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      A hallway with gray carpets and thick gray bulkheads was lit by bulbs in the ceiling that were designed to match natural sunlight. Officers of the Space-Corps scurried about in their black uniforms, some carrying tablets, others rushing off to battle stations while alarms blared.

      Anna slid a pistol into its holster.

      She stood in the hallway in black pants and a t-shirt under a light armoured vest, her peroxide-white hair pulled back in a ponytail with thin strands framing her face. “So, you ready for this, kid?”

      When she turned, Melissa was there in similar attire, standing with her arms limp and her eyes downcast. “As much as I'll ever be,” she murmured. “When I signed up for this, I really didn't think about zero-G missions.”

      Grinning ferociously, Anna shook her head. “You'll get the hang of it,” she said, turning her back on the girl. Girl? True, Melissa was still a cadet, but she was as skilled as most seasoned Keepers. “Come on!”

      The ship was jostled by enemy fire, throwing Anna sideways into the wall. Behind her, Melissa grumbled something under her breath. Lights flickered, and people down the hallway shouted at one another.

      “You'll be fine,” Anna said.

      In the wall to her left, a set of double doors opened to reveal a large room where a breaching pod was being checked by two young women in black uniforms.

      Lieutenant Kyla Soree was squatting on the floor with her back turned, scanning the tiny pod with her multi-tool. A short woman with black hair that she wore tied up in a ponytail, she seemed to know whenever someone was coming up behind her despite not having a symbiont of her own. “Breaching pod is ready to go.”

      The pod was shaped like a saucer that stood on four legs so that its underside was a good four feet off the floor. These things came in various sizes, but this one was just big enough for four people.

      Good thing they were only bringing three. Or maybe two if their companion took her sweet ass time in getting here. Damn that woman.

      “She's late again,” Anna said. “Bleakness take me, sometimes I cannot figure out why we bother to bring her on these missions.”

      Melissa was at her side with one hand upon the grip of her holstered pistol, staring anxiously at the pod. “She'll be here,” the girl mumbled. “She always comes through for us in the end.”

      The doors behind them slid apart to reveal the silhouette of a woman who wore the same gear they did. Tall and slim with hair cut so short it may as well have been stubble, Keli Armana flowed through the door. “So, that's our ride.”

      “That's it.”

      Kyla Soree got up, knuckling the small of her back as she let out a grunt. “I would suggest you all get aboard, ma'am.” She turned around to reveal herself as a gorgeous woman with smooth olive skin and dark eyes you could just drown in. “Our last report from the bridge says the enemy's shields will be down soon. You'll need to get ready.”

      “Got it!”

      A hatch in the side of the saucer opened with a hiss, unfolding to make a set of steps that led inside. With one deep breath, Anna ran up and ducked through the opening.

      There was just enough room for a tall person to stand upright without their head brushing the ceiling; fortunately, Anna was short. Space was definitely at a premium, however. Other than that, there was nothing to see: just four harnesses on the metal walls and a rolled up rope ladder hanging from the ceiling.

      Melissa came in next, ducking low to avoid bumping her head. The girl muttered something under her breath and then immediately went to one of the harnesses along the wall. “This thing is shielded, right?” she asked, strapping herself in.

      Keli popped through the hatch before Anna could answer, looking back over her shoulder at something outside. “Insufferable woman,” she said. “That she would think to hurry me…”

      Among Keli's people, telepaths were pretty much considered royalty, the apex of genetic achievement or some such nonsense. Of course, Keli had spent most of her life in a cell, trapped in a facility where she had been a victim of ungodly experiments designed to enhance her talent; so, you would think that she would have developed a little humility – Raynar certainly had – but this woman had enough arrogance to power a star-ship.

      Anna smiled, then covered her face with one hand, massaging her tired eyes. “Yes, Melissa,” she said. “This thing is shielded. And cozy too! Is anyone else in the mood for an all-lady threesome?”

      The other two looked at her.

      Anna went red, then hung her head to stare down at the floor. “Yeah…That's what I figured,” she said, backing up until she was pressed against the wall. “Suppose I'll just have to take out my frustration on the bad guys.”

      Melissa was straight, and Keli seemed to be completely uninterested in intimacy of any kind. Not that Anna would have seriously considered it. The woman was gorgeous – no doubt about that – but Anna wanted more than just good looks in a partner. Even if it was just a one night stand.

      She strapped herself into one of the harnesses, grunting at the tightness of the strap around her midsection. Traveling by breaching pod was hardly pleasant, but it wasn't as if enemies would just unlock their SlipGates for you.

      The pod had only the bare necessities for quick, ship-to-ship travel: thrusters and limited life support. No artificial gravity, no seats. Just enough room for a handful of people.

      “You sure you're up for this, Keli?” Anna asked. “We'll be going up against your people; could be rough.”

      The woman's lips writhed, revealing pearly-white teeth that she clenched. “They stopped being my people when they threw me in a cell.” Her words were delivered in a voice as cold as ice. “I will not hesitate.”

      “No unnecessary killing!” Anna insisted.

      Keli glared at her.

      Lifting her chin, Anna narrowed her eyes. “I'm serious,” she said with a curt nod. “Do what you have to do to stay alive, but you will avoid the use of lethal force unless you have no other option.”

      “Breaching pod, stand ready,” a voice came over the speaker. “Enemy shields are down. You will launch in ten seconds.”

      The hatch in the side of the pod folded upward, forming an airtight seal. Lights in the ceiling dimmed, and the panels on the wall displayed big red Xs, indicating that it wasn't safe to exit the pod.

      “Launch in five…four…three…two…one.”

      They were pushed sideways out of the shuttle bay, and suddenly Anna felt as if she were floating. Without gravity, her stomach was doing flip-flops. There was no sound of any kind, nothing to indicate that they were moving. Then again, Anna suspected that if she had a window, she wouldn't have wanted to look through it.

      The sight of small fighters zipping back and forth through the blackness and firing particle beams at each other while her lonely little pod wandered through the fray wasn't something she wanted to see. If a stray plasma bolt killed her, she did not want to see it coming. Better to be surprised by random fiery death. Hopefully, the fighter escort they'd been assigned would keep them safe.

      The pod reoriented itself, and her stomach protested the sudden shift in velocity. From Anna's perspective, it now seemed as if they were traveling “downward.”

      Across from her, Melissa was hissing with teeth bared, shaking her head so fiercely she was going to make herself even dizzier. “Why did I sign up for this mission?” the girl squeaked. “Why?”

      Keli seemed perfectly at ease, standing across from the hatch with hands gripping the straps of her harness. “You both complain too much,” she barked. “Just sensing your discomfort is going to make me sick.”

      “So sorry for the inconvenience,” Anna snapped.

      She winced as sweat prickled on her forehead, then tossed her head about with a growl. “Just a little further,” she assured the other two. As leader, it was her job to put on a brave face. “We'll make it.”

      The soft rasp of thrusters and the feeling of something pushing upward on her feet told her that the pod was slowing its approach. Of course, that only made the nausea even worse. She liked roller-coasters! Most of the time, anyway. But those only exposed you to weightlessness for a few seconds at a time.

      There was a groaning sound as the pod's feet magnetically attached themselves to the enemy ship and they were jostled about as the pod's legs flexed to cushion the impact. It would only be a few more moments.

      Right now, lasers in the underside of the pod were carving a hole in the Antauran ship's hull. With any luck, no one would shoot them down while they waited. Anna felt pretty damn helpless.

      There was a sudden jolt as the legs flexed and the saucer-shaped pod was pressed flush against the other ship's hull. Those panels along the wall with big red Xs suddenly displayed bright green circles to indicate that an airtight seal had been achieved. Anna checked the readouts.

      Closing her eyes, she sucked in a breath. “0.77 standard atmospheres in this section of the ship,” she muttered. “Some of the air got out before the pod could seal the breach, but we should be fine.”

      She slapped a hand against one of the panels.

      A second hatch in the bottom of the pod swung open to reveal a wide hallway with flickering lights on the other side. Some air rushed through as the pressure equalized. Not that she minded; it would give them a little extra oxygen.

      Reaching up, Anna unsnapped the restraint that held the ladder to the ceiling and let it unfurl. It dropped through the hole. “Come on,” she said, unfastening her harness. “We don't have a lot of time.”

      Without another word, she jumped into the hole.

      Anna landed on the chunk of scorched hull plating that had fallen to the corridor floor, then jumped and flipped through the air. The damn thing was still hot. No need to risk an untimely burn.

      She landed and turned around.

      Melissa dropped through the hole next, floating gently downward as if carried by invisible angels. In reality, she had used Bent Gravity to cushion her fall, and when she landed on the piece of scorched metal, she simply stepped off and gave a quick nod of approval.

      Keli was the only one to use the ladder, muttering the whole way as she made the descent. “Many, many things,” she said as if no one could hear her. “Many things that Isara will pay for, and this not least among them.”

      Anna rolled her eyes.

      Unlike its counterpart on the Leyrian ship, this corridor had dingy gray walls and tiles on the floor. Lights on the ceiling flickered erratically, no doubt damaged by enemy fire or perhaps by the pod's intrusion.

      “Let's go,” Anna said.

      They were here to perform one simple task: destroy a shipment of military-grade weapons before the Antaurans could hand them off to smugglers who would deliver them to colonists on the Antauran side of the border. Weapons embargoes were stipulated in the treaty between Leyria and Antaur, which was why the Antaurans had to deliver them through back channels.

      A team of Justice Keepers had intercepted some of these smugglers operating on the Leyrian side of the border. The intel they extracted suggested that the smuggling ring was run by a former Justice Keeper who matched Jena's description. That was why Anna was here.

      Anything that might be related to Isara and her cronies was officially labeled task-force business. If the woman was trying to start a war on the Fringe, well…The last thing they needed on top of everything else was hot-headed colonists shooting each other over issues that could be resolved diplomatically.

      It was one reason she had such trouble empathizing with Ben. The man insisted that he had allowed a smuggling ring to operate unchecked because the Fringe worlds had to defend themselves somehow, but any rational person could see that with a little patience and communication, there would be no need for self-defense. Anna detested killing. She would do it if she had to, but only if she had to.

      “The ship's power grid has been damaged,” Melissa said, checking the readout on her multi-tool. “Emergency force-fields are offline. We should have a clear path right to the cargo bay.”

      “Splendid.”

      Keli shut her eyes, tilting her head back as she focused. “Trouble,” she said, jerking her head to the right. “Around the next corner.”

      The corner she had mentioned led to an adjoining corridor that was both shorter and somewhat more narrow, ending in a T-shaped intersection. Red lights in the ceiling were flashing to indicate a state of heightened alert.

      At the end of that hallway, two men in tactical gear – heavy armour and helmets – came around the corner and stumbled to a halt. One set his jaw and then lifted his assault rifle. “Freeze!” he screamed in Raen.

      Anna ducked around the corner.

      “What can you do?” she asked Keli.

      The telepath was squinting, concentrating so hard you might have thought she was in the middle of a very hard math test. “There are five,” she explained. “Three more out of sight, and they're advancing.”

      Anna drew her pistol, setting it for stun-rounds. At a nod from her, Melissa did the same. “Can you slow them?”

      “I can try.”

      High-pitched yelps echoed through the adjoining corridor, and when Anna peeked around the corner, she saw the two lead men on their knees with their hands pressed to the sides of their helmets. Three others behind them were backing off, visibly shaken by whatever Keli was doing.

      “Now!” Anna shouted.

      As one, she and Melissa spun to stand side by side in the intersection, raising their pistols in both hands. They fired, and charged bullets struck the first two men in the neck, in the soft spot where their armour would not provide protection from stun-rounds. The two tactical officers spasmed and fell backwards.

      At the end of the corridor, one of the three remaining officers was aiming around the corner, trying to fix her with his rifle. Anna reacted without thinking.

      Her hand came up, and the light was distorted so that everything seemed to stretch into long streaks of black and gray. Bullets veered off to her right, burying themselves in the wall.

      Anna moved sideways, grabbing the back of Melissa's vest and pulling her out of the intersection to the safety of their corridor. “Careful,” she barked, letting her Bending wink out. “You let your guard down for a moment-”

      Red-faced, Melissa glared at her. “I saw him!” she insisted. “I was gonna take him out while he was aiming at you!”

      “We don't have time for this!” Keli shouted.

      “Distract them for me,” Anna ordered.

      The other woman scrunched up her face and shook her head in firm disagreement. “I can't,” she panted. “Something is blocking my talent. They must have telepaths of their own. It's all I can do to prevent them from incapacitating the two of you.”

      Anna bit her lip, her eyes widening as she considered that. “Isn't that just grand?” she murmured. “Ideas?”

      “I'll go high,” Melissa said. “You go low.”

      With her mouth open, Anna looked up to blink at the ceiling. “Why do they do it?” she asked, shaking her head. “Why does everybody assume that just because I'm short, I want to stay close to the ground?”

      Once again, she and Melissa jumped into the intersection, crafting Bendings to protect themselves.

      Thrusting her hand out, Anna watched the light refract and the bullets that came at her go into the wall instead. The blurry images of two men were standing side by side at the far end of the corridor.

      She ran at full speed, ignoring the strain of pushing a Bending forward. Her skin was tingling, but she could deal with that.

      Melissa was at her side, using a Bending of her own to redirect incoming fire into the opposite wall. By the time they were finished, this entire hallway would be nothing but bullet holes and shattered light fixtures.

      Anna jumped over the fallen men.

      She landed and then dropped to her knees, bending over backwards until she was almost flat against the floor. Her Bending vanished as she slid over the tiles, revealing a man who stood with his assault rifle pointed up the corridor, firing a stream of slugs into the distance.

      Anna slid to a stop in front of him.

      Slapping her hands against the floor tiles – her pistol beneath one palm – she lifted herself and brought her feet up to strike the underside of his rifle. The weapon tumbled over the shocked officer's head, and he backed away.

      Anna rose into a handstand, then flipped upright and raised one arm to point her gun at the retreating man. He stumbled, reaching for his sidearm, but a stun-round hit the soft skin of his neck before he could draw it.

      The man began to spasm.

      Melissa flew with her arms spread wide and her legs curled up, propelled by Bent Gravity as bullets zipped past beneath her. She kicked the other security officer square in his face, and he fell backward.

      That left only the fifth man.

      He was a few feet away, readjusting his aim to point his weapon at Melissa.

      Anna seized the trembling man in front of her before he could fall to his knees. She flung the stunned guard at his companion, Keeper strength making it feel almost as easy as hurling a rag-doll across a room.

      The two men collided, and they both fell to the corridor floor, landing one atop the other. The one who was still awake let out a wheeze of pain, but he was trapped beneath the weight of his companion.

      “There are more!” Keli shouted from behind.

      Anna tossed aside her pistol.

      She dove, her hands coming down on the fallen rifle before she somersaulted over the floor tiles. Anna came up on one knee, and when she stood up, she had a much more powerful weapon at her disposal.

      A woman in black tactical gear came around the corner, her eyes widening behind the visor of her helmet as she caught a glimpse of the scene.

      Anna fired.

      Bullets hit the female officer's belly – deflected by her heavy body armour – and she stumbled backward into the adjoining corridor. No time to waste. If she gave them a moment to regroup, they would swarm her.

      Anna ran right into the fray. She jumped and flew across the intersection, kicking out to strike the corridor wall with her foot.

      Turning in midair, Anna found the dazed woman standing near the corner of the intersection, trying to raise her weapon while several more officers trotted up behind her. Anna flung her rifle.

      The stock hit the female officer's helmet, knocking her sideways into the corridor wall. It wouldn't kill her. Not with a helmet to protect her.

      Anna landed.

      A Time Bubble formed around her in the instant when two men who stood further up the corridor lifted their rifles and fired. Bullets spiraled slowly through the air, inching their way toward her.

      Anna stepped out of their path, positioning herself in front of the female officer who was leaning against the corridor wall, just beyond the surface of her bubble. The woman looked as if she might fall over.

      The bubble vanished.

      Anna grabbed the stumbling woman's vest and turned her slightly, using her as a human shield. Bullets hit the woman's back, but unless her fellow officers switched to high-impact rounds, she would be fine. Bruised but fine.

      Anna pushed her captive backward up the corridor, using the other woman's armour to deflect the incoming gunfire. In mere moments, the other security guards clued in and stopped shooting.

      Anna gave a shove.

      The female officer staggered backward until she slammed into the pair of men and threw them both off-balance. One recovered quickly, pushing his companion aside with obvious disdain and then trying to take aim with his rifle.

      It was then that Melissa came around the corner.

      The girl was a blur, becoming a streak of colour for less than half a second before solidifying to stand with her arm outstretched, the pistol pointed at her enemies. She fired and then blurred again.

      A stun-round hit the officer who was lifting his rifle. He spasmed before he could get the weapon pointed at Anna and sank to his knees. The other two were still out of it, still trying to get their bearings.

      The streak that was Melissa resolved into a woman who stood with her pistol in both hands, taking aim. She fired once, adjusted her aim and fired again. One bullet hit the female officer's neck, and before she even lost her balance, another one hit her male companion. They both fell flat on their faces.

      Melissa hunched over, touching three fingers to her forehead. “Oh…” she groaned. “I wasn't expecting it to hit me that hard.”

      Squeezing her eyes shut, Anna tilted her head back. “Easy there, Melissa,” she said. “What did we tell you about pushing your symbiont too hard?”

      Her own skin was tingling, and some of those little pinpricks stung with fiery heat. For the moment, she was all right, but if she pushed Seth much further she would hit her limit. They had to find the cargo bay. Now.

      “I'm all right,” Melissa mumbled.

      “You need rest.”

      “I can rest after we-”

      Clap…Clap…Clap…

      Maybe thirty paces up the corridor, another hallway branched off from this one, and from that intersection, a woman in flowing blue robes with a diamond pattern on the hem and the cuff of each sleeve stepped into the open. She was gorgeous with a round face of pale skin framed by ringlets of red hair. “Impressive,” she said, nodding to them.

      A man in crimson robes came out behind her, moving gracefully with each hand hidden up the opposite sleeve. He was quite handsome with a strong chin and a coiffure of blonde hair.

      A second man emerged, this one in robes identical to those of his male companion. His square-jawed face olive skin was marked by a small mole on his cheek, and he wore his black hair slicked back.

      “I have always wanted to see Justice Keepers in action,” the woman said. “Sadly, I had to experience it vicariously through the eyes of our fallen comrades there, but it was no less exhilarating.”

      Anna looked up to study her opponent, then narrowed her eyes. “There are three of you?” she asked, shaking her head. “Since when did your people start putting more than one telepath on your war ships?”

      “Since Leyrians started attacking us with Justice Keepers.”

      What?

      The official reason for Antaur's “one mind-reader per ship” policy was the rarity of telepaths among the general population. Less than one percent of one percent of humans born on that world would develop telepathic abilities. Among the Antaurans, telepaths were considered to be the pinnacle of human evolution, and starships were always going into dangerous situations. There simply weren't enough telepaths to justify losing several when a single ship went down.

      That was the official story; Anna suspected that military commanders feared losing control of a ship with too many telepaths on board. You never knew exactly what those clever mind-readers might do.

      “Attacking you with Justice Keepers?” Melissa said. The girl put one fist on her hip and glared at the lot of them. “That's ludicrous. Justice Keepers would only attack one of your ships if we had reason to believe you were planning something heinous.”

      The lead telepath pursed her lips and shook her head, ringlets of red hair swaying as she did so. “Tell me, how many of our kind did you capture?” She started up the corridor at an even pace. “How many have you enslaved?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      The woman's eyes blazed as she fixed her gaze first on Anna and then on Melissa. “To block all three of us?” she went on. “You must have at least four or five with you. We are some of the best.”

      Anna grinned, then bowed her head to the other woman. “You really don't know, do you?” she asked, stepping forward. “There is only one telepath with us, and she's here of her own free will.”

      “Impossible.”

      At that moment, Keli stepped out from the intersecting corridor. The woman had a pistol in one hand, its muzzle pointed down at the floor. “Lenai tells the truth,” she said. “I am the only one.”

      Pressing her lips into a thin line, the red-headed woman blinked several times and shook her head. “You alone possess the skill to block us?” she asked. “That is impossible. No one telepath could do so much.”

      “I am…unique.”

      “And you serve Leyria?”

      That came from the blonde man who stepped forward and kept his hands hidden in his sleeves. His eyes were fixed on Keli as if he'd never seen a woman before. “By all the gods in Celestus, what would possess you to do that?”

      “The Leyrians never locked me in a cell,” Keli replied. And then, a moment later, she added. “Well…there was that one time, but it was a much nicer cell than the one our people provided, and they did let me go.”

      Anna was growing tense, and she could tell that Melissa wasn't doing much better; the girl kept fidgeting with her pistol as if she wasn't sure whether or not to do something with it. You didn't have to be a mind-reader to read minds.

      Thankfully, Melissa's Nassai would make it difficult – if not impossible – for the enemy telepaths to sense her thoughts, and that might give Anna a chance to calm things down. No, you didn't have to be a telepath to read minds or to communicate without even a single word. A glance from her was enough to make Melissa holster the weapon.

      “We're here to stop weapon's smuggling,” Anna said.

      The red-head looked at her with large brown eyes, and then her mouth twitched in obvious displeasure. “Really?” she asked. “I have a very hard time believing that. After the reports I've seen…”

      Keli moved forward, rudely shouldering her way through the narrow gap between Anna and Melissa. The woman positioned herself between Anna and the other telepaths. “We have no time for dawdling,” she said. “Find the weapons and destroy them. I'll deal with Carissa and her friends.”

      “How do you know my name?” the redhead shouted.

      “Your mind is an open book.”

      Melissa put one hand on the grip of her pistol, staring down the three telepaths with resolve in her eyes. “We're not just gonna leave you,” she insisted. “Three against one is hardly a fair fight.”

      Keli glanced back over her shoulder, her mouth tight with disapproval. “Go,” she grated. “These three are nothing.”

      “But-”

      Anna grabbed her young companion by the arm and pulled Melissa away from the confrontation. “Come on!” she said. “If Keli says she can handle it, she can handle it. We have a mission to complete.”

