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Sometimes, the enjoyment I derived from my job felt unseemly. The looks my team and I earned as we swept into the headquarters of the Cimmerian Gendarmerie triggered a disturbing power rush. As usual, we wore what looked like tailored civilian business suits instead of gray Constabulary uniforms. But they were, in fact, made with a material capable of stopping knives, slugs, and even small caliber plasma rounds. However, the next senior officer I met who didn’t know who and what I was would be the first. 

Sure, planetary police forces had their own internal affairs departments. But when cops with stars on the collar were suspected of corruption, smart public safety ministers called in the feds. And in the Rim Sector, that meant me.

I headed the Commonwealth Constabulary’s Professional Compliance Bureau in the Rim Sector. My boss was at Constabulary Headquarters on Wyvern, several dozen light-years away, and that made me, a mere chief superintendent, the equivalent of a Marine Corps lieutenant colonel, something of a free agent in the badge and gun community. As usual, I wore one and didn’t bother carrying the other. 

When making high profile arrests, I brought Master Sergeant Destine Bonta along. A muscular woman with a drill instructor’s charm, she could display an attitude capable of stripping paint from a starship’s hull. And for all that Inspector Arno Galdi passed as everyone’s favorite grandfather, mostly because of a legendary beard, no one looking into his eyes during a takedown mistook him for a fool.

Gendarmerie officers, whether in blue uniforms or civilian suits, scurried out of our way, though they stared at us until we vanished from sight around the next corner. None were foolish enough to speak, let alone demand we state our business. And since I knew where we could find Lieutenant General Gytha Goresson’s office, we didn’t need a guide. No one in the building expected us, and that’s how I liked it. 

There was nothing better than catching a bent cop off balance. It helped get a confession even the most incompetent prosecutor could turn into a life sentence on Parth. Goresson was the Cimmerian Gendarmerie’s Chief of Operations, second only to General Dubnikov, the star system’s top police officer. This arrest was one of my most high profile yet. 

Not that it meant anything. Constabulary officers transferred to the Professional Compliance Bureau stayed there for the rest of their careers. We investigate other cops, Constabulary and planetary, the military, and politicians of every stripe. It meant we had to be the incorruptibles, the ones with nothing left to lose, the ones who weren’t afraid of getting on anyone’s wrong side and didn’t care about consequences. We were the ones with no qualms about traveling from planet to planet and star system to star system, arresting those who should know better than to break the law.

Promotion meant leaving the Rim Sector, and I liked it here. I was particularly fond of my independence. My team and I shared space with the Constabulary’s Rim Sector Headquarters at the heart of Howard’s Landing, Cimmeria’s capital, but I didn’t take orders from the deputy chief constable, though I did my best to keep her sweet. 

This investigation was one she really tried to ignore. Her mandate included making nice with star system police chiefs in the sector, and a Constabulary internal affairs officer arresting the Cimmerian Gendarmerie’s number two would put a chill on that relationship.

General Dubnikov wouldn’t enjoy us dragging his second in command out of Gendarmerie Headquarters in shackles. Still, he was smart enough to take it up with the star system’s minister of public safety. Or he might remember that when a sniper assassinated Louis Sorne, the closest thing to living evil I’ve ever met, many in his service were revealed as irreparably corrupt. 

Of course, he didn’t know the shooter belonged to the Commonwealth Marine Corps and had, along with his partner, saved the better part of the Cimmerian government and the senior officials of most Rim Sector worlds from certain death. Lieutenant General Goresson being part of the anti-terrorism effort while secretly taking money from the terrorists’ backers, only made it worse.

Everyone could be corrupted. The only difference between Goresson and me was the asking price. Mine would be a different outcome at age seventeen when the Pacifican State Security Police picked up my parents and younger brothers and ‘disappeared’ them into the detention system without a trace. Turn back time, spare my family, and promise me I’ll finish growing up with them instead of running for sanctuary, and I’d sell out the Chief Constable himself. 

Lieutenant General Goresson’s price had been considerably lower. Family debts covered by back-channel payments, children admitted to elite schools, and private retirement funds topped up so she could live in enviable comfort. 

She’d sold the three gold stars on her uniform collar to the highest bidder. Never mind it could have meant the end of Cimmeria’s legally elected government.

Goresson didn’t deserve a shred of pity, let alone respect. Perhaps that’s why I felt such a rush. Arresting her after months of painstaking, covert investigation which uncovered the full depth of her depravity felt like a climax, though I knew her downfall was merely the start. 

Most of my unit’s teams were even now hunting down Goresson’s co-conspirators, though my brief from the Cimmerian government stopped with the Gendarmerie’s number two. Another advantage of working for a deputy chief constable trillions of kilometers away. I decided where I stuck my nose. If high-ranking individuals dabbled in federal crimes, they became fair game.

