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After years of working solely in plainclothes, I still wasn’t quite used to laying charges and making arrests in uniform. But such was Commissioner Sorjonen’s directive. Investigations could be carried out wearing proper business attire at the senior officer’s discretion, but come the moment of truth, he thought nothing was better than a senior government official getting cuffed by someone of much lower standing. I could see the merit of his logic when considering the role of the Commonwealth Constabulary’s powerful and much-feared anti-corruption unit. 

Compared with the professional malfeasance cases Chief Inspector Arno Galdi, Warrant Officer Destine Bonta, and I once handled out in the Rim Sector, our anti-corruption investigations belonged to the major leagues. It had been both somewhat intimidating at first yet also exhilarating. Who else can simply walk into the office of a federal star system chief judge and end her career — Justice Marian Achebe being a case in point and our current target.

The story of her downfall was depressingly familiar, even to the three of us who were more conversant with the small venalities of a supply clerk selling government inventory and pocketing the money or a patrol sergeant taking backhanders from the local mob to look the other way. Our current anti-corruption cases weren’t much different, although the scale certainly was.

Justice Achebe didn’t sell herself cheaply. On the contrary. By the time we wrapped up our six-week investigation, it became clear she’d been taking bribes not only from organized crime groups but every stratum of Arcadia’s wealthiest elements, high-level star system officials included. The sums she’d stashed away in numbered accounts across the Commonwealth through layers of shell corporations were simply breathtaking.

Then, Achebe stumbled in much the same way as the supply clerk and patrol sergeant. She thought herself fireproof by dint of her office, so she began upping her demands and eventually priced herself out of the market. However, it’s not a forgiving one, and we received an anonymous tipoff, complete with verifiable evidence in due course. Some corrupt officials were too much even for the mob.

I studied my service uniform in my bedroom’s floor-length mirror to ensure every detail was perfect and realized I still wasn’t fully accustomed to the assistant commissioner’s three diamonds and oak leaf wreaths in silver on each shoulder. For the longest time, I thought I would stay a chief superintendent running the Rim Sector’s Professional Compliance Bureau detachment until retirement. 

That is, until Commissioner Sorjonen, the formidable commander of the Political Anti-Corruption Unit, recruited me after I solved a colonial murder with the sort of brio he admired.

A knock on the door cut short my uncharacteristic burst of self-admiration.

“Come in.”

It opened, and Arno’s bearded, grandfatherly face appeared. “Ready, sir?”

When he noticed me standing in front of the mirror, Arno chuckled. “You look sharp as ever.”

I quickly ran my eyes over his uniform tunic, now with the three diamonds of his new rank on each shoulder. “As do you.”

“Nothing but the best for bent star system chief judges. Destine is getting the car, and I just checked — Achebe is in her chambers taking coffee with the Arcadian attorney general.”

“One of the few senior officials who hasn’t been paying her off.”

Arno let out a soft grunt. “Not that we could determine, but it wouldn’t surprise me if Achebe was scratching his back to help her friends in low places. There’s not a squeaky clean cabinet member in the Arcadian government.”

“Comes from having the same party in power for so long they think themselves above the law, just like Justice Achebe.” I put my beret on and made sure it was perfectly set, with the Constabulary’s scales of justice badge over my left eye. “Not that there’s any effective political opposition around here.”

I patted the needler in the shoulder holster beneath my tunic, more out of habit than to check that it was still there. Arno was carrying his as well, but our uniforms were tailored so the bulge wouldn’t show.

“Shall we?”

Luggage in hand, Arno and I took the suite’s private lift directly to the ground floor — one of the many perks working for anti-corruption, not because of the comfort or even the convenience, but to stay out of sight while we put together an airtight case. Not even the local Constabulary group commander knew we were here, let alone Arcadian officials whose honesty and integrity was suspect.

The hotel lobby surveillance system would note our sudden transformation from business travelers sharing a three-bedroom suite on the top floor to Constabulary officers, but whether it would alert the duty manager was debatable. 

We were unlikely to be the first Constabulary members using the NovoArcadia, seeing as it was on the list of approved hotels. We crossed the lobby and left through the front door without encountering another human. The reception’s holographic AI didn’t even appear since I’d already paid for our suite rental in full using the unit account.

As soon as she saw us, Warrant Officer Bonta popped the unprepossessing rental’s passenger doors, and we climbed in. Silver and sleek, like so many cars in Tripoli, Arcadia’s capital, with the polarized windows politicians and senior officials preferred so they couldn’t be seen, it had served us well over the previous weeks. At this time of the morning, traffic was light, and we made good time across the city to the federal courthouse, where Achebe ruled with an iron, albeit corrupt, fist.

The courthouse, one of Tripoli’s oldest buildings dating back to the late twenty-third century, reminded me of nothing so much as a tiered bluish glass and steel cake or a rather squat ziggurat. For something well over three hundred years old, it did look rather sprightly, however, a testament to its designer and builders.

