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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Okay, I’ll spare you the trouble of asking. Borderlands 2. When you read that scene, you’re gonna wonder, “What the hell inspired this?” And I’ll just tell you right now: It was the intro to Borderlands 2. Seriously, check it out. The damn thing is epic. But I picked a song they used to play in the mosh pit on Friday Nights at the Kingdom.

      

      Galvanize by the Chemical Brothers, if you’d like to experience the full effect.

      

      Ah, my 20s…This would normally be the part where you would say something like, “Those were the days,” but honestly, my 20s sucked. I mean, some bright spots, sure, but let’s be real here. Not a trace of pink in these lenses, friend.

      

      But I do sometimes look back fondly on those Friday nights. So, Ian, Riles, if by chance you’re reading this, thanks for the good times, fellas.

      

      As always, this book is a standalone. You don’t have to read any of my previous work to enjoy it. Anything you need to know will be explained right here in these pages. But if you’d like some extra information on the setting, the tech or the epic feats of badassery, feel free to check out the helpful appendices in the back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          THE WILL OF THE GODDESS

        

      

    

    
      Ketra reread the contract, looking for any trickery that might have been slipped into the fine print. She could feel Ms. Ozarin watching her – the other woman’s patience was wearing thin – but she was in no hurry to finish. The union was counting on her to represent their interests; she would not endorse any offer until she was certain that it was a fair deal made in good faith.

      Her boss had a nice office with a wooden desk that must have been constructed by a master carpentress, its surface polished to a respectable shine. The two bookshelves that were nestled into both corners of the back wall contained a veritable library of leather-bound tomes. Ketra wasn’t sure what to make of the longsword that had been mounted between them. She assumed that it was purely decorative, but you never really knew with Ms. Ozarin. The woman had served in the army at one point.

      She was standing behind the desk now and tapping her foot expectantly, her lips pursed as she tried to burn holes in Ketra’s forehead with the force of her stare. At first glance, you probably wouldn’t find Tila Ozarin very intimidating. She wasn’t very tall, and whatever physical fitness she might have gained during her service was hidden beneath a gray suit with an ankle-length skirt and large shoulder pads filling out its heavy jacket. Her face was almost kindly; if you encountered her outside the factory, you might even see her smile.

      “Are you almost finished?” she pressed.

      Ketra tried to remain calm. Salary negotiations were not entirely unlike a trip through the jungle. Showing fear was a good way to end up as someone’s dinner. It didn’t help that she lacked any of her employer’s poise.

      Tall, gangly and dressed in overalls that still bore the stains of repeated shifts without laundering, she had to resist the urge to slouch. It felt natural, but she couldn’t afford to let Ms. Ozarin or any of the other managers think that she was just some uneducated farm girl with hay in her hair. There was no telling what tricks they might try if they thought she was too stupid to notice them.

      The window on her right was open, allowing the warm breeze of an autumn afternoon to come through. The chants of striking workers accompanied it. There were over a hundred of them down in the street, all willing to follow her lead. That bolstered her confidence even as it filled her stomach with butterflies.

      Ketra tossed the sheaf of papers onto the desk and thumped her finger down on the last paragraph of the third page. “This says that if we accept the contract, we’ll be locked into our current salaries for the next fifteen years.”

      Sighing, Ms. Ozarin pulled her chair back from the desk, its wooden legs scraping the floorboards. “You’re the one who wanted a seven percent increase.”

      “To cover the cost of living!” Ketra protested. “It’s much higher after the war!”

      “As is the cost of doing business.”

      Closing her eyes, Ketra shook her head vehemently. “I can’t recommend this to the union. You know that!” She tapped the contract again. “Not with that clause you tried to slip right under our noses.”

      The other woman sat down across from her and hit her with the same patronizing glower that she was used to seeing from rich folks who thought she was nothing more than an unsophisticated yokel. “The clause is there to ensure that you don’t try to extort me again next year.”

      “It’s not extortion! We simply want a fair wage for an honest day’s work!”

      “‘An honest day’s work,’” Ms. Ozarin sneered. “Most of those fools out there wouldn’t even know what that looks like.”

      “Maybe we can come down to six percent, but the clause has to come out.”

      “Unacceptable.”

      Ketra folded up with her elbows on her thighs and her face buried in her hands. She knew that she must have looked horridly unprofessional, but she didn’t care one bit. “We have already come down from ten percent.” Slowly, she forced herself to lift her head and meet the other woman’s eyes. “We’re trying to be flexible!”