The door to Goresson’s office was open when we arrived. She sat behind her desk, comfortable as you please, chatting amiably with a pair of officers wearing a brigadier general’s star on their collars. The sight made me smile even more because it proved she didn’t have the slightest inkling her career was over, and with it, a privileged life as one of the star system’s elite. It also meant my office and that of Deputy Chief Constable Maras, the Rim Sector commander who I kept appraised of my investigations out of enlightened self-interest, remained leak-free.

When she caught sight of me standing in the doorway, framed by Sergeant Bonta and Arno Galdi, her round face lost its color while her porcine eyes widened almost comically. It was the expression I usually saw on someone with a bad conscience. Innocent people and those with excellent acting skills tended to look puzzled. Both brigadier generals, a man and a woman, turned their heads to see what attracted Goresson’s attention. They weren’t on the bent cops list, at least not the one I was working from, and clearly did not understand why internal affairs officers from the federal police were standing at the door.

I pointed at them with splayed index and middle fingers.

“Please leave. Now.”

The man opened his mouth to protest, but when his eyes shifted, I knew Sergeant Bonta was slowly shaking her head and scowling. Arno stepped in to make room and gestured at the doorway.

“Best do what the chief wants. Otherwise, she might take an interest in your personal bank accounts. It could make your lives more interesting than you want.”

I didn’t know whether to laugh at the alacrity with which they obeyed or wonder whether we should see if they too were bent on a police general’s salary. Once they’d left, I stepped in and looked Goresson straight in the eyes.

“I’m Chief Superintendent Caelin—”

“Everyone knows who the hell you are. How dare you intrude with such a lack of courtesy?”

She’d obviously decided to brazen it out now that the initial shock was wearing off. The higher up they were in the food chain, the more they tried that old ploy.

“—Morrow, Commanding Officer of the Commonwealth Constabulary’s Rim Sector Professional Compliance Bureau. I am arresting you on charges of corruption, perverting the course of justice, and abuse of office. 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. You have the right to ask for assistance from the Cimmerian Gendarmerie Senior Officers’ Association.”

“Those charges are bullshit, Morrow.”

“Do you understand what I just said?” She eventually gave me a curt nod after a long staring contest, which I won because I had more practice. “You can either come quietly, or Sergeant Bonta will shackle your wrists, after which she’ll perp walk you to our car out front.”

“I will do no such thing. And if you figure on perp walking me, think again.”

“Surely an officer of your rank and decades in uniform must realize I’m here at the orders of the Rim Sector’s Director of Prosecutions. Orders which, moreover, were countersigned by a federal judge, and with the full knowledge of Cimmerian Public Safety Minister Brunsvold. The evidence against you is incontrovertible and overwhelming. You’re headed for pre-trial detention without bail in the naval base cellblock since the charges are federal, so you can forget about calling on your connections. I’m asking one last time. Will you come quietly, or would you rather do the perp walk? I don’t care either way. Once we deliver you to the provost marshal, our job is done.”

As I expected, Goresson chose dignity over a symbolic protest and walked out with us wearing her kepi and overcoat, as if we were heading to the Howard’s Landing Inter-Service Club for drinks and a natter. We didn’t stick around to see what she looked like in a detainee’s orange jumpsuit, graciously provided by the base’s military police contingent, after a full body cavity search. 

Brunsvold, embarrassed that the Gendarmerie’s second highest-ranking general proved to be thoroughly corrupt, wanted the federal justice system to make an example of her. Between today and when she left for a federal penitentiary after sentencing, Goresson would share her pre-trial detention with Army, Navy, and Marine Corps personnel serving time for minor infractions or waiting for their turn in front of a court-martial. It was a precipitous drop in living conditions.

Did I mention that some days I worried about enjoying my job too much?
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The Rim Sector Constabulary Group’s headquarters was once the colonial government house before Cimmeria gained its independence. After the Cimmerian bureaucracy moved into newer accommodations, the Constabulary inherited a ten-story structure with offices designed to impress the peasantry when this place was still under Earth’s direct rule. 

My unit owned the tenth floor, or at least those parts not occupied by the building’s environmental systems. Being summoned to the tenth was a signal for career-ending trouble since long before my arrival. 

Our isolation from the rest of the Sector HQ staff and the subtle dread it engendered suited me. We lived under the same roof as the other Rim Sector divisions, but we were not part of their family. On the contrary.

I reported directly to Constabulary HQ just like Deputy Chief Constable Maras and could ignore her — provided I was prepared for greater ostracism and precious little by way of support. As a result, I treated her like a stand-in for my actual boss, DCC Hammett, which was why I stepped off the lift on the executive floor and let Arno and Sergeant Bonta head up to the tenth without me.

Maras’ adjutant looked up as I entered the antechamber to her office. Though he didn’t smile, neither did he give me the vaguely annoyed look any other chief superintendent would receive upon entering the holy of holies unbidden and unannounced. 

