we could safely apprehend them.”

      “In that case, I have no choice but to suspend you for two weeks. I will note it in your personnel file, too.”

      Chooli stared at him in shock but said nothing. Not only would the incident blemish her record, but it would also dishonor her family. How would she tell her parents of her punishment? How would she face Alex? She hoped her dressing down was complete, allowing her to escape to somewhere private to mull over her misfortune.

      “Dismissed. And reflect on your mistake. I don’t want to see your face for two weeks.”

      Chooli saluted and marched from the Chief Inspector’s office, relieved he had not fired her and glad the dressing down was over.

      She headed for her desk, conscious of everybody’s eyes on her as she passed them. Too embarrassed to raise her head, she endured the agony silently, quietly packing her belongings and readying herself to leave.

      “Are you OK?” Nascha asked.

      Chooli couldn’t raise her eyes for fear of what might happen. She shook her head.

      “What happened in there?”

      “I have been suspended for two weeks.”

      “What? Why hasn’t he called me? If anyone gets suspended, it should be me. Look, I’ll go straighten this out.”

      Fear piled on top of her grief. Chooli was terrified of the Chief Inspector’s reaction if he discovered she had lied to him too. “No! Let it go. I deserve what I got. Just leave it.”

      “Why? Why should he punish you for my failure to stop you from continuing the pursuit?”

      “I said, leave it go.” Chooli ground the words from her mouth.

      Nascha stepped back in shock. “If you insist. Tell me if you need anything in the meantime.” She turned and headed to her office, but not before giving Chooli another uncertain glance.

      Chooli watched her leave, castigating herself for her outburst. Nascha didn’t deserve that. To prevent more contact with her colleagues, she hurried outside to her AGrav, where she sat and shook until she could regain control enough for the trip home.
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        * * *

      

      She was still frozen in shock when she opened the door to their apartment. Alex was already there and sitting in the living room. He looked up at her and smiled a welcome.

      She felt her lips tremble and fought back tears before rushing to the bedroom and privacy, converting Alex’s smile to confusion. Throwing herself onto the bed, face first, she released the pent-up tears and grief in one burst, unable to contain them any longer.

      The door opened after a few minutes. Footsteps approached the bed, and it swayed as Alex sat. He stroked her hair. “What’s wrong?”

      “Leave me alone,” Chooli blurted out between sobs.

      “Why?” His tone crooned to her. “No point in keeping it to yourself. You’ll have to tell me eventually, so save yourself all this heartache.”

      He was right, but Chooli couldn’t find it within herself to tell him of her punishment. After several more sobs, however, she turned onto her side, wiped the tears from her cheeks, and said bluntly, “Shilah suspended me for two weeks.”

      A shocked expression passed across Alex’s face, followed by a smirk of amusement. “Is that it?”

      Chooli punched him. “Don’t make fun of me — this is serious.”

      Alex’s tone immediately became consoling. “I’m not making fun of you. It’s nothing to make light of, but it’s not as serious as you think. Do you know how often Commissioner Harris suspended me — and for even longer?”

      “No, you haven’t ever been suspended.”

      “Yes, I have. Just ask him.”

      Chooli sniffed. “Really?”

      Alex nodded. “And it didn’t taint my record. Not much, anyway. What made Shilah suspend you?”

      Chooli explained the day’s events.

      “Nascha should take the wrap. She shouldn’t have let you continue.”

      “No, it’s my fault. And don’t raise it with anyone.”

      Alex studied her, suspicious. “You didn’t tell the Chief Inspector about Nascha, did you?”

      Chooli shook her head. “And don’t you say anything. It’s terrible enough I’m in trouble.”

      “I’d give you two more weeks for lying.”

      Chooli started to protest.

      “OK, I won’t say anything. But this will get out, eventually. What if Nascha lets it slip one day? You’re forcing her to lie, too, you know. One lesson you must learn is never to lie even for a seemingly good reason. It will catch up with you in the end.”

      A wan smile crossed Chooli’s face. “Is that said from experience?”

      He looked pensive for a moment before saying lightly, “Sure is.” His expression changed. “Now, what can I do to distract you from your problems for five minutes?” he said as he drew closer to her.

      “What will I do at home for two weeks?” Chooli got out before Alex swept her away with intent.
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            A REVELATION

          

        

      

    

    
      Vito Riva surveyed his minions as they sat around the enormous conference table with him on Xi Boötis, the planet Vito had made his home. The high-backed upholstered chairs smelled of expensive leather. The oak table came from Earth itself and was French polished in the traditional fashion.