      “You want to be flexible? Come back to work and let’s put all this behind us.”

      “No!” Ketra snapped, her chair squeaking as she stood up. “You barely even pay us enough to eat! And the conditions are getting worse every day! Lessi lost two fingers to one of those blasted machines you’ve got down there!”

      If Ms. Ozarin was in any way moved by her outburst, she didn’t show it. The other woman might as well have been a statue for all the emotion that she displayed. “Then it seems that negotiations have failed.”

      Standing tall with her shoulders square, Ketra frowned as she stuffed her growing unease down into the pit of her stomach. She nodded once and turned to go. “I’ll tell the others.”

      She had only taken two steps when the shouts coming through the window became screams of terror. What could be happening now? Her first thought was that the Dovron City Police might have turned against them. They were usually more sympathetic to the wealthy and the business class.

      Running to the window, Ketra braced her hands on the sill and leaned forward to get a better look. The road was filled with workers in overalls, many of them carrying signs that proclaimed their desire for better pay. She could easily distinguish the police by their dark brown uniforms. Several of them were lying on the ground, and one appeared to be on fire.

      A woman in red marched toward the workers with a look of cold determination. Ketra didn’t need to see anything more. She was out the door before Ms. Ozarin could ask what all the noise was about.

      Through the narrow hallway with its teal walls and brown wainscot. Down the stairs that creaked under her boots. She darted across several landings before she reached the factory floor. The machines were silent with no one to run them.

      Ketra slammed her shoulder against the door, pushing it open with some effort. Then she was scrambling across a field of pavement, heading straight for the sidewalk. She slipped through the narrow gate and joined the other workers.

      She grabbed Lylen by the arm and spun the other woman around. “What is it?”

      Lylen never got a chance to answer.

      The woman in red flew off the road, ascending to the rooftops and looming over them with her arms spread. “This strike is over!” she declared, her voice booming with far more volume than someone of her diminutive size should have been able to generate. “You will return to work immediately!”

      “We’re not afraid of you!” Sara Nozori yelled.

      “Mind your tongue!” the woman in red barked, her voice bouncing off the walls of the nearby factories and warehouses. “You address the Lady Eryl Tarizi of Jerush, and you will show proper respect!”

      She descended a few paces, now floating at a height that put her in line with the third-story windows. Ketra recognized the look of cold satisfaction on her pale face. It was the same look she had seen from every manager right before they fired some poor woman who dared to speak out about the gruelling conditions on the assembly line.

      “Allow me to educate you on the nature of things,” Eryl Tarizi continued. “The Goddess, in her infinite wisdom, has set a place for each of us. Whether great or small, we all have a role to play in her grand design. She chooses noblewomen to lead – for they possess the intellect to guide society toward her ends – and commoners to follow. Women and men whose hands possess the strength and skill to build the world she envisions.”

      Eryl smiled down at them like a mother teaching her errant children. “There is no shame in submission!” she insisted. “It is simply your natural place!”

      “Spit on my grave if it is!” Sara hollered.

      The smile on Eryl’s face disappeared. “I tried to reason with you,” she lamented. “But you have once again proven that reason is beyond you. The Goddess places each of us in our intended roles for a purpose. When those who are meant to follow seek to lead instead, the fragile order that holds us back from barbarism is threatened. Society is unbalanced, and if the disequilibrium is not corrected, her divine wrath will be swift.”

      Several people laughed, Ketra among them. She didn’t know how this woman accomplished her brazen defiance of gravity, but she refused to be intimidated. The offworlders had technology that could do much the same thing – ships that could hover above cities and never fall. Ketra may not have understood the inner workings of such machines, but they were machines. Not sorcery or divine wrath or whatever else this Eryl Tarizi claimed. So, she laughed, but she couldn’t help but notice that many others did not. Perhaps they had already witnessed a display of Eryl’s power.

      The police were huddled around their fallen comrade, having just put out the flames. The poor woman was dead, her scorched remains stretched across the road.

      “It seems that you require proof,” the noblewoman said.

      She thrust her fist toward Sara, and lightning struck the poor woman – a blazing lance of electricity that tore through her body and ignited her overalls. It lasted only a moment but when it was over, Sara’s clothes were burning. She screamed and fell upon her knees, trying to douse the flames.