Bonta pulled into a parking slot marked official business and stuck a Constabulary identification disk to the front window on the driver’s side. A passing security guard made as if to come over and shoo us away, but then we climbed out, and he turned on his heels with alacrity. I couldn’t tell if it was because of the silver-trimmed gray uniforms or because I outranked the commanding officer of the Arcadia Constabulary Group, making me the most senior federal cop in the star system.

We sailed through security on the strength of our credentials, took a lift to the top floor where the chief justice held court and barged into her office antechamber. The astonished clerk, a painfully thin, balding, middle-aged man, half stood.

“What—”

Arno pointed at him and then his chair. “Sit. Don’t move, and don’t call anyone. Don’t speak.”

At that moment, he seemed the furthest thing from grandfatherly, and the clerk obeyed in silence. I crossed over to the inner door, a magnificently polished example of the carpenter’s art, all honey and swirls, and pushed it open.

A stout, gray-haired woman in her sixties with a fleshy face and small, mean eyes, Achebe sat in a luxurious executive chair behind a desk big enough to host gravball tournaments. Sitting across from her, the Arcadian attorney general seemed cut from the same cloth, although he sported a more luxuriously sculpted head of hair.

“Justice Marian Achebe, I am Assistant Commissioner Caelin Morrow of the Commonwealth Constabulary’s Political Anti-Corruption Unit.”

Achebe reacted like most of them do. She scowled.

“How dare you enter my office without permission?” Her voice, surprisingly high-pitched, held an irritatingly querulous edge. Listening to her expound at length on a legal point from the bench must not be a soothing experience.

“These are Chief Inspector Arno Galdi and Warrant Officer Destine Bonta.” The attorney general gaped at me in astonishment, and I turned to him. “I think it would be best if you left now. We are here on a federal matter that doesn’t concern your government.”

He glanced at Achebe and stood. As his eyes met mine, I could tell he’d deduced our purpose, suggesting he was just as corrupt but better at keeping it hidden. Then he left without another word.

“Justice Achebe, I am charging you with eighty-two counts of corrupt practices and one hundred and six counts of perverting the course of justice. The Wyvern Sector chief justice who has ordered your removal from office pending trial countersigned these charges.”

Achebe paled and slumped into her chair. Good. They usually try to bluster their way out, and I long ago lost patience with those who should know better when they grasp at straws instead of accepting it was over.

“Considering the severity of the charges and your status as a federal star system chief judge, I am detaining you for transport to Wyvern. There, you will face a judicial review before the sector chief justice, who will decide whether you should face trial. In the meantime, you do not have to say anything. But it may harm your defense if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.” I paused. “Do you understand?”

Achebe didn’t immediately respond but licked her lips nervously. After a moment, she nodded. “Yes.”

“We will go to your home where you will pack enough clothing, toiletries, and other personal effects for a lengthy trip. Then, you will come with us aboard the Constabulary cutter Benton Fraser, currently waiting at the Tripoli spaceport, and travel to Wyvern.”

“My spouse... What...” Achebe stood on wobbly legs.

“We will inform him you’ve been detained on the sector chief justice’s orders. Now we can do this in two ways. Either you obey my every direction and cooperate to the fullest, or we will shackle you.”

Another nod. “I’ll cooperate.”

We’d set up the entire plan ahead of time, and while Achebe gathered her things, Warrant Officer Bonta sat at her desk, logged into the courthouse system using our override, and locked everyone out of Achebe’s account. Only another anti-corruption unit member could access it from now on. Of course, we had already taken a copy of everything.

The drive to Achebe’s palatial residence on the outskirts of Tripoli, in an area teeming with mansions, took somewhat longer, but the cutter wouldn’t leave without us, so there was no hurry. Her husband wasn’t at home when we arrived, which suited me. Spouses invariably made a distasteful scene. Some even ended up being arrested on assault charges, and we didn’t have the appetite for drama.

While Warrant Officer Bonta stayed with the car, monitoring our surroundings, Arno and I followed Achebe around the mansion to make sure she packed nothing that might cause us grief.

“Why is it no one noticed before that a place like this just isn’t possible on a chief judge’s salary?” He asked in a low voice as we watched Achebe rummage through one of her many closets. “Her husband isn’t exactly rolling in funds.”

“People won’t see what they don’t want to see. A chief justice taking bribes? Heavens forbid.”

Arno let out a snort. “Most of her neighbors were probably involved in helping pay for it.”

“Most of her neighbors are just as corrupt, which, around here, is situation normal.” 

Would that I’d kept my words in mind as we walked out through the front door, Achebe between us carrying her suitcase.

One moment, she was alive; the next, she had a perfectly round hole in her forehead. As she fell forward, I could see that most of the back of her skull was missing.