      They sat pensive and patient, waiting for Vito to reveal his agenda for the meeting. Despite their outward passivity, Vito knew every one of them would slaughter him without remorse the first chance they got to make his throne their own. Hence, a small army of bodyguards followed him wherever he went.

      He noticed his production manager, Carlos, was frowning heavily; his chubby, circular, acne-pocked face looked disturbed and uncertain.

      “Carlos,” Vito said in a gentle, soothing tone.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Our chimera stardust production seems to have declined over the past month.”

      Carlos gulped. A bead of sweat appeared above his left eyebrow as he realized the spotlight was on him. “Crystal Boramide is scarce, sir. We struggle to get our feedstock on time from our supplier, even when we lean on him. The deposit is running out, and they supply the electronics equipment manufacturers before us. You know it has such tight regulation.” Carlos stared at Vito, fearing his reaction.

      “I see.” Vito sat chewing his lip as he absorbed Carlos’ words. Despite his annoyance, he knew Carlos could be correct — in which case, they needed to tread lightly. He paid enough people to maintain a semblance of legitimacy for their Crystal Boramide needs and couldn’t afford to get their license revoked. Still, a warning was called for. “Poor performance disappoints me, Carlos. I’ll give you another month to improve. Give me a reason not to replace you.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

      Vito glanced at his chief enforcer towering next to him, his stolid expression giving no hint of what his boss had communicated to him with his eyes. But Vito knew he understood his meaning. One month was all Carlos would get.

      “Sir,” Carlos said.

      He refocused on Carlos, surprised he had the nerve to speak out of turn. “Yes?” Vito smiled a thin-lipped smile when he saw how nervous Carlos was.

      “I’ve heard a rumor about a new crystal boramide deposit. Maybe you could acquire it?”

      The news surprised Vito and almost made him give an uncharacteristic start. He stared at Carlos. He’s not as dumb as he looks. Recovering his usual poise, he asked, “Where?”

      “On Sirius. The mine’s owned by a Cetusian businessman called Ahiga Powers from Caerus.”

      He’s surprising me more by the second. “I know that name well. He’s the son of that murdered ambassador.” Vito pondered the news before returning to the meeting. “Have you approached him on the matter?”

      “No, sir, not without your approval. We should move fast, though, before he progresses too far in developing the mine. Once he has it operational, regulations will tie up the miners’ options, like the rest of them.”

      Vito nodded. Carlos might have earned himself a longer reprieve than one month.

      After considering whether to continue with the meeting, which was just routine business anyway, he decided against it. “That’s all. Go make me more money.”

      His minions filed out of the room, but Vito’s bodyguards stayed. Vito sat staring at the closed door. Contemplating. Scheming. He wondered how difficult it would be to buy the deposit from Ahiga. Owning it would certainly make his business dealings easier and remove the supply headache he constantly encountered.

      He turned to his enforcer. “Find out everything you can about Ahiga. I want to know when he takes a shit; everything. …And Carlos, give him a bit more slack.”

      The enforcer nodded.

      Satisfied his instructions were understood, Vito stood and started for the door. The effort strained his obese frame, making him break into a pant. He reminded himself to start the reducing diet his physician was repeatedly urging him to do.
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            A CONFESSION

          

        

      

    

    
      Chooli decided she should take advantage of the free time afforded by her suspension to visit her parents and confess her shameful misdemeanor before they heard of it from some other source. Alex did not accompany her because he had an important work meeting to attend in Arbor. Besides, she didn’t want him there to witness her parents’ reaction to her shame.

      She smiled at the thought of Alex’s strong features and gentle touch. His love soaked into her. The memory of their time on Franconia returned, causing her thoughts to sour momentarily. The physical and psychological wounds inflicted on her there by The Reaper were still healing, the scars slowly fading, but Alex’s love was helping her cope with the worst of her depression and pain.

      She cruised over the mountainous countryside in her AGrav vehicle until her childhood village came into view, admiring the utilitarian but valuable houses lined up along the streets like a ticker-tape crowd waiting for a special guest. Pity it was just her coming to scandalize her family. She sighed, the load of her news weighing on her as she descended to the familiar parking bay in front of her childhood home.