      The other workers scattered.

      In the chaos, Ketra stood transfixed, unable to peel her eyes away from Eryl Tarizi. She noticed the police officers regrouping and drawing their revolvers. Several of them dropped to one knee and took aim.

      Twisting in the air, Eryl stretched one hand toward them. Whatever power she had unleashed hit them with incredible force, tossing those poor women about like leaves in a dreadful windstorm. They rolled along the road, grunting and hissing.

      But Eryl wasn’t finished.

      “You dare to take up arms against me?” she screeched. “Learn the price of your disobedience!” She thrust her fist out again and again, conjuring a bolt of lightning each time. One by one, the police officers were struck, each woman screaming as flames engulfed her body.

      Suddenly, a man leaped from the road, gaining incredible height that nearly rivalled Eryl’s. He flew toward her with one hand outstretched, taking refuge behind a shield of refracted light, his body distorted to a barely recognizable blur. A Justice Keeper! A Justice Keeper had come to save them!

      Eryl tried to blast him as she had the others, but the lightning bolt curved upward and sped off into the blue sky. When it vanished, the blurry shield did as well, and the man soared through the air with his arms spread. Eryl laughed, raising a hand as if to protect herself. Somehow, that stopped the Justice Keeper in mid-flight, leaving him suspended at least twenty paces above the road. “I don’t think so.”

      With a flick of her wrist, she blew him away just as she had done to the police. The poor man went barrelling down the street and crashed into a lamppost before falling to the ground in a heap.

      Eryl spun around, turning her attention to the frightened workers. “This strike is over!” she howled, raining death down on them. “You will return to work immediately and pay your employer restitution for the lost profits she has incurred! And you will never even think of questioning your betters again!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ROLL THE INTRO

          

        

      

    

    
      Who are we?

      Wouldn’t you like to know? Suffice it to say that most of you out there owe us your lives. We’ve racked up some impressive wins over the last six months. There was the time we defused a bomb before it blew up a building. There was the time we brought down a gang of drug smugglers. And, oh, yeah! We stopped an interstellar war!

      Okay, picture this.

      The sun rises above the horizon, casting its golden glow across the desert. Rays streak over the lumpy hills of cracked red clay, only stopping at the outskirts of a city. White skyscrapers pierce the heavens, and between them, a horde of killer robots flows through the streets.

      They’re skinny, with long, metal limbs, and the visors that cut across their cylindrical heads give off a cold, teal light. They march in perfect unison, each one carrying an assault rifle that is packed with ammo.

      The citizens of that city flee, realizing that they will soon be victims of the techno-horde. And the master of those dastardly robots – a handsome man in a black coat that falls all the way to his ankles – stands atop a tank. He tosses his head back and laughs, certain that victory is inevitable. “Take them!” he yells, pointing his gloved finger into the city.

      At this point, I will pause to inform you that this works best if we play some music in the background. You can choose any song you like, but personally, I’d go with something from Miller’s collection. Maybe the song about galvanizing and pushing the button. Who’s Miller? Hold on; we’re getting there.

      The robots advance, raising their weapons, ready to fire on those terrified civilians. But quite unexpectedly, one of them looks up to the roof of a nearby building.

      And perched upon the ledge, we find a man. He’s tall with bulging muscles straining the fabric of his tight, gray t-shirt. Copper-skinned, with short, brown hair that curls at the nape of his neck, he surveys his enemies with dark eyes that betray an almost boyish innocence. A vulnerability that he hides beneath his gruff exterior. This is Miller: our munitions expert – a man who is proficient with just about any kind of firearm you can imagine.

      He lifts his rifle, sunlight glinting off the scope, and the world holds its breath as he lines up the perfect shot. For a moment, everything seems frozen. The gun buzzes as a surge of electric current races through its circuits, and a spiralling slug emerges from the barrel. Inch by inch, it creeps toward its target.

      Then everything snaps back into motion.

      The bullet surges down to the street, striking one of those robots in the chest and knocking it back into two of its companions. They all fall, metal clattering on the road, and the others train their weapons on Miller.

      But they’re already too late.

      A pair of throwing knives soar out of an alley, tumbling end over end and gleaming in the sunlight. They each strike a different robot, burying themselves in the vulnerable joints that connect metal limbs. Mechanical soldiers stumble, disrupting the orderly march. Those who had been firing up at Miller soon realize that they have other problems to deal with.