I was the only senior officer in the building who enjoyed unfettered access to the DCC, something which irked my so-called colleagues just as much as my propensity for sniffing out bent cops. Maras liked to hear about any hint of malfeasance in her command, and I usually found out before anyone else. Hence, the open invitation.

“What can I do for you, sir?” His tone was carefully measured and devoid of emotion. He didn’t much like me, and in that, he did not differ from those toiling away on the building’s first nine floors.

“If the DCC is available, I thought she might be interested in hearing about General Goresson’s arrest.”

His eyes widened slightly. “General Goresson, the Gendarmerie’s number two? You arrested her?”

Maras sure could sit on whatever I told her about my investigations. If her aide wasn’t aware of Goresson...

“Indeed. I left her with the provost marshal for a stay in the naval brig. It’ll be on the news nets by now.”

He kept staring at me with astonishment while his fingers danced on the screen embedded in his desk, telling Maras I was here. Instead of a reply, the door to her office opened, and Maras herself ushered me in with a sly smile on her face.

“I gather it went well?” She pointed at the settee group on one side, sparing me the long walk to her desk. The office had once served as the colonial governor’s reception room and could comfortably accommodate a squadron of Marine gunships. “General Dubnikov just called to tell me you extracted Goresson from Gendarmerie HQ without raising a ruckus.”

We sat facing each other, and I nodded. 

“She blustered at first, like most of them, but once she realized she had no friends left in high places, Goresson came along quietly. The provost marshal is thrilled at hosting such a high-ranking officer in his cellblock. Though when I told him he couldn’t put Goresson through the same penal discipline as the service detainees, he seemed somewhat disappointed.”

“No doubt. Any chance of her getting bail?”

I shook my head. 

“Considering who she is, no. Not after Louis Sorne slipped away from house arrest with the help of crooked gendarmes. And she has no hope of being acquitted at trial. Those charges are airtight, and since it’s a federal case, thanks to the Cimmerians realizing they shouldn’t touch it with an antimatter prod, she can’t buy herself a slap on the wrist. The Director of Prosecutions was almost dancing with glee when he signed the arrest warrant.”

“Do you think he’ll give her a deal?”

“No. Goresson can’t offer us anything we don’t already know about.”

“I suppose congratulations are in order. This was a touchy case. Still, by all appearances, you and your team carried it off with aplomb, and I’ll be sure to tell Maximilian Hammett since you don’t crow about your successes. I do read the case report copies you pass me on the sly.” 

Since I couldn’t do anything else, I inclined my head by way of thanks. Maras was one of the good guys and understood my unit represented a necessary evil. 

“Now that you’ve finished with Goresson, may I assume no other sensitive cases currently await your personal touch?”

“Not that I know. Do you have something for me?”

She nodded. 

“You’ve been to Mission Colony, right?”

“Once, but that was many years ago. My senior team lead, Superintendent Ange Rowan, took care of the Kristy Bujold business.” 

Ex-Assistant Commissioner Bujold, the former Commanding Officer of the 24th Constabulary Regiment, Mission Colony’s planetary police, had shown a poor taste in friends a while back. Her own people found her in a compromising position, next to the body of a woman executed by persons unknown. That woman had subsequently been linked to a now-defunct political group with violent tendencies.

“Her replacement seems to be in hot water with the governor. Jeanne Peet sent me a complaint alleging Assistant Commissioner Elden Braband is rude, disrespectful, and insubordinate. He apparently behaves with contempt toward the governor, which, as you may recall, is an offense under Section 85 of the Commonwealth Constabulary Act. Now, these incidents occurred in private, so it’s a ‘she said’ at this point, and we can quibble about the matter of insubordination, since Braband reports to me, not Governor Peet, but still.”

I felt my eyebrows creep up in surprise. After Bujold took early retirement for the good of the service instead of facing disciplinary action, DCC Maras asked me to vet Bujold’s proposed successor by running him through an informal and hush-hush professional compliance review. Braband was as clean as could be, though he suffered from a roving eye.

“A colonial governor leveling accusations at the new chief of police, one who’d never set foot on Mission before? That’s a first for me, sir. Does Peet offer any details?”

“She is rather vague, but I don’t dare dismiss it out of hand since there’s likely much more than meets the eye. The Colonial Office has received a copy, and I daresay I’ll hear from the Chief Constable within days. Naturally, I’d like to tell him you’re checking out the situation on Mission Colony in person. I’ll even ship you and your team there aboard Benton Fraser, which will cut down on travel time.”

I usually enjoyed the freedom to take or leave cases based on my judgment about whether the PCB should investigate them unless DCC Hammett overrode me. But if Maras felt I should take this one on, I’d be a fool to say no and wait for a rocket from DCC Hammett, wondering why I wasn’t already on Mission Colony. Besides, it was a reasonably quick run aboard a Constabulary cutter, and the VIP quarters were comfortable.