      While still a distance from the house, the front door swung open, and her mother, Haseya, emerged smiling with arms outstretched and her aureole registering surprised delight.

      “Chooli! What a wonderful surprise.” She rushed to her daughter and hugged her, then looked past her, eyebrows raised, and asked, “No Alex?”

      Chooli grinned, warmed by her mother’s love and enthusiasm. “No. He’s away working. I had spare time, so I came to visit. I haven’t seen you both for ages.”

      Haseya stopped. Her expression became serious as she grabbed Chooli’s arm. “You fought?”

      The question made Chooli giggle. “No, we haven’t fought.”

      “What then? Are you pregnant?” Haseya gripped Chooli’s arm with more pressure and a hopeful smile.

      Chooli shook her head. “No, I’m not pregnant either.”

      Her mother frowned, releasing her grip, her elation deflated. “What then?”

      Chooli outwardly sighed, but her stomach tightened into knots. “Can’t I just come and visit my parents? Anyway, are you going to invite me inside?”

      “Of course. Come in, and I’ll make tea for us.”

      “Yes, thanks. Where’s Papa?”

      “He’s out somewhere. He never tells me where he’s going. But he’ll be back soon.” Chooli smiled to herself. She knew her father would have mentioned where he was going, but her mother rarely listened to seemingly trivial details.

      They strolled into the house and into the kitchen, where Haseya started preparing a brew of Caerus spice tea, Chooli’s favorite. The aroma transported her back to her younger years when she would help her mother prepare the meals, the fragrance of the herbs and spices filling the entire house. Those were simpler days without worry and few responsibilities.

      Once the tea began brewing, mother and daughter headed into the living room, where they sat on soft cloth-covered sofas and talked. Chooli was careful to avoid her most pressing topic until her father was present. She didn’t want to repeat herself. Nor did she want him receiving whispers of the news from any second-hand source, even if it was her mother.

      The front door opened and closed.

      “That smells good,” Naalnish called, his voice carrying through from the hallway.

      “We’re in here,” Haseya called back.

      “What do you mean, w—,” Naalnish said as he appeared in the living room doorway and stopped in his tracks at the sight of his daughter. “What are you doing here?”

      Chooli grinned and stood. “Surprise!” She strode over to him and hugged him. He reciprocated, his aureole registering his delight at seeing his daughter so unexpectedly.

      Once they parted, he held her at arm’s length and studied her. “You look different. Are you pregnant?”

      “That’s what I asked,” Haseya said.

      Chooli huffed and raised her eyes to the heavens. “No, I’m not pregnant. Can’t I come and see my Mama and Papa for no reason?”

      “Of course you can. It’s just … unusual.”

      “Tea?” Haseya asked Naalnish as she rose from her armchair.

      “Yes, please.”

      Haseya left the room, much to Chooli’s chagrin. She had just worked up the courage to tell them her news.

      “So,” Naalnish said as he headed toward his favorite armchair. “What’s Alex up to?”

      “He’s tending to more business for Ahiga. He’s always attending to business for Ahiga.”

      “Yes, that man certainly keeps Alex busy. I suppose your busy job means you don’t notice it too much.”

      Chooli cringed inside. Trust him to bring work up with her so soon.

      “Why aren’t you working now?” her father continued. “Have they given you a few days off?”

      She knew she couldn’t delay her news any longer.

      Just then, Haseya walked back with Naalnish’s tea. She gave it to her husband and settled in her chair again, both their aureoles registering contentment at having their daughter home.

      Relieved her mother had returned, Chooli decided she had to deliver her news then or never — and never wasn’t an option. Doing what she could to stop her aureole from revealing her tumultuous feelings, she lowered her gaze and said, with as much casualness as she could muster, “I’m having some unscheduled time off work.”

      “That’s unusual, isn’t it?” Naalnish asked, a small smile accompanying the words. “Have the criminals gone on strike?”

      Chooli shook her head. “I’ve shamed our family.”

      “What!” both parents exclaimed together. Their aureoles were now clouded, and Haseya spilled her cup of tea.

      “How?” Naalnish wanted to know.

      Chooli related the chain of events to them, not daring to raise her eyes to her father’s face.

      When she finished, Naalnish, his aureole now a dark shade of gray, said, “I see.” He stood and left the room.

      Chooli bit hard on her bottom lip, determined not to cry.

      Her mother came to her side and rubbed her shoulder. “I’m sure you had good reason to do what you did.” The sympathy only made it harder for Chooli not to give way to her feelings.