      A woman in a long, brown trench coat comes charging out of that alley. She’s tall and slim with a round face of dark brown skin. And her hair is buzzed to almost nothing. This is Miri Nin Valia: our captain and one of the best spies you’ll ever meet.

      She runs straight for the wounded robot that is now doubled over in the middle of the road. With a quick jump, she rolls across its exposed back and drops to the pavement on the other side.

      One of the others turns to confront her.

      Miri is faster, kicking the gun out of its hands. Disarmed, the robot clenches its fist and decides that it doesn’t need a gun to deal with these pathetic humans. It steps forward and tries to punch her lights out.

      Miri ducks, narrowly escaping the hit, then darts past her enemy and slaps her open palm against its side. She spins around and walks backward to the curb with her arms spread wide, grinning the whole time.

      The robot glares at her, but the teal glow in its visor turns red when it looks down and discovers that a plastic disk is now fastened to its torso. And the blinking LED on that disk pulses faster and faster until it becomes one solid colour.

      The bomb explodes with a wave of fire that takes out not just one robot, but several of its neighbours, reducing them all to blackened lumps of slag. The others are trying to target Miri, but she flees into another alley.

      And their troubles are just beginning!

      A full-figured woman stands atop one of the smaller buildings, dressed in a tight, black bodysuit. She’s got the cutest face you’ve ever seen, complete with a dimple and lips that were made for kissing. Her hair is cut short in a bob. And her plunging neckline reveals some truly epic cleavage. (I may have a little crush.)

      Meet Kezia, our Justice Keeper.

      She walks off the ledge, and gravity itself Bends to her will, bringing her gently down to the steps outside the front entrance. Landing in a crouch, she extends one hand out behind herself and looks up to fix her gaze upon her enemies.

      Robots are marching over the curb and the sidewalk, moving toward her with weapons at the ready.

      Kezia raises her hands, and the air shimmers, forming a patch of refracted light that is just large enough to cover her body. A tempest of bullets races toward her, but they all curve off to the left and the right, some of them looping around and speeding back to their masters. Robots stumble as they’re stung again and again.

      Dismissing her protective shield, Kezia seizes the opportunity she has created for herself. In the blink of an eye, she’s on her feet and scrambling for the sidewalk.

      She sprints up to the nearest robot, grabs it by the shoulders and flips upside down above its head. Her feet descend upon the next one, knocking it back, and then she drops to a crouch.

      She elbows the one behind her, leaving it face-down on the pavement. The others are closing in, but she’s not afraid. Rising, she greets them with her sweetest smile.

      A third robot approaches from her left, carrying its rifle in just one hand. It’s eager to finish her off. In seconds, it could have its weapon pressed against her skull, but it does not wait that long.

      Kezia bends backwards, a line of bullets flying right past her nose, followed immediately by the gun’s buzzing tip. Her foot comes up to strike the underside of the rifle, tearing it out of her enemy’s grip.

      She flings her fist out to one side, smashing the robot’s chest plate with enough force to leave a crater. Her metal foe hits the ground and slides along the pavement with its legs kicking feebly.

      Meanwhile, the sky crackles with lightning.

      A man in a black coat descends from the heavens, carrying a golden staff. His name is Alu, and he’s our wizard. Well, okay. Technically, he’s a Field Binder, but as far as I’m concerned, the difference is negligible.

      Tall and lean, with skin as dark as Miri’s and long hair in a multitude of braids, he looks like some ancient king surveying a battlefield. He floats over the road, and the robots don’t know what to make of him.

      He tosses his hand out, coins flying from his fingertips and scattering among the mechanical warriors. Alu clenches his fist, and those tiny slips of metal create bubbles of intense gravity that pull the robots down to their knees.

      Once he has them at his mercy, he stretches out his hand, and lightning strikes his enemies from above, blasting them to scrap.

      Now, you might be tempted to think that he’s the most powerful member of our team – and there’s certainly an argument to be made – but we’ve got one more heavy-hitter on the roster. And if I had to bet on anyone in a straight-up fight, it would be them.

      Rin, our second-in-command, is a telepath. They’ve been genderless all their life – or non-binary as some planets call it – but they’ve always loved the femme-fatale look. And nobody can rock it quite like Rin.