The three of us instinctively fell into a crouch, looking for both the shooter and cover as we pulled out our sidearms. But no second shot followed the first.

“Railgun,” Arno finally said. “Someone was making sure Achebe would respect omertà.”

I stood and slid my weapon back in its holster. 

“And I’m sure the Arcadian attorney general is somehow involved. He knew why we were there — I could see it in his eyes. He probably roused the entire circle of corrupt officials and organized criminals when he left her office. That was a professional long-range shot, so I’ll wager the latter did it.”

“No doubt.” Arno pulled out his communicator. “How about we hand this over to the 11th Constabulary Group and lift off Arcadia while the going is good?”



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


— Two —


[image: image]




Commissioner Taneli Sorjonen’s office door was wide open when I entered the anti-corruption unit’s executive corridor. It was on the tenth floor of the Commonwealth Constabulary Headquarters’ Building D, part of a complex just beyond the city limits of Draconis, the Wyvern star system capital.

I came straight from the Joint Services Base Sinach spaceport upon landing, considering how the Achebe case ended, so I could confess my sins and see if the Grand Inquisitor would grant me absolution for letting an assassin take my prisoner’s life. Even though I joined his command some time ago and carried out several successful investigations, I still hadn’t developed a sense of how he saw success and failure, and my latest case qualified as both. One thing I knew from Arno’s experience serving under Sorjonen, a clean breast without qualifications was the best approach.

He enjoyed a reputation for detesting prevaricators. Not that I could be one even if I tried. Professional Compliance Bureau officers were nothing if not honest with themselves. Otherwise, they couldn’t, in good conscience, prosecute those who didn't show absolute integrity and uphold the rule of law.

Sorjonen spotted me before I could knock on the doorjamb and wordlessly waved me in. As I crossed the office, he watched me with his intense blue eyes set in a bony face topped with short silver hair. I stopped a regulation three paces in front of his desk and saluted.

“Assistant Commissioner Caelin Morrow reporting to—” At the last moment, I noticed the second star on his collar. “The assistant chief constable.”

Sorjonen, who was bareheaded, gave me a grave nod in return and gestured at the chair in front of his desk.

“Please sit, Caelin. Your return trip was pleasant?”

“Yes, sir.”

“A shame about the late Justice Achebe’s messy end. To no one’s surprise, the commanding officer of the Constabulary group on Arcadia has been protesting to the sector deputy chief constable about you leaving him with a high-profile murder investigation and absconding.”

I grimaced. “We gave our statements, not that they’ll do any good. It wasn’t so much a murder as an execution by a professional who fired from a considerable distance. I didn’t want my team to be next on the hit list in case someone figured we might know who paid for it. Sadly, we’ll most probably never find the doer or sponsor, though I included my suspicions in my statement.”

“The Arcadian attorney general.” Sorjonen held my eyes with his emotionless gaze.

“Yes, sir.” I hesitated for a moment. “I could have handled things better in Achebe’s office, sir, and not give him the impression the game was up. Worse yet, as he glanced at me before leaving, I knew he knew and should have protected Achebe better.”

Sorjonen nodded slowly. “True. Although I dare say, you won’t let it happen again. Besides, you couldn’t know how pervasive the rot on Arcadia was.”

“But I’d developed a good idea, although I was probably being naïve in thinking the attorney general remained relatively clean until that moment in Achebe’s office. In retrospect, he might simply be better at covering his tracks than most.”

Another sage nod. “Indeed. Besides, the sector chief justice is rather relieved that he won’t be presiding over Achebe’s trial where the depth of her corruption would have been exposed for everyone to see. It’s not quite like leaving a disgraced officer in a locked room with a gun and a single round, hoping he or she would do the honorable thing. But the results are the same. That being said, well done. Achebe was a festering wound in the judicial body. Now, you’re no doubt curious about the second star on my collar.”

“Yes, sir. And congratulations on the promotion.”

“Thank you. While you were gone, we’ve officially been renamed the Anti-Corruption Division and embarked on both a reorganization and the expansion we discussed in the last few months. I decided it would be in our best interests if I realigned the units by specializing them in certain areas. Not that said specialization means they can’t investigate cases in other areas.”

As he spoke, I realized what would come next and found myself with mixed feelings.

“You will head Anti-Corruption Unit Twelve and focus on cases involving military forces. Need I explain why?”

I shook my head. “No, sir. But may I point out that my friendship with Rear Admiral Talyn and Colonel Decker, not to mention my gratitude for a SOCOM unit saving my life on Mission Colony, may place me in a conflict of interest? Then there’s my tour as Constabulary liaison with SOCOM in my youth.”

A faint smile tugged at his lips. 