      “But it was against procedure. I should have known better.”

      “We all make mistakes.”

      Chooli shook her head. “Good agents don’t make mistakes.”

      “Nonsense!” said her mother.

      “Chooli!” Naalnish shouted from the backyard.

      Mother and daughter glanced at each other.

      “You’d better go,” Haseya advised.

      Chooli’s muscles wouldn’t work. She couldn’t raise herself from her chair. When she did, they wobbled until they found the means to walk again. She trudged toward the back door and to her father. He sat in a seat by the outdoor table they often used for meals when the weather was balmy. Papa stared at her, but not with the furious intensity she was expecting.

      “Sit,” he invited.

      “I’m so sorry, Papa.”

      “Don’t speak.”

      Chooli sat and remained silent, eyes lowered and waiting for her reprimand.

      “What you said disappoints me,” he began.

      His words were disapproving, but his tone was affectionate — and not what she’d expected. It confused her, so she risked a glance at his face. Her confusion deepened. He wasn’t displaying the reproachful glare he usually did in these situations, and his aureole reflected calm.

      “But you haven’t shamed yourself or us,” he continued.

      “But—”

      Naalnish held his finger up to silence her. “Yes, you disappoint me, but not for the reason you think. You said Nascha was with you, didn’t you?”

      Chooli nodded.

      “They didn’t suspend her?”

      She shook her head.

      “Why not? She’s the senior agent. Calling the chase off was her responsibility.”

      Heat radiated from Chooli’s face, and she knew her aureole had lit up like a beacon. She could never discipline her aureole around her father. “I told the Chief Inspector that she did and that I didn’t listen. I didn’t want to get her into trouble. What was the point of us both being in trouble?”

      “In other words, you lied.”

      She nodded, lowering her eyes again.

      “As I thought. That’s what disappoints me, not the incident.”

      Chooli shot her eyes back up, struggling to stop a tear from escaping her left tear duct.

      Naalnish leaned toward her. “We all make mistakes. It shouldn’t have happened, but it did. Ultimately, calling off the chase is as much to prevent unpleasant publicity as for public safety … in my opinion. But lying was wrong. It did nothing for your cause. I thought I had raised you better than that.” He sighed. “You always had a propensity to protect your friends from sharing any blame for your mischief. I see you haven’t learned your lesson yet. What did Alex say about it?”

      “He said it was wrong, too. And if the Chief ever discovers it, I’ll be in bigger trouble. We should never lie, he says, even for what we think is a good reason.”

      “That’s good advice. I couldn’t have said it better myself.”

      Before Chooli could react, Naalnish extended his hands and held hers, something he had never done before. He smiled at her. “You’re too old to smack. And you can never shame our family. I know where your heart is, and it will never waver from what your mother and I taught you.”

      Chooli stared at her father, her chest tight with emotion. “Papa,” she murmured and gave way to tears, but tears of relief rather than grief. Her father’s love had overwhelmed her.

      Naalnish stood and raised her, too. He pulled her close, so she cried on his chest; he was too tall for her to cry on his shoulder. After a minute, she pulled away and wiped her face as she sniffed. “Papa⁠—”

      He raised his finger to silence her. “I know.”

      Chooli gave a half-sobbing giggle. “Alex said I shouldn’t worry about the suspension. It’s no big deal. He’s had plenty in his career.”

      “Has he, now?”

      She nodded.

      “I’ll need to give him a talking to when I see him next.”

      She gave him a playful slap on the arm. “Don’t.”

      He grinned. “Let’s go inside. You can clean yourself up and tell us whatever else you’ve been doing.”

      Chooli nodded, and they entered the house to join Haseya, their hearts and minds united and their aureoles registering harmony.

      She ended up staying overnight and returning to Arbor the next day. She wondered what she would do with herself for the rest of her suspension.
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            A TENSE MEETING

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex Warner frowned as he entered the plush executive conference room in the Arbor office of Powers Enterprises on Caerus. He had little inclination to meet with the arriving guests despite his boss’ curiosity about the purpose of the meeting. Alex was sure nothing good could come from talking with the likes of Vito Riva.

      He found his favorite chair and sat, continuing to attend to the paperwork on his tablet while waiting for the others to arrive. Several minutes passed before Ahiga entered. Alex looked up and nodded. Ahiga reciprocated and sat next to him. As well as being employer–employee, the two men were friends.