      They turned their backs and ran up the corridor, past the intersection where several uniformed security officers were still passed out, toward the spot where their intelligence said the cargo bay would be. So far, they had been able to avoid the use of lethal force, but it didn't look as though Keli had any intention of showing her enemies mercy. Anna was not happy about that, but what else could she do? Keepers stood a fighting chance against telepaths, but three would be a challenge, and capturing mind-readers was not her objective. They had weapons to destroy.

      She just hoped they didn't run into more security teams.

       

      Grinning like a princess who had just been given a new necklace, Carissa strode through the corridor, flanked by her two male subordinates. They were not as skilled as their mistress – Keli could tell – but together, the three would present a challenge. And she wanted a challenge.

      With the pistol in one hand, Keli stood before them in the black pants, t-shirt and armoured vest that Keepers wore on these ridiculous missions. Her eyes were downcast, her breathing slow. “I offer you this one chance to retreat.”

      Carissa laughed.

      Keli looked up and then squinted at her opponent. “As you wish,” she said, nodding once. “Don't say I didn't offer.”

      Anyone who walked by would see nothing but one woman staring down three other people in the middle of a hallway, but in Keli's mind, a furious battle took place. Waves emanated from the three, waves that crashed over her, threatening to break her will and leave her subordinate to them.

      She smoothed mental defenses – there was no other word for it; the shield that she crafted was like a perfect sphere of glass around her mind – allowing the waves to wash over and drift harmlessly past.

      And so the waves changed, becoming sharp, cutting at the sphere.

      Keli winced, tears streaming over her cheeks when she felt the pressure those three exerted. “All right,” she croaked out. “You have some skill between you. But I have been training for this all my life.”

      She lashed out with waves of her own, razor-sharp waves that cut into Carissa and forced the woman to stumble backward. Groaning and doubling over, ringlets of red hair falling over her face, the woman shook her head.

      Her attack intensified.

      Keli responded in kind.

      She perceived the psychic bond between her three adversaries almost as a single cord of energy that connected all of them. So, she segmented it in two places, mentally separating them.

      Carissa's onslaught was suddenly much easier to ignore, the woman flinching as she realized that she had lost her support. “How?”

      The blonde man staggered, bracing one hand against the corridor wall and trying to catch his breath. Clearly, he had not expected to be cut off from his allies. Three minds blended together and then ripped apart. It could be quite disorienting.

      Keli raised her weapon and fired.

      A bullet pierced the blonde man's chest, blood spraying out behind him as he took a shaky step backward and then fell to the floor. Moments later, it was pooling out over the tiles while he made harsh rasping sounds.

      Her mouth a gaping abyss, Carissa blinked a few times as she studied Keli. “You would resort to that?” she screamed. “To the use of one of their primitive weapons? You fight without honour!”

      “What use do I have for honour?” Keli said. “I had three opponents, and now there are two.”

      The mental attack came at her again, trying to bury her mind beneath an avalanche of pain and regret and despair. Keli didn't put up a fight. She let the negative emotions fill her thoughts, let her enemies feel as if they had dominated her. Carissa became focused on the invisible war, the war inside Keli's mind. These fools really did see themselves as superior to ordinary humans. Keli knew better.

      Ordinary humans had kept her locked up in a cage for years, had pumped her body full of drugs and stimulated her brain with electric shocks. Ordinary humans had forced her to compete against other telepaths. Raynar was not the first.

      Ordinary humans had outwitted her, poisoned her and then trapped her in a slaver's collar. Ordinary humans had forced her to perform for their amusement. She knew first-hand just how dangerous ordinary humans could be.

      As Carissa directed all of her will and that of her partner into one final assault, Keli reacted as an ordinary human would.

      She pointed her gun at the other woman's leg.

      And she pulled the trigger.

      A bullet ripped through Carissa's thigh, forcing the woman to fall flat on her face. Just like that, the mental onslaught stopped. Carissa was lying flat on her belly, shrieking in pain.

      Keli fired her weapon again.

      Ten paces up the corridor, the dark-haired man was trembling on the spot, terrified that he might be next. He glanced down at Carissa and then up at Keli. Without one word, he turned and ran.

       

      The huge cargo bay door was shut tight, light gleaming off its metal surface. There was no way that they were hacking their way through the security system to get that thing open; Anna was good, but she wasn't that good. Truth be told, even Ben couldn't devise an algorithm to override an enemy vessel's security protocols, and the fact that Antauran tech used an entirely different operating system was only part of the reason why. So, that left them with only one option: brute force.

      Anna stood before the door with fists balled at her sides, her face tight with anxiety. “All right,” she said, nodding once. “Let's get this done. The sooner we get rid of these weapons, the sooner I can go home to a nice bubble bath.”

      At her side, Melissa was down on one knee, removing an explosive charge from a pocket in her pants. The girl stood up. “We should be able to detonate this remotely. But we'll need to put some distance-”

      The door slid open.

      Anna looked up, and her eyes all but popped out. “Well that isn't ominous at all!” she spluttered. “What do you think, Melissa? Feel like walking blindly into the enemy's meticulously-planned trap?”

      “We'll probably find Grecken Slade in there.”

      “That would be consistent with our luck.”

      Despite her reservations, Anna stepped through the open door and found nothing but a huge room with crates that were secured in metal frameworks that were bolted to the floor. Starships got jostled quite a bit when they took enemy fire; it was important to make sure the cargo didn't go flying all over the place.

      A catwalk overlooked the cargo bay, but there was no one up there that she could see, and when she focused on the impressions she got from Seth, she realized that there was no one else in this room. Only a few dozen containers.

      Chewing on her lip, Anna shut her eyes and took a deep breath. “I do not like this,” she muttered, shaking her head. “First they throw up all kinds of resistance, and now they make it super easy?”

      Melissa was standing with one hand on the grip of her holstered pistol, turning her head to take in the sight of everything in this room. “I don't know,” she said. “But we're here; let's finish the job.”

      Anna nodded.

      The first thing she wanted to do was check one of those containers; the intelligence reports said they would contain guns, low-yield particle weapons and maybe even a few battle drones. Everything the Antauran colonists would need to fly across the border and conduct a few raids against their Leyrian neighbours.

      But they were supposed to be personal weapons, not the sort of ordinance that one would use to arm a starship. But intelligence could be wrong. If they used explosives to destroy the contents of this room, and if some of those contents just happened to be high-yield warheads, they could vaporize half the ship. Hundreds of deaths on her conscience. Keepers were sent on missions like this to preserve life; the lives of enemy combatants were no less valuable than those of her own people.

      Besides, she was hoping there was some clue that would lead them to Isara.

      Anna lifted the lid of one crate to find not guns, not bombs, but carrots. Hundreds of fresh carrots that filled the container to the brim, each one plump and ripe. The next crate over contained lettuce.

      “What in Bleakness…”

      A little ways up the aisle between two sets of crates, Melissa was leaning over to peer into one of the containers. “Sweet corn,” she said. “And there's farming equipment along the back wall.”

      Anna backed away from one crate with her arms folded, shaking her head. “This is not a weapon's supply,” she muttered. “It's a food shipment! We boarded this ship, beat up their guards and risked an act of war to destroy a food shipment!”

      “Maybe the weapons are elsewhere?” Melissa offered.

      “Or maybe they're planning to go to war against an army of bad comedians!” Anna snapped. Mocking your subordinates was not exactly admirable behaviour in a leader, but she was pissed. “Regardless, we came here for nothing!”

      “Precisely!”

      The rich, deep voice that echoed through the room had a slight drawl to it, and the way it snapped like a whip made Anna jump. With so many crates between her and the door, she wasn't able to perceive the newcomer with spatial awareness, but she heard his footsteps. She reached for her pistol.

      Except her holster was empty! She had thrown her pistol away to snatch up one of the assault rifles, and then she had thrown that away without a second thought. Damn her impulsiveness! It was going to get her killed one day.

      A man in a dark blue uniform rounded a set of crates and stepped into the aisle with her and Melissa. He was tall and handsome for an older man, barrel-chested but muscular just the same. His dark complexion was contrasted by a neatly-trimmed silver beard that stretched from ear to ear. “Good morning,” he said.

      The man shrugged his shoulders and sauntered toward them with his hands clasped behind his back. “Of course, it's morning for me,” he said. “It might be the middle of the night for you. Human measurements of time have no meaning in space.”

      “Who are you?”

      Pressing his lips together, the man turned his face up to the ceiling and blinked. “I do wonder,” he said. “Have you ever considered the implications of it? The philosophical quandary that arises from a relativistic universe?”

      Anna stood before him with fists on her hips, head bowed as she tried to collect her thoughts. “Yeah,” she said, nodding. “This is exactly what I was looking for. Nothing else compliments a gunfight quite like a deconstruction of absolutist morality.”

      “It does make one wonder though,” the man said. “If there were a god – or gods – would they not make a universe of absolutes?”

      A few steps behind Anna, the silhouette of Melissa stood with hands folded over thighs, watching the man with a serene expression. “Maybe that's the point,” she offered. “Maybe God wants us to find meaning on our own rather than providing it for us.”

      The man closed his eyes and turned his head so that Anna saw him in profile. “You may be right, my dear,” he said. “Permit me to introduce myself. My name is Colonel Tad Sorelu, and this is my ship.”

      “You let us in here.”

      “I did.”

      Anna flinched when she realized the implications; there was really only one reason for all this. “Because you wanted us to find the vegetables, the farming equipment,” she said. “There never were any weapons.”

      “Got it in one, my dear.”

      Craning her neck to stare up at him, Anna narrowed her eyes. “The intelligence we received,” she said in a rasping voice. “The reports of an arms race here on the Fringe? It was all made up.”

      Colonel Tad Sorelu let his head hang and then scraped a knuckle across his brow. “I can't speak to that,” he admitted. “But it would appear so. Several of our cargo ships have been attacked by people who have displayed abilities similar to your own.”

      Anna slipped her hands into her pockets and turned away from him, pacing through the aisle with her head down. How much should she reveal? These situations called for a certain amount of discretion, but Anna was never the sort of girl who went in for all that cloak and dagger crap. Straight up and to the point: that was her way. “We've encountered people like that,” she said. “Grecken Slade and those who work for him have developed a kind of corrupted Nassai that grants anyone access to the powers of a Justice Keeper with none of the restrictions a normal Nassai would impose.”

      “And you failed to share this information with us?”

      “Until recently, secrecy was necessary.”

      The man just nodded as if he accepted that without question. Who knows? Maybe he did; military officers put more faith in the chain of command than Keepers did, and it wasn't as if Leyria and Antaur were the best of friends. Sharing secrets was something you did with your allies.

      Anna stopped in her tracks, then turned and looked over her shoulder, a thin lock of white hair falling over one eye. “Something I don't understand,” she said. “Why are you so willing to trust us?”

      The colonel smiled down at himself, trembling as he chuckled softly. “Unlike some of my people,” he began, “I do not distrust Justice Keepers. I know what you stand for. I saw how you conducted yourselves on this mission.”

      He looked up to fix a steely gaze upon her and then nodded his approval. “You all went to great lengths to avoid the use of lethal force,” he went on. “My security officers are still alive because of you.”

      “Keepers revere life.”

      “I know.” The man let out a soft sigh, leaning his shoulder against one of the crates. “If only your telepath friend were as magnanimous.”

      Instantly, Anna felt her stomach tie itself in knots. She knew leaving Keli alone with those other telepaths was a bad idea. The woman couldn't be trusted! Anna wouldn't have brought her along for this mission except that Keli had insisted that they would come up against rival telepaths, and Larani had made it clear that leaving her behind was simply not an option. “What did she do?”

      “She killed two of our telepaths,” Sorelu answered.

      “I'm sorry.”

      “Don't be,” the colonel said a little too quickly. “They weren't members of my crew. To be honest, Carissa often acted as if the ship existed to serve her every whim, and she was far too willing to treat my people as expendable.

      “That is the way with telepaths, my dear; they aren't like you. They didn't earn their power through training, discipline and strength of character the way you did; every single telepath was born with his fantastic abilities. It makes many of them arrogant.”

      That was a little more prejudiced than Anna would have liked; Raynar hadn't been like that, and she was willing to bet that the arrogance Sorelu saw in telepaths had little if anything to do with their ability to read minds; rather, the culprit was a culture that prized “genetic superiority” – whatever that meant – and treated telepaths as some kind of super-species. The whole idea was repellent to her, but she wasn't willing to say as much when whatever ceasefire they currently enjoyed might fall apart with one ill-timed comment. She was impulsive, not stupid.

      “Now, you could get back in your pod,” Sorelu said. The man was smiling down at his own feet. “I'll order my people to avoid shooting it down, but I would imagine you'd rather go home by SlipGate.”

      “You'd let us do that?”

      “I'll do you one better,” the Colonel replied. “I'm willing to let you search the ship, every cargo hold, every storage locker. I'm sure you'll find that there are no weapons here beyond those that would be considered standard compliment for a war ship of this size.”

      Anna froze, considering the man's offer. Was it really that simple? Search the ship, confirm that there were no weapons and be on their merry way? If this was a trap, then it was a needlessly elaborate one. Sorelu could just flood this room with more of his security officers; even Keepers would be overwhelmed at some point. “Why?” she asked.

      “Isn't it obvious?” Sorelu replied. “People posing as Justice Keepers are attacking Antauran ships; you're getting reports about non-existent weapons smugglers out here on the Fringe, reports that implicate my people. Someone wants us to fight with one another, and I, for one, would like to know why.”
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      Fat snowflakes fluttered about on the other side of the window, some pressing up against the glass and melting in seconds. It was hard to see much else on this overcast afternoon – Jack could just make out another apartment building across the way – when the storm and the darkening sky cut off visibility.

      His mother's kitchen was simple but homey; dark wooden cupboards encircled a linoleum tile floor, all lit by a single large bulb in the ceiling. The square-shaped table in the corner offered just enough room for two people.

      Jack wore jeans and a thick gray sweater as he sat in one chair with his head down. “So, then I pull off the hood,” he said with a shrug. “And she looks just like Jena. But she isn't Jena.”

      His mother was leaning against the stove with arms folded, frowning as she nodded along with the story. “Must have been hard,” she murmured. “You never said much about Jena, but I knew she had your respect.”

      In fuzzy pajama pants and an over-sized sweater of her own, Crystal looked as if she were ready to hibernate for the rest of one very long Canadian winter. Blonde hair fell in waves around a face with a few noticeable lines, but she was still her vibrant self. Hell, she looked better than she had the last time he had seen her. That had been just over five months ago, on the day when he had departed for Leyria. It seemed the single life agreed with Crystal. “My little boy,” she said. “Assistant to the head of the Justice Keepers.”

      Jack felt his face burn. Hunching over, he pressed a palm to his forehead. “That's my mom for you,” he teased. “Big with the careerism. You do know that it's really not a big deal, right?”

      “I'm only trying to be supportive.”

      He felt his lips curl into a smile, then shook his head slowly. “Your gently-worded reprimand has been duly noted,” Jack replied. “Rest assured that I will respond with the appropriate amount of guilt and a renewed appreciation for your firm but loving style of parenting.”

      “That's all I ask.”

      Outside, the wind was howling, pelting the window with snowflakes. Back home – had he really just thought of Leyria as home? – it was the height of summer, but January in Winnipeg was a season of hot chocolate, warm fires and unsafe driving conditions. He had been so eager to see his family when Larani informed him that she would be visiting Earth for two weeks that he had practically hopped on board a transport without so much as packing a suitcase. Well…he had done that much. But in typical Jack Hunter fashion, he had stuffed the thing with clothes meant for summer weather. Trying to buy a sweater and a coat with a credit card that was no longer active was…not fun.

      He'd given some thought to asking Melissa if she wanted to come back with him for a few weeks – it would do the girl some good to see her mother – but she had gone on a mission with Anna, and that was…Well, he wasn't getting in the middle of that.

      Crystal turned her head to look out the window, a solemn expression on her face. “It's a shame you couldn't be here for Christmas,” she said softly. “It just wasn't the same without you.”

      Biting his lower lip, Jack closed his eyes. “I hear you,” he said with a curt nod. “But I think I've had enough Christmas to last me for several years. I'm still reeling from Dad's big speech at the dinner table.”

      He got out of his chair, slipping hands into his back pockets and making his way to the window. “I'm just here for a couple weeks,” he said. “Larani wanted me to interview a few people that she thought might have been involved with Slade.”

      “And were they?”

      “Not to my knowledge.” Of course, that particular investigation – the one that had consumed most of his time over the last six months – seemed to go one way. Jack would go after someone only to find that they were clean as a whistle. Or maybe something in their record would look shady, but it would be impossible to prove anything beyond what seemed to be an unfortunate coincidence.

      With the exception of Cara Sinthel, he had caught exactly no one, and there were still traitors among the Keepers. Jensen Noralis had released Cara from her cell only to get trapped there himself when Harry overpowered him.

      He didn't have to look at his mom to sense her standing by the stove, drumming fingers on her thigh while she studied the floor tiles. “So, are we gonna talk about what you want to talk about.”

      “Ah, the standard momly advice chat,” Jack said. “You know, I think I've come to prefer having them over vid-com. Less chance that you'll swat me.”

      “What's going on between you and Anna?”

      Jack crossed his arms with a heavy sigh, hanging his head as the frustration set in. “What makes you think something is going on with us?” Good; his voice was steady. “I think she's doing just fine.”

      His mother slouched against the stove and looked up to blink at the light bulb in the ceiling. “Well, there's the fact that you think she's doing just fine,” she answered. “For the last four years, you've known everything about that girl.”

      “She doesn't tell me everything.”

      “Answer my question.”

      Why did parents always do this? Well…Not parents. Just his mother. His father, on the other hand, wouldn't notice if Jack started crying his eyes out right there in front of him, and if Arthur did notice, it would only result in a lecture about being a man. “Mom, I would rather not talk about it.”

      “I'd rather live in the Bahamas.”

      “You could live in the Bahamas.”

      “Not on my salary.”

      He spun to face his mother, marching toward her with his arms folded, unable to look up and meet her gaze. “Come to Leyria,” Jack offered. “We can set you up on some tropical island for the rest of your life.”

      “I can't just up and leave.”

      “Why not?” Jack shot back. “Not to go all reverse George Bailey on you, but you really aren't needed here. Lauren's happy; Dad seems to be doing quite well on his own. Why not just be selfish for a change?”

      His mother looked up at him with sympathetic brown eyes, blinking a few times. “Over fifty years of patriarchy telling me I should put my family's needs first,” she said. “And besides, your reference was off. That was technically a reverse Clarence. Accuracy is everything.”

      “You're out referencing me?”

      “Are you gonna tell me about Anna?”

      “Nothing to tell,” Jack said, turning away and pacing through the kitchen. All of a sudden, he was practically buzzing with nervous energy. “We fell in love, but she had a boyfriend. So, she called it quits with both of us, and now she's not speaking to me.”

      He could see Crystal standing there in his mind's eye, her face pained as she took in the information. “That's rough,” she said. “Just give it time, Jack; that girl loves you with all her heart.”

      Summer agreed.

      Jack shut his eyes and felt one tear sliding over his cheek. “Yeah,” he said, nodding his agreement. “You're not the first person to say as much. But I can't let myself hope for something that's never gonna happen.”

      “Sweetie…”

      “Nah, Mom,” he said. “Just let this one be.”

       

      Tanaben Loranai was all right.

      Not great, not spectacular, not one hundred percent satisfied with his life, but all right. And that was all he needed to be for the moment. Despite all odds, he'd found a gig with a small group of people who developed multi-tool apps. Not that it really mattered in terms of material need. This wasn't Earth; he would always have a roof over his head and food in his belly no matter what he did.

      A fulfilling life, however, required a certain amount of challenge. The human brain was not meant for idleness. He could always work on his own projects, of course – give them to the Collaborative Commons, and see if anyone was interested in whatever he came up with – but that was a massive undertaking. He preferred to work with people.

      But who would work with a convicted criminal?

      Apparently, a small group of individuals who designed new protocols for nanobot fabrication was perfectly willing to bring him on board. Maybe it was because Ben had rigged his old multi-tool to fabricate things that went well beyond the design specs.

      Sunlight through large rectangular windows illuminated the common room of this small office they shared, a room of sea-foam green walls, where computer consoles were arrayed in a ring. They didn't need much floor space – just a kitchen, a lounge and a place to work – but it would do.

      A segment of Ben's desk was tilted upward and raised to eye level, and white text scrolled along the sheet of SmartGlass. He reviewed the code for what seemed like the hundredth time, searching for a bug.

      Ben sat forward with one elbow on his knee, covering his mouth with three fingers. “Where are you?” he asked, eyes flicking back and forth. “Come on…I know that you're in there somewhere.”

      Something caught his eye.

      He wheeled his chair back from the desk and thrust his hand out, pointing at the screen. “Right there!” he exclaimed. “In the secondary networking function. If you leave the code like that, hackers will be able to disable a tool's fabrication module, and the only way to fix it would be a complete firmware refresh.”

      His supervisor came over.

      Dex Velori was a tall man with sun-darkened skin, a thick brown goatee and hair that he wore parted to one side. A good guy, really, though Ben still couldn't figure out why he would want a felon on his team.

      Dex bent over with his hands on his knees, peering into the screen. “Layat's ghost!” he said. “I think our boy found it!”

      The four other people in this room – two men and two women – all started clapping and cheering him on. Alesi Tyse, a plump dark-skinned woman with a bob of black hair, stood and said, “We've been at that for weeks.”

      Red-faced with chagrin, Ben closed his eyes. “It really wasn't that big of a deal,” he said. “I just looked at the code…thought about how I'd break it if I wanted to control…”

      Finishing that sentence was too difficult. The last thing he wanted to do was remind these people of his criminal past. But despite the fact that he had done just that, they were still clapping him on the shoulder, telling him how glad they were about him being here. Almost as if his past didn't matter.

      A fresh start.

      It was a strange thing, being confronted with exactly what you wanted. Until now, he had never imagined that it would be possible. He was still having a hard time allowing himself to believe that it was really happening.