      High heels, long nails, a sleek, red dress with a slit that goes almost to the hip: they’ve got the whole package. And the confidence to go with it. They stride toward the would-be overlord with their long, black hair streaming in the wind, their pale face set with a look of concentration, green eyes flaying him from afar.

      The man laughs, shocked that anyone would challenge him directly, but his smile withers when he feels the sensation of drowning in icy water. He sinks to his knees, hands shaking, breath rasping, and begs for Rin to stop.

      “Call off your army,” Rin replies.

      At first, the overlord resists, but the pain intensifies, and he yanks his remote control out of his coat pocket. With the push of one button, he orders the robots to stand down. They all go limp, weapons falling to the ground as they slump forward.

      Miri struts along the empty road with the others forming up on her flank. First Rin and Kezia, then Miller and Alu. The five of them advance on their defeated adversary with the inevitability of an oncoming hurricane.

      Who are they?

      The last hope of those who have been forgotten, the scourge of the oppressor and the flame of resistance. They are the New Ka’adri!

      And who am I?

      Well, I’m Zayne. I keep the ship’s engines running. You know, nothing special. I…I try to help wherever I can-

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Zayne!” Miller called out to her from the hallway.

      She stiffened at the sound of her name, immediately closing the file on her tablet and slipping the device underneath her pillow. Sitting on her bed with the rumpled covers bunched up beneath her, she ran a hand through her short, brown hair and tried to look casual. There was no way that he could know what she had been writing. She had tapped the whole thing out with her fingers. She would never dream of speaking such thoughts aloud where someone might hear.

      Her door was ajar; Miller would probably take that as permission to enter without knocking. She should have closed it!

      To her great surprise, he waited in the hallway, his shoulder barely visible through the crack. “Zayne?” he said softly. “I made some dinner if you want to come up.”

      “Yeah!” she panted, straightening the pillow to make sure that no one would ever suspect she had hidden something beneath it. She hopped to her feet and put on a smile. “Yeah, I’ll be right there.”
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            MY LIFE OF ELEGANCE

          

        

      

    

    
      Stretched out on her bed, with her head propped up on a thick, gray pillow, Zayne Trefal slid two fingers across the screen of her SmartGlass tablet. The gesture brought up the next page of the e-book she had been reading for the last half hour, complete with a little animation of the page turning and the sound of paper rustling. She would have to look in the settings and figure out how to turn that off. Why people insisted on pretending they were reading a printed book when they were very clearly using a device was beyond her.

      She was thoroughly engrossed in the adventures of Ladia, a mage’s apprentice from the kingdom of Retula. So far, the young woman had been struggling to get her spellwork right. Her attempt to clean the Library of Elemental Wisdom with an enchanted mop had nearly resulted in the destruction of several bookshelves and had angered her master in the process. Zayne could relate. There were days when she felt like she was bumbling her way through life.

      She groaned when her multi-tool started buzzing on the nightstand. Snatching the metal disk out of its charging unit, she killed the alarm and silently cursed the decrepit engine that kept this ship limping through the galaxy. The damn thing was worse than a colicky baby, complete with a tendency to wake her up in the middle of the night.

      Sighing, Zayne stood and returned her multi-tool to the charger. Her quarters were nothing special, just a cramped little box with a metal floor, metal walls and one bright light in the metal ceiling. With most of the space taken by her bed, the small cabinet that contained her unimpressive wardrobe and the desk on which she wrote out her mission reports, there was barely any room to maneuver. Miller had suggested getting rid of the latter, but…No. She needed a place to work. Even if it was just to write out the thoughts that kept bouncing around in her head like charged particles.

      The heavy door swung outward when she pushed it, revealing a narrow corridor on the other side. Like everything else aboard the Elegance, it was made entirely of metal. The floor plating even had little ridges that she could feel through the soles of her shoes.

      She crept out as quietly as possible, hoping to go unnoticed.

      It wasn’t long before the corridor opened into a massive room that was supposed to be used for storing cargo. Her crewmates had decided that it would be a gym instead. Or a party room when they wanted to play cards. And sometimes, it served as Alu’s personal meditation chamber, allowing him to practice his strange brand of not-magic.

      Today, it was a sparring ring.

      Miri, Kezia and Miller stood well apart from each other, their bodies marking the points of an equilateral triangle. Or close enough to it, anyway. They all wore shorts and tank tops, and Kez looked especially fetching with sweat glistening on her shoulders. Zayne tried not to stare.