“Give us a day to wrap up the Goresson paperwork and pack our bags.”

“You’re taking Inspector Galdi and Sergeant Bonta?”

“They’re available and have become my personal sensitive investigations team. Assistant Commissioner Braband will figure out why we’re there. We can’t avoid it, unlike the Goresson matter where we kept out of sight while building the case against her.”

“Understood. I was hoping you could make Braband aware of Governor Peet’s complaint in person rather than my sending a subspace message.”

“Certainly, sir.” If Maras was offering one of her precious cutters as our personal faster-than-light yacht, I could hardly refuse.

“Thank you, Caelin. Benton Fraser will wait for you at the naval end of Howard Landing’s spaceport in twenty-four hours.”

Her tone told me our conversation was over, and I climbed to my feet. 

“With your permission, sir?”

“Enjoy the trip.”

When I reached the tenth floor, I found Arno and Sergeant Bonta in the break room, enjoying a celebratory cup of coffee while they waited for me. I served myself and sat with them.

“Do either of you have urgent business on Cimmeria in the next three or four weeks?”

“Are we traveling off-world, Chief?” Arno asked.

“Mission Colony. Governor Peet complained about the behavior of the 24th Constabulary Regiment’s Commanding Officer, Assistant Commissioner Elden Braband.”

“What? We vetted him thoroughly. He’s as honest and professional as they come.”

“How could he have annoyed the governor so quickly?” Sergeant Bonta asked in her deep, resonant voice. “It has to be a record.”

“Maras didn’t say it in so many words, but I suspect she thinks something is seriously amiss within the colonial administration if a solid, well-regarded assistant commissioner is at loggerheads with the governor so soon after his arrival. She used the word contempt, as in punishable under Section 85, Insubordinate Behavior.”

“Ah.” Arno’s face lit up with understanding. “The DCC smells something rotten across the light-years. We’re not headed there just for Braband, are we?”

“Unofficially, no. I’m sure when the brief from PCB HQ finally comes in, it’ll give us leeway to investigate the governor as well. But for public consumption, we’re there because of the complaint.”

DCC Hammett, also known as the Constabulary’s Conscience, was nobody’s fool. He’d been in this business for a long time and put more corrupt colonial governors, administrators, and other high-ranking officials behind bars than anyone else in the service.

Arno rubbed his hands with glee. 

“I’ll stock up on my favorites to while away the trip. A bit of quiet contemplation each way bookending a nice little colonial investigation sounds like heaven after the grubbiness of Goresson’s fall from grace.”

“Will we see the actual complaint, sir?”

“A copy should be in my message queue by now.”
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Arno was happy with a few days in hyperspace reading pre-diaspora novels, enjoying a glass of whiskey after the evening meal, and generally taking his ease. Meanwhile, Sergeant Bonta spent a lot of time in Benton Fraser’s gym, either exercising or sparring with all comers. But I suffered from a minor problem no one else knew about. 

It wasn’t an enormous deal in the grand scheme of things. But prolonged time in the upper hyperspace bands, such as those traveled by the Constabulary’s fast cutters, triggered vivid dreams that stayed with me for a long time. And not just nonsensical ones either, but repressed memories surfacing while I was at my most vulnerable.

This trip, once again, I kept reliving that awful day the Pacifican State Security Police came for my family when I was nothing more than a gawky, seventeen-year-old girl with few prospects in life. My parents, university professors, had been deemed dissidents and stripped of jobs, honors, and civic rights for denouncing the Pacifican government’s corrupt and heavy-handed so-called ‘progressive’ policies. I could still see it crystal clear with my mind’s eye as if it were projected in three dimensions for my entertainment. And that’s when I was awake. Sleeping while traveling at the upper edge of hyperspace put me right back there and then. 

Just before the evening meal, my mother had sent me to buy a few items. When I returned to the street where we lived, I saw my parents and younger siblings dragged out of our apartment building by police goons and bundled into black skimmers. Dad had been dreading that it might eventually happen after watching so many of his friends in the opposition movement disappear when the Proggies tired of them. 

The day I turned seventeen, he told me that if ever the cops came for him, I must head for the Commonwealth recruiting office and enlist on the spot in whichever service would take me. It was the only way off Pacifica for ‘enemies of the people.’

When the skimmers peeled off, I’d ducked back into the doorway of the dilapidated flophouse at the far corner of the block of rundown apartment buildings. Some of them were so old, they dated back to the days of the first colonial settlement. 

The street was empty, though I knew frightened citizens had been peeking through scarred, grimy windows, wondering which of the many unwanted, mostly destitute inhabitants of the slums had overstepped their bounds and attracted the cruel attentions of the government’s enforcers.

Once the sound of skimmer fans faded in the distance, I uncurled my limbs and rose on shaky legs, tears streaming down my face. Those taken by Pacifican State Security were never seen again. That meant I was, for every intent and purpose, alone in the world, my parents and younger brothers now among the walking dead whose very names would be wiped from public registries. 