      Dex backed away from his desk, standing in the warm sunlight that came in via the window. “You did a good job, Tanaben,” he said. “I knew bringing you onto this project was a good idea.”

      Ben swiveled around.

      Leaning back in his chair with arms folded, he frowned up at the man. “I still don't get it,” he said, shaking his head. “You know everything I did; I was upfront about all of that…Why would you want me working for you?”

      Dex looked down at his own shoes, deep creases forming in his brow. “You really have to ask?” he mumbled. “Tanaben, I believe everyone deserves a second chance, but more to the point, who better to strengthen our security than someone who used to break security systems?”

      “I see your point,”

      “We get that bug fixed,” Dex added, “and the app can be released to the Commons Review Board in less than three months. People will use our software to improve their fabrication units. Think about that.”

      Ben grinned into his own lap, nodding his agreement. “I take your point,” he said. “I'm just glad I could help.”

      “We're glad to have you.”

      Gratitude: that was a new experience. Even before Tyron exposed his actions out on the Fringe, Ben had worried that maybe one day, someone would find out about what he had done. What he had done…

      What he had done was save lives, but try telling that to the arbiters who had passed judgment on him. Try telling that to Larani Tal. He could still remember the sting of her words when he'd asked Keli to read Isara's mind.

      Well…maybe life as a public servant wasn't for him.

      He slouched in his chair with arms crossed, tilting his head back to blink up at the ceiling. “It's been rough,” Ben said. “After everything that happened…It's nice to know someone is happy to accept my contributions.”

      Dex performed a quick about-face and paced a line in front of the window. The man paused after a few steps, looking back over his shoulder. “A few of us are going to lunch in about an hour,” he said. “Join us.”

      “Count on it.”

      Yes, Tanaben Loranai was doing all right. Jack popped by his house at least once a week, and he often asked Ben whether there was any chance that he might be willing to work with the Keepers again. But no. That life was behind him. The danger, the fear, the boyfriends who turned their back on you when they found out about something you had done six years ago: all in the past.

      For once, things were easy.

       

      The air was warm and muggy on a beach where a twilight sky stretched on to the distant horizon. Waves lapped at the sandy shore in sprays of white foam, and the gulls were squawking in the distance.

      A lovely setting, to be sure, which was why Jack wondered what had made Cassi call him all the way down here to Buenos Aires. Her message had just said that he was to meet her at these coordinates – she had used a GPS – with no explanation as to why. Was this Keeper business? He doubted it.

      Larani had brought both of her aides with her to Earth, and Cassi seemed to want to take every available opportunity to go sight-seeing. Jack supposed he couldn't blame her. This was his world, after all, and she was trying to get to know it. But it was all just a little too relationshipy for him.

      He wasn't ready for that.

      In sneakers, jeans and a tight gray t-shirt with a v-neck, Jack walked through the sand with his head down. “Lovely setting,” he called out. “You wanna tell me why you had me come down here?”

      Cassi was sitting with her legs stretched out on a blanket, looking gorgeous in a strapless purple dress. The wind teased her pink hair, and she laughed as if it tickled. “I thought we might have a late dinner.”

      Jack noticed the picnic basket that she had brought with her and the tiny candles she had burning in little glass jars. So, this was a date then. Summer was nervous about that; the Nassai was vocal in her opposition to Jack pursuing a relationship that he didn't really want. He should probably just nip this thing in the bud.

      Grinning like a fool, Jack stared down at his own feet. He rubbed his forehead with the back of one hand. “Yeah, I appreciate the effort,” he began. “But I think we both have a lot of work to do.”

      “What work?”

      “Reports for Larani?”

      Cassi looked up to pout at him, soft candlelight casting flickering shadows on her face. “All of that is done,” she said. “Besides, we've been here for over a week, and we spent most of that time on the station.”

      Jack dropped to his knees on the blanket, glancing toward the ocean. The dark waves lapping at the shore held attention for a little while. God, he really didn't want to have this conversation. “Well, we've been busy.” That excuse sounded hollow in his ears. “It hasn't exactly been an ideal week for touristy fun times.”

      “Are you sure that's it?”

      My oh my, this was reminding him of conversations he'd had with Gabi less than one year ago. Always some excuse for why he couldn't do whatever it was she wanted to do. Which, in this case, was meet his family. Cassi was in full girlfriend mode, and Jack Hunter was living in Avoidance Central. He had never thought he'd catch himself doing that particular dance.

      It wasn't that he didn't like Cassi – God help him, he was physically attracted to her – but she seemed to be wanting an emotional commitment, and…Well, maybe that would sort itself out if he just gave it time.

      Summer was angry with him.

      “What did you bring?” he asked.

      He opened the basket to find a small container full of broccoli soup, and when he opened the lid, hot steam rose up with a delicious scent. Well…At least Cassi knew what he liked. But that just made his gut twist.

      She was stretched out before him, resting on her elbows as she stared off into the distance. “Still thinking about her?” Cassi asked. “The woman who cut you to pieces? You know that moping won't make it better, yes?”

      Jack looked up to fix his gaze on her, then narrowed his eyes. “I'm well aware that I can't simply will my desires into existence,” he said. “But even if I were 'moping,' putting me down for it isn't helpful.”

      “Just offering some perspective.”

      Clamping a hand over his mouth, Jack shut his eyes and cleared his throat. “Yeah. A perspective that nobody asked for,” he said, letting his arm drop. “Cass, I know you mean well, but you have to let me sort this one out on my own.”

      She tossed her head back, rolling her eyes. “As you say.” Instead of the fight that he had expected, Cassi just rolled onto her side and watched the waves lick the shore. “Your planet is beautiful.”

      “So I've been told.”

      “Why do your governments take such poor care of it?”

      Jack fell backward with hands folded behind his head, smiling up at the night sky. “Wish I could tell you,” he mumbled. “I've been trying to figure that one out since I was nine years old.”

      “Our world had similar problems with pollution,” Cassi explained. “But the fossil fuel deposits on Leyria weren't nearly so rich as they were here, and we had to develop other technologies. We suspect it had something to do with the fact that the Overseers terraformed our world. Life didn't have millions of years to develop naturally.”

      “That makes sense…”

      “So, you don't want to do any sight-seeing?” she asked. “Might be your last chance to show me your hometown for a while.”

      Crossing his arms, Jack sat up until he was hunched over, then shook his head. “At the moment, my hometown is covered in snow,” he said. “I did the obligatory visits: Dad, Lauren, Mumsy Dearest. I'd rather just get my work done.”

      When he looked up, she was staring at him with flickering candlelight reflected in those purple eyes. “Jack,” she said flatly. “We've interviewed everyone on our list. What's that phrase your people use? Zip, zilch, nada?”

      “Well, sure…if you wanna be all 90s about it.”

      “The point is you've earned a break.”

      “You weren't here these last four years,” he said. “Someone let Wesley Pennfield out of his cell. Leo kept hinting about knowledge from a source we couldn't trace. If we have a chance to clean house here on Earth, I'd rather not pass it up.”

      With a sigh of exasperation, Cassi shuffled about on the blanket until her back was to him. She sat there with her legs curled up, hugging her knees and watching the water. “You realize there's a simple explanation for both of those things,” she said. “We know that Isara posed as Director Morane and leaked sensitive information to our enemies. It's likely she was responsible for releasing Pennfield.”

      It was plausible.

      Jena had been on Earth in those first few weeks when Earthers and Leyrians were still learning how to talk to each other. Her presence would have provided Isara with an opportunity to do some damage. But it was just a little too simple for Jack's liking.

      Giving Isara credit for every security breach that had taken place over the last four years seemed like a very good way to ignore other potential threats. And why would Isara risk exposing herself by funneling information to Leo? It wasn't like he could do anything with it, stuck in a cell as he was. Isara was extremely practical, focused and methodical; she wasn't prone to leaving her mark just to prove she had been there.

      Of course, there might be a way to find out…

      He picked up the container of soup, dipped a spoon into it and began shoveling it into his mouth as fast as he could, ignoring the heat. “This is great,” he mumbled around the spoon. “Where did you get it?”

      Glancing back over her shoulder, Cassi squinted at him. “Bleakness take me,” she said. “You're gonna give yourself a stomach ache! Slow down.”

      “Can't,” Jack replied. “I've got me an idea.”
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      Bright sunlight coming through the window glinted off the surface of a round conference table in a room with sky-blue walls. The man who sat directly across from Anna was tall and broad-shouldered with a hollow-cheeked face of dark brown skin. His hair was cut short, barely more than stubble, and he had a stare that could pierce through to your very soul. “So, the intelligence was bad,” he said. “They had no weapons.”

      Director Jon Andalon sat back with his arms folded and raised an eyebrow as he waited for Anna's response. She still wasn't entirely sure what to make of him. The man wasn't a stickler for the rules by any measure, but he lacked Jena's flare for bucking the system at every opportunity. He seemed to be the sort of Keeper who just wanted to get down to business.

      Anna wore a light blue sundress as she sat with elbows on the armrests of her chair, hands folded over her belly. Her hair was tied back in a short ponytail, a lock of peroxide-blonde strands falling over one cheek.

      Pressing her lips together, Anna held the man's gaze for a long moment. “That's the gist of it,” she said, nodding to him. “We searched each and every cargo hold on Colonel Sorelu's ship, and we found nothing.”

      On her left, Melissa wore a yellow skirt and a white sleeveless blouse. The young woman had a confidence in her stare that hadn't been there just a few weeks ago. “They had telepaths,” she said. “They said they'd been attacked by Keepers before.”

      “So your report indicated.”

      “I believe this was a setup, sir.”

      Anna felt a surge of pride when she heard her young pupil speak up without a trace of hesitation. Melissa had always been a little shy, and she still preferred to remain quiet throughout most meetings, but a Justice Keeper had to be able to speak her mind when it counted. Amazing what a few successful missions could do.

      “You seem to trust this colonel,” Jon said. “Is there any chance that he was hiding weapons elsewhere on the ship?”

      Anna scowled, then gave her head a shake. “I doubt it,” she replied. “The man was way too eager to help us. He seemed to want to prove himself.”

      Reclining in his chair, Jon covered his mouth with three fingers and stared blankly at nothing at all. “Then the real question becomes 'who is setting us up?' ” he whispered. “You said the Antaurans were attacked by fallen Keepers.”

      “Most likely Isara's crew.”

      “Can you be sure of that?”

      Anna grinned into her lap, her cheeks suddenly very warm. “Can I be sure of that?” she said, her eyebrows rising. “Of course not, but who else would it be? Pretty much all of Slade's minions report to her now.”

      “Then it seems our next goal should be to liaise with the Antaurans,” Jon said. “We should make it a priority to find out who has been attacking them and perhaps offer some assistance.”

      “That could be tricky,” Anna replied. “Councilor Dusep has the media all riled up about us. We start talking to a hostile foreign government without direct approval from the Hall of Council, and there's a good chance badness will ensue.”

      “Your suggestion?”

      Tilting her head back, Anna blinked several times as she thought it over. “I would be uncomfortable doing anything without talking to Larani first,” she answered. “She's supposed to be back in a few days.”

      “I suppose that's wise.”

      With a frustrated grunt, Jon stood up and smoothed the wrinkles from his shirt. He glanced first at her and then at Melissa, nodding to each of them in turn. “Well done,” he said, before walking out of the room.

      Short and to the point, all business and no pleasure. Not that there was very much pleasure to be had in discussing someone's attempts to start a shooting war between her people and the Antaurans. Whatever was going on, they had to get to the bottom of it and soon. Nothing about this sat well with her.

      After Slade used the Key to open the SuperGates, hostile civilizations that had been separated by thousands of lightyears were suddenly capable of showing up in each other's backyards. It seemed the Overseers wanted a shooting war. Or at least Slade had, which meant the minions who had committed themselves to carrying out his legacy wanted one just as badly.

      Anna got up and made her way around the table.

      A moment later, Melissa fell in at her side, reaching up to thread fingers through her long, dark hair. “You really think Isara's trying to set us up?” she inquired. “Don't the Antaurans have enough reason to hate us?”

      “Maybe they do,” Anna said softly. “Maybe this whole damn thing is a field of dry grass, and Isara wants to light a match.”

      In the long hallway outside the conference room, they found Keli standing on the tiled floor with her arms folded. The woman wore a pair of black pants and a white short-sleeved shirt. “What did he decide?”

      “You can't just read our minds?” Melissa asked.

      “You're all two-souls, remember?”

      Anna held the woman's gaze for a long moment, her eyebrows slowly rising. Did Keli really think that she could just waltz back in here without any consequences? “That is really not your biggest concern,” she said. “You've been avoiding me since we got back from the raid.”

      When Keli looked up, her dark eyes were full of anger. “Can you blame me?” she asked, raising one eyebrow. “I'm really not looking forward to one of your lectures on the sanctity of life.”

      “You killed two people!”

      “Two enemies.”

      Other Keepers who stood further up the hallway stopped in their tracks and glanced back in her direction. Great! Just what she needed! Anna didn't mind making a scene if it was necessary, but she wasn't exactly thrilled about the notion of her colleagues finding out that someone under her command had killed in cold blood. Few things could embarrass her, but this was one. She started up the corridor, leaving the telepath to revel in her own satisfaction. There was no point to continuing this fight.

      Keli fell in step beside her with hands clasped behind her back, smiling pleasantly like a girl at a carnival. “I'll tell you the same thing I told Larani,” she said. “I do things my way.”

      Maybe the ideal Keeper would have reacted differently. Maybe the model officer that Larani wanted to see in all of her subordinates would have found a better way to deal with this. Anna was none of those things. What she was was pissed off and way too impulsive for her own good.

      Anna spun to put herself in front of the other woman.

      She punched Keli right in the face, using maybe a tenth of her full strength. It was still enough to make the woman cover her nose and dance backwards in a daze. “You…” Keli mumbled. “You would…”

      That look came over her, the one that said she was about to rip through your mind with nothing more than a casual thought. And she could probably do it, if she really tried. Telepaths were dangerous.

      Anna narrowed her eyes and refused to look away. “Go ahead,” she said, nodding to the other woman. “Lash out the way you did on that ship; make me pay for it. You do know your actions could have gotten us killed, right?

      “They were-”

      “Enemies, yes.” Anna strode forward with her arms crossed, pursing her lips and shaking her head. “Except the only thing that made Colonel Sorelu willing to order his officers to put down their weapons was the fact that we had tried so hard to avoid using lethal force.”

      With her mouth open, Keli stepped back and shook her head. “I…I didn't know.” A moment later, her resolve hardened again. “But I maintain that what I did was absolutely necessary for-”

      Planting fists on her hips, Anna looked up at the other woman. The heat in her face was hard to ignore. “You could have used stun-rounds to incapacitate those two telepaths. They would have been no threat to you.”

      “I determined-”

      “I've determined that you were angry,” Anna spat. Too angry to think, which meant that Keli shouldn't have been on that mission in the first place. That, however, was Anna's fault. “You wanted a little payback for what's been done to you, and I don't blame you for that. What was done to you was monstrous. But even my sympathy has limits. You want to work out your issues, Keli? See a therapist. When you're a part of my team, you put the mission first.”

      Keli was speechless.

      “The fact that we were part of an official military operation makes this a combat situation,” Anna went on. “Which means I can't charge you with murder. But if you ever pull something like that again, I'll bury you in a hole so deep you'll forget what sunlight feels like. Are we clear?”

      “As glass.”

      “Good.”

       

      As she emerged from a bus onto the sidewalk of a curving street where trees lined the curb, Anna took a moment to examine her surroundings. The blue sky was devoid of cloud cover, the air hot and humid. Buildings that stood no more than three stories high were packed closely together, some with store-front windows that looked into restaurants or recreation centres.

      With a surge of irritation, Anna looked up to squint at the sun. “Hot, sticky and late,” she said. “Exactly what I need if I want to avoid the customary familial nagging session.”

      Name the bleakness, and gaze into its void.

      Her father stood in front of a restaurant with a large front window, dressed in a pair of black slacks and a high-collared coat. Why men insisted on such suffocating attire in the blazing heat was beyond her.

      Beran Lenai was a short, compact man with fair skin and red hair that was turning gray. His goatee already had more than a few flecks of silver. “You are late,” he said in that matter-of-fact voice only a parent could manage.

      “Glad you noticed.”

      “Your hair…It's white.”

      Grinning with a burst of soft laughter, Anna felt her cheeks burn. She bowed her head to her father. “Your powers of observation are serving you well today,” she teased. “You said blue hair was unacceptable, so…”

      Inside, she found a large room with wooden tables spread out on the carpeted floor. Her family was sitting around a long, rectangular table with candles and a bouquet of red roses. Everyone was present: her aunt Mianda, her uncle Sevan. And of course, there was Alia, the guest of honour.

      Older than Anna by two years, Alia was taller, lankier. Her face was a perfect oval where Anna's was round. Her hair was long enough to reach her shoulder-blades and still in its natural strawberry-blonde colour. And of course, she wore a purple lilac on the strap of her pink dress, the sign of a bride to be.

      Maybe no one noticed me.

      Alia stood up, smiling beatifically as she nodded to Anna. “You made it!” she said, flowing around the table like a swan on a lake, taking Anna's hands and giving them a tight squeeze. “I'm so glad.”

      “Happy to be here.”

      As the sister of the bride, Anna had an empty plate only two chairs away from Alia; she would have been immediately adjacent but for the fact that she hadn't been named as Alia's Lenshar. The Speaker. Those who kept to the old traditions would name a speaker for the bride and another for the groom. Someone who would extol their virtues to their prospective partner.

      That honour was reserved for Milli Tanas, a woman with ringlets of long black hair that framed a gorgeous face with tilted eyes and a button nose. Damn, Anna thought. Hot. She knew next to nothing about Milli, only that she and Alia had been friends throughout college. This is not going to go well; Plus-side: I get to stare at adorableness out of the corner of my eye for several hours.

      On the other side of the table, Anna's mother stood up.

      Sierin wore beige pants and a white blouse that was half-hidden under a collection of necklaces with blue and green stones. Her hair was pulled back from a stern face. “As I was saying,” she broke in. “It's been my honour to know you, Soral.”

      That was the groom.

      A handsome man with olive skin and curly black hair, he smiled at Sierin. “Well, I can say the feeling is more than mutual,” he replied. “Your family has always made me feel so very welcome.”

      “You two make a lovely couple.” That came from one of Soral's aunts. Anna didn't know her. Several other people chimed in with agreement. And pretty soon, everybody was laughing, though Anna wasn't paying attention.

      She slipped a spoon into a glass of water, careful to not let the spoon ding against the glass. With the enhanced coordination that came from bonding a symbiont, that was easy. Keli was still on her mind, and she didn't want to let anger get the better of her.

      Anna was fiery, passionate and outspoken, but family gatherings were one of the few occasions where she preferred to remain silent. Seth felt sorry for her. She suspected the Nassai would have a few things to say when they spoke later.

      “What about you, Leana?”

      She flinched. “I'm sorry?”

      Her aunt Mianda was directly across from her with long blonde hair pulled back in a bun, leaning over the table as if she intended to whisper a secret. “I was wondering if you would be getting married anytime soon.”

      Anna looked up to blink at the woman. “Well, I…” The words came out in a strained voice. “I mean Justice Keepers don't usually…It's hard to meet someone who wants…”

      “Leana prefers the single life,” Alia said.

      One of Soral's uncles – a heavyset man with a thick salt-and-pepper mustache and graying hair – glanced in her direction. “But it can't be that hard,” he said. “A pretty girl like you. Surely you can find a date, at least.”

      Plunking her elbow down on the table, Anna put her chin in the palm of her hand. “Well, I don't know,” she said, her eyebrows climbing upward. “I guess it depends. You doing anything tonight, Milli?”

      The raven-haired woman was blushing as she smiled into a glass of water, but she recovered quickly. “I don't know,” she said. “Did you have something in mind?”

      “I might have a few ideas,” Anna teased. “Some might involve ropes.”

      “Leana!” her father snapped. “This is not the appropriate place.”

      Everyone was silent after that. Well, what were they expecting? If they were going to drag her out here and grill her about her personal life, then they had better be ready for a strong dose of unfiltered Anna. She had no interest in telling these people about Bradley or Jack or anything else that kept her up at night.

      Bleakness take her, she had only just gotten to a point where it didn't feel like her world was falling apart. The only thing she really wanted was some peace and quiet. And maybe a break from nosy relatives.

      The inability to filter herself was the reason she preferred to remain silent at these family gatherings. She wasn't entirely sure what her father expected of her – what words would make him happy if they emerged from her mouth – but she knew that her attempts to figure it out had never been successful.

      “Well,” her mother said. “Where were we…”

      Anna let them talk; there wasn't much she could contribute to the conversation in any event. Discussions about someone trying to start a war between Leyria and Antaur didn't exactly make for good dinner conversation. Nor was she willing to talk about what was really on her mind.

      Her blood still boiled every time she thought about what Keli had done on that ship. It had gotten to the point where Seth tried to soothe her whenever those thoughts cropped up. Sometimes, she felt sorry for her Nassai.

      Maybe ten minutes went by without anyone sparing her a second glance, and she ate a dish of green beans, sauteed mushrooms and noodles. Maximum yumminess – no doubt about that. At least she could have a quiet dinner. In a couple weeks, this wedding business would be over, and she could get back to-

      Someone touched her hand.

      A glance to her left revealed Milli turned toward her with a great big smile on her face, light sparkling in the woman's eyes. “So, you're pretty funny,” she said. “I have to admit, I admire people who can speak their minds.”

      Covering her mouth with the tips of her fingers, Anna shut her eyes. Her face was on fire, but she didn't mind. “It's something of a necessity around here,” she whispered. “But I hope I didn't make you uncomfortable.”

      “Not at all.”

      “Well, that's a plus.”

      Surveying the table, she found that her mother was eagerly engaged in conversation with one of Soral's older cousins, and someone at the other end of the table was laughing hard enough to drown out most of everything else.

      Anna turned to Milli.

      “So,” she began. “What are you up to tonight?”