“I read the declaration you made upon joining anti-corruption, Caelin, and am well aware of the possibility.” His tone, though gentle, was more that of a patient master reminding his pupil about something she should have already considered. “However, you are not only more familiar with the darker side of military matters than your fellow unit chiefs but being able to call on help from someone like Admiral Talyn can spell the difference between success and failure. If, and I consider it highly unlikely, you were faced with a situation where one of your acquaintances in the Fleet comes under suspicion, I would assign the case to another unit. In other words, the advantages of your contacts and knowledge far outweigh the risk you might face finding yourself in a conflict of interest. Besides, I trust you to tell me at once should you even so much as suspect there was a problem.”

“Yes, sir. Understood.”

“Right now, AC12 is you, Chief Inspector Galdi, and Warrant Officer Bonta, but that will change in the coming weeks. My intent is four teams under your command, each led by a chief superintendent or superintendent capable of conducting independent investigations. But that doesn’t mean you’ll be relegated to desk duty. On the contrary. And your first job as head of AC12 is already at hand.”

“Sir?”

“I’m sorry to send you back out there when you’ve only just returned, but something blew up after your ship went FTL on the way back from Arcadia.” He paused for a fraction of a second, gauging my reaction. “You surely caught the sensationalist newsnet story last week about a Marine Pathfinder squadron belonging to the 21st Regiment whose members allegedly committed war crimes in the Protectorate Zone.”

“It received wide play on Arcadia, yes. But I paid little attention, seeing as how we were wrapping up the case against Achebe.”

“You’ve heard of Senator Fedor Olrik, the senior representative from Novaya Sibir?”

I rummaged through my mental files. “Vaguely. Isn’t he a bit of an anomaly, a centralist elected on a world that is more in sympathy with the sovereign star systems movement?”

Sorjonen nodded. “The very man. He pushed a vote through the Senate to demand an investigation into the claims of war crimes, the first such alleged since the Second Migration War. But his intent was for a full-blown, politically motivated commission of inquiry, or at least, so the Chief Constable, Deputy Chief Constable Hammett, and I believe. As does Grand Admiral Larsson. Olrik is no friend of the Fleet or happy with Larsson’s growing disdain of all things political. But in a move that cut Olrik off at the knees, Larsson formally requested the matter be investigated by the Professional Compliance Bureau. DCC Hammett, in turn, made it a matter for the Anti-Corruption Division.”

I gave him a wry smile. “And now it’s mine. What about the commission of inquiry?”

“On hold, pending the results of your investigation. The optics of Olrik going on a witch hunt while the PCB ferrets out the truth are bad enough he wouldn’t get the necessary votes in the Senate.” Sorjonen studied me again, but I was getting used to his mannerisms by now. “Benton Fraser will take you and your team to Novaya Sibir the moment you’re ready. You may draft whoever you wish from the Divisional Support Unit. I’ll make sure the local Constabulary group commander readies facilities, quarters, and anything else you might need.”

“Thank you, sir. I think.”

“This will be a high visibility case, Caelin, with plenty of political and media attention, unlike the vast majority you’ve handled. Just ignore them and do what’s necessary in keeping with our best practices.”

“Yes, sir.” As the implications of this case sunk in, I felt my enthusiasm wane. But I’d accepted a promotion and a posting to Sorjonen’s department, knowing my responsibilities would broaden, and my cases become more complex and demanding.

“Here are the details.” Sorjonen reached out and placed a data chip in front of me. “Go and uncover the truth, no matter who it annoys. What happens once you’re done will be decided by others.”

I picked up the chip and tucked it in a tunic pocket, stood, and saluted. “With your permission?”

“Dismissed.”

When I reached our office suite two floors down, the first thing I noticed was a new door sign which read AC12. Upon entering, I saw the walls had been rearranged to give us more space, though my office remained as it was, with floor-length windows overlooking the Constabulary Headquarters’ parade ground.

Arno Galdi and Destine Bonta were waiting for me in the bullpen, coffee mugs in hand, looking like two lost souls among a surfeit of vacant desks. When I gestured at my office door, Bonta stood and disappeared around a corner for a moment. When she came back with another of the white mugs, this one filled with black coffee, Arno climbed to his feet, and both joined me, taking seats in front of my desk.

“Big changes, I hear, Chief,” Arno said after settling in. He’d spent weeks looking for a new nickname after my promotion, but none of the alternatives suited both of us. As a result, he stuck with my old one, although it no longer referred to my former rank of chief superintendent but my current appointment as the unit head. “Looks like we’ll be getting more people, too.”

I quickly described the new structure and our role. When I was done, Arno shrugged. “So long as we keep working as your investigators, I’m a happy man.”

“Ditto.” Destine Bonta nodded.

“Then you won’t mind us not bothering to unpack. Or rather, pack a fresh set of uniforms. We’re back aboard Benton Fraser as soon as we’re ready, outbound for Novaya Sibir and our first case as AC12.”

Arno’s eyes lit up. “Don’t tell me we’re investigating the allegations against the 212th Pathfinder Squadron. I was wondering whether that journalistic hatchet job would trigger a political uproar.”