      Standing with her back to the door that would grant Zayne access to the engine room, Miri planted her fists on her hips and glared disapprovingly at the young Justice Keeper. “Again!” she demanded.

      Raising a hand to forestall the other woman, Kez shut her eyes. “It’s okay,” she insisted. “I’ve seen the move; we don’t have to drill it a hundred times.”

      “That arrogance is going to get you killed, girl.”

      “Miri, I promise you, I’m paying attention.”

      “Then you’ll have no trouble taking me down.”

      Zayne wanted to creep back to her quarters; she would have done so if not for the fact that she had to perform some critical engine maintenance within the next half hour. Arguing with the captain was never a good idea. Miri Nin Valia was a kind woman, but she did not suffer fools. And there was no better way to get yourself branded a fool than refusing to accept her training.

      Kez forced an awkward smile, her plump cheeks flushing ever so slightly. “I’m not going to attack you,” she declared. “It would not be fair.”

      “And why is that?”

      Kez stood there with her mouth agape, flabbergasted by the question. “Because I’ve got super strength?” she spluttered. “Miri, you can pummel me with your fists, and I’ll be better in about ten minutes. But if I land a blow at full power, you’re going to be in the infirmary for days.”

      Chuckling, Miri swaggered up to the young woman with her arms swinging. “Sounds like Little Miss Cocksure is getting too big for her britches. Tell you what, you land one good hit – don’t matter where – and I’ll never ask you to do training again.”

      “You should listen to her, Kez,” Miller cautioned.

      Poor Kez was still blushing. “Look,” she said, raising both hands defensively. “Training is important. I get it. But if it’s all the same to you, I would rather train with other Keepers.”

      “You see the other Keepers maybe once every three months. That’s not nearly enough.”

      “Miri…”

      “Well, if sweetness ain’t gonna get it through your thick head, maybe I need to inject a little sour. Either you pin me in the next five minutes, or we’re going to be doing this twice a day, every day, for the next month.”

      Kez moved to throw a punch, but before she could even draw back her arm, Miri thrust her open hand forward, jamming her fingertips into the tender spot where Kezia’s arm met her shoulder. Stunned by the hit to a pressure point, the young Justice Keeper yelped and staggered.

      Pressing her attack, Miri jumped and seized Kez by the shoulders. She brought her legs up to trap Kezia’s head between her knees. One quick twist was enough to fling the young woman down onto her side.

      Zayne winced.

      That looked painful.

      The captain was back on her feet in an instant, dusting her hands and pacing across the room. “Sloppy,” she said, casting a disdainful glance over her shoulder. “But then I should have expected nothing less.”

      Rubbing her sore arm, Kez grimaced. “Yeah, yeah, I get it,” she muttered. “Your training is so good you can take down any Justice Keeper.”

      “Oh, there are Keepers I couldn’t do that to, darlin’. But you ain’t them. So, I’ll be seein’ you tomorrow. Bright and early. And we’ll go over this again.”

      Zayne took two steps toward the door.

      The captain suddenly became aware of her presence, spinning around in a blur of motion and greeting her with a grin that was just a little too bright to be entirely genuine. “Zayne!” On second thought, Miri had probably been aware of her from the moment she arrived. “Don’t suppose you’d like to join us for a little training.”

      Pale-faced and frightened, Zayne drew a rasping breath through her parted lips. “I-I have to sort out the containment field,” she said, gesturing to the engine room. “It’s…um. It’s out of alignment again.”

      “Well, that takes what? Five minutes? We can wait.”

      “Um…Um…”

      Kez shook her head and brushed some sweat off her brow with the back of her hand. “Leave her alone, Miri. You know this isn’t her thing.”

      “I’d just as soon not have one of my people end up dead because she can’t take care of herself. But all right. I suppose the engine does need seeing to. Best get on that then.”

      Zayne scurried through the door before this conversation could go any further.

      The engine room was about half the size of the cargo bay. Most of the space was taken up by the large sphere that housed the fusion reactor. A series of control consoles formed an octagon around it but only one of them was active at the moment. The screen kept flashing, indicating that the computer was requesting some routine maintenance.

      The fusion reactor’s containment field had to be recalibrated once every six hours while they were at warp. Otherwise, they would have to jettison the plasma to prevent an explosion, which would leave them stranded in the middle of nowhere.