       

      The hallway was very plain: gray walls, dark floor-tiles, lights in the ceiling that had been designed to simulate natural sunlight. A vital component of maintaining health and well-being in those who worked in space. He wasn't sure what it was that compelled him to visit Station Twelve.

      He just knew he had to come.

      Jack walked through the hallway in jeans and a brown coat, his face twisting as he drifted through his memories of this place. “I'm an idiot, Summer,” he whispered. “Some things should stay in the past.”

      He approached a set of double doors.

      Pressing his palm against the hand-scanner, he waited for the machine to verify his identity. A moment later, it beeped a confirmation, and Jack felt a brief moment of panic. Coming to this place had been a bad idea. What was the use in stirring up old feelings? In opening old wounds. Somehow, he couldn't help himself. He was like some dumb kid in a horror movie. Of course, the monster was right behind you! Turning around would only provoke it! And yet, even knowing that, he had to look anyway.

      The doors slid apart, granting him access to a large room with bare gray walls that looked as if they hadn't seen a flicker of light in over six months. As if no one wanted to set foot in this room.

      A desk with a surface of gleaming SmartGlass was also devoid of any sign that it had once belonged to a human being. But that was how Jena would have wanted it. She hadn't bothered to decorate the office when she was alive; it made no sense to do so now that she was gone.

      He stepped inside.

      Biting his lip, Jack looked down at the floor. “So, how's by you?” he asked, deep creases lining his brow. “Not so bad, myself. Been hunting down Keepers who sold their souls to Slade.”

      The empty room had nothing to say.

      “You'd be proud of me.”

      Being in this office reminded him of all the conversations, all the arguments, all the moments of humour or companionship. It was like some angry god was determined to fill his mind with memories, a punishment for his failure to let the dead rest.

      That first encounter where Jena had grilled him about his decision to defy Breslan's orders and arrest Nicolae Petrov. The way it felt to be so impressed with this woman who just didn't have one fuck to give about the waves she made.

      Closing his eyes, Jack felt warm tears on his cheeks. His body began to tremble as he sobbed. “Damn it, Jen, why'd you have to do it? If anybody was going to throw their life away for the cause…”

      He sank to his knees, pressing the heels of his hands to his eye-sockets. “It should have been me.” The words came out as a squeak. “God damn it all! It should have been me in that room!”

      The rest of the team needed Jena; she'd had a vision, a way of countering whatever brand of depraved bullshit Slade threw at them. But what had Jack Hunter done to live up to her legacy? Arrest a woman who got herself killed in an escape attempt? Not much of a contribution. Harry had been the one to foil that escape attempt, and he paid for it with a bullet to the chest.

      Blaming himself was pointless; he knew that. But he missed Jena. She was like the wise old aunt he'd never had.

      “Jack?”

      Coming to his senses, he noticed a figure behind him, a woman who stood in the doorway with one fist on her hip. Tall and slim, Larani wore a pair of black slacks and a matching t-shirt. “Are you all right?”

      “I'm sorry,” he grunted. “I'll make with the professionalism.”

      “That's not what I mean.”

      He got up with some effort and turned around; the last thing he wanted to do was face his boss in this state of mind, but hey! The universe hated him, and it went out of its way to engineer coincidences that made life just a little more difficult. It was all part of the God Almighty Dissatisfaction Guarantee.

      Jack looked up at her with tears on his face, trying his best to maintain some level of composure. “I'm all right,” he said, nodding. “Being here just brings back memories; that's all.”

      A frown tightened Larani's mouth, and she turned her head to look at the wall. “I miss her too,” she said softly. “I've come here three times since we arrived, hoping to feel some kind of connection.”

      “Were you close?”

      “Not as close as I would have liked.”

      To his surprise, Larani spread her arms for a hug – Jack had never really thought of her as a hugger – and without even thinking, he stepped into her embrace. Whatever tiny bit of restraint he had managed up to this point shattered, and Jack found himself crying. He missed Jena.

      Larani put a hand on the back of his head, pulling him close until he buried his nose in her shoulder. “It's all right,” she whispered. “We'll get by. We always do.”

      Pulling away from her, Jack grunted.

      He winced and then rubbed his nose with the back of his hand. “Thank you.” His voice was hoarse, strained. “I shouldn't have come here. I just…Like you said; I wanted a connection.”

      A blush painted Larani's face red, and she bowed her head to stare down at her feet. “I know how you feel,” she said. “But I read your report a few hours ago. You and Agent Seyrus are to be commended.”

      “Thank you.”

      Suddenly, the idea that had compelled him to prematurely end his “date” with Cassi was there in his mind. “But there's something I want to look into. I think there might be a way to figure out just how much damage Isara has done.”

      “Oh?” Larani said. “What did you have in mind?”

      “Come with me. I'll show you.”
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      Getting shot in the chest was not fun. Even when the bullet missed your heart and only pierced one of your lungs, even when Leyrian medical science was able to repair the damage at a faster rate than what he would have expected, getting shot still made life so very, very difficult.

      Wrapped in a fuzzy, blue bathrobe, Harry rolled through the front hall of his house in a wheelchair. His jaw was set, his eyes determined. Today, he was going to get some cleaning done, and nothing could stop him.

      The chair took him into the kitchen where sunlight through the window above the sink fell upon white cupboards that still glistened from the last traces of cleanser that had been applied mere moments ago.

      The serving bot that his daughters had named Michael stood with its back turned, spritzing the last section of countertop and wiping it down with a cloth. “Good morning, Mr. Carlson,” he said. “Did you enjoy your breakfast?”

      Harry had taken to eating breakfast on the porch; it was the only bit of fresh air he could get while he remained stuck in this chair. In all the time he had known her, he had never been envious of Anna's bond with her symbiont; the thought of sharing his body with another living being was a little unnerving. Until now, that was. What he wouldn't give for a Justice Keeper's ability to heal quickly.

      Off to his right, the small bed they had set up near the TV on the wall was neatly made with the pillow fluffed. No doubt Michael had done that too. Harry had to sleep on the first floor of his house now; the hospital technicians had offered to set up one of those machines that would carry him up the stairs and provide him with another wheelchair for the second level, but Harry didn't want them to go to that much trouble.

      Shutting his eyes, Harry took a deep breath. “Breakfast was fine, Michael,” he said with a nod. “And you can let me handle that, if you don't mind. Doing a little work would be good for me.”

      “This unit is happy to attend to domestic tasks.”

      Harry smiled, then hung his head and stared into his own lap. “I realize that,” he said. “But let me clue you into something about recovery; feeling like you've regained a small measure of control is a big part of the process.”

      Michael just kept wiping the counter.

      The sound of soft, delicate footsteps announced Melissa as she marched into the kitchen in shorts and a gray tank-top. Her hair was up in a bun. “Morning dad,” she said. “You sleep well?”

      “Well enough.”

      “You're being nice to Michael?”

      Harry tossed his head back, rolling his eyes in exasperation. “It's a robot, Melissa,” he snapped. “It doesn't have feelings.”

      His daughter sat down on the edge of the kitchen table – something he wished she wouldn't do – and pressed her lips together as she studied him. “Michael has been a big help,” she said. “Be nice.”

      Using the small control panel on the arm of his chair, Harry turned to face his daughter. “If you insist,” he mumbled. “What I really want to talk about is your birthday. Eighteen is a pretty significant number.”

      Melissa's face went red, and she bowed her head as if she were unable to look at him. “It's really not that big a deal,” she said. “By Leyrian standards, I reached the age of majority a year ago.”

      “Still…Our standards matter.”

      Melissa hugged herself, rubbing her upper arms as she shivered. The girl could be so skittish when it came to anything that might require her to be the centre of attention. “I have this sinking feeling that you're planning something.”

      Craning his neck to stare up at her, Harry felt a smile bloom on his face. “What do you mean?” he asked, his eyebrows slowly rising. “It's not like I've been putting together a party or anything like that.”

      “Dad!”

      “What can I say? I'm proud of you.”

      Melissa hopped off the table to stand right in front of him, no doubt displeased at being the guest of honour. “Okay,” she said. “If you insist. But I want to keep it small, all right?”

      “I was thinking your sister and maybe some of our close friends. Jack, Anna…Tanaben if he can make it.” Harry paused for a moment to mentally run through the guest list. “Is there anyone from your program you'd like to invite?”

      “Maybe Aiden.”

      Harry expected as much; the young man seemed to be spending a great deal of time with Melissa. They were probably dating, but Harry didn't want to ask; his daughter liked her privacy. He was just glad she had picked an upstanding young man.

      “What about you?” Melissa asked. “Are you gonna be okay today?”

      “Claire's on summer break,” he answered. “If I really need to, I can have her fetch me things.” A moment later, another thought occurred to him. “Or, I suppose Michael can do it.”

      The robot turned its head to look over its shoulder, studying him with glowing blue eyes. “This unit would be pleased to assist you, Mr. Carlson.” Immediately, it went back to cleaning the counter.

      “See?” Harry said. “All in hand. Go to class.”

      Melissa leaned forward to kiss him on the forehead, then stood up straight again. “Okay,” she said. “But take it easy. None of that 'I'm curmudgeonly, and I have to prove that I can still work hard.' ”

      “Scout's honour.”

      “Were you ever a scout?”

      “Briefly,” he answered. “Go to school.”

       

      The doors to the Detention Area opened to reveal a lobby with a curved desk along the back wall and lights in the ceiling that had dimmed with the onset of night. At least, it was night on Station Six. Each station was synced to the timezone over which it remained in geosynchronous orbit.

      Jack walked through the door with a great big smile on his face. His smile died a moment later, and he blinked a few times. “You are not who I expected to see,” he said. “What happened to Kari Tenar?”

      The young woman who sat behind the desk wore a sleeveless dress in a black-and-white checkerboard pattern, and her hair was dyed green with black roots showing. Thin glasses on her nose completed the look. “Agent Hunter, right?” she asked, turning to him. “My name is Onica Myers.”

      “Nice to meet you, Onica.”

      She looked up at him with lips puckered, dark eyebrows rising. “Kari transferred to the Medical Wing about four months ago,” she said. “I'm her replacement.”

      With spatial awareness, Jack sensed Larani coming through the door behind him; his boss moved at a brisk pace with arms swinging. “There was something you wanted to show me, Agent Hunter?”

      Closing his eyes, Jack nodded once. “Right,” he said. “Onica, would you do me a small favour? Pull up the visitation logs for prisoner 251. I want to know everyone who visited him in the last year.”

      Onica swiveled to face her terminal – a sheet of SmartGlass at an inclined angle and a keyboard – and began typing away. Her face got that look people sometimes had when they were concentrating. “Here it is.”

      “Holographic output, please.”

      A transparent image rippled into existence above the desk: white text on a dark blue background. It was a list of visitors with a date and timestamp. Jack quickly read through it, searching for a very specific set of information. “Can you filter out everything except visits by Director Jena Morane?”

      All but three records disappeared.

      Pressing his lips together, Jack squinted at the readout. “All within the first month of Leo's capture,” he muttered under his breath. “Which means we've got a much bigger problem on our hands.”

      “I'm not following you, Agent Hunter,” Larani said.

      Jack spun on his heel, pacing back to the door with his arms crossed. He shook his head with a sigh. “Someone was feeding Leo information,” he explained. “It went on for months. I was hoping that Isara was the culprit.”

      Larani was whip-smart and quick to put the pieces together. You didn't get to be the head of the Justice Keepers without the ability to piece together clues into a cohesive and plausible narrative. “If Isara had come here, asking to see Leo,” she said, “the staff would have logged it as a visit by Jena.”

      “And since there are so few of those…”

      “It couldn't have been her.”

      Throughout all of this, Onica was looking very confused, glancing back and forth between the two of them as if she had started a film in the middle of a critical scene and didn't understand the context. “You're saying that someone was illicitly visiting Prisoner 251. But how can that be?”

      “We're not sure,” Larani answered.

      Jack turned back to the desk.

      He strode forward with hands raised defensively, grinning down at himself. “We're not blaming you, Onica,” he said. “This was going on long before you took this position. We're just trying to put the pieces together.”

      “I get it.”

      “So, what now?” Larani asked.

      Oh, how he wished he had an answer to that question. The mystery of how Leo was getting his information was a pebble in his shoe that had been driving him crazy for over a year now. For a while there, when things got intense, Jack had put that question on the back burner, but now…

      “Back to the drawing board I guess,” Jack said.

      Larani marched back to the door with her hands in her pockets, breathing out a sigh. “I suppose so,” she muttered. “It was a good try, Agent Hunter, now we know that it wasn't Isara.”

      “I guess that's something.”

      “Come,” Larani said. “Join me for a late dinner.”

       

      When the doors shut behind Larani Tal and her newest well-trained minion, Onica let out a sigh of relief. Her heart was still pounding. She rushed through a count of thirty – you never knew if someone was going to turn around and come right back through your door – and then slid her fingers across the computer monitor.

      Bringing up the Home Screen, she tapped the icon for the communications app and then set her terminal to broadcast on a channel that almost no one used. Her palms were sweaty. Larani might come back.

      Leaning forward in her chair, Onica glanced toward the door and then turned her attention back to the monitor. “They're poking around again,” she said softly. With a few quick taps of her fingers, she closed the comm channel and deleted the call logs.

       

      Leo…

      The voice was intrusive. His body felt sluggish, and he just wanted to rest. Dreams filled his mind, furious images that he couldn't make sense of. Sensations that he couldn't process. What was wrong with him.

      Wake up, Leo.

      His eyes opened to total darkness, and Leo felt the creeping threat of despair when he realized that this was his cell. Why would it ever be anything else? His existence was the same pointless drudgery, day in and day out. Read, listen to music, avail himself of the numerous entertainment options presented to him. Meet with the therapists and repeat all the platitudes they wanted to hear.

      Sometimes they took him out to the gym for a workout. Supervised, of course. And he was the only one there, if you didn't count his guards. We wouldn't want the murderer getting his hands on a potential hostage. There was even talk of letting him visit one of the many cafes on the station, under supervision, of course. In the first few months of his captivity, Jack Hunter had made it a point to visit regularly, but the man seemed to have found other things to occupy his time.

      Pay attention, Leo.

      The voice.

      He hadn't heard it in quite some time. He was beginning to think that the Inzari had abandoned him. The voice had lost interest in whispering sweet little tidbits into his ear. Come to think of it, that seemed to stop shortly after Jack stopped visiting.

      Get dressed.

      He stood, slipping on a pair of pants and buttoning them. A simple black t-shirt came next, his head popping through the neck hole with some effort. “Where have you been?” Leo spat. “Why have you waited so long to make contact?”

      His body still felt a little sluggish, though it wasn't nearly as bad as it had been in the early days of his captivity. The doctors said that they had weaned him off Amps, and the sluggishness was all in his head.

      He paced across his cell.

      The door slid open, bright light making his eyes smart. The silhouette of a short and slender woman stood in the doorway. “I have been instructed to deliver you to our mutual friend. Stay with me, and keep quiet.”

      “Are you a Justice Keeper?”

      The shadowy figure shook her head. “Many people serve the Inzari, but only a few have been granted the honour of carrying a symbiont. We have no time for questions. You must come with me now.”

      Out in the hallway, he saw that this was a woman in a short, sleeveless dress with a checkerboard pattern. Her green hair was parted in the middle with black roots showing. “Hurry,” she said. “Come with me.”

      Leo followed.

      She led him through the Detention Centre's reception area and then out to a hallway in the bowels of Station Six. There, he found a familiar face waiting for him. A face that he didn't think he would ever see again.

      Nurse Kari Tenar stood in the middle of the corridor, dressed in a sent of dark blue scrubs. Her brown hair was cut short in a bob, bangs falling almost to her eyebrows. We must move quickly, Leo.

      The voice!

      Her voice.

      “It was you,” Leo said, nodding to himself. “You were the one who whispered all those dirty little secrets in my ear! Where have you been?”

      The woman looked up at him with brown eyes that seemed to drill a hole into his skull. Are you that much of a fool? she asked without speaking. I told you that we must move quickly. Stop staring at me like some boy at his first dance and focus on the task at hand.

      “Do not presume to lecture me-”

      Grief so profound it seemed to swallow the sun clouded his mind. He fell to his knees, touching his fingertips to his forehead. “Stop it,” he whimpered. “I will do as I'm told! I promise I will do as I'm told!”

      Just like that, the pain was gone.

      He looked up at her with tears on his face, cheeks burning with his chagrin. “I will remember this,” he promised her. No one humiliated him in this way. “Come…Take me wherever you wish to go.”

      She led him through hallway after hallway, always keeping to the lower levels of the station. Not once did they pass another living soul, and Leo suspected the woman's telepathy was at least partly responsible for that. Mind-readers. He'd heard about them, but he never thought to meet one.

      Leo narrowed his eyes, focused on figuring out what this woman was up to. Mind readers, he thought at her. You know I used to think you were a myth? A story young boys told about the wonders of the distant galaxy.

      A glance over her shoulder was the only reply she offered, her lips pursed as she studied him. I assure you, we are quite real, Kari sent. Hundreds of us spread across the galaxy, serving the Inzari.

      Doing what?

      A tiny smile revealed the dimple in Kari's cheek, and she chuckled as she thought up an answer. You need not concern yourself with that, she sent. Just take comfort in the certainty that we are on your side. We are everywhere, Leo. There are even some among us that Slade doesn't know about.

      Leo crossed his arms, walking along with his head down, hissing air through his teeth. Slade, he thought. That man owes me some answers.

      You will be told what you need to know.

      I decide that I need to know.

      She looked over her shoulder, and her dark eyes smoldered when they fell upon him. Do not presume too much, she cautioned. You are a valued servant, but the Inzari have many tools.

      A little while later, they came to a door in the wall that Kari opened by pressing her palm to the hand-scanner. Inside, Leo saw an empty room where a control panel faced a tall, gleaming SlipGate. The metal triangle seemed to entice him, beckoning him to come forward. Did it have that effect on everyone?

      He strode across the room with a heavy sigh, pausing right in front of the Gate. “I take it this is my escape?” The prohibition against speaking surely didn't matter now that he had arrived.

      Leo rounded on her.

      Kari stood behind the control panel with her lips pressed together, staring intently down at the screen. “Our contacts have arranged for transit,” she said. “You will be told more after you arrive.”

      Thrusting his chin out, Leo stared down his nose at her. Did this woman honestly believe he was that stupid? “You expect me to travel through a SlipGate with no clue as to where I'm going?”

      “The alternative is to stay here.”

      “Very well.”

      Kari activated the Gate.

      A bubble surrounded Leo, distorting his vision of everything else around him. The room was blurry, and Kari herself was a vaguely human-shaped fuzzy image. Suddenly, he was yanked forward through what seemed to be an endless tunnel.

      The bubble came to a halt in a much smaller room that would make the bravest man a little claustrophobic. When it popped, he realized that he was standing inside one very cramped cargo hold with boxes on the floor.

      “Greetings, brother.”

      Leo jumped at the sound.

      When he turned, he found a man in unrelieved black standing by the door that led to the rest of the ship, a tall and fit man with dark skin and short, buzzed hair. “I see they have freed you as well.”

      Leo turned on the man with his arms crossed, his face burning with fury. No one startled him like that. “Who are you?” he demanded. “And who are they? Someone better start giving me some answers.”

      “I am called Arin,” the man said.

      “Is that supposed to mean something?”

      The other man grinned and looked down at the floor, his body trembling with soft laughter. “Lord Slade has given you a gift,” he said. “A great honour.”

      Leo found it with no difficulty – a saucer-shaped device not much larger than your average dinner plate. There was a green LED on the top and a small keypad. Now, what exactly was he supposed to do with this?

      Leo dropped to one knee on the floor, head bowed as he studied the device. “What is it?” he demanded. “If Slade wanted to kill me, he should have done it like a man. This seems…cowardly.”

      “We have no desire to kill you,” Arin replied. “I'm afraid this gift is not optional. If you wish to serve the Inzari, you will need to accept. The code to open it is 54971.”

      With some reluctance, Leo took the device and typed in the code that he had been given, causing the LED to change from green to red. A strange gas began to rise from the device, one that enveloped him.

      Something joined with him.

      When he lifted his hands, he saw that they were glowing, brilliant light streaming from the tip of every finger. It felt like the Fire of the Gods itself was burning within his veins setting every nerve on fire.

      But the sluggishness was gone; he could feel that much. Whatever it was that had joined with him was suddenly there in his mind, a presence he could feel if he focused on it. And its hatred was nearly strong enough to match his own.

      “Excellent,” Arin said. “There is much to do. I'm afraid I have my own assignment that will not allow me to join you, but you have been granted the opportunity to seek out recompense for what was done to you.”

      “Where are you taking me?” Leo demanded.

      “To Leyria, of course,” Arin said. “Now come. I will brief you on everything you have missed over the last year.”
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      Blue light from behind the bar illuminated a big man with a red goatee as he poured a shot of whiskey. The music was too loud, the air stuffy, and there were people all over the damn place. But right then, none of that mattered.

      Ben looked up, his mouth stretching into a smile. “Excellent,” he said with a nod. “How 'bout another?”

      Before the other man could say one word, he grabbed the shot glass, brought it to his lips and chugged it back. It burned on the way down – good whiskey should have a kick – but that only made him feel more invigorated.

      The bartender smiled, shaking his head. “I guess you're having a little celebration tonight.” He retrieved another shot glass, filled it with whiskey and left it there for Ben. “Anything in particular?”

      “Freedom, my friend.”

      “Bad breakup?”

      Ben was smiling into his lap, his cheeks burning as he remembered that fight with Larani. “Something like that,” he admitted. “I just think it's good to feel appreciated. Do you know what I mean?”

      “I do.”

      Instincts from years in the field made it impossible for Ben to completely tune out awareness of his surroundings. The bar was situated on a small balcony that overlooked the dance floor, a balcony with square tables positioned beneath hanging lanterns. Maybe a dozen other people were up here.

      Though he never so much as glanced in their direction, he was very much aware of a group of young people who stood just a few paces behind him. They were loud and, if he was honest, a little annoying. But harmless nonetheless.

      “So, who was it?” the bartender asked.