Trust him to figure things out quickly. “We are. Grand Admiral Larsson pre-empted the establishment of a senatorial commission of inquiry by formally asking the PCB to take on the case. And for our sins, we got the assignment.”

“Because of or despite your relationship with Admiral Talyn?” Destine asked.

“The former, I suspect. But there’s also the tribal factor.” I tapped the jump wings on my left breast. “The Marines of the 212th won’t be able to snow Destine and me under quite so easily, considering we both served as Constabulary liaison noncoms with the 1st Special Forces Regiment.”

Arno gave me a sharp glance. “And you think they might?”

“Something tells me there is more behind this allegation of war crimes pushed by an avowed centralist senator who dislikes the Fleet than a simple desire to see justice done. You know it’s never straightforward when a case involves the Corps’ sharp end.”

Arno’s beard bobbed as he nodded. “Oh, without a doubt. If the pricking in my thumbs means anything, we’ll be neck-deep in red herrings within a day of arriving on Novaya Sibir. They may have dropped the word political from our division’s name, but politics will always permeate our cases.”

I fished out the data chip and placed it on my desk. “Let’s see what they gave us.”

It wasn’t much. We watched a recording of the newsnet reportage based on the testimony of the primary witness, a merchant captain by the name of Toshiro Rahal. We also read a statement by Fleet Public Affairs denying everything and another statement, this one not for public consumption, from the Chief of Naval Operations to Deputy Chief Constable Hammett, our supremo. The latter said the captain of the patrol frigate Chinggis, which carried the 212th Pathfinder Squadron, and the officer commanding that squadron would place their personnel, logs, and war diaries at the disposal of the senior investigating officer. Both would arrive in the Novaya Sibir system as soon as possible.

Arno scratched his beard, lost in thought. “So, all we have are eyewitnesses and records. People lie, and data can be falsified, although I must admit the visuals of the alleged crime in that newsnet piece are both vivid and damning. But do they represent the full truth or only one aspect? I don’t suppose a visit to Torga is in the cards.”

“No. Inspecting the scene of the alleged crime in person wouldn’t help in any case. There’s nothing left of the alleged crime scene. But I’ll put out a summons for Toshiro Rahal to present himself at the Novaya Sibir Constabulary Group as soon as possible.”

Destine raised a hand. “We should bring one or more forensics data analysts with us, sir, specialists who can find out whether someone tampered with the records.”

“See what the Divisional Support Group can offer. Let’s try for two, so we can be really thorough.”

“Will do.”
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I’d taken a one-bedroom apartment in the commissioned officers’ residence complex when I arrived rather than paying a premium for one in Draconis when I wouldn’t use it much. My two colleagues had done likewise. But when I let myself in that evening, it felt little different from the hotel suites we’d been using during our investigations. And I noticed, not for the first time, that I owned little to make my home seem like one. Nomadic investigators, that’s what we were. Everything we owned could fit in two duffel bags. But by the time I retired, I’d have racked up an impressive amount of light-years traveled, and human worlds visited.

At that moment, as happened several times since arriving on Wyvern, I experienced a pang of regret at leaving the Rim Sector Detachment and Cimmeria behind. Oh, I would cross paths with my former team again one day, but it would never be the same. I knew eventually, the regrets would turn into nostalgia until I moved on again, except I suspected Wyvern would be my homeworld from now until I took off the uniform for the last time. There weren’t many Professional Compliance Bureau assistant commissioners out in the sector detachments.

And speaking of uniforms, this investigation would be done openly and not sub-rosa like the one into the late Justice Achebe’s wrongdoings. It meant bringing several uniforms, both working and service dress, rather than primarily plainclothes, along with warm overcoats, boots, and the regulation fur hat. We’d checked the weather on Novaya Sibir, and it was early winter in the habitable zone, which meant bone-chilling cold, blizzards, and snow, lots and lots of snow. Marvelous. I grimaced when I pulled my black fur hat with the Constabulary badge on the front flap from its storage box. Winters weren’t my favorite season and what cold weather Howard’s Landing on Cimmeria experienced was mild. Hence I couldn’t remember the last time I wore it.

I donned the hat at a slight angle and studied myself in the mirror. Very Siberiak. I’d fit right in with the locals. Or would if it weren’t for the fact I’d be the most senior Constabulary officer in the star system since the commanding officer of the 47th Constabulary Group was a chief superintendent. 

Novaya Sibir fielded its own National Police Service, which left only liaison and federal cases for the 47th, rather than the sort of street-level policing carried out by the 24th Constabulary Regiment on Mission Colony, which I’d briefly commanded.

As I laid out my issue garb, I realized that years of working plainclothes left me with few spares. A glance at the time confirmed a visit to the clothing stores was no longer possible. But I could probably get a few extra uniforms fabricated on Novaya Sibir if necessary. The 47th undoubtedly contracted clothing supplies with a local provider.