I knew they would look for me as well. The secret police preferred keeping families together so that they could eradicate dissent, root and branch. Since my father qualified as a thorn in the government’s side, they’d want to make sure an offshoot such as I couldn’t continue rabble-rousing.

Panic wrapped its icy hand around my pounding heart, and I fought the impulse to run. Entering the apartment was obviously out of the question. They’d have left a sensor to alert them of my return. Besides, staying in the lower town was a bad idea because my face would be plastered across the news nets shortly. It meant half of the population would denounce me on sight while the other half would ignore me to the point of behaving as if I weren’t there lest the police accuse them of helping a political criminal.

Seventeen years old and deemed a political criminal by a government that still preached the virtues of democracy and a free society. My father had been right to voice his concern with the regime. However, I wished it hadn’t entailed dismissal from the university and our family’s exile among the citizen masses, living on the dole, unemployed and unemployable — the first level of punishment for dissidents. There was no other level between that and vanishing into the Pacifican prison system from which few returned.

I carefully placed the shopping bag on the ground and pulled out the few items that fit in my pockets. Were it not for my mother finding herself short of ingredients for supper, I would have been at home when the State Security thugs came ringing. I emerged from the doorway’s shadows and forced myself to walk with a lazy, unconcerned stride as I made my way toward downtown Hadley and the Commonwealth Services recruiting office. I had no idea what I should do for the night other than find somewhere I could hide until morning from people who might associate me with Professor Atticus Morrow.

Full dark had thrown its unhealthy cloak over the streets by the time I saw a mass of vegetation, like a curtain wall around a medieval fort, between buildings that were in better repair and cleaner than the ones around my now former neighborhood. It could only be the park near the recruiting office. Passers-by paid me no attention, and I silently blessed my mother for insisting that even though they’d fallen in the world, her children should always look and behave like taxpayers. 

The air under the black canopy of native and Earth trees was cold and musty and reminded me of better times with such suddenness that the tears came once more. I found a secluded spot among the bushes far from the paths winding through the small, but dense nature reserve, incongruously planted on one side of a commercial plaza.

The night I spent shivering when I wasn’t sobbing silently remained indelibly seared into my memory. When dawn broke over Hadley, I crawled out of my damp, uncomfortable lair and headed for the plaza where I would find my only chance at salvation. Moments after reaching the park’s edge, I spotted a gray skimmer coming around the corner. It whizzed through open gates into a courtyard behind the recruiting office. I waited for a few minutes, until the lights came on inside, then left the cover of the trees, braving the chill rain that had started moments earlier.

The man inside must have noticed me because he unlatched the door and slid it aside. He studied me with his dark brown eyes for a few seconds.

“Come in, child.”

Once I was inside, he locked the door again and led me through a waiting room with recruiting posters on the walls, above self-service terminals, and a few hard seats and into a short passageway with several doors on either side. One of them opened into a small office kitchen.

“Sit.” He pointed at the clean table. “You look like you need nourishment and a warm tea.”

The man’s manner seemed strangely matter of fact as if he routinely offered prospective applicants a free meal. He was middle-aged, with graying, short hair, a craggy face that spoke of years on the frontier, and kind eyes. Though he still seemed fit, his body strained at the gray uniform tunic in a few spots.

“We’ll talk after you’ve stopped shivering. You’re perfectly safe here, child.” With those words, he busied himself at an autochef and, moments later, placed a tray in front of me. As the aroma of eggs, meat, and tubers hit my nostrils, my stomach rumbled loudly, and I felt my cheeks redden with embarrassment. The man merely chuckled.

“I’ve heard it before. Now take your time.” He poured himself a cup of coffee and sat across from me. “I’m Sergeant First Class Hank Beddows, of the Commonwealth Constabulary. My Navy and Marine Corps colleagues will be here later. We each take our turn coming in at sunrise, in case someone like you shows up, needing a hot meal and a way out.”

“You mean, you know who I am?”

“I can probably figure out what you are, child. Knowing who you are will depend on what you intend. We get folks trying to escape the Security Police in here regularly enough that we make sure we can do something for them — not necessarily out of the kindness of our hearts, mind you. None of us in the Commonwealth Armed Services like the government here, and we figure that folks they designate as political criminals are the good guys most of the time. Strictly speaking, if I find out you’re wanted by the police, I’d have to call them and turn you in.”

Sheer terror struck me. It must have shown in my face because he smiled gently.

“I said, strictly speaking. This office is legally part of the Pacifica Naval Station and thus out of bounds for local law enforcement. It’s sovereign Commonwealth territory. Pacifican law doesn’t apply here, so we don’t recognize the concept of political crimes.”

I nodded, my heart settling back into place.