      Tilting his head back, Ben blinked at the man. “Who was what?” he inquired. “I do believe I've had my fair share of 'its' in my life. You're going to have to be just a little bit more specific.”

      The other man stood behind the bar with hands braced on the counter, an intense look on his face. “Whoever it was you broke up with,” he explained. “Who was it that broke your heart.”

      “Would you believe the Justice Keepers?”

      The bartender arched an eyebrow.

      Ben took the second shot glass and threw that back before slamming it down on the counter. “I used to work with the Keepers as a consultant,” he added. “But we didn't see eye to eye.”

      “That a fact?”

      Setting both elbows on the counter, Ben rested his chin upon the knuckles of both fists. “Come on now,” he teased. “You don't really want to talk about the Justice Keepers. Why don't we get to what's really on your mind?”

      A sudden outburst of nervous laughter told Ben that he had hit the target dead on. “Maybe I don't,” the bartender said. “So what's your name?”

      “Tanaben.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Tanaben. I'm Damos.

       

      The doors to his quarters aboard the star-liner Alarinto slid apart, and Jack found the small sitting room inside lit by candles. There wasn't much in the way of floor space. Just a small table and a couch along the back wall.

      Cassi sat on that couch with one leg crossed over the other, hands folded primly on her knee. Her pink hair had been shortened to a pixie cut that seemed very much at odds with the stern expression on her face. “You didn't get back to me last night,” she said. “A girl might think you're pushing her away.”

      Biting his lip, Jack took one look around the room and then felt his eyebrows climb up his forehead. “Again with the candles,” he said. “This is really becoming a motif with you; if you're not careful, someone might think you're running out of ideas.”

      “You don't enjoy the ambiance?” she asked. “You know, I did go to quite a lot of trouble to arrange this.”

      Grinning as his cheeks burned with furious heat, Jack shook his head. “Don't ever underestimate the romantic potential of a good halogen flashlight.” He marched into the room and noted the sound of the door closing behind him. “So, what's up?”

      Cassi looked up at him, blinking slowly. “I thought we could resume our date,” she said, rising to stand before him. “But if you'd rather sit alone and mope in the dark, I'll try not to take it personally.”

      “It's not that I don't like you.”

      “No?”

      “I promise.”

      She crossed her arms and stood before him with her head bowed, heaving out a soft sigh. “Then precisely what is it, Jack?” Like a ghost, she flowed around him and paced to the opposite wall. “Are you still moping over Lenai?”

      What he wouldn't give to avoid having this uncomfortable conversation; the disdain in her tone was turning his blood to acid, and he was going to have to watch himself or he might say something stupid; God help him; this was why sane people didn't get involved with coworkers.

      Jack dropped onto the couch, setting elbows on his knees and burying his face in his hands. “I don't want to talk about this.” His voice grated as he spoke. “I'm really not looking for advice.”

      With his eyes shut, he could still perceive Cassi leaning against the opposite wall, drumming fingers on her thigh. Her gaze was directed at something in the corner, as if she couldn't bring herself to look at him. “It's fairly simple, Jack,” she said. “Anna is not coming back, and you need to accept that.”

      In three quick strides, she strode across the room and stood over him with a great big smile on her face. “So you can either pine for who doesn't want you,” she said. “Or you can have a romantic evening with a woman who does.”

      He looked up and then squinted at her, holding her gaze for a very long moment. “Okay,” he said, nodding once. “You've convinced me.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Just like that.”

      Cassi's hands seized his shoulders and pushed him back against the couch cushions. Before he could speak even one word, she was crawling on top of him, locking lips with him and kissing him hard.

      Of course, it wasn't nearly as simple as Cassi made it out to be. Somewhere in the back of his mind, thoughts of Anna distracted him. He could ignore them for now – lose himself in the moment – but wouldn't that be wrong? He didn't love Cassi! Not that love was required for sex, but if she was looking for something more…

      But then, wasn't this what he was supposed to do? Move on? Get over his broken heart? Anna had made it clear that she didn't want him to contact her. Maybe this would make it easier to forget. Maybe he wouldn't feel tempted to call Anna and ask her what the hell went wrong.

      “Are you sure-” Jack mumbled.

      Cassi's lips found the soft skin on the side of his neck, and she kissed him fiercely. “Shut up and enjoy yourself.”

       

      Ben woke to the feeling of warmth against his cheek, and when his eyes fluttered open, he saw only a dark room. The sound of Damos's breathing in his ear was soothing, to say the least.

      Curled up with his head on the other man's chest, Ben took a moment to just enjoy the contentment he felt. This wasn't love; he had experienced that enough times to know the difference, but it was nice to feel connected to someone. To feel wanted even after all of the pain he had been through in the last few months.

      He rolled onto his back.

      Through the window on his left, he saw the city lights under a night sky. The warm breeze of a summer night was a pleasant sensation, and he saw purple moonlight glinting off the windows of nearby skyscrapers.

      He sat up.

      Next to him, Damos stirred and opened his eyes. “Hey,” he whispered, staring up at the ceiling. “Everything all right?”

      Ben felt warmth in his face as he looked down to stare into his lap. “Yeah, I'm all right.” He reached up to run fingers through his hair. “I just…wasn't expecting any of this to happen tonight.”

      In the soft, violet light, he saw the other man's lips curl into a smile. “Well, I wasn't expecting you to stay,” Damos said. “At the bar, you seemed like the kind of guy who is not really interested in commitments.”

      Ben rose from the bed, stretching his arms into the air as he cleared the cobwebs from his mind. He was too wired to sleep anyway. “Sometimes I feel that way,” he said, making his way over to the window. “I've had people shoot at me; I've had telepaths mess with my head. Bleakness take me, I've had a room try to suck the air away and suffocate me. But I've discovered that one of the most dangerous things you can do is fall in love.”

      “Someone hurt you real bad.”

      Bracing hands on the windowsill, Ben leaned forward to peer into the empty night. He frowned, shaking his head. “You have no idea,” he said. “Sorry if this hurts, but I just don't think I'm ready to trust.”

      He looked over his shoulder.

      Damos was sitting against the headboard with the blankets pulled up to his belly, staring blankly at the wall. “If I was in any danger of being hurt by a man who just wasn't ready to commit,” he said, “I wouldn't have brought you home.”

      “Fair point.”

      “So, what happened with you?”

      “The last time a guy I liked found out about that,” Ben said, “he ended up telling me he wanted nothing to do with me.”

      “That bad, huh?”

      Mopping a hand over his face, Ben let out a grunt. “It was pretty damn bad,” he whispered. “You might say that I broke one of our culture's most sacred taboos. I gave weapons to colonists on the Fringe.”

      “Oh, is that all?”

      When he turned around, the other man was sitting with arms crossed, shaking his head as if his nonchalance about Ben's crime should have been obvious. “I don't buy into the party line about the Fringe.”

      “You think our colonists should defend themselves?”

      “Damn right, I do.”

      Well…Was it really that easy? Join a team of people who appreciated his technical expertise, find a man who accepted his past? This last year had convinced Ben that pretty much nothing was that easy. A part of him kept waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      He'd experienced more than his fair share of pain, and he knew what it was like to have everything taken away from him. It gave a man perspective. If he was going to lose everything he cared about tomorrow, he may as well enjoy having it today.

      Ben made his way back to the bed.

      He threw himself down on the mattress, rolled over and caressed Damos's face with one hand. Then he was kissing the other man, losing himself in this simple act of passion. For once, everything was all right.

       

      Morning sunlight hit Anna's face, and consciousness slowly crept into her mind. She became aware of several things: the mattress beneath her was soft; the air was sweet, and she was content.

      Rolling onto her side with a soft sigh, Anna felt the soft skin of Milli's back against her body. Anna slipped an arm around the other woman's tummy and sighed. “Well…that was a lovely evening.”

      Milli laughed.

      Anna pressed her lips to the other woman's neck, then pulled away, blinking a few times to moisten her eyes. “You have no idea how much I needed that,” she murmured. “It's been a stressful few months.”

      Milli rolled over to smile up at her, and once again, Anna found herself transfixed by the woman's angelic face. “Your family can be quite demanding,” Milli said. “I mean I don't want to offend you, but your mother-”

      “Don't get me started on my mother.”

      They both laughed.

      It was still early, but Anna realized that she should get going. She was supposed to meet with Director Andalon later this morning and discuss next steps for the task force, and she would need to go home first. It wouldn't do to show up to work in the same dress she had been wearing yesterday. I guess I'll be walk-of-shaming it back to my place.

      Not that she was the least bit ashamed. The whole concept of a walk of shame was one of those annoying bits of Earth culture that had seeped into her brain. She buried it before she got too annoyed.

      Anna got out of bed with a sigh.

      In less than a minute, she was pulling the straps of her dress over her shoulders and checking her hair in her mirror. Thin white locks fell into her eyes, and she brushed them away with one hand.

      When she turned, Milli was still lying in bed with hands folded over her stomach, smiling up at the ceiling. “It was a nice night for me too,” she said. “Maybe we could do it again sometime.”

      “I'd like that.”

      They were cut off by the sound of the front door opening and someone stepping into Milli's apartment. “I'm here!” Alia's voice called out. “Where are you? We've got a lot of things to go over.”

      Milli sat up, hunching over with elbows on her thighs and massaging her temples with the tips of her fingers. “Oh no,” she muttered. “I forgot I was supposed to meet with your sister this morning.”

      “Where are you?” Alia shouted.

      Anna leaned against the dresser with her arms folded, frowning down at the floor. “This should be interesting,” she muttered under her breath. “And for what it's worth, I'm really sorry.”

      “For?”

      “You'll see.”

      A knock at the bedroom door was followed by Alia's muffled voice saying “Milli? Are you up yet? I wanted to talk about the plans for the reception.”

      With a groan, Milli got out of bed and began putting on clothes while Anna tried to think of what she would say when her sister opened that door. “Just a sec!” Milli shouted as she pulled a t-shirt over her head. “I'm just getting dressed!”

      “Okay, well I've got pictures of floral arrangements, and I was hoping you would go over them with me!” Alia sounded impatient. The sound of footsteps made it clear she was moving off to the apartment's living room, dutifully waiting for her friend to emerge.

      Milli left the room.

      For a moment, Anna just stood there, contemplating what to do. Yes, she could stay in here, and it was likely that Alia would never catch her, but she had things to do today, and there was a good chance the two of them would be looking at photos together for at least a few hours.

      Touching three fingers to her forehead, Anna massaged away the beginnings of a stress headache. Well, you may as well get it over with, she told herself. We're all adults here. No need to make a fuss.

      She stepped out of the bedroom into a cozy little living room where a couch faced a slanted window. The kitchen, on the far side of the room, was really cute, and she could here coffee bubbling in a pot.

      Sitting primly on the sofa with hands on her knees, Alia looked and then flinched at the sight of her own sister stepping out of her best friend's bedroom. “Leana…” Her face went crimson. “In the same dress you wore yesterday.”

      “Put it all together, Sis,” Anna teased. “I can't be the only one in this family with some mad detective skills.”

      “The two of you…”

      “Had sex,” Anna finished.

      Alia seemed to deflate like a balloon, her shoulders slumping as she stared into her own lap. “I can't…” she began. “Why…What would possess you to do something like that a week before my wedding.”

      “Maybe because it felt good?”

      On some level, Anna felt sorry for Milli, who had wandered into the final round of Lenai vs Lenai: this time, it's personal. On the other hand, the woman had to know Alia as well as Anna did.

      In the blink of an eye, Alia jumped to her feet and just stood there, red-faced and panting hard. “You always do this!” she snapped. “Somehow, you always find a way to make everything about you!”

      Anna forced a grin and nervously brushed a lock of hair off her cheek. “Is there some reason my sex life shouldn't be about me?” she asked. “I mean I'd like to think that Milli got something out of it, but-”

      “This is my wedding!”

      “And this affects your big day…how?”

      Alia threw her hands up and began her usual brand of pacing, the kind where she marched to the wall, then whirled around and came back at you with a look that said she intended to plow through anyone in her path. “The hair, the lateness,” Alia said. “The comments you make at the dinner table. I ignore all those things because that's just how you are. But then you go and sleep with my friend?”

      Alia stopped right in front of her, wearing that look of stern disapproval that she'd inherited from their mother. “I want to know why you would do this!” she whined. “And right before my wedding!”

      Pursing her lips, Anna looked up to blink at her sister. “Then I repeat my question,” she said. “And you might want to note the fact that Milli is a big girl who can make her own decisions.”

      “Thank you.”

      Milli was slouching on the couch with arms folded, frowning at Alia's back. “Ali, I love you,” she added. “But you've got no right to tell me whom I can and can't have sex with. This isn't about you.”

      Alia's blush deepened, and she looked over her shoulder to glare at her friend. Her features softened a moment later. “Yeah, I guess…It's just you have no idea what it's like to have a famous sister.”

      “Well, your famous sister has work to do,” Anna said, making her way toward the door. “I'll leave you two to plan. Have fun.”
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      As he entered Larani's quarters aboard the Alarinto, Jack noted that her sitting room was very much like his own. A sofa on the back wall was sandwiched between two small tables that supported lamps, each one filling the room with golden light.

      Larani sat in a chair that faced the wall to his right, a tablet held up in front of her face as she perused its contents. “Thank you for coming,” she murmured, barely aware of his presence.

      Jack stood in the doorway with his hands in his pockets, his lips compressed into a nervous frown. “You asked to see me,” he said, stepping into the room. “And since we're going to be disembarking in an hour, I assume it's serious.”

      “It is.” Larani tossed her tablet onto the coffee table with no care for whether she damaged the electronics. Not that there was much to worry about. Leyrian tech was built to last. Still, Jack cringed to witness it. “I just received a status update an hour ago, when we dropped out of warp to make contact with Leyria. Leo has escaped.”

      Jack looked up to fix his gaze upon her, then narrowed his eyes. “Leo escaped,” he said, nodding once. “The man I locked away over a year ago is now loose and most likely terrorizing my family.”

      “It's unlikely he would go that far.”

      It was all he could do not to snap at his new boss. After all the shit he'd put up with in his short life, he'd developed something of an outer zen composed of snark and random pop-culture references, but even he had his limits. Damn it, did this woman even read the reports that came across her desk.

      The last time Leo was free, he went after Harry and promised him that Melissa and Claire would be his next targets. He did that because Jack had survived not one, but two of Leo's attempts to kill him. The man seemed to take it as a personal challenge. He went after the people Jack loved most. “When did this happen?”

      “Two nights ago,” Larani said. “Just after we left Earth.”

      A frown tightened his mouth, but he nodded slowly in response to that. “So, we start looking into Leo's mysterious benefactor,” he began, “and not twenty-four hours later, he decides to go all Virgil Hilts on us?”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Methinks the timing doth coincide too much.”

      Of course, Larani would have reached the same conclusion, and when he saw her in that chair with her hands folded over her stomach, staring blankly at the wall, Jack knew that he had voiced her biggest fear. “I thought the same thing,” she said. “And that means someone has been keeping an eye on us.”

      “Any ideas about who?”

      “We have very little to go on,” Larani said. “Remember Onica Myers? The young woman we met the other day? Her code was used to open the door to Leo's cell, but she fled Station Six before anyone knew that something was amiss. No one knows where she is now. Most likely somewhere on Earth's surface. And it gets worse.”

      “There's worse?” Jack spluttered.

      Larani got up with a grunt, standing with arms folded and shaking her head. “The man you and Harry brought in six months ago,” she said. “The one that you encountered while retrieving the first cipher.”

      “Arin.”

      “Yes. He's gone too.”

      Jack found himself pacing; this was just too much for him to deal with. Two of the most dangerous men he had locked up in the past year released at the same time. It was like someone had grabbed his stomach and squeezed as hard as they could. Summer tried to calm him down, but it wasn't working. “What do we know?”

      “Not much,” Larani admitted. “Their trail goes cold after they left the station. We don't know how they got off, but the most reasonable answer is through a SlipGate. After that they, they could have gone anywhere. Perhaps down to the planet's surface, perhaps to a ship. However, it's very likely that they'll flee to a remote star system at the earliest opportunity. Chances are we'll never see them again.”

      Hissing air through his teeth, Jack nodded slowly. “You're right,” he said. “That is the most probable scenario, but it's not what Leo will do. The guy's got an itch he cannot wait to scratch.”

      “And what itch is that?”

      “Me,” Jack said. “Leo's coming here.”

       

      Anyone stupid enough to become chief director of the Justice Keepers had better make friends with it exhaustion because they would be living with it for a very, very long time. Two weeks on Earth spent bolstering diplomatic relations between her people and the locals followed by three days on a starship, and now – the very instant she set foot on Leyrian soil – someone was waiting in her office.

      Operative Kaz Torens was a tall and skinny man in gray pants and a black jacket, a handsome young Keeper who wore his black hair cut short and neat. “Director Tal,” he said. “We have news.”

      “I would imagine as much.”

      “Ma'am?”

      Larani strode across the floor tiles with a heavy sigh, shaking her head. “I assume you wouldn't be here otherwise,” she snapped. Her crankiness was bordering on outright unprofessional behaviour, but she had just disembarked from a long flight. “Out with it, Kaz; I need details.”

      The man tapped at his multi-tool, ordering the room's holographic projectors to create an image that floated between the two of them. An amorphous blue blob that just hung there. She could see Kaz standing behind it with a frown on his face, and that left her feeling uneasy. Larani recognized the shape.

      “Leyrian Space,” she said.

      The young man shut his eyes and nodded to her. “Yes, ma'am,” he said. “While you were returning from Earth, several border patrols reported back. The sensor data that they shared is quite unnerving.”

      Thankfully, she didn't have to ask him to elaborate. Kaz just lifted his forearm and tapped more commands into his multi-tool. Red dots appeared on the right-most edge of the blob, labeled as Belos, Alios and Palissa respectively. The Fringe Worlds? What were the Antaurans up to?

      But it wasn't the Fringe Worlds that had Kaz feeling so uneasy; she could see that as he modified the image further. Small white dots appeared beyond the left-most edge of Leyrian Space, in what would be the unoccupied region between Leyria and Earth. Most people referred to that part of the Galaxy as Dead Space, and for good reason.

      “Several Keepers on missions near the border of Dead Space had detected these strange sensor blips.”

      Larani felt her mouth tighten, then lowered her eyes to stare at her shoes. “Sensor blips,” she said, eyebrows rising. “And you have no idea what they are? You weren't able to identify those ships?”

      “It's very difficult to identify a ship at warp, ma'am,” he said in tones that made his irritation known. “You can determine how large each ship is by its warp trail, but-”

      “Yes, yes, I know,” she cut in. Damn it but she really was in a foul mood today. It wasn't Kaz's fault – and she normally prided herself on a certain level of decorum – but the poor young man had stepped into her office at the wrong time. “So, how big are they? Let's start with that.”

      “Some are as large as a battle cruiser.”

      “And where are they going?”

      “We don't know.”

      Tilting her head back, Larani closed her eyes and tried to stifle her irritation. “You don't know,” she mumbled. “Well, have you liaised with the Space Corps to determine if they've encountered these sensor blips?”

      Through a transparent hologram of blue light, she saw Kaz standing there with his arms hanging limp, his eyes downcast. “No, ma'am,” he said. “We wanted your approval before we talked to anyone.”

      “Why should my approval matter?”

      A wave of Kaz's hand caused the hologram to wink out, and then he let out a sigh. This subject was prickly for him. “We think these are Ragnosian ships making incursions to our side of the galaxy.”

      “All the more reason to share this data.”

      Kaz sat down on her desk with hands gripping the edge, his head turned so that he wouldn't have to look at her. “Ma'am, you've heard the anti-Ragnosian sentiment in our media,” he said. “In light of Councilor Dusep's posturing, we thought it best to-”

      Larani squinted at the man, unable to squelch the loathing she felt. “To withhold vital information from the elected representatives of this planet,” she barked. “Have you forgotten what it means to be a Keeper, Operative Torens?”

      “No, ma'am, I-”

      “At what point did you decide that it was within our mandate to determine whether the Leyrian people were capable of handling sensitive information. When exactly did we become the arbiters of what should be classified and what should be public knowledge.”

      “Ma'am Dusep has been vilifying us for weeks and using his platform to stir up a virulent Leyrian nationalism.” The young man was fuming with every breath, obviously trying to restrain his anger. “If this data were to become public knowledge-”

      “It doesn't matter,” Larani said. “We're protectors of the community, not governors. It's not our job to determine what people are ready to know. We can only share what we find and trust them to do what's right.”

      “Liaise with the Space Corps,” she said. “Find out what they know, and prepare a report on your findings. I'll deliver it to Council this afternoon.”

      “Yes, ma'am.”

       

      A brass railing atop a metal wall at the edge of this open-air restaurant overlooked a five-hundred-foot drop. Down below, the dilapidated buildings of an old city stood silent, many with holes where windows should be. They all looked very much the same from up here: tall, rectangular and gray.

      Of course, on the surface, things were anything but quiet. You couldn't tell from up here, but the surface was a wonderful place to visit if you wanted a brush with violence. Gangs roamed the streets; the drug trade was getting out of hand, and violent crime was on the rise. But up here, on Racada Island, everything was peaceful.

      He could see another floating island maybe twenty kilometers away, hovering over the city. Saucer-shaped structures that maintained their altitude through anti-gravity tech, the islands were home to the Ragnosian upper class.

      From here, he could see trees atop the one in the distance, gardens and parks and other outdoor facilities. That island was very much like the one on which he now stood: four or five stories tall, over half a kilometer in diameter and filled to bursting with idiots who insisted on troubling him with their trivial concerns.

      In black pants and a long coat that fell almost to his knees, its collar buttoned over his white linen shirt, Grecken Slade stood with his hands on the railing. A gust of wind caused his long, dark hair to stream out behind him.

      “I will never understand your fascination with the view.”

      That outburst came from a portly man in similar attire, a handsome fellow with a graying beard that stood in sharp contrast to his dark brown skin. Reno Taleri held a glass of wine in one hand. “There's nothing of value down there, my friend.”

      “As you say.”

      “You disagree?”