Once my bags were packed, I spent a few hours reading before I settled in for what became a restless night, filled with strange dreams. They mostly drew on old memories of a time when I worked undercover and would have died if not for a Marine Pathfinder squadron rescuing me at the last moment. It left me with a great deal of long-lasting gratitude and led to my volunteering as a Constabulary liaison officer. 

Clearly, somewhere deep inside, I was conflicted at investigating allegations of war crimes against a Pathfinder unit. As I climbed out of bed at dawn, tired and irritable, I wondered whether it wouldn’t be best if I tried convincing Sorjonen to send another officer. Yet I knew it would not just be futile but annoy my redoubtable boss. Instead, I pulled a ready-made breakfast from the pantry and shoved it into the autochef, then brewed a cup of coffee. A large cup.

By the time I was dressed in my comfortable work uniform and pulled on my soft, black, calf-length service boots, I felt someone less anxious about the case, even though the embroidered jump wings on my waist-length tunic’s left breast stared back at me from the mirror.

An AI-piloted staff car took me from the residential complex to the naval spaceport at Joint Services Base Sinach a dozen kilometers from the star system capital’s outskirts, where Benton Fraser landed the day before and was waiting for us. The installation, shared by the Navy, Marine Corps, Army, and Constabulary, was home to the various headquarters in charge of the Wyvern Sector and saw plenty of high-level traffic — admirals, generals, and deputy chief constables coming and going. 

Small starships and shuttles were lifting off and landing at all hours. Another Constabulary cutter headed out with a small investigative team would pass practically unnoticed. Or might if it weren’t for the newsnets’ breathless updates on the crime of the century.

As I passed through security, it became clear everyone in the spaceport terminal knew where Benton Fraser was headed and why. The new Professional Compliance Bureau shield on my right breast, above my name tag, told the rest of the story. A stylized black owl with outstretched wings perched atop the scales of justice, it symbolized both the PCB’s watchfulness and its officers’ skill at hunting down malfeasance. DCC Hammett had introduced the new command badge at, if rumors were true, ACC Sorjonen’s urging a few weeks ago while we were on Arcadia, and this was the first time I wore it.

When I entered the departure hall on the second story, I could sense several dozen pairs of eyes watching me head for where my team waited, well away from other travelers. As soon as Arno spotted me, he stiffened to attention, imitated by Destine and our two forensic data analysts, Master Sergeant Teseo Cincunegui and Sergeant First Class Alina Esadze from the Anti-Corruption Division Support Unit. The former was a squat, broad-shouldered, black-haired man in his mid-forties with olive skin, a pencil mustache, and watchful brown eyes. Esadze, by contrast, was in her late thirties, tall, slender, pale, with chestnut hair and dark eyes.

I’d met both the previous afternoon when they reported to my office, coming highly recommended by their commanding officer. Not that he’d send us anyone but the best for this case, lest he disappoint Assistant Chief Constable Sorjonen. And nobody in his right mind wanted that.

“Good morning, sir. And how are you?” Arno sounded disgustingly cheerful, no doubt because he noticed I wore a slight frown.

“Wondering whether I should hold a press conference before boarding.”

“Ah, yes. We are attracting more attention than usual, and it’s not just because of our snazzy new branch insignia.”

“Word travels fast around here these days.” I turned to Cincunegui and Esadze. “And how are you?”

“Excellent, sir,” the former replied in a deep baritone voice. “Chief Inspector Galdi has been regaling us with stories of your cases in the Rim Sector. Neither of us ever worked there.”

“Don’t believe everything he says, even if Warrant Officer Bonta offers corroboration. The more light-years we travel, the taller his tales become.”

A knowing grin split Cincunegui’s face. “Understood, sir. I gather you three worked together for a long time.”

I smiled back at him. “Longer than any of us would care to remember.”

Before Arno could offer a rebuttal, I spotted a petty officer first class headed in our direction. “I think that could be us.”

And it was. The petty officer led us to Benton Fraser’s docking tube, where a bosun’s mate waited. The latter stiffened and saluted.

“Welcome back, sir. You have the same cabin assignments as before, and Sergeants Cincunegui and Esadze’s quarters are on the same deck, a few doors down. If you’ll follow me.”

We lifted off less than ten minutes later on what was probably a priority departure vector, considering the usual amount of traffic around oh-nine-hundred on a Wednesday at Joint Services Base Sinach. It spoke to the sense of urgency in getting my investigation up and running before Senator Olrik found a way of supplanting it with his commission of inquiry. They might nickname us the Firing Squad, but at least our inquiries were utterly devoid of political considerations. The Senate’s, not so much.