      “We shouldn’t be meeting with these guys, Ahiga,” Alex said.

      Ahiga shrugged. “He’s an entrepreneur, Alex, just like me.”

      “He’s not.”

      The conference room door opened, and the secretary ushered Vito Riva inside, followed by his chief enforcer and two other bodyguards. Both Alex and Ahiga stood and rounded the table, shaking hands with Vito and voicing a few pleasantries before returning to their seats. Vito found a seat opposite them, but his entourage remained standing behind him against the wall.

      “Will you need any refreshments?” the secretary asked.

      “No, thank you,” Ahiga said to her. “I’ll call you if we want anything.”

      The secretary nodded and left, closing the door behind her.

      “It is good of you to see me at such short notice,” Vito began, smiling urbanely.

      “Not at all,” Ahiga replied. “My secretary surprised me when she mentioned you wanted to meet with me, but I confess I’m intrigued. We don’t move in the same circles.”

      Vito gave a thin smile. His eyes were alert and wary. “No, we don’t.”

      “So, how may I help you?”

      Vito placed his arms on the table and steepled his fingers. “I understand you’ve made a mineral discovery on Sirius.”

      Ahiga frowned. “I’m not sure where you received your information, but you seem to have an excellent source. It’s not public knowledge yet — supposedly. We’re still assessing the deposit’s size and viability.”

      Alex looked on, suspicious. Ahiga was right. They had deliberately cloaked the finding in secrecy because of the type of mineral discovered. Only three people knew: Mine Manager Kansas Salter, Ahiga, and himself as Ahiga’s Risk and Security Director. So, how had Vito received his information? Was there a leak in the organization?

      Vito’s thin smile broadened. “That is not important.”

      “So, you know what the deposit is?”

      Vito nodded. “We also produce high-end electronics that use crystal boramide. Sourcing feedstock is proving difficult at present. This has led us to contemplate owning a source of the mineral ourselves. Cut out the middleman, so to speak.”

      “It’s strictly regulated.”

      “Certainly.”

      Ahiga glanced at Alex before returning his attention to Vito. “I’m not in a position to sell the mining rights to anyone at present.”

      Vito’s smile dimmed. “I don’t understand.”

      “We are still assessing the deposit. It’s registered with the authorities. So, any change of ownership would need excessive paperwork. Besides, until I confirm what I have and its profitability, I’m reluctant to rid myself of what could be a lucrative resource.”

      “I see.” Vito turned and glanced at his enforcer. He faced Ahiga again. “I’m sure we could come to an arrangement that benefits both parties.”

      Alex sensed the conversation’s direction and didn’t like it. It was heading the wrong way, as he feared. He hadn’t advised Ahiga why Vito might be so interested in the mineral before the meeting, but he needed to tell him now. Tapping Ahiga on the arm, he gestured for them to turn away from the others. He whispered. “This material is a precursor for chimera stardust. Rumor is Vito is the major supplier of the drug.”

      Ahiga stared at him and nodded before facing Vito again.

      “There is no point at present. The mine is not for sale.”

      Vito’s smile broadened again, although with a sinister undertone. “Everything has its price.”

      “Some things are priceless.”

      Vito’s smile vanished, and his eyes focused on Alex. “Have we met before?”

      “I doubt it,” Alex said. “We move in different circles.”

      “We have met before. At least, I’m sure one of my associates has met you before. I don’t take kindly to having my business interrupted.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “Just years of experience.” Vito returned his attention to Ahiga. “Are you sure we can’t negotiate?”

      “I am sure.”

      “I have not wasted my time. We will meet again and discuss this further. In the meantime, I wish you both a healthy future.”

      Vito removed a napkin from his pocket and wiped his brow where perspiration had accumulated. Alex noticed a slight flush in his complexion and a frown of frustration. Obviously, Vito was unaccustomed to having someone refuse to give him what he wanted. He looked up at Vito’s enforcer and wondered whether they would receive any problem from that quarter in the next few minutes. But before he could decide on a defensive strategy, Vito rose from his chair and tidied his suit, which barely fit his bulky frame. He turned to his enforcer and stared at him as if relaying a predetermined message.

      Vito returned his attention to Ahiga. “Have a pleasant day. I am ready to leave.”

      Ahiga contacted his secretary, who came and escorted Vito and his entourage from the office. She closed the door behind Alex and Ahiga when they left.