“The way this works is that I check you out to make sure you’re a true political fugitive and not wanted for something we recognize, such as murder, theft, fraud, etcetera. If you’re clean enough for our purposes, we can discuss enlisting you. Once we swear you in, Security Police can’t do a damned thing, though they might try to kidnap you. But that can’t happen on the grounds of the naval station since we don’t let them past the front gate. The trick is getting you there from here. Then, it’s away with you on the next naval transport coming through this star system.”

“Are you telling me the truth? It sounds too much like a miracle.”

He held up his hand and placed it palm down over his heart. 

“We consider it doing the Almighty’s work, miss, and our officers back us up. Even if we can’t save everyone, we save those who show up on our doorstep. You may not like uniformed service, or you may wash out of recruit training, but by then, you’ll be away from here, and we won’t send you back. Those who serve honorably, even if only for a single hitch, will have repaid what we do here many times over.”

“Then, I’d like to enlist, sir.”

Beddows chuckled. 

“That sounded pretty determined. And it’s sergeant, not sir. Let’s check you out first, though. If you’re wanted for something truly criminal, then I’d have to see.”

“I’m not, sir — sorry, Sergeant. My name is Caelin Morrow, and I’m seventeen years old. My father is Atticus Morrow, my mother is Ines Morrow, and my brothers are Pietro and Paolo. The police took them last night.”

“And what did your family do to attract the attention of the Security Police?” 

“My father is a dissident. He taught history and political science at Pacifica University until he became too outspoken and was fired. We ended up on the dole in the lower town.”

“Let me guess. Your dad didn’t stop speaking out against the regime, and they finally got tired of hearing him.”

“Yes, Sergeant.”

“Follow me. I’ll check up on you.”

Without waiting for my response, he led me into a neighboring office where he sat at a neat desk and turned on a console.

“Sit.” He waved at a padded chair, eyes on the screen. After a few minutes, a knowing smile spread on his face. “There’s an all-points bulletin out on you, Miss Morrow. You’re wanted for treason against the Pacifica government and for helping a well-known political criminal, your father, spread lies and dissent against the regime. Welcome to our recruiting office. Which service would you be interested in joining?”

“The one you belong to.”

“The Commonwealth Constabulary? Why?”

“You’re the one saving me, so I figure I owe a hitch in your branch.”

He laughed softly. 

“That’s a better reason than many I’ve heard.”

The frightened girl who’d enlisted in the Commonwealth Constabulary that day was now, decades later, a senior police officer enjoying the comforts of the VIP suite aboard a Constabulary cutter far from her birth planet. 

I never saw Sergeant Beddows again nor did I ever set foot on Pacifica since the day I left aboard a Navy transport, wearing Constabulary gray as Constable (Recruit) Caelin Morrow. My personal file carries a notation that I cannot, under any circumstances, travel officially or unofficially to or through the Pacifica star system. My arrest warrant for political crimes has never been rescinded, and I never found out what happened to my family.

Looking back on that defining experience years after I became a seasoned investigator, I understood my joining the Professional Compliance Bureau hadn’t been an accident.  Rooting out evil among those sworn to serve and protect wasn’t so much a job, but a calling.
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I felt nothing but relief when Benton Fraser dropped out of FTL at the Mission Colony hyperlimit. The cutter’s crew was unfailingly polite. Yet because of what Arno, Sergeant Bonta, and I represented, they left us to our own devices. And traveling in a small starship with fellow Constabulary members who fell silent whenever I appeared got old fast.

Still, the cutter’s skipper, a youngish superintendent, entertained me one evening and offered me bridge privileges, which I used only once or twice. I didn’t know how my companions felt and wouldn’t ask. We never discussed our status as the service’s social pariahs.

A few hours later, we landed at the cargo end of the spaceport serving Mission Colony’s capital, Ventano, where a gray Constabulary staff skimmer was waiting. Benton Fraser had called ahead, asking we be met by a car from the 24th and taken to regimental headquarters. At my request, the cutter’s communications watchkeeper merely identified us as a staff assistance team from Rim Sector HQ, though even that would cause a minor storm. 

Unannounced staff assistance visits usually either meant a snap inspection or HQ heard of problems which could range from rusty kitchen cutlery to heavy weapons going walkabout or worse. But it beat letting the 24th’s Operations Center know ahead of time the Firing Squad was on its way. And not just any PCB team, but one led by the Lady High Executioner herself.

The skimmer’s driver, a twenty-something corporal, snapped to attention as we approached and saluted. He seemed unsure which one of us was the most senior since, as usual, we wore civilian clothes, though we’d brought uniforms with us, just in case. I gave him a formal, officer-style nod.

“I’m Chief Superintendent Morrow. These are Inspector Galdi,” I pointed at my colleagues in turn, “and Master Sergeant Bonta. We’re from Rim Sector HQ.”

“Yes, sir. Welcome to Mission Colony. My name is Caffrey. If you’ll climb in, I’ll have you at regimental headquarters in a few minutes. It’s near the spaceport.”