      She was tempted to say that on a properly functioning ship, the computer would perform the calibration for her, but that was inaccurate. On a properly functioning ship, the field wouldn’t go out of alignment in the first place. Not in a mere six hours, anyway.

      It wasn’t so bad when they were travelling at sub-light speeds. The field remained relatively stable when the reactor wasn’t channelling power to the warp field emitters. Zayne still wasn’t sure why that was the case. Under other circumstances, she would have taken the engine apart piece by piece until she found the source of the problem, but she had doubts about whether it would still function after she put it back together.

      Stepping up to the console, she spread her hands along its surface only to remember that this wasn’t standard Leyrian SmartGlass. The interface was a little different from what she knew.

      She tapped the exact centre of the control panel, which brought up a prompt for her password. After breezing through the security protocols, she set to work. The first step was to drop out of warp. She took control of the ship’s navigational systems and did just that. With the power demands severely reduced, she was able to execute the protocol that would recalibrate the containment field.

      As Miri had said, the whole thing took about five minutes. When she was finished, she re-engaged the warp drive and put them back on their previous course.

      She emerged from the engine room to discover that Miri, Kez and Miller were still chatting in the cargo bay. Their training session seemed to have transformed into a discussion about the political situation on Berex, one of the outer Ragnosian colonies. With any luck, Zayne could slip by without being noticed.

      That hope vanished after she took one step.

      Turning to Zayne with sweat glistening on her lovely, brown skin, Miri flung a towel over her shoulder. “Got everything sorted out?”

      “The Elegance is back on course for Leyria, Captain.”

      “Good. Then could I possibly convince you to join us? We’ll start slow.”

      Zayne’s mouth moved silently, forming words that she couldn’t quite find the courage to speak. “I…I…” She squeezed her eyes shut and gave her head a shake. Her reluctance would only result in Miri thinking that she was a coward. And that might result in her being put off the ship. “Maybe tomorrow?”

      “I’ll be training Kez first thing in the morning. You can join me afterward.”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      Trying to look casual, Zayne walked to the stairs at a measured pace and sped up the moment she was out of sight. She took them two at a time, nearly tripping over her own feet and grabbing the railing to steady herself. She made a sharp right turn at the small landing and climbed the last few steps to the lounge.

      The old, brown couch was pressed against the wall, right next to the stairwell’s entrance, and across from it, a screen of SmartGlass served as their television. It was dormant at the moment: just a clear, rectangular pane that revealed the wall behind it. But the tap of a single finger would bring it to life. Or a voice command. Zayne had spent the better part of a week trying to program it to accept commands in Miri’s native language. That had required some patience; Aladri had a strange syntax. Zayne was familiar with grammatical gender – the old Tareli languages back on Leyria were famous for it – but she had never seen one that divided nouns into living and non-living classes.

      The small bar where she stored most of her liquor was right next to the television, and behind it, a long window looked into the galley. She could see Alu moving around in there and hear the sizzle of whatever he was cooking. The scent was quite spicy, which suited Zayne just fine. For about two seconds, she toyed with the idea of saying hello – the Field Binder seemed to enjoy her company – but she decided it would be best to let him work uninterrupted.

      She took another right turn, making her way past the round, wooden table with its wavy edge and heading for the cockpit. But somehow, Alu was aware of her presence. “Oh, Zayne!” he called out to her.

      She froze at the doorway that led to another corridor and turned around with a forced smile.

      Alu came strutting out of the kitchen with one of his friendly grins, chuckling softly as he cleaned his hands with a towel. He pointed a single finger at her. “You just wait! I have something special in store for you!”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “I have found a way to make your white bird meat palatable.”

      “Really?”

      The birds in the remote region of Ezryn where Alu had grown up had red meat, not white. She had never heard of such a thing, but then she had never had much interest in ornithology. Miller said there were similar creatures on Earth. He called them emus. Or was that emos? She couldn’t recall.

      Waggling that same finger, Alu laughed again. “It’s all in the spices,” he insisted. “And even heating. I thought about Infusing the grill, but your cooking devices with their strange knobs appear to be sufficient.”

      “I’m glad they’re working out for you.”

      “You will see,” Alu promised. “Come back in an hour, and I promise you the best meal you’ll have eaten since you boarded this ship.”

      Zayne nodded once, hoping he would take that as encouragement. “Can’t wait.” She turned her back on him and proceeded through the corridor to a heavy door on the other side.