      “What was that about?” Ahiga asked Alex.

      “I’m not sure. He definitely issued a veiled threat. He believes I am the source of your reluctance to sell.”

      “To be honest, I considered exploring avenues for negotiation before you mentioned chimera stardust. Too many maintenance mechanics on the crew servicing spaceships where I worked before inheriting my father’s business were on it. Once you’re hooked, you can’t get off, and finding a supply becomes an obsession until it destroys you.”

      “We need to be careful. Vito is powerful. He’s also ruthless. If he acts, he will come after me first.”

      “That’s what he implied.” Ahiga nodded in agreement.

      “In the meantime, how did he discover the source on Sirius?”

      “Yes. That was one of my most confidential pieces of information.” Ahiga rubbed his chin and thought. He glanced at Alex. “It might be prudent for you to visit the mine and ask some questions. It’s unacceptable to have intelligence leaked to the open market before I determine my options.”

      Alex nodded. He agreed with Ahiga. However, he wasn’t happy at having to travel off-world again after just returning home. His time away was increasing, preventing him from seeing Chooli as much as he wanted. He sighed. “If you insist.”

      “I know this encroaches on your time with Chooli, but it’s important.”

      “That’s what you pay me for. I’ll just have to break the news to Chooli gently.”

      “It’s not urgent. Spend a little time at home first.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure. An unhappy Chooli means an unhappy Mei, and I can’t have that. She isn’t pleasant when she’s upset with me.”

      Alex laughed. “I understand.”
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            ALEX VISITS THE SIRIUS MINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex woke to the sound of his comm buzzing. He looked at the clock. Two thirty in the morning. Who would call him at that hour? He rubbed the sleep from his eyes and answered the call. “Yes?”

      “Sorry to wake you,” Ahiga said, his own voice sounding sleepy. “But there’s been an explosion at the crystal boramide mine on Sirius.”

      The mention of the Sirius mine jarred Alex to instant awareness, a talent he had picked up in his years in law enforcement. “Oh. You thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “What? Riva’s behind this?”

      “Could be a coincidence. Crystal boramide is volatile, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, but we take special precautions to prevent any accidents.”

      And people can circumvent special precautions if they know what they’re doing, Alex thought.

      “You called me at 2:30 in the morning to tell me that?”

      “No. I mean, yes. But I need you there now. We must identify the cause before we lose evidence in the clean-up. Was it an accident or sabotage? And if there’s a leak, which is looking likely, we need to know who’s leaking.”

      “And it can’t wait a few hours?”

      Ahiga produced a cheeky grin over the video feed. “I thought since I’m up, I may as well wake you, too.”

      “Wait till I see you next. I might do a bit of sabotage myself. Better still, I’ll get Chooli to sort you out.”

      Ahiga displayed a mock shocked expression. “Please don’t. Anything but her wrath.”

      “I heard that,” Chooli mumbled, half asleep beside Alex.

      “So, will you go straight away?” Ahiga asked.

      “Yeah, OK,” Alex said. He didn’t want to agree, but he had little choice.

      After disconnecting the link, he turned to Chooli. “I presume you heard most of that.”

      “Explosion. Mine. You’ve got to go. Now get up and let me sleep.” Chooli’s tone was grumpy.

      “Don’t I get a cuddle first?” Alex said, implying she’d hurt his feelings.

      “No.” She rolled over.

      Alex snuggled back into bed and attempted to cuddle her anyway. After unconvincing resistance, she rolled back over to surrender. “You’re incorrigible.”

      “I know.”

      They were intimate for a time before Alex sighed and stumbled from the soft, warm bed, grumbling over Ahiga’s unreasonable demands. Then again, if Riva was behind the explosion, perhaps they weren’t unreasonable.
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        * * *

      

      Alex arrived at the Sirius mine two days later. The site was a mess, even discounting the destruction the explosion had caused. Given the mine’s recent development, most structures were still temporary and of questionable stability. The wind could blow some buildings over, in Alex’s opinion. Still, the workers had made progress in establishing a long-term presence. The makings of an administration block and mining storage sheds stood firmly in place. It showed a definite commitment to the mine, reflecting the knowledge of its profitability well into the future. He pushed the door into the site establishment office, which the workers still used as their base until the permanent buildings were ready for occupancy.

      He peered into the dark interior. Compared to the blazing sunlight where he currently stood, it was pitch black, but lighting appeared suspended from the ceiling once his eyes adjusted. The place looked deserted.

      “Hello? Anyone here?” Alex called.

      A partition stood in the far corner. Without notice, a head popped out from behind it. The head belonged to a male Earth-human. “Oh. Didn’t hear you enter. Alex Warner?”

      “Yes.”

      “Welcome.” The man stood and rounded the edge of the partition, striding toward him. He was tall and thin, with a receding black hairline. “Kansas Salter, Mine Manager.” He extended his hand.

      Alex shook it.

      “Come. Take a seat — if you can find an unbroken one not covered in grime.”

      Alex scanned the office for a suitable chair, but after reviewing his choices, he remained standing. Instead, he pushed back bits and pieces littering a desk and brushed the surface before leaning against it. “I’m here to discuss the explosion.”

      “Yes, Ahiga told me he was sending you. There’s nothing to add to my report, I’m afraid, but I’m happy to go through it with you.”

      “Good.” Alex eyed him for several seconds before continuing. “How did it happen? What chain of events caused it?”

      Kansas grabbed a chair, wiped it with a rag, and sat. He had to hold his head backward to meet Alex’s eyes. “We were preparing to blast a sample of material from the seam. But the explosives expert over-packed the charge. When we detonated it, part of the ore exploded with it. It can happen, but rarely. The concentration is too low for the crystal boramide reaction to generate enough energy to sustain it. But this vein is exceptionally rich. You probably saw the result as you approached the site. The place is a mess.”

      “Didn’t you sample the deposit first? Tailor the charge to prevent that?”

      “Should have. The explosives expert made a mistake.”

      “Expensive mistake.”

      “Sure is. We’ll take weeks to clean it up before we can continue.”

      Alex processed what Kansas had told him so far. “Where is this expert now?”

      “Good question. He’s either under the rubble or has done a runner for being a fool. He’s a new guy. Only just arrived.”

      Alex’s eyebrows rose when he heard the guy was new. “What happened to the last one?”

      “He left suddenly. Said he had a better offer elsewhere.” Kansas rubbed the back of his neck and rotated it as if it was sore from holding his head at an awkward angle. He stood and rested on a desk opposite Alex.

      The circumstances of the previous expert leaving and a new one arriving soon after they met with Riva was suspicious. “Where did this new guy come from?”

      “Dravo Chinko from Procyon recommended him. Don’t know where he found him.”

      “But you checked his credentials?”

      “Dravo recommended him, which was good enough for me. He wouldn’t have suggested a guy he thought was incompetent, especially with crystal boramide. He knows its volatility.”

      Was Kansas negligent? Could he be the leak? Alex couldn’t tell. He could understand him taking Dravo’s word for it. Mining crystal boramide was a specialty. The people involved ran a tight fraternity with a busy network. He had heard nothing against Salter. Regardless, it wouldn’t solve the mystery of the explosion now. “And you know nothing else about this guy?”

      Kansas shook his head. “Sorry.”

      “Have you looked for him?”

      “We did a head count and searched the rubble in reasonable detail. No scattered body parts anywhere. I’d say he ran. He wasn’t saving his job here either way.”

      Alex sighed. He was hoping to return to Caerus, but fate had other ideas. “Looks like I’m off to Procyon, then.”

      “Lucky you. Wish I was joining you. Procyon might not be home, but it has a nightlife. Sirius is dull and lonely.”

      Alex knew Ahiga’s workforce fell over each other for a placement to Procyon because it was an extensively settled planet compared to Sirius. But he got the impression Kansas might be more into the nightlife than some.

      With a grin, Alex said, “Don’t you enjoy the camp you have here?” The mine project team had established a camp on-site for its workers since the mine was so isolated. It removed the commuting time they would otherwise spend each day going to and from the city.

      Kansas huffed. “Better than nothing, I guess, but not a patch on a proper nightlife.”

      “Surely, you get to the big smoke sometimes?”

      “Sure — once every few weeks … for a night. Can’t do much in one night.”

      “You might get lucky with the next job.”

      Kansas gave him a dagger-eyed glare.

      Alex laughed.

      The conversation paused while Alex gathered his thoughts. “Anything else?”

      Kansas rubbed his chin before answering. “No. That’s all I can tell you.”

      “How long until you’re running again?”

      “Two, maybe three weeks.”