The Ventano landing strip was at the base of a long peninsula pointing eastward into the fifteen hundred kilometers wide Tyrellian Sea separating Mission’s two equatorial continents, Nanshe and Ashima. The city itself covered most of that peninsula with seaports on either side, one for cargo, the other for leisure. Almost none of those ships sailed beyond the Tyrellian, and for excellent reasons. All of Mission’s chief cities and towns were either on Nanshe’s eastern shores or Ashima’s west coast. 

The planet-encircling oceans separating both from the polar icecaps were among the most savage across human-settled worlds. On Earth, the worst of the Antarctic Ocean latitudes were nicknamed the Screaming Sixties. On Mission, they called the equivalent the Godless Wastes. Those few settlements established on less hospitable littorals were mostly fly-in communities, though a handful of coastal tramps braved the frequent storms from time to time when conditions were right.

As human-settled worlds went, Mission didn’t count among the worst, though its balmiest climate was within twenty degrees north and south of the equator, and that wasn’t much warmer than Cimmeria’s mid-latitudes. It meant cool summers and chilly winters thanks to an almost twenty-four-degree axial tilt. 

Sun-tanning on the beach and skinny dipping in the middle sea weren’t listed as attractions in the tourist brochures, never mind the pseudo-pliosaurs cruising offshore, looking for tasty surface swimmers. And yes, the local wildlife could digest human tissue.

Less than five minutes later, our car passed through an automated guard post with a large sign announcing we were entering the 24th Constabulary Regiment’s Ventano Station, housing Regimental Headquarters and its 1st and Support Battalions. 

We crossed an open parade square before pulling up in front of a three-story stone and glass building overlooking the end of the northern fjord separating Ventano from the Benden Peninsula. The latter reached out a thousand kilometers toward Ashima and protected the Tyrellian Sea from the worst of the globe-spanning arctic ocean. 

As we climbed out of the car, leaving our bags behind for the moment, a slim, dark-haired woman in her late thirties wearing a chief inspector’s three diamonds on her gray uniform collar came through the door. 

I recognized her as Kalle Wuori, the regimental adjutant, from the personnel files I’d studied during our trip here. She, like the corporal, hesitated for a moment while trying to identify who of us was senior.

“Chief Inspector Wuori, I believe? I’m Chief Superintendent Caelin Morrow. With me are Inspector Arno Galdi and Master Sergeant Destine Bonta.”

Unlike our driver, Wuori recognized my name, and I saw the shock in her brown eyes. Further proof came when, instead of welcoming us, she blurted out, “I was told you were a staff assistance team.”

“We are.” I gestured at the open doorway. “If you could tell us where we can drop our bags and then take us to see Assistant Commissioner Braband, I’d be grateful.”

“I arranged for rooms in the senior staff quarters, sir. Unless you’d rather take hotel rooms in town.”

“Staff quarters are perfectly fine, Chief Inspector.”

“In that case, why don’t I ask Corporal Caffrey to bring your luggage to your rooms?”

I gave her as friendly a smile as I could. “That would be lovely. Thank you.”

She nodded at Caffrey, who snapped to attention, saluted, then climbed aboard his car.

“If you’ll follow me.” Wuori turned on her heels and re-entered the HQ building.

The lobby was nowhere near as ornate as Sector HQ’s, but then the entire Mission Colony Constabulary base was purpose-built from scratch twenty or so years ago based on a utilitarian design like that used for permanent military installations. She led us up a wide staircase and along a carpeted second story corridor to the northern end where the view was presumably the best. A door beneath a simple sign that said ‘Commanding Officer’ stood open at the corridor’s far end.

Wuori preceded us through the doorway, saying, “Sir, the staff assistance team announced by Benton Fraser this morning has arrived.”

We followed her in, and I joined the adjutant a regulation three paces in front of Braband’s desk while Arno and Sergeant Bonta kept back.

“Commissioner, I’m Chief Superintendent Morrow. I head the Rim Sector Professional Compliance Bureau.”

“Good heavens, I wasn’t expecting the Firing Squad!” Braband’s pale eyebrows shot up, and he stared at me with light blue eyes set in a tanned face framed by blond hair and a narrow, graying beard. I knew from his file he was nearing fifty but looked at least ten years younger.

“No one ever expects us, sir.” I kept a straight face, even though one of Arno’s favorite comedy skits, dating back to pre-diaspora times, flashed before my eyes, and introduced my team. “Deputy Chief Constable Maras received a complaint and asked that we look into it. Perhaps we can talk in private.”

Braband glanced at Wuori, who nodded and left, closing the door behind her. Then he stood, proving his height matched Bonta’s, though his build was more muscular, and gestured at the oval conference table taking up one side of the room, near a bank of windows overlooking the North Fjord. 

“It’s probably best if we sit there.” Braband took his accustomed chair at the head of the table and watched us settle in with curious eyes. “I’m listening, Chief Superintendent.”