Like all Constabulary cutters, Benton Fraser was built for speed, not comfort. Though they couldn’t hit the highest hyperspace bands like Navy avisos, the cutters came close when their captains poured on the acceleration. But our private cabins, though small, were cozy and the passenger saloon comfortable with as many amenities as the shipwrights could jam in. One worry nagged at me as I lay on my bunk during liftoff, however, and I wondered whether I should speak with the captain about his planned FTL speed. On our trip to and from Arcadia, we’d sailed at a reasonable speed, but considering the presumed urgency of this case, he might consider pushing his drives.

A few people, such as I, were affected by traveling in the highest hyperspace bands, where time, space, and reality became fluid and experienced what the Navy called aviso dreams. They could be disturbing enough to leave me disconcerted for several days afterward, and considering my dreams of the previous night, it didn’t bode well. The almost total recall of the worst day of my life while I slept as we traveled between Cimmeria and Mission Colony still remained fresh in my memory.

When an anonymous voice over the public address system gave his permission to secure from liftoff stations, I sat up, swung my legs over the side of my bunk, and debated whether I should stay here and read or settle into my usual chair in the saloon and read. Before I could decide, I heard a gentle knock on the cabin door.

“Come.” As it opened, I stood.

“Welcome back, sir.” Captain Julio Ryker, master and commander of the Commonwealth cutter Benton Fraser stuck out his hand.

“Thank you.”

Like his crew and those of the other cutters, Ryker was a civilian member of the Constabulary instead of a sworn member, such as I. He and his people wore Constabulary gray but with merchant marine rank insignia patterned on that of the Commonwealth Fleet Auxiliary, the Armed Forces’ very own interstellar shipping branch.

“My orders tell me time is of the essence — that I must land you on Novaya Sibir as soon as possible.”

“True.” I hesitated. “But not to the point of pushing the upper hyperspace bands. An extra day won’t harm anything.”

He studied me in silence for a bit. “Aviso dreams, sir?”

I nodded. “Unfortunately. I suffered a bad hit when you ran us from Cimmeria to Mission Colony before they posted me to Wyvern and would rather not repeat the experience. Don’t worry. I’ll take responsibility if anyone asks why you didn’t redline the hyperdrives.”

“Understood. I’ll go easy on the throttles. As before, yours is the privilege of the bridge.”

“Thank you again.”

“I’ll leave you to it then.” He saluted and turned on his heels.

Now that I was standing, I grabbed my reader and ventured into the corridor servicing the passenger cabins.

When I entered the saloon, Cincunegui and Esadze were ensconced at a table along the port bulkhead, heads bent over a holographic chess set that seemed almost lifelike. I quietly crossed over to the far corner and my favorite chair.

It wasn’t long before Arno and Destine joined us with their own readers. We spent a few companionable hours in silence, our forensics analysts playing game after game until the galley rang the mealtime bell shortly after we went faster than light at Wyvern’s hyperlimit. Passengers and crew, regardless of rank, ate in the same mess aboard cutters, but as before, Benton Fraser’s people left us to our own table.

As he ate, Cincunegui made appreciative noises, and when he pushed his empty plate away, he smiled.

“Good food, as always, sir.”

“Traveled in cutters often?” Arno asked.

Cincunegui nodded. “Alina and I are part of what you might call the fire brigade. Whenever anti-corruption, or the other PCB branches for that matter, need forensic data analysts on-site, we’re it. Truth be told, I’d rather travel in a cutter than ride commercial. It’s faster, and no civilians to pester you with questions about how they can fix a parking ticket. Mind you, when we tell them we’re anti-corruption, they quickly find other amusements.”

I had no aviso dreams that first night — starships can only reach a few low hyperspace bands within a star’s heliosphere. Dropping out of FTL past the heliopause and jumping into interstellar space woke me from a sound sleep, but Ryker kept his promise, and I slept peacefully afterward.

The second night, however, wasn’t quite as restful.
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Almost three decades ago, the Constabulary revived an ancient practice that consisted of recruiting fresh graduates from basic training for undercover work under the logic that their faces and identities would not have propagated through the various data networks used by criminals. With their personal records sealed away and no trace of them ever walking a beat or wearing the uniform of a trained constable, they were as anonymous as can be. And I became one of them.

Oh, I can’t quite remember why I volunteered. Perhaps only to give back in gratitude for the Constabulary saving me from the Pacifican secret police. Remembering my motivations as a twenty-year-old from the heights of my assistant commissioner’s perch a lifetime later wasn’t easy. Perhaps I felt invulnerable after escaping the planet of my birth when its government made my entire family vanish for crimes against a corrupt and illegitimate regime, leaving me the last of the Morrows.

Of course, I now realize those who ran undercover operations against criminal organizations and would-be rebels were more cynical than any PCB officer I’d ever met. To them, we volunteers were tools, not fellow sworn Constabulary members. It was no wonder the program folded a few years after I almost died because of it. I never tried to find out, but I’m sure the casualty rate during its existence would make the Fleet’s Special Operations Command blanch.