      Schooling his face to avoid betraying even a hint of emotion, Slade paused briefly to phrase his response. “I have often found,” he began, “ that those things we consider to be of little value are often those things we need most.”

      Mr. Taleri lifted his glass to peer into it before taking a sip. “Your philosophy never ceases to entertain,” he said. “But the slums are not a place you want to visit. No man in his right mind ever would.”

      “Perhaps not.”

      “But?”

      Slade gestured with his hand toward the floating island in the distance and then to another one off to his right. “Look at this opulence, Renos,” he said. “Imagine the energy expenditure to keep these miniature cities afloat. And for what purpose? To remind those below that we are superior?”

      A smile on the other man's face deepened faint wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. “You have a keen mind, Adan,” he said. “But it is not so much a reminder as it is a fact of nature; we are here because we are superior.”

      Adan Tirasso: the name Slade had presented upon arriving here nearly six months ago. To the people of this community, he was beneficiary of a small fortune left to him by a dead uncle who had once owned a shipping company. Such things were easily arranged when you had telepaths in key positions.

      So far as anyone on this planet knew. “Adan” was still the face of that company, though he had little to do with its day to day operations. He was here to make contacts with the right people in the Systems Parliament.

      Turning away from the railing, Slade leaned against it with arms folded and smiled down at his feet. “Perhaps you are right, my friend,” he said. “But imagine the shock and terror if one of these islands were to fall.”

      “There are secondary and tertiary anti-gravity systems in place to prevent anything like that from ever happening.”

      “As you say.”

      Renos Taleri lifted the wine glass to his lips and downed its contents in one long gulp. A moment later, he grunted as he let his arm drop. “I think perhaps that you are too used to life on some backwater world.”

      Once again, Slade gestured to his surroundings, to the small metal tables spread out across this concrete patio, each one shielded from the sun by an umbrella. To the looming pine trees beyond that swayed in the wind. A cobblestone path ran between two of them to a park where children played. “Such opulence is not without its risks.”

      Before Renos could respond, a young, bare-chested man in a thin white skirt came toward them. This boy was quite the specimen if you were the sort who preferred men: tall and lean with an impressive physique, tanned skin and the face of an Adonis. Slade had always preferred women, but he could recognize beauty when it was right in front of him. The boy carried a glass of wine on a tray, a replacement for the one that Renos had just finished. “Here you are, sir.”

      Renos took the glass without a second thought, setting it down on the empty table beside him. “You worry too much, Adan.”

      When the waiter turned to go, Renos stepped forward and slapped the boy hard on his ass. A slight flinch was the lad's only response. “Don't be so coy,” Renos chided. “I tip quite well.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      There were rules against customers treating the staff in this way, but it was unlikely the young man would complain. He needed the job too badly. In all likelihood, he lived down on the surface, and days spent attending to the needs of lascivious old men were far better than some of the other employment options this world had to offer. “Go on,” Renos said. “I no longer find you amusing.”

      The boy left without another word.

      Renos lifted his glass, closed his eyes and drank half of it. “A poor vintage,” he said to himself. “But honestly, Adan, there is only one topic that concerns me. These Leyrians you speak of…”

      “My cargo ships have detected them on the edges of our space,” Slade said. “They are a danger.”

      “You exaggerate.”

      With eyes closed, Slade turned his face up to the warm afternoon sun. “I wish that were so,” he murmured. “But since you and everyone else in the Systems Parliament are so tepid on the issue, I've done a little research.”

      He retrieved a Pocket Computer from his jacket, a small square-shaped device that he opened like a book. Tapping a few commands into the keypad and making a few quick gestures on the screen, he brought up the holographic imaging processors. “This speech was broadcast over the SlipGate network,” Slade lied.

      A transparent image filled the air before them, camera footage of a man who stood behind a lectern. One glance was all it took to see that he was a politician.

      Short for a man, and compact as well, Jeral Dusep wore a high-collared blue coat and kept his black hair slicked back. “There are reports,” he said. “Of Ragnosian ships making incursions into our territory.”

      “What?” Renos spluttered.

      The holographic Dusep leaned over the lectern and fixed his gaze upon members of his audience. “A move of obvious aggression,” he said. “And how does Council respond? With platitudes about peace.”

      There were cheers from the crowd.

      Renos Taleri stood with his chin clasped in one hand, tapping his cheek with one finger. His expression was one of cold dread. “They think we're attacking them?” he said. “Why would they think such a thing.”

      “Leyrians have an absolutist moral philosophy,” Slade explained. “Our way of life conflicts with theirs, and so they must impose order upon us for the common good. They would see our relief efforts on Rathala as imperialist expansion.”

      “And what is it they think they're doing when they decide to invade another world? I cannot believe they would risk a war!”

      “Oh, but they will.”

      Renos faced the railing, gripping the metal bar in both hands and peering at the city below. “You will forgive me if I'm skeptical, Adan,” he said. “Many of the stories you've told about the other side of the galaxy strain credulity. Mind readers and soldiers who can deflect incoming fire with a thought.”

      “I assure you they're all true.”

      “Nevertheless,” Renos insisted. “The Defense Sub-Committee will have to view this footage. I trust you can make it available to me.”

      “Of course, my friend. Whatever you wish.”

      Five minutes later, Slade was alone by the railing and watching as his “new friend” shuffled off to an elevator that would take him down to the island's interior. No doubt he planned to speak to other Members of Parliament about the threat of Leyrian aggression. And of course, none of them knew that the president had already commissioned several ships to enter Leyrian Space. Everything was proceeding according to plan.

      Well…Almost everything.

      If Renos didn't believe the stories about Justice Keepers, then Slade would be all too happy to disabuse him of his naivete.

       

      On the lower-most level of the island, an arch-shaped hallway of sleek gray walls led to a metal door that was shut tight. Lightbulbs in the ceiling illuminated flecks of dust that swirled about in the stale air.

      Two men in blue uniforms stood on either side of the door, each staring grimly into the distance. Guards: they all seemed to have the same demeanour, always projecting the same brand of forced stoicism.

      Slade stepped into the hallway.

      In black pants and a matching t-shirt, his face concealed under a ski-mask, he must have looked menacing. “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” he said in a cold voice. “I'm afraid I'm going to have to ask you to step aside.”

      The guard on his left looked up to smile in a way that emphasized his double chin. “That's real cute,” he said. “And since you clearly already know this area is off limits, I don't have to waste time with a warning.”

      He drew his pistol.

      Slade broke into a sprint, raising one hand to craft a Bending that refracted the light in front of him. The two men were only streaks of blue in a whirlpool of gray, but he saw the bullets coming at him.

      Each bullet curved in a tight turn that sent it hurtling into the wall on his right. The duroplastic cracked with every impact, and Slade heard gasps from the two guards. They had not been trained for this.

      He let the Bending drop.

      Slade jumped and flew through the air with his knees bent, closing the distance in a matter of seconds. He kicked out and drove his foot into the first guard's chest, flattening the man against the door.

      The sound of ribs breaking was not so different from that of twigs being snapped in half. A breathless guard slumped downward until his butt hit the floor, head lolling as he passed out.

      Slade landed.

      He spun to face the other guard who was already lifting his weapon in both hands, pointing the barrel of a gun right in Slade's face. Instinct kicked in.

      Leaning to his left like a reed in the wind, Slade brought his right hand up to nudge the pistol aside. The weapon went off, releasing a bullet that hit the corridor wall. But that moment of confusion gave Slade his opening.

      He rose and delivered a sharp jab to the face, one that made blood leak from the other man's nose. The stunned guard lost his balance, collapsing against the wall as he tried to get his weapon up.

      Slade jumped.

      He spun in midair, one foot lashing out for a hook-kick that came around to strike the other man's cheek. Bones shattered as the guard's head was wrenched to the side, and then it was over.

      The guard's corpse dropped to its knees, then fell flat on its face, dead on the carpet. A moment to grieve for the fallen was in order. These two were hardly what Slade would call brave, but they had done their duty.

      The first guard with the broken ribs was sitting with his back to the door, his legs stretched out on the carpet. His wheezing was a dreadful thing to hear. “What…are…you? What…”

      Pressing his lips together, Slade closed his eyes and bowed his head to the man. “I am your death,” he said simply. “But if it means anything, I bear you no ill will. You just had the bad luck of being in my way.”

      He dropped to a crouch and retrieved one of the fallen pistols. A handsome weapon to be sure. It fired magnetically propelled rounds, though it lacked some of the advanced features he'd seen on Leyrian firearms. Still, it would do. He rose with a soft sigh. There were days when he hated his lot in life.

      A bullet to the forehead splattered the first guard's brains against the heavy metal door. That alone would make quite the impression, but he had to make sure these people realized the Leyrian threat.

      Security cameras would have captured his impressive display. Any moment now, a team of officers would be coming down here to kill him. He had to be careful.

      Placing a small explosive charge against the door, Slade backed away until he was halfway down the corridor. He retrieved his pocket computer, flipped it open, and typed in a sequence that would activate the bomb.

      The door exploded inward in a flash of fire that consumed the first guard's body, chunks of metal falling to the ground. When the smoke cleared away Slade found not the first of three anti-gravity generators that kept this island afloat but rather a huge, hulking robot of blue metal.

      It was very much like one of the battle drones he had seen on Leyria but thinner and sleeker with the barrels of machine guns protruding over the backs of its hands. “All intruders are ordered to halt,” the robot said.

      It raised one arm to point the gun at Slade.

      He reacted by shielding himself with one hand, creating a Bending that made the air seem to ripple like heat rising off black pavement. Bullets came at him, looped up toward the ceiling and then flew back at the drone that had loosed them.

      The robot staggered as its own gunfire began pummeling its metal body. Reacting to this new threat, it ceased fire, and that gave Slade his opening. His skin was burning from the use of his power, but he gloried in it.

      He charged through the corridor.

      Leaping with a growl, he thrust one arm out and fired bullet after bullet. Each one hit the drone's camera-like head, the fourth ripping it clear off its mountings. The robot fell backward, limbs flailing.

      Slade flipped through the air.

      He uncurled to land atop the fallen robot's chest, his battered opponent squirming like a worm that had been caught under someone's boot. With a chuckle, he fired one last round into the robot's chest, destroying its central processor.

      Smoke in the now open doorway cleared to expose a large room where a sphere-shaped object was mounted atop a thick metal pillar. A ring of bright blue LEDs around the sphere's equator gave off an eerie glow.

      The anti-gravity generator.

      Reaching into his pocket, Slade retrieved a small charge with a bit of adhesive on the back. He flung it with casual disregard and watched it stick to the side of the sphere. This one would emit a small electromagnetic pulse.

      Once again, he stepped back and triggered the charge.

      There was a bright flash of light, sparks shooting upward, and the LEDs around the sphere went dark. The entire island trembled before the other two anti-gravity generators were able to compensate.

      Turning his face up to the ceiling, Slade closed his eyes and took a deep, soothing breath. “Nothing like a job well done,” he whispered. “Perhaps you will take the Leyrian threat a little more seriously now, Renos.”

      He turned to go.

      A squad of men in gray uniforms with heavy black vests came around the corner of the nearest intersection, each one with eyes shielded behind the visor of his helmet. “Get down!” the leader shouted. “On the floor! Now!”

      With a thought, Slade put up a Time Bubble. His skin was ablaze, but that meant nothing to him; he welcomed the pain. If this body failed him, the Inzari would provide another. Gods smiled upon their faithful servants.

      On the other side of the bubble's shimmering surface, two blurry men stood side by side in the corridor, each one pointing the muzzle of an assault rifle at him. Any moment now, they would let loose. He would have to move first.

      Slade raised his arm, aiming his pistol at the first man. He fired once, adjusted his aim and fired again. Two bullets appeared just outside the bubble, each one spiraling as it inched its way toward its target.

      He let the bubble drop.

      The first pair of men staggered as bullets ripped through their throats with a spray of blood. Both sank to their knees and then collapsed on the floor, blood pooling around their bodies.

      Behind them, the next two men stood in stunned confusion, unsure of what had just happened. An instant of confusion. That was all he needed.

      Slade ran at them.

      He jumped and turned his body in midair, hurtling toward them like a log rolling down a hillside. When he collided with the first two, they stumbled backward into the men behind them, and soon they were all falling to the floor.

      Slade got up, lifting his pistol in both hands. He aimed for the first man and fired. And then the next…The next.

      This was more fun than I would have expected.
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      Harry maneuvered his wheelchair through the front hall, dressed in a pair of shorts and a pink button-up t-shirt that he left untucked. The chair was still a sore spot for him, but it did its job, and he had a guest to greet.

      A very disheveled looking Jack stood just inside the front door with a big smile on his face. “Enjoying your time off?” he asked, eyebrows rising behind those messy bangs. “Lots of time to loaf around?”

      Harry looked up to squint at the lad. “As a matter of fact, I am,” he said with a nod. “I get to watch my robotic butler make tea, cook dinner and do a poor job of simulating a nineteenth-century British house servant.”

      Jack chuckled.

      A few quick taps on the control panel wheeled Harry around so that he was facing the kitchen, and he rolled through the long hallway that ran alongside the stairs, When he passed into the next room, he had to let his eyes adjust to the glare.

      Bright afternoon sunlight came through the window above the sink, illuminating his white cupboards and chrome refrigerator. The table was bare except for a thin vase in the middle that held roses.

      Tilting his head back, Harry blinked a few times. “Yup…This is my life now,” he said, guiding his chair deeper into the kitchen. “Sitting around here and reminding you whippersnappers about what real police work is like.”

      Jack strode past him with hands in his pockets, pausing at the door that led out to the backyard. The boy seemed troubled. “Is Melissa around?” he asked in cautious tones. “I was hoping we could talk.”

      “She's in class,” Harry answered. “Won't be back until later this evening. We were expecting you to stop by for the party.”

      “I was gonna make an appearance.”

      Oh no…

      After nearly five years of working with Jack, Harry knew enough about the lad to recognize when he was worried. It was the kind of kinship you eventually developed with a partner, and they may as well have been partners. All those nights teaming up to bring in petty criminals using Leyrian weapons.

      Things had been simpler then; sometimes Harry wished he could go back to those days. Then he remembered that he had been in life-threatening danger for most of it and decided that it was probably nostalgia acting up. But at least he had been useful. Now, he was just in the way. “Spit it out, kid,” Harry said. “What is it?”

      Jack turned around.

      Silhouetted by the light from the backyard, the boy looked grim, his eyes fixed on the floor. “It's not easy to say…” he mumbled. “And I guess it's my fault.”

      “What is?”

      Jack closed his eyes, pressing a fist to his mouth and clearing his throat with some volume. “Leo is free.” The words came out as a whisper. “I don't know how, but we got the report earlier this morning.”

      Harry felt a single drop of sweat roll over his forehead and down the length of his nose. His head sank upon hearing those words. “Leo is out,” he said. “God help us all. I thought that man would be locked up forever!”

      “So did I.”

      “How did it happen?”

      Leaning against the door with his arms folded, Jack looked up at the ceiling. “Wish I knew,” he whispered. “But Slade had ten years to put his people in key positions. There are more of them than we anticipated.”

      Harry's stomach was churning, and for some reason, the wound in his chest started to throb. He remembered the way Leo had manhandled him with ease. That awful feeling of being completely helpless. And worst of all, the man had promised to go after Melissa and Claire. They had to do something-

      Harry got out of the chair.

      Pain flare throughout his body, and he doubled over with a hand against his chest, wincing from the ache. “Shouldn't have done that,” he wheezed. “Damn it, Jack, we have to do something.”

      The young man looked at him with blue eyes as cold as eyes, and suddenly Harry felt very stupid. “We are going to do something,” Jack insisted. “But you're going to give yourself a chance to heal.”

      Harry dropped back into the chair with his hands on his thighs, hunched over and gasping. “Yeah,” he said, nodding. “Yeah…You're right. I'm sorry; you know how I get when someone threatens my girls.”

      “That's why I love you.”

      “Love you too, kid,” Harry said. “So, will you be coming to the party tonight?”

      Jack went pale, his face twisting into something that was painful to look at. “I got the invite,” he said in a hoarse voice. “I figure I'll make an appearance, but I really need to get some things done.”

      Pressing his lips together, Harry studied the young man. “Anna,” he said, shaking his head. “Look, the two of you are going to need to work out your issues sooner or later. Don't hide from your own friends, Jack.”

      “Yeah…I guess so.”

       

      Melissa felt a little embarrassed when she saw the lengths her father had gone to celebrate her birthday. Well…She supposed they weren't that extravagant, but if Harry had not been successful as a cop, he could have been a party planner.

      Her father had strung up lights along the back of the house that cast a warm glow over the backyard and set lanterns on poles in the garden. There was a long, rectangular table full of snacks, and a bowl of punch. No doubt Michael had done most of the work, but she could see her father's touch in everything.

      Three of her classmates stood in a small cluster in the grass. Niella Savan with her long brown hair framing a tanned face was nodding along with something Ty Venez said. That young man was tall and lanky with prominent cheekbones and a complexion that made it look like he needed more sunshine in his life.

      And there was Aiden.

      In beige pants and a dark blue button-up shirt that he wore untucked, Aiden stood there with a smile on his face, watching her from the corner of his eye. Oh, God…What did my dad say to get him here?

      Melissa wore a sleeveless yellow dress with a skirt that flared, her black hair done up in a braid. “Hey,” she said, striding toward him. “I'm glad you could make it tonight. You look nice.”

      “So do you,” Aiden replied. “Welcome to Earth adulthood.”

      Grinning sheepishly, Melissa felt her face burn. She bowed her head to him. “What did my father tell you?” she asked. “You know, this birthday really isn't that big of a deal back home. You can't even drink-”

      Aiden was smiling, turning his head to look at the back of her house. “He told me that you would be very unhappy if I didn't come.” Well, at least that wasn't too bad. “He then said something about my being an upstanding young man.”

      “Oh god…”

      “Yeah, very parental.”

      Melissa stood before the young man with arms crossed, unable to find the courage to look up. “That's my father,” she said with a shrug. “Try not to read too much into it; he really does mean well.”

      As if on cue, the back door slid open, and Harry's chair came rolling out onto the patio. Her father looked left and then right and then focused his attention on one of the other guests. “Ben! You made it!”

      Tanaben was leaning against the back wall of the house with his legs stretched out, a drink in his hand. “Lovely place you got here, Harry,” he said. “So, the runt is finally all woman sized.”

      “Seems like.”

      Oh god…

      Why did older people always feel the need to draw attention to the fact that she was so young? It was hard enough being a cadet and trying to get people to take you seriously for five minutes; didn't they realize they were making life that much harder for her?

      Almost covertly, Aiden took her hand, and she suddenly felt a burst of warmth and affection. It was all she could do to avoid kissing him right there. Making out with a guy in front of your father wasn't exactly the way to prove your maturity.

      Tilting her head to one side, Melissa batted her eyes. “You're wonderful.” Instinct took over, and she leaned in to kiss him on the cheek before she could stop herself. “I'm really glad you came.”

      Aiden went beet-red, shut his eyes and hung his head in chagrin. His soft, nervous laughter left her feeling uneasy, but he soothed her concerns by saying, “I'm really glad I came too.”

      “Is what he's saying true, Melissa?” Niella asked.

      When she looked up, the other woman was watching her with lips pursed, a puzzled expression on her face. “On your planet, you still wouldn't be permitted to drink alcohol even though you've reached the age of majority.”

      “It's true…Sort of.” She explained about how different nations had different rules – which was also true of Leyria, though there was more commonality – and how she would have to wait one more year to drink legally in Canada. It suddenly dawned on her that it would be awkward going back home. Here she was, a Justice Keeper who could be sent on life-threatening missions. She could be asked to evade gunfire, but as far as Canada was concerned, booze was a big no. “Excuse me a moment,” she told the others. “I really should greet the other guests.”

      She found Ben leaning against the back wall and staring into his glass. His frown seemed ominous. “How's it going, kid?” he asked. “Guess I should stop calling you that now that you're all grown up.”

      “Or, just a thought, you could stop bringing it up.”

      “Point.”

      Melissa spun around to lean against the wall beside him, folding her hands over her stomach. Finding the willpower to ask what she wanted to ask was difficult. “So, I'm told you're working with software developers.”

      “Indeed.”

      “How are you liking it?”

      Ben lifted his glass to his lips, shut his eyes and drank half of it. “Not too bad,” he said. “Much less gunfire, which is always a plus.”

      “You don't miss it at all?” she asked. “Working with us?” Memories of the angry rant he had directed at Larani were there in her mind. Perhaps she should have been more tactful in bringing it up.

      Ben scrunched up his face, then shook his head forcefully. “Sorry, kid,” he said. “I remember what it was like to be your age, to want to change the world. But you grow out of it when the world kicks you enough times.”

      Closing her eyes, Melissa took a deep breath, then nodded once in understanding. “I get that,” she said. “But we miss you. There are a lot of people who wouldn't be alive today if not for what you did a few months ago. Including me.”

      Ben gave her a gentle squeeze on the shoulder, and that seemed to ease some of the tension. Not much, but some. What else could she say? She wanted him to come back to work with the Keepers again, but she was old enough to know that trying to argue would be pointless. People had to make their own choices. “Seeing anyone?” Melissa asked.

      “Maybe.”

      “Oh? Wanna share the juicy gossip?”

      A wheeze of laughter from Ben was followed by the man's attempt to wipe sweat off his brow with the back of one fist. “Kid, I'm twelve years older than you,” he said. “I don't think we can do the gossip.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Where's the birthday girl?”

      The sound of Jack's voice made her look up to see her friend coming around the back of the house with a wrapped present in both hands, a smile on his face. “Melissa,” he said. “I have something for you.”

      Melissa strode toward him at a brisk pace, shaking her head. “You didn't have to do that,” she said. “I'm just glad you were able to stop by.”

      He handed her a rectangular package in pink wrapping paper and a bow, and when she tore into it, she found a stack of comic books. There were maybe a dozen in total, all featuring her favourite character. “Ms. Marvel?” she exclaimed. “Jack, you really didn't have to do this.”