      Pressing her palm against the scanner, she waited for it to open with a hiss. The cockpit wasn’t much bigger than what you would find on a standard transport shuttle. Two seats were placed side by side in front of a large control panel with multiple screens displaying everything from the reactor’s core temperature to their current heading. And above those colourful monitors, a long window looked out upon a realm of infinite darkness. There were no stars. Only a single point of light that floated in the distance, never coming any closer. That was all you would ever see while travelling at warp.

      Zayne cleared her throat, though she needn’t have announced her presence. Rin’s ability to sense her arrival was even better than Miri’s. The telepath had chosen the chair on her left, leaving the other for Zayne. Or anyone else who came along.

      Today, Rin wore a simple, white dress with a skirt that almost touched their ankles and some understated embroidery on the cuffs of its short sleeves. Their black hair was left loose, falling almost to their shoulder blades and framing an oval-shaped face with notably pale skin. “I was hoping you would stop by,” they said.

      “How is she flying?”

      Rin smiled. “The Elegance more than lives up to her name.”

      Hesitantly, Zayne took the empty seat. Strangely, she felt some of her anxiety drifting away. That often happened around Rin. “So, what is he working on this time?” the telepath asked. “Let me guess: chicken with valak spice and fejuri sauce.”

      Lifting her shoulders in a poor imitation of a shrug, Zayne cocked her head. Her eyebrows rose just a little as she mused on Alu’s culinary aspirations. “We do have a surplus of chicken.” It was all they had been able to procure on their visit to Petross Station.

      “It’s not the meat that I object to,” Rin said, tapping one of the screens with their nimble fingers and pulling up some details on this region of space. “It’s the stuff he insists on slathering all over it. The last time he cooked, I was up all night with stomach cramps.”

      “Stynothi food is an acquired taste,” Zayne agreed.

      “It’s a miracle they don’t burn their tongues off, but then I never much cared for spicy food.” Zayne loved it, though she didn’t say as much. This felt like a time for solidarity; Alu was rather liberal with his seasonings and condiments.

      It occurred to her that Rin might already know her opinion on the subject. She had never stated it directly – not that she could recall – but surely, the telepath must have seen her consuming Alu’s cooking with gusto. It was also possible that Rin had heard every thought that passed through her head. Didn’t they say at one point that telepaths were always exposed to the background noise of other minds?

      “I’m not reading you,” Rin declared.

      Zayne stiffened.

      When the moment of panic passed, she turned to her friend and tried not to speak with an accusing tone. “Then how could you-”

      “Because you fidget when you’re nervous,” Rin said, peering through the window. “And there’s one fear that crops up again and again when normal people are alone in a room with a telepath.”

      “Oh. I…I thought you were always reading people.”

      “No.”

      “But didn’t you say-

      Swivelling their chair, Rin folded their arms and replied with a raised eyebrow. “We can turn it off, Zayne,” they said. “If we so desire, we can close off our senses completely and experience the world as you do. But most of us leave them open just a crack because we feel safer that way. So, we’ll pick up the sensation of someone else’s presence and the occasional flash of strong emotions, but specific complex thoughts? No. Not unless we’re actively trying to read them.”

      “Oh.”

      “Regardless,” Rin went on. “Your love of spicy food will not in any way affect my ability to enjoy your company. People can disagree over such minutiae and still remain friends.”

      “You know, you say you’re not reading me, but-”

      Rin reached out to lay a hand on her forearm, their green eyes full of sympathy. And a touch of exasperation. “Darling, you’re rather obvious,” they said. “It’s not hard to guess which anxieties are flying through that magnificent brain of yours.”

      Releasing Zayne, they turned back to the console, checked one of the screens and activated the intercom. “Entering the Leyrian system. We’ll be in orbit of the third planet in approximately ten minutes.”

      “Glad to hear it,” Miri replied through the speaker.

      Sitting back with another one of their sly smiles, Rin turned that emerald gaze upon Zayne. “Now then,” they said. “Why don’t you tell me what’s got you so jittery?”

      Zayne stared dejectedly into her lap. “Miri wants me to train with her.”

      “What’s so bad about that?”

      “I’m not very good at the whole physical combat thing.”

      “All the more reason to hone those skills.”

      Rin just didn’t understand; it would take all of five minutes for Zayne to make a complete fool of herself, and then…Well, then Miri might start to question whether she was of any use. Granted, someone had to