“Governor Peet submitted a complaint to DCC Maras, alleging your conduct toward her was rude, disrespectful, and insubordinate, which meets the definition of contempt as per Section 85 of the Commonwealth Constabulary Act.”

Braband reared up. 

“What? We’ve experienced disagreements and the odd harsh words in private, but I’ve always treated Peet with the respect a governor deserves.”

His reaction struck me as genuine. He clearly didn’t believe he behaved in a manner warranting PCB attention.

“After your predecessor so thoroughly screwed up, the DCC asked my office to vet you before your appointment. It wouldn’t do the service much good if she sent two indiscreet commanding officers in a row. We found nothing in your past that might even hint at a hidden propensity for unacceptable behavior toward senior officials. Now, I know from long experience that cops, especially those with oak leaves around their diamonds, don’t just wake up one day and decide they’ll butt heads with governors. It takes time for Constabulary members to develop discreditable conduct patterns.

“By the time we’re brought in, we always find warning signs in their professional and personal behavior patterns dating years back. This makes Governor Peet’s accusations puzzling. I know we missed nothing when we vetted you. The DCC thinks something happened between you and the governor since you took command of the 24th Regiment. We’re here to find out why she complained.”

A look of relief crossed Braband’s patrician features as he sat back. It, too, seemed unfeigned. 

“May I say I’m glad you’re not here guns blazing to arrest me like you did Joel Haylian. At the time, I was at Sector HQ, and the senior Financial Crimes officers couldn’t stop talking about your grand entrance for weeks, even after Joel resigned in disgrace.”

I gave him an amused smile. “You’re lucky. I got my monthly taste of Firing Squad theater before leaving Cimmeria.”

“Lieutenant General Goresson.” He nodded. “I heard the PCB took her in on behalf of the Gendarmerie.”

“I see the Constabulary gossip network still reaches the furthest corners of the Rim Sector.  Since we’ve established we’re not here to end your career, unless we uncover evidence of discreditable behavior you’ve hidden from us, perhaps we can discuss your relationship with Governor Peet.”

“Chief Superintendent, I can assure you I’m as pure as the driven snow, although I’m less sure of the governor.”

His statement didn’t particularly surprise me. Peet’s unexpected accusation stemmed from something out of the ordinary. Perhaps this was it.

“You’ve been looking into her conduct?”

He shook his head. 

“Not exactly. I know enough to leave that sort of thing for the PCB and believe me, I’ve called on your branch a few times during my career when I found funny business in my unit.”

“As we saw from reviewing your confidential record, another clue you’re not the sort who would take a detour into darkness. So, what’s the issue?”

He didn’t immediately answer. Instead, he stared out at the fjord as if parsing his next words.

“I think the governor’s unhappiness with me stems from my becoming intimate with a member of her staff.”

Arno and I exchanged a glance. Roving eye, indeed.
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“Her name is Mayleen Allore, and she’s the governor’s social secretary, a locally engaged employee, not a member of the Colonial Office. We met during a reception to mark my arrival and hit it off right away.” Braband kept staring out the window as if discussing his personal life with PCB officers was somehow embarrassing. It wasn’t like we wanted a graphic depiction of his most intimate moments.

“Naturally, Mayleen and I engage in pillow talk, and she tells me about Government House goings-on. Gossip, you could call it. Nothing that would make me call your office. But things seem a little off — at least to a cop’s suspicious mind. As a result, I’ve been poking around here and there, engaging in idle chitchat with Government House staffers, and hanging around with colony notables.”

“Did you find anything?”

He glanced at me and shook his head. 

“Nothing actionable. Peet has been here for a few years. She’s reasonably well-liked by the local upper crust. I’ve not picked up much grumbling about her from the colonial administration, and the political commentators seem to think she’s doing a decent job. Not stellar, mind you, but vanishingly few governors appointed by Earth are rising stars in my experience. She’s a career bureaucrat who treads lightly and lets her chief administrator, another old Colonial Office functionary, manage the day-to-day business of governing Mission Colony.”

His description sounded familiar.

“This place suffered from a little political radicalism problem a while back, didn’t it? The Mission Colony Freedom Collective, I believe they called themselves?” 

Yes, I was disingenuous. I knew perfectly well what occurred and who did it, though that was another thing Arno, Sergeant Bonta, and I never discussed.

Braband nodded. “I read the files when I took over. That problem evaporated days after a sniper shot and killed the Collective’s leader. When his spouse died at the hands of an assassin soon after that, the entire movement fell apart. Or so our intelligence analysts believe. There were a few more deaths and one unexplained explosion on the Benden Peninsula that destroyed an old family villa, but no one’s heard a peep from those radicals since. We never found the perpetrators and suspect they were off-worlders who left this star system undetected. Since it happened so fast, little if anything registered with the public at large and Peet didn’t need to involve herself.”
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