      “You think I'm gonna go to Earth and not bring back something?” Jack teased. “I thought you knew me better than that.”

      “Well, it's much appreciated.”

      Melissa threw her arms around him in a hug, patting his back several times. She pulled away and held his gaze for a long moment. “I'm glad you made it,” she said. “We were worried you wouldn't come.”

      He shut his eyes, breathing deeply, and then nodded to her. “I wasn't going to skip out on your birthday,” he said. “But I really can't stay. Cassi needs me to look over some files.”

      “Oh, come on, Jack.” Deep down, they all knew the real reason he was so eager to get out of here; Anna would be showing up any minute now. Melissa had half a mind to tell him that he and Anna would just have to work out their differences – they were both her friends and both old enough to be past this kind of stupid high school drama – but she thought better of it.

      Her father's attempt to make them sort out their issues had only resulted in disaster. You couldn't push people to be rational in the face of painful emotions. That said, she still thought Jack was being ridiculous. Running away every time he thought that Anna might show up wasn't going to solve anything.

      “I'm sorry…” Jack mumbled.

      He turned to go, pacing to the end of the patio, then paused for a moment. “Happy birthday, Melissa,” he said. “You've got a lot to be proud of. Never forget that.”

       

      When Anna stepped into the backyard, she found the patio lit by a string of lights along the houses back wall and lanterns on tall, skinny poles. A group of teenagers was conversing in the grass, and Melissa was among them.

      She noticed Ben leaning against the wall with arms folded, staring off at nothing at all. The man looked more than a little uncomfortable, though Anna supposed she could understand why. From what she understood, Ben hadn't parted ways with the Keepers on the best of terms.

      “Hey!” Anna called out.

      Ben stiffened, then glanced in her direction and flashed that winning smile of his. “Lenai,” he said. “I was wondering when you were gonna show up. All the stress finally turned your hair white, I see.”

      When she got close enough, Anna took his hands and gave them a gentle squeeze. Whatever differences they had in their politics were not enough to take away her sadness at what Ben had been through. True, he'd made a mistake six years ago, but he had also made up for it a hundred times over with acts of valour that would put even the bravest soldiers to shame.

      In response, people treated Ben like a common criminal. It was no wonder the man wanted out of this life.

      Anna leaned in to give him a kiss on the cheek. “I'm sorry it didn't work out,” she said. “I wouldn't be standing here if you hadn't saved me from that Death Sphere in New York.”

      He was smiling, his face flushed as he tried his best to avoid eye-contact. “That's what us hero types do,” he replied. “Besides, I seem to recall you using that Death Sphere to save me from a pretty nasty-looking robot.”

      “Letting you walk away was a mistake.”

      “It wouldn't be Larani's fist,” Ben said. The bitterness in his tone told her that she didn't want to press him on that point. She wasn't sure what he had done to lose Larani's trust – Keli had only said that it had involved some attempt to interrogate Isara without authorization – but she knew there was a pretty good chance they wouldn't see eye to eye on this issue.

      Anna took a step back with her arms crossed, shaking her head as she let out a soft sigh. “As mistakes go, hers are pretty reasonable,” she murmured. “Larani's got nothing on the queen of screw-ups.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Harry approaching. The man let out a grunt as he drew near. “Glad you could make it, Anna,” he said. “Melissa was really hoping you'd stop by.”

      “You should have seen her, Harry,” Anna said.

      Harry craned his neck to stare at her, blinking slowly as if confused by what she had said. “On the raid you conducted?” he asked. “Melissa wouldn't say much about it. Only that it had gone well.”

      That made sense; the girl was probably worried about stressing out her father when he was still recovering from his injuries. Poor kid. Anna remembered what it was like to have a symbiont at such a young age. The expectations, the impossible standards that you held yourself to. The need to prove that you were worthy.

      Glancing toward the pack of teenagers in the grass, Anna narrowed her eyes. “Your daughter was magnificent,” she said. “As skilled as people who've been doing this job for fifteen years, and Harry, she kept people alive. Both our team and the enemy soldiers.”

      Harry replied with a sheepish grin and shook his head slowly. “That's my girl,” he said. “Always looking out for other people.”

      “Where's Jack?” Anna inquired.

      “He left about ten minutes ago.”

      “Why?”

      Ben was hunched over with his hands in his pockets, smiling and shaking his head. “Seriously, Lenai, you can't figure that one out?” he grated. “Jack left because he thinks you wouldn't want him here.”

      That felt very much like a splash of cold water in the face. She had never wanted Jack to stay away from their mutual friends. A part of her thought that should have been obvious, but of course, it wasn't. Not for a man who would take any excuse to find fault with himself.

      And how might that man react when the person who always saw the good in him tells him that she wants him to stay away? It had never occurred to her when she lashed out at him, but hearing that from her of all people must have confirmed Jack's worst fears about himself. Suddenly, she felt sick to her stomach. Before she even realized it, she was walking to the edge of the patio.

      “Where are you going?” Harry called out.

      Anna winced, trembling as she stifled her guilt. “To fix one of my many mistakes,” she answered. “Save a slice of cake for me, Harry, and tell your daughter that when I get back, her friends are gonna hear all about what a bad-ass she is.”
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      A bright purple moon cast soft light down upon a narrow suburban street that was sandwiched between two sidewalks where trees stretched for the starry sky. Streetlights came on when the motion sensors detected her presence.

      Anna walked in the middle of the road, hugging herself and rubbing her arms for warmth despite the muggy air. The chill she felt had nothing to do with temperature. She had wanted to put this off a little while longer.

      On her left, a wide gap between two houses opened into a park where two Vadluc goalposts stood on either side of a grassy field. A series of benches on the sidelines were positioned under tall, black lampposts, each one bathed in a cone of light.

      This is the place.

      She wasn't sure how she knew; the most logical thing would be to call Jack and ask to sit down and talk, but something – an intuition – had led her to this place. It was only a five-minute walk from Harry's house. There was no reason for Jack to come here. Anyone else would just go home. Except she knew that Jack liked to sit quietly under a night sky when he was feeling unhappy.

      Biting her lip, Anna shut her eyes and felt thin strands of hair fall over her face. She gave her head a shake, flinging them away. “You went and got yourself into this, Lenai,” she whispered. “Time to get yourself out.”

      She went into the park.

      Sure enough, Jack was sitting on one of the benches with his back turned, bathed in a cone of light from a nearby lamppost. Had he noticed her? He seemed to be focused on some trees on the other side of the field, but that was the problem with Keepers. Spatial awareness meant you could never really tell if they had failed to notice your presence – possibly because they were distracted – or if they were just ignoring you.

      Anna slowly came up behind him with her arms hanging limp, her eyes fixed upon the ground. “Jack?” she asked, rounding the bench. “Is that you?” Of course it was, but that seemed like the thing to say.

      He looked up with a glum expression, his eyes widening just a bit when he saw her. “Hey…” the word was strained, forced. “Did…did you want to use this bench? Because I can go if you want.”

      Bleakness take me.

      He was afraid of her! That wasn't feigned nervousness; he was really afraid. Damn her consistent failure to think past the end of her nose. She should have realized that this would happen.

      Anna smiled, her cheeks burning. That last comment left her feeling pretty stupid. “No, I don't want you to go.” She spun around and sat down beside him. “I'd like to talk if that's all right.”

      “Sure.”

      “Why did you leave the party?”

      Jack closed his eyes, visibly calming himself for an awkward moment before he spoke. “I just had a few things to take care of,” he said. “Some files Larani wanted me to review before our next meeting.”

      “And you chose to review them in the park?”

      He wrinkled his nose as if he smelled something awful, then shook his head. “Yeah, okay,” he muttered. “As polite excuses go, that one's right up there beside 'Cough, cough, I have the flu.' ”

      Leaning back on the bench with arms folded, Anna looked up at the heavens. “You left because of me,” she said. “You were afraid that being around me again would be too hard, weren't you?”

      “No. Not at all.”

      That stunned her.

      When she ventured a glance in his direction, he was watching her with those deep blue eyes of his, and she felt butterflies in her stomach. Bleakness, what did it mean that he didn't find it hard to be around her? “I wanted to see you every day,” Jack said. “Each and every day, I wished I could talk to you.”

      That eased some of the tension. Companion have mercy, this was why she found it so hard to be around him. All he had to do was get within five paces of her, and suddenly her whole world was thrown off its axis. With everything else on her mind – Bradley, her sister, the deteriorating state of galactic politics and the feeling that she had to somehow find a way to hold it all together – she couldn't handle this. She had to be sharp.

      But it seemed that Jack wanted her in his life. And she felt a little guilty for taking some relief in that. “That must have been painful,” she said. “I'm sorry you had to go through that.”

      “Why are you being kind to me?”

      The question felt like a punch to the face, and for a moment rage flared up. But she took the five seconds necessary to think past her urge to snap at him, and she realized that it hadn't been intended to cut. His tone…

      Jack wasn't being passive-aggressive; he really wanted to know.

      No, it wasn't a punch to the face. It was a knife in the gut that twisted and twisted until her insides were shredded. Somehow, she had convinced Jack that he meant nothing to her, and that made her want to cry.

      Closing her eyes, Anna shuddered as she took in a soft breath. “I'm sorry,” she said, patting his knee. “Jack, I'm being kind because I care about you. I know I haven't done a good job showing it…”

      “It's not your fault,” he said. “I was a jerk.”

      “No, you weren't.”

      Jack stood up and took a few steps forward, standing with his back turned. “I tried to reconnect before you were ready.” His shoulders slumped. “I should have given you the space you needed. I'm sorry.”

      Anna forced out a laugh, unable to suppress the sudden grin she felt. “Maybe we both made mistakes,” she murmured. “But I never wanted you to avoid your friends, and I realize that I do want you in my life.”

      “That's good to know.”

      “I'm not ready to delve deep into everything that happened,” Anna said. “I'm still kind of processing it. But I would like it if you came back to the party.”

      He turned to face her with one hand in his pocket, head hanging as he let out a sigh. “Yeah, I guess it's time I left Sargent Hunter's Lonely Heart's Club Band,” he teased. “It pains me to say it, but our last album was way too commercial.”

      “You're coming then?”

      He gestured to the path that led back to the street. “Lay on, MacDuff.”

       

      The party was fun, though a little tame for his taste. Or maybe it was just that he didn't have much to say to a dozen or so teenagers. Anna and Jack seemed to be getting along – which was a plus – but they spent most of the evening with their heads together. Which meant Ben had to find his own entertainment.

      He sat in a chair on Harry's patio, his arms folded as he watched the starry sky. “Is there any chance you have a beer?” he asked his host. Only then did it occur to him that asking Harry to fetch things was a bad idea.

      The other man was in his wheelchair with his hands clasped in his lap, his attention focused on his daughter. “They grow up fast,” Harry murmured. “Just a few years ago, I would have thought the worst thing I had to worry about was pushy boys.”

      Ben wasn't sure what to say to that.

      He felt his mouth tighten, then shook his head. “You've got nothing to worry about, Harry,” he managed at last. “Your kid was born to do this. I saw how she handled herself against Isara. She's a true Justice Keeper.”

      “That's what scares me.”

      “Come on, old man,” Ben teased. “You've been hanging around Keepers for a few years now. You know they don't suddenly become different people when they Bond with a Nassai.” No…Instead, they remained the same people they had always been. Why did Nassai prefer to join with people who had sticks wedged so firmly up their asses?

      Harry watched Ben out of the corner of his eye; the man gave no outward sign of it, but Ben had learned to how to tell when someone was watching him. “So, you and I have a lot in common now…”

      Was that an overture?

      Ben knew about the other man's attempt to extract information from Isara – not so different from his own attempt to do the same – but he would have assumed that Harry was the kind of guy who liked to leave his mistakes buried. Should he say something? Make his feelings known. He had to figure that Melissa had told her father all about his outburst in Larani's office.

      The girl was standing in the grass now with a drink cradled in both hands, bathed in the light of one of the lanterns. Her young friend was with her, the kid with the short dark hair and the winning smile.

      “Isara,” Ben said.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Harry leaning over the side of his wheelchair with a stern expression that probably made his kids hop to attention. “Normally, I'm the kind of guy who says that a prisoner's rights are sacrosanct,” he began. “But that woman isn't human!”

      Setting his elbow on the arm of his chair, Ben curled his fingers into a fist and put his chin on top of it. “Tell that to Larani Tal,” he said. “Normally, I would agree with you, Harry, but these aren't normal circumstances, are they?”

      “Still…I wonder…”

      Ben leaned back and folded his hands over the back of his head, shutting his eyes and breathing deeply. “You wonder if we made the right choice?” he asked. “I'd be lying if I said it doesn't keep me up at night.”

      “So, why did you do it?”

      Why indeed? Ben had gone over it a hundred times in the two months since Larani had revoked his access and told him in no uncertain terms that she had no further need of his services. Best he could figure, he wanted to save the world. “Why did you?” he asked in response…

      The other man slumped over as if he couldn't bear the weight of his own shame. “Because she…” Harry's voice was hoarse, his words so soft you might have thought you'd imagined them. “She…”

      “She pretended to be Jena,” Ben said. “And she pushed your buttons.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Don't feel bad; she pulled that crap on all of us.”

      Harry doubled over, pressing a fist to his mouth and coughing up a storm. “So, you really are done?” he asked. “After everything we've been through, you're just gonna walk away from the team?”

      A frown tugged at the corners of Ben's mouth. “Afraid so,” he said, getting out of the chair. “There's nothing left for me here anymore. Good night, Harry.”

      Getting home was easy enough: a five-minute walk down a residential street to the nearest subway terminal and then a quick ride to his own neighbourhood. By a stroke of luck, Ben lived fairly close to Harry.

      The train car was well lit with maps of the subway system hung on the white walls and soft blue seats on either side. Suspended over a mag-lev track, the train was whisper quiet and so steady you almost wouldn't know you were in motion.

      Ben sat with his hands on his knees, frowning as he stared at the maps along the opposite wall. You're walking away from everything, he cautioned himself. Pretty soon, they're gonna stop inviting you to parties.

      The train came to a stop.

      Double doors slid open, allowing him to step onto a platform with blue tiles on the walls and more maps of the subway system. There were coffee dispensers, but it was too late for stimulants.

      Ben shuffled across the platform with his head down, letting out a soft sigh. That's how it works, you know, he thought, continuing his silent lecture. Look at the disapproval on their faces every time they ask why you walked away.

      A set of steps led up to the street, and to his surprise, he found a woman leaning against the railing with her arms folded. Tall and slim, Keli wore white pants and a blue, sleeveless top. “Tanaben,” she said.

      Ben shut his eyes tight, hissing as he tried to calm down. “What do you want?” he asked, starting up the stairs. “No, scratch that. The more important question is 'how did you find me?”

      A smile revealed Keli's pearly-white teeth, and she bowed her head. “I should think that would be obvious,” she said. “Spend enough time with someone, and you get a sense of their mental flavour.”

      “So, you tracked me.”

      The woman shrugged and turned her head to look up at the street corner. “Mental flavour isn't enough to track someone in a city this big,” she said. “But I knew that Harry was having a party.”

      Grinding his teeth audibly, Ben stared her down with such intensity you might have expected her to catch fire. “So, you stalked me,” he said coldly. “What's this about, Keli? If Larani sent you to bring me back into the fold, you can tell her-”

      “Please, Tanaben,” Keli said. “Do you really think I'd do anything for that harpy?”

      He turned and marched up the steps with one hand on the railing, pausing when he reached the street corner. “Then what is this about?” he demanded. “It's late, and I'm not in the mood for a verbal sparring match.”

      Ben wasn't a Keeper or a telepath; he couldn't just sense the movements of people around him, but his ears told him that Keli was coming up the stairs behind him, and she was getting uncomfortably close. He had to restrain the instinct to reach for the gun he no longer carried. She could kill him by other means if she really wanted to.

      On this particular street, he found small, two-story buildings with white walls and store-front windows that looked in on fabrication stations and community centres. There was a tool library where residents of this neighbourhood could borrow anything from a hammer to an anti-grav skid.

      Through one window, he saw a human-shaped robot standing in the middle of the repair centre while smaller, spherical robots floated around it and scanned it with bright blue lasers, and through another, he saw two teenagers sitting at a round white table and playing a late-night game of Sackae.

      Keli sauntered onto the street corner with a great big grin on her face, shaking her head slowly. “Tanaben, you've got me all wrong,” she insisted. “I only want to talk. Hear me out, and I'll be on my way.”

      “What do you want to talk about?”

      “Your future?”

      Glancing over his shoulder, Ben narrowed his eyes. “My future,” he said in a cold voice. “I thought I made it clear to all of you that my future wasn't going to involve any more life-threatening danger or public service.”

      “For Leyria, perhaps.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Instead of answering, Keli gestured to the sidewalk as if she expected him to get a move on, and then started walking herself. Despite his mild irritation, Ben found himself rushing to keep up.

      The woman wore an expression of grim determination as she focused on something in the distance. “I can get in contact with my people,” she said at last. “No easy feat, but I have a knack for getting into trouble. Telepaths are highly valued among my people, and I am sure they can find a use for a man of your talents.”

      Ben put himself in front of her, grabbing her by the shoulders. He leaned in close to gaze into her eyes. “Are you serious?” he whispered. “Did you really just tell me that you want to commit treason?”

      Keli flinched as if someone had splashed cold water on her face and then growled at him. “Take your hands off me,” she said. “Restraint is not one of my virtues, Tanaben.”

      He released her.

      “Now then,” Keli said. “It's no secret that we both feel stifled by Larani Tal and her rigid interpretation of Leyrian ethics.” The last two words were accompanied by a sneer. “I believe we can both do better.”

      Pressing his lips together, Ben studied her for a very long while. “Really?” he said, arching one eyebrow. “Your people threw you in a cell for most of your formative years. Is that something you want to go back to?”

      “That was a rogue faction.”

      “And you think the Antauran government will treat you differently?”

      “I think,” Keli began, “that the Overseers are returning, and that we don't have time for the kind of half-measures that Larani and her minions insist on employing. I, for one, am tired of being called a murderer simply because I am willing to do what is necessary to win, and I know you feel the same.”

      He opened his mouth to speak, but words failed him. Did he feel the same? He had asked this very woman to rip the information they needed from Isara's mind. Now wasn't the time to get squeamish. But…

      Shutting his eyes, Ben shook his head. “No,” he whispered, backing away from her. “That's not me anymore. Larani might be a sanctimonious harpy, but there are some lines I won't cross.”

      Keli's lip trembled, and he braced himself for some sort of outburst, but she simply turned her head and let out a breath. “As you wish,” she said, turning away from him. “If I were you, I'd keep this conversation to myself.”

      “Threats, Keli?”

      The telepath stopped in her tracks and stood there without looking back at him. “If that is how you choose to see it,” she said. “Just remember, Tanaben; I don't let anything stand between me and my goals.”

      She marched back to the subway station at a brisk pace.

       

      When the SlipGate bubble came to a halt, Leo found himself in what appeared to be a room with walls of stone. Two blurry, black shapes stood right in front of him. Guards in uniforms, unless he missed his guess.

      The bubble popped.

      A window in the wall to his right looked out on a clear afternoon, and the pair of guards stood in the rectangle of light that it cast on the floor. Both men were tall and well muscled, though one was fair-skinned and the other dark.

      The one with a darker complexion seemed to be the leader as he stepped forward and looked Leo up and down. “I've been ordered to bring you to the Mistress,” he said. “You will come with me.”

      A wicked grin was Leo's answer to that. “If you insist,” he said. “But I was hoping that you and I would have a chance to get to know each other.”

      The SlipGate was there behind him: a tall metal triangle with its top-most corner almost touching the ceiling. These new sensations from the Drethen that he now carried would take some getting used to. From what he had been told, the experience was a little different for everyone, though most perceived this 'spatial awareness' as misty images in their mind's eye. Leo saw nothing. He simply knew that the Gate was there.

      The lead guard turned his back and started walking toward a set of stairs on the other side of the room. “Keep up,” he said in a gruff voice. “You are a guest here in the Mistress's home, and you will show proper respect.”

      Crossing his arms, Leo frowned at the man's back. “Do you have any idea who you are speaking to?” he asked, eyebrows rising. “I have killed men for showing half as much disrespect.”

      The guard froze, glancing back over his shoulder. “I really don't care who you are,” he answered. “I serve the Mistress, and through her, the Inzari. Now shut your petulant mouth and follow me.”

      Exasperation made Leo comply. From the moment they had released him from his cell, he had been caught up in one of Slade's webs. The ship that had brought him to this world was manned by a small crew. He could have killed them and taken the vessel for himself, but he suspected that Arin would have stopped him if he tried. Slade had this all planned out.

      Now, he was forced to meet someone called the Mistress. Most likely, it was Isara; he still cringed at the thought of crossing paths with that demon of a woman, but here he was. He suspected that if he ran, Isara would hunt him down.

      The steps led up to a long hallway with unlit torches on one wall and arch-shaped windows in the other, and he began to suspect that he was in some kind of castle. He had heard of those back on Rathala, relics of another time. Most of the historical monuments on his world had been leveled to make room for Ragnosian colonists.

      Another turn brought him to a second set of stairs and then a narrow corridor that was lit only by lanterns with flames that gave off an oily smell. All the while, the guard moved at a slow, steady pace.

      “You're not the least bit afraid of me, are you?”

      “I serve the Mistress,” was the man's only response.

      At the end of the corridor, a heavy wooden door opened into a room where a fire burned in the hearth. A single chair that was far too modern for this musty old castle was occupied by a petite woman who sat with her ankles crossed.

      Her face was a perfect oval of olive skin marked only by a mole on her cheek and framed by dark hair that fell to her shoulders. “Very good,” she said when she saw him. “You've arrived.”

      Thrusting his chin out, Leo narrowed his eyes and held the woman's gaze. “You're the Mistress,” he said with a nod. “I was wondering who could have whipped these men into an admirable state of compliance.”

      Her smile was beguiling, and her laugh as cold as an arctic blizzard. “Come,” she said, gesturing to the small rug in front of her chair. “Kneel before me and pledge your devotion to the Inzari.”