      Alex straightened his stance. “I’ll let you get started.”

      “You don’t want to give us a hand?”

      “Not on your life. Too dirty for me.”

      “You office boys are all the same.”

      “You enjoy it.”

      Kansas tried to find something non-threatening to throw at him, but Alex made a quick exit while he could. Frustrated, he returned to the capital and booked immediate passage to Procyon. Dravo had questions to answer. He also needed to examine Salter more closely. He didn’t think he had been bought, but he may have inadvertently let something slip to one of Riva’s people on one of those coveted trips to the capital, sparking Riva’s interest in the mine.
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      Ramira Lopez sauntered into Vito’s office on Xi Boötis as if she didn’t have a care in the world, but inside she was seething. He had promised to let her retire in peace. Still, she knew better than to refuse a command to visit.

      Vito sat in his usual high-backed leather seat of power, his ever-present bodyguards standing to attention nearby. When she glanced behind her, she noticed another thug at the door, preventing any premature departures. She was conscious of his eyes following her movement through the room. No chair stood in front of his desk — another power ploy — but one stood next to the wall by a window on her left. She moved to get it.

      “Stay where you are!” Vito commanded.

      Ramira froze for a moment, then turned and glared at him. She wanted to spit at him for daring to order her around like some worthless cur, but she could see he was in one of his dangerous moods. Her keen sense of self-preservation decided there was no choice but to play his game. Otherwise, he would pile more brutal burdens on her than she was about to bear anyway. She sighed and returned to the front of his desk, maintaining a disinterested posture.

      “What do you want, Vito?”

      Vito steepled his fingers as he studied her and tapped two forefingers on his chin. “I have a job for you, m’dear.”

      “You retired me, remember!”

      “I’m bringing you out of retirement. It suits your specialty. Besides, you need to finish the job, so to speak.”

      Intrigued despite herself, Ramira asked, “Finish what job?”

      “Alex Warner.”

      She stiffened at hearing that person’s name. She had never wanted to hear it again, not after the suffering he had inflicted on her. Still, Vito was right: he had to pay.

      “What about him?”

      “He’s become a pest. I need him distracted. And I can’t think of a better person to distract him. You two get along so well.”

      “Got. Got along well — before he screwed me. I’ll kill him if I ever see him again.”

      Vito looked amused. “You might get the opportunity, though I would prefer it if you didn’t kill him immediately.”

      “What type of distraction are you looking for?” Ramira was starting to warm to Vito’s request, although she didn’t kid herself that it was anything less than a demand.

      “No offense, but you can’t use your looks. He may not be interested anymore — he’s got some new bitch to sniff. A Cetusean at that. And he’s married her, something you never managed. I suggest you play on his emotions and sense of chivalry instead. He was always a big softie. Say your child needs rescuing from bad, nasty Vito — or something like that.”

      The thought of Alex married infuriated her. He was hers, always. But the thought of herself with a child made her laugh. “Ha! That’s a good one.”

      “One that should prove effective on someone as sentimental as Alex, don’t you think?”

      Ramira mused and then nodded. She could play the distraught mother well enough. “OK, then. But I’m finished for good after that, promise?”

      “Successfully fulfill your task, and you’ll never hear from me again.”

      “That’s what you said last time. What’s your goal in all this, anyway?”

      “A crystal boramide mine owned by that annoying, sanctimonious trillionaire Ahiga, and Alex is in the way. I can’t just kill him to get it, though. I need him alive as a bargaining chip. Hence, your part. Play it well. You can toy with him if you like, provided you eventually bring him to me. After he has served his purpose, you can do whatever you like with him — and then get on with your life in peace.”

      “How do I find him?”

      “He’s about to arrive on Procyon to investigate a little event I orchestrated at Ahiga’s mine recently. Use your brains. Now leave and get to work.” Vito waved her away.

      Ramira obediently turned and left, her head already overflowing with schemes of how to tackle her assignment.
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            ALEX VISITS PROCYON

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex smelled the refined scent of Procyon as soon as he entered the spaceport terminal. Every surface was clean; anything metallic gleamed. The ambiance whispered: You’re welcome if you have money. Anyone could get anything with money on Procyon — provided they were not Cetusean. Chooli would hate it here, he thought. Of all the star systems in the Confederation, Procyon displayed the most prejudice toward Cetuseans, even worse than on Delta Pavonis, now that it had amended its discriminatory laws.
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