Back then, Pacifica was exporting involuntary colonists, political deportees really, to Santa Theresa, its wholly-owned colony. This was well before the star system won independence. But those poldeps weren’t just shipped out to rid Pacifica of irritating criminal elements, street gangs, dissenters, and the unwanted. They were also organized and well-funded — albeit without the poldeps knowledge — to disrupt any attempt by the colony of gaining independence from its colonial overlords. Not an uncommon thing in the age of increasingly militant independence movements, some of which were, as I found out much later, covertly supported by the Fleet. But the one they assigned me wasn’t. On the contrary.

The undercover branch gave us six weeks of training, then they slipped me into a poldep shipment shortly after it landed on Santa Theresa. I went in under my real name — street cred since my father was a well-known dissident — with the cover story that the secret police had captured me after two years on the run. Considering the detainees were kept locked up individually during shipment, no one could say they did not load me aboard the transport on Pacifica, especially since the manifest was doctored. And once released on Santa Theresa, no one kept even the slightest measure of control over the poldeps.

Few of them were willing to work — they hadn’t on Pacifica — and felt entitled to receive their ‘bennies’ as they termed the basic income payments that kept them fed and petty crime more or less under control. However, Pacifica wasn’t paying anymore and the hard-working colonists, able to give everyone a job and still be short of labor, weren’t about to subsidize lazy layabouts. 

But they weren’t given a say in the matter. The result was pretty much what anyone would expect.

And I found myself in the middle of it, charged with identifying the leaders, uncovering their plans, and sniffing out any agents provocateurs planted by the Pacifican secret police. 

The first few months in Rosalito, the colonial capital, were a nightmare of being chased from squat to squat, clashing with the police, fighting off predators, and avoiding illicit drugs without arousing suspicion while most around me spent half their lives high. I cried myself to sleep many nights, wondering why I thought I was tough enough for undercover work, especially among the semi-feral whom I knew from living in Pacifican slums after they denied my father a livelihood for being a dissenter.

But I soldiered on, slipping information to the local Constabulary group via dead drops, even though I often thought about triggering the rescue beacon embedded in the cheap and tacky-looking armlet I wore hidden under my shirtsleeve.

Soon, a movement coalesced under a Pacifican street gang leader in her early forties by the name of Wella. Violent, unpredictable, and utterly devoid of a soul, she brought together those who wanted to take what they believed their due from the colonists. I never found out whether she was in the secret police’s pay, or was being goaded by one of their hirelings, but the results would have been the same. 

Soon, off-world weapon shipments began appearing as Wella’s followers set up training camps in the wilderness. Within weeks, she’d created a brutal guerrilla force salivating at the thought of massacring the hard-working farmers around Rosalito. They were most vocal about denying the lazy layabouts their bennies.

I volunteered as a runner and supply carrier, which allowed me to move between the main camp and the city and inform my colleagues of developments. But the colonial police weren’t completely useless, and I escaped a few close scrapes when they began scrutinizing the poldeps’ newfound enthusiasm for camping and other nature activities. Unbeknown to me, the Constabulary was sharing the information I collected with Fleet intelligence, which sent its own operatives to prepare a strike against Wella’s would-be insurgents.

The day it happened remains in my nightmares and will stay there until I die. And that particular one surfaced during my second night in Benton Fraser when we were interstellar and running up the hyperspace bands. Either I was overly sensitive, or Ryker’s officer of the watch wasn’t paying enough attention and let the cutter ride too high.

In any case, Wella, who proved less impulsive and more of a planner than I’d believed, announced late one afternoon that the first razzia on farming settlements would happen that night. As a result, no one would leave the camp until it was time. I felt a surge of despair at being unable to warn anyone and because of that, many people would die horribly. Wella had decreed the farmers would watch their children butchered in front of them before being burned to death when she torched their farms. Oh, yes. She was one of the worst psychopaths I met in my entire career, and that’s saying something.

Wella probably sensed her trusted courier wasn’t enthusiastic about the plan, especially when I searched for reasons to run messages that evening. She gave me a machete and assigned me to one of the assault groups under another former Pacifican street gang leader who enjoyed torturing the animals we caught for food and forcing himself on those at the bottom of the hierarchy. He’d tried me once and limped away moments later with hatred in his eyes after a knee in the groin. Like every bully, he didn’t want to risk losing face again but nursed a festering grudge. My ending up in his group was like a dream come true for him, especially since he carried a blaster and I merely a large jungle knife.

As darkness fell, I risked it all and ran the moment I saw an opening, so I might warn the authorities. Naturally, taking part in their barbaric raid was out of the question. But since I sensed Wella was putting several of us through what amounted to a loyalty test, my time among her would-be revolutionaries was over. She would neither let me stay behind in the camp with her most trusted followers nor would I kill innocents.
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