      “Perhaps you don't know me,” Leo began. “I have a unique distaste for authority figures.”

      The woman closed her eyes, shaking her head slowly. “Lord Slade said you would be trouble.” Gracefully, she rose and retrieved a small device from a pocket in the skirt of her simple blue dress. Some sort of remote control. She pointed it at him and then pushed a button.

      Instantly, he felt the pain of a swift kick to the gut. The kind of merciless cramp that made him think his insides were being shredded. He bent over with a hand pressed to his stomach and then sank to his knees.

      Squeezing his eyes shut as hot tears ran over his cheeks, Leo tossed his head about. “What are you doing to me?” The words came out in a desperate pant. “Release me now, whore, or I will-”

      Standing with one fist on her hip, the woman threw her head back and roared with rich, dark laughter. “Honestly, Leo,” she mocked. “That particular threat would be more frightening coming from someone who could stand.”

      “How have you done this?”

      “Three days on board a cargo hauler,” the woman explained. “Three days in which you ate and drank everything we put in front of you. Your water was laced with nanobots small enough to enter human cells. They have embedded themselves in the lining of your stomach, and I control them.”

      The pain! It would kill him!

      “Now,” the woman said in a silky smooth voice. “Are you going to be a good boy, or do you require further instruction?”

      “I…will obey!”

      “Excellent.”

      The pain went away, but he was still gasping for breath, still doubled over on his knees and hugging himself. “What do you want?” The words felt like dirt in his mouth. “Mistress…”

      Once again, she threw her head back and laughed a rich, satisfied laugh. “No need for such formalities, Leo,” she said. “I am Valeth. You may address me as such so long as you do as you are told.”

      She turned her back and flowed back to her chair with impeccable grace, pausing for a moment to admire the fire. “What do you think of Leyria?” she asked. “I must say it's not what I expected.”

      Red-faced, Leo craned his neck to stare at her and tried to ignore his humiliation. His hair was drenched with sweat. “You expect me to make idle conversation?” he said. “Tell me what you want!”

      Valeth turned gracefully and eased herself into the chair, gripping the armrests with her hands. Her face was stern. “Do you require more discipline already?” she asked. “I'd have expected more from you.”

      “I haven't seen any of Leyria.”

      Setting her elbows on the arms of her chair, Valeth steepled her fingers and watched him. “I grew up on Earth,” she said. “Israel, to be precise. When I first read about Leyria, I pictured glittering buildings and mag-lev trains; it never occurred to me that this world would have castles, but it seems they're willing to preserve some of their history.”

      “I see…” He wanted to scream at her to get on with it, but Valeth had done a very good job of making the nature of their relationship clear to him. All he could really do was humor her and hope to eventually get his hands on that remote control.

      “Yes, I see you don't care.”

      “I mean no offense but-”

      Valeth stood up in a regal posture, heaving out a sigh of exasperation. “You want to know why you're here?” she asked, dark eyebrows rising. “Grecken Slade commands you to kill Jack Hunter.”

      “Kill Hunter,” he spat. “I would be delighted to kill him, but I'd rather make him suffer first.”

      “Equally acceptable.”

      “I don't understand.”

      Valeth dropped to one knee before him, reaching out with one hand to gently touch his chin. “My dear boy,” she whispered. “Isn't it obvious? You're a distraction. Hunter is not our real goal, but he and his friends have become a nuisance. You have something of a personal hatred for him.”

      Leo growled like a dog and shook his head forcefully. “No one humiliates me!” he shouted. “No one!”

      “That's the spirit.”

      “Why not just kill Hunter yourself?”

      Tilting her head to one side, Valeth pouted at him. That sultry expression…Oh, how he wanted to beat the resistance out of her. “Our resources are not infinite,” she said. “As I told you, Hunter is not our real goal. He and Lenai and Carlson and the rest are nothing but a nuisance. Go after one, and the rest will band together to protect their friend.

      “Make every effort to kill him – our lives would be much easier without Hunter's constant interference – but failing that, keep him and his friends distracted. While they focus on you, we can accomplish our real goals.”

      “What can you give me in terms of resources?”

      “Not much,” Valeth said. “But I'm willing to provide you with a few weapons. You have wanted revenge for over a year, Leo. I say it's time you got your wish.”
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      This small hallway on the first floor was filled with maybe half a dozen people who scurried about, reading tablets or talking with one another. All his life, Jack had said that that the air in office buildings was stale, but today it smelled sweet. Maybe that was just his cheerful disposition.

      In blue jeans and a polo shirt, Jack walked along with his arms swinging, a smile on his face that he just couldn't shake. Isn't it a lovely morning, Summer? he asked. The kind that makes you expect little cartoon birds to start flying around.

      His Nassai was happy.

      Jack paused to lean against the wall.

      Shutting his eyes, he tilted his head back and took a deep breath. The cynical part of me says I shouldn't get too comfortable, he told Summer. And chances are something will come along to ruin my day, but for now, I just want to enjoy it.

      The emotion he felt from his symbiont was complex; Jack could only describe it as an intense desire to kick him in the butt. That made him laugh, and when several people gave him odd looks, he shouted, “What? Don't you ever talk to your Nassai?”

      On his right, he found a glass door that led into one of the smaller workrooms. A quick peek made him pause to take a closer look. The room was all but empty, but there was a SlipGate positioned in front of windows that looked out on the garden.

      The tall metal triangle seemed to drink in the morning sunlight that glinted off its top corner. Well, that was odd…Why would anyone be examining a SlipGate? He got his answer when Anna stepped into view.

      In shorts in a light blue tank-top, she dropped to her knees in front of the thing and hunched over with her back turned. She was tapping at her multi-tool, conducting some kind of scan unless he missed his guess.

      He decided to let her be and started up the hallway.

      A moment later, his own multi-tool beeped to signal an incoming call, and when he checked the screen, he saw Anna's name blinking in bright blue text. He swiped a finger across the screen to answer. “Hi?”

      “What? You're just gonna ignore me?” she teased.

      His face was on fire as he bent over to rub his forehead with the back of one hand. “I didn't want to bother you while you were working,” he explained. “I thought maybe I should just let you finish and catch up with-”

      “Get in here, dummy.”

      When he pushed the door open, Anna was sitting on a table and gripping its edge with both hands, shaking her head slowly. “You know, this isn't gonna work if you slink away every time you see me.”

      “I'm sorry.”

      She looked up at him with those gorgeous blue eyes and blinked once. Heaven help him, why did she have to be so lovely? “Don't be sorry,” she said. “I know I've been the scary dragon lady these last few months; so a little cowering is to be expected. Frankly, it does wonders for my ego.”

      “Making the mortals tremble, huh?”

      Anna hopped off the table and strode toward him, reaching up to thread her fingers through her hair. “When you're short,” she began. “It's important to establish dominance early on. Prevents uprisings.”

      “Can I…” Jack fumbled for the words, suddenly very much aware of how silly he felt. “Can I have a hug?”

      “Of course!”

      Cautiously, Anna stepped into his embrace, slipping her arms around him. And she squeezed for all she was worth. It wasn't the meek hug of two old friends reuniting after a long time apart; no, it felt more like she was trying to protect him.

      Only then did Jack realize that he was holding her just as tight, that he was filled to bursting with a need to shield her from harm, to soothe away her pain. By instinct, he put a hand on the back of her head and gently stroked her hair. I love you… The words almost leaped out of his mouth, but he stopped himself.

      No need to scare her off.

      Anna stepped back and looked up at him, blinking slowly. “I've missed you,” she said softly. “I know things have been pretty crazy but…Oh look, the words are failing me yet again.”

      Jack crossed his arms with a soft sigh and made his way across the room. “So, what are you working on?” he asked. When he got near enough, he could see his own reflection in the SlipGate's metal surface. Useful as it was, Overseer tech always gave him the creeps. “I'm guessing it's not an attempt to see how badly this thing screws with the Feng Shui.”

      “If only,” Anna muttered. “No, this is the Gate that Isara used to make her escape after fighting Melissa in the park.”

      “Ah. So, you're tracking her.”

      “Failing to track her.”

      In his mind's eye, Anna started pacing, marching to the wall, then turning on her heel and heading back in the opposite direction. “I'm one of the most tech-savvy Keepers you'll ever meet, and I've got nothing. You wanna take a crack at it?”

      Pressing his lips together, Jack squinted at the Gate. “Permission to mansplain?” he asked. “For the purpose of getting myself up to speed.”

      “Granted.”

      “Did you try that trick you used to find Keli? You know, where you download the travel logs and see which Gate was active at the same time as this one.”

      “I did, and zero joy.” Her exasperation told him that was probably the first thing she tried. Truth be told, he could understand. He was skilled enough with tech to rip the guts out of a laptop and replace a faulty part, but with Leyrian devices, he was at a loss. And Overseer devices were out of the question. Jack could fly a shuttle; he could activate a SlipGate, but the kind of creative flair one needed to be an expert with these things was just beyond him.

      “So, what does that mean?”

      Behind him, Anna stood with her arms crossed, staring with frustration up at the ceiling. “Several things,” she said with a shrug. “First, that whatever Gate received Isara is no longer on the Network.”

      Jack spun to face her with hands clasped behind himself, heaving out a deep breath. “The report said there was a Gate on board the shuttle,” he said. “Could she have Slipped to that one?”

      Anna scrunched up her face, trembling as if she had been forced to swallow some vile-tasting medicine. “It's possible,” she said. “But we believe that Gate was active just before the shuttle exploded.”

      “Meaning they fled.”

      “Yes.”

      Jack strode over to the table, leaning forward and bracing his hands on its surface. He shook his head in dismay. “I'm guessing you've already tried to determine if any other Gates were active when that one was in use.”

      A flush painted Anna's face red, but she grinned and laughed just the same. “Why, Jack, it's like you know me,” she teased. “No…Nothing there either. Which means Isara had access to a third SlipGate that she has since taken off the Network.”

      “How did she get so many SlipGates?”

      “She works for the Overseers, Jack.”

      “Fair point.”

      He turned his attention back to the Gate, transfixed by the gleam of sunlight upon metal, by the way those sinuous grooves seemed to hypnotize. “You ever think maybe these things aren't as innocent as they seem?” he murmured. “I mean we're up against the Overseers here, and yet we use their technology.”

      Anna came up to stand beside him, leaning against the table with her arms folded. The expression on her face as she studied the SlipGate… “What do you mean?” she asked in cautious tones.

      Tossing his head back, Jack felt wrinkles lining his brow. “Why did the Overseers give us this marvelous technology?” he whispered. “Maybe to get us used to it. To make us think SlipGates are harmless.”

      “Thanks, Jack, for that uplifting mental image.”

      “From what everyone tells me, these things went nuts when Slade used the Key to open the SuperGates. Don't tell me SlipGates are harmless.”

      “Point taken.”

      Chewing on his lip, Jack looked down at the floor. A shiver went through his body, right up the length of his spine. “So…” he said after a moment of silence. “You feel like getting some lunch?”

       

      Pulling a t-shirt over himself, Ben squeezed his eyes shut as his head poked through the hole. His hair, though short, was a mess. “Just a minute!” he shouted. “Hold on! Hold on! I'll be right there!”

      He walked to his front door and pulled it open to reveal Dex Velori standing on his porch. The man was just spectacularly beautiful with that strong chin of his and that dark goatee. “Hi,” he said. “Sorry to bother you.”

      Ben stood there with a hand on the door-frame, smiling down at his own shoes. “No bother,” he said, shaking his head. “Though I do wonder what brings you all the way out to this tiny neighbourhood.”

      “I was in the area.”

      “Really?”

      A wry smile on Dex's face put the lie to his words, and the man went red soon after. “No, not really,” he admitted. “I saw that you had submitted a few code updates about an hour ago, and I figured you were working from home.”

      “Did you want me to come into the office?”

      “No, it's not that,” Dex explained. “The Tareli Information Security Panel reviewed our code today, and they think some of it is…Well, the word they used was 'sublime.' I've been asked to send someone to speak at a conference they're hosting.”

      Crossing his arms with a grunt, Ben leaned one shoulder against the door-frame. His face twisted as he considered the implications. “And you want to send me,” he said. “Dex, I'm a convicted felon.”

      The other man studied him with pursed lips and a furrowed brow. “You're a man who has saved lives,” he began. “And who has turned his own life around. Ben, this is what you were meant to do.”

      “I'll think about it.”

      With a heavy sigh, Dex took a step back. A moment later, he nodded. “Think quickly, would you?” he pleaded. “The conference is in a few days. You would be a last-minute replacement for someone who dropped out. They're gonna want an answer by the end of the day.”

       

      A blue sky where the sun was at its zenith stretched over a road that curved slightly to Jack's right. Trees along each sidewalk with bright green leaves provided some shade from the glare. But it was hot, and it was sticky, and it was probably a bad idea to bring Harry out here. Not that the other man would take no for an answer.

      Harry was hunched over with his weight supported by a cane, his face contorted in obvious discomfort. “Just a little further,” he grunted out. “Then we can go back and have a nice lunch.”

      Blowing out a deep breath, Jack closed his eyes. His head sank as he tried to find a little patience. “You're gonna get yourself hurt,” he muttered. “Harry, this is not the path to a speedy recovery.”

      “I need to do this.”

      “Why?”

      The other man got a few steps ahead and wheezed as he pressed the cane to the sidewalk. “I'm tired of sitting around all day,” he said. “There's so much I could be doing, and it's driving me crazy.”

      Of course, the source of the problem was obvious. At least, to Jack it was. Telling Harry about Leo's escape had put the other man into action-hero mode, complete with a clichéd subplot about protecting his family. Not that there was anything wrong with that, but Harry had already gotten himself hurt.

      Jack strode past his friend.

      He whirled around to face the other man, backing away with both hands raised in a forestalling gesture. “Here's a thought, and just hear me out,” he began. “Maybe you don't have to be the one who fixes every problem.”

      “I'm the one who decided to bring my girls here.”

      “And that's a problem because…”

      “Leyria was supposed to be safer,” Harry added. “That was the whole point of this major upheaval, remember? But here we are with me recovering from a gunshot wound and a killer on the loose.”

      Well, that confirmed it; telling him about Leo had been a bad idea. Though keeping it from him felt dishonest as all bloody hell. He noted this catch-22 as another example of the universe's general hostility. Oh, who was he kidding? The world was a beautiful place where everything worked out in the end. Geez…That hug from Anna really did a number on his cynicism.

      Jack squinted at the other man, then shook his head slowly. “It's not your job to be Protector-Guy,” he said in exasperated tones. “You've got friends who love you, who will stand by you through this.”

      Harry shut his eyes, trembling as he inhaled through his nose. “I just…” His words had the slight rasp of a man fighting off fatigue. “Sometimes I wonder what would have happened if I hadn't been the one investigating that strange attack on Wesley Pennfield's office building. I think we can presume that the Leyrians would have still found their way to Earth. So what would that mean for me?”

      “You'd be the crotchety old man who shook his cane at the spaceships for not being sufficiently saucer-like.”

      “Funny.”

      Their conversation was cut off by the sound of heavy footsteps and sobbing. Spatial awareness allowed Jack to perceive a teenage girl in shorts and a tank-top running on the sidewalk across the street.

      Chewing on his lip, Jack turned his head to look at her. He blinked. “Well, this can't be good,” he muttered under his breath. “Hey, kid! What's wrong?”

      The girl skidded to a stop and then rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand. Her makeup was ruined, her hair a mess. “Companion have mercy,” she spluttered. “There's been a murder.”

      “A murder?” Jack exclaimed. “All right, miss, I'm gonna ask you to stay calm. I'm a Justice Keeper; so take me through it step by step.”

      She turned to face them, then bent over and puked all over the sidewalk. Not a good sign; up until that moment, Jack had been hoping that maybe she just didn't have her facts straight, but a reaction like that usually meant that someone had seen a body. “The supply depot half a block that way.” She pointed up the street. “There's a body…Someone killed a man…Oh, Mercy.”

      “It was supposed to be safe here,” Harry whispered. “God damn it, we should have just stayed in Ottawa.”

      Jack shut his eyes tight, breathing deeply to calm himself. “It's going to be all right, miss,” he said, nodding to the girl. “I'd like you to give me your contact information so I can follow up with you.”

      “And then?”

      “Then you go home.”

      The simple exchange of information took longer than he would have liked, but he reminded himself that this was part of his job. Of course, a teenager wasn't going to react to the sight of a dead body with the same stoicism as an adult who had been shot at. Hell, the poor kid didn't even ask for his badge before blurting out her address and multi-tool contact code. That was a sign of how trusting Leyrians were. Jack hoped that Harry was paying attention.

      He got a few key details out of the kid; the supply depot had shut down when its automated security systems detected an intruder. The front window was smashed. She could see a body inside.

      A few minutes later, the girl was walking away and shivering with every step, the odd sob coming out as a squeak. But she got control of herself. Mostly. Poor kid. No one should have to go through something like that.

      “Can you get home by yourself?” Jack asked.

      At his side, Harry was putting his weight on the cane, staring down at the ground with teeth bared. “Screw that,” he said. “I'm coming with you.”

      “Harry…”

      “No buts, Jack; you've got a crime scene to investigate, which means that you don't have time to take me home. And I won't go anyway.”

      “Fine. Come with me.”

      The supply depot was just a few minutes away on foot: a long rectangular building with a large front window. Leyrians had basic necessities like groceries, pharmaceuticals and hygiene products delivered by mail bots, but there was always a chance you might run out of something a little sooner than you had expected.

      These supply depots were scattered throughout residential neighbourhoods for that reason. You showed up, presented ID with your multi-tool, and took what you needed, no questions asked. That was the beauty of abundance; there was more than enough of pretty much every commodity.

      Half a dozen police officers in gray uniforms stood in a small cluster just outside the front entrance. There were security drones as well, these ones human shaped. Almost like the serving bot Harry kept in his kitchen but larger, sleeker and painted black.

      “Excuse me!” Jack called out.

      One of the officers turned around: a young woman with tanned skin and big brown eyes who wore her cap low. “I'm sorry; this is a crime scene,” she said. “You will have to come back at another-”

      She cut off when Jack's multi-tool projected a hologram of his badge complete with picture and mini-dossier. Through the transparent image, Jack saw her shut her eyes and take a deep breath. “Go on in, sir.”

      “You're doing a good job, Constable,” Jack said. “My associate will be joining me if that's all right.”

      She made no protest – Leyrians had a habit of acquiescing to almost anything that a Justice Keeper asked of them; quite the opposite of Earth, really – and when the group of them parted, Jack led Harry to the entrance.

      The front window was indeed shattered, and he could see shelves inside under the glare of bright lights. One of the security drones stood next to the opening and turned its camera-like head to look at him. It did nothing, however.

      They went in through the sliding front door, noting the state of their surroundings. The aisles were all neat and clean and freshly stocked with canned goods, cereals, hair-care products and other necessities, almost as if they had been left completely untouched by whatever had happened here.

      At the back of the room, a line of freezers contained various frozen desserts and ready-made meals, and one of those was shattered as well. Bits of glass were strewn all over the floor.

      The corpse of a man was lying against that freezer with his legs stretched out, his head tilted to the side to stare blankly at nothing at all. He might have been handsome once, but his skin had that sickly gray pallor.

      Two gray-uniformed officers who were scanning the corpse with their mulit-tools abruptly stopped and turned away from the body. “We'll let you take a look, sir,” one said as they strode past him.

      As he approached the body, Jack wondered what would possess someone to kill a man over merchandise that could essentially be taken free of charge. There was just no reason to fight over this stuff. Something was wrong here.

      Jack dropped to one knee.

      He winced so hard that he trembled, his head drooping like a leaf weighed down by too much rain. “This is all wrong,” he muttered. “Harry, is any of this feeling just a little familiar to you?”

      Behind him, the other man stood with both hands on his cane, inspecting the scene with that cop stare of his. “I don't know what you're getting at,” he replied. “I've seen my fair share of murders; this one reminds me of several.”

      In a flash of inspiration, Jack lifted his left forearm and tapped commands into his multi-tool's screen, initiating a scan for a residual electrostatic charge. He waved his hand about to let the tool get a reading. When it beeped in confirmation, he knew exactly what he would find.

      Covering his mouth with one hand, Jack shut his eyes and took a deep breath. “Just as I feared,” he said, nodding. “This freezer door was shattered by a projected force-field. But there's no blood…”

      In fact, the floor was strangely dry. Glass all over the place, but no blood. What the hell was up with that? And why was the rest of the place in pristine condition? Shouldn't there be signs of a struggle? Merchandise knocked off shelves? “Officers?” Jack called out. “Someone come in here!”

      One of the men who had been scanning the body came scurrying up behind him. “Can I help you, sir?”

      “Have you checked the security camera logs?”

      “We only just arrived before you did, sir,” the young officer explained. “We were in the process of downloading them.”

      Tossing his head back with a grunt, Jack squinted. He nodded slowly as he took in that information. “Let me tell you what you'll find,” he said. “This poor guy wasn't killed here. Look for footage of someone carrying this body into the depot. The perpetrator will be male, tall with a lean build.”

      “Quite the theory, Jack,” Harry said. “Care to explain?”

      “Think back, Harry; where have you seen this before?”

      “Like I said, I've seen a lot of-”

      Jack stood up slowly, shaking his head in frustration. “Back in Ottawa,” he said. “We saw a crime scene just like this one. A gas station clerk murdered with a force-field generator.”

      “God in Heaven…”

      When he turned around, Harry was staring numbly with his mouth open, a sheen of sweat on the man's forehead. “It can't be,” Harry mumbled. “He wouldn't…Not just to get our attention. Not-”

      “That's exactly what he'd do, and you know it,” Jack cut in. “This is a near perfect reconstruction of Leo's first murder. Except I don't think this man was killed with a force-field. Or if he was, it didn't happen here. Leo dragged the corpse in here, then blasted the freezer so we'd recognize the pattern. He chose a depot near your home because he knew that would get our attention. Which means he knows where you live, Harry.”

      Jack took a moment to calm himself. There was a way out of this; they just had to improvise a solution. “Harry, is anyone at your house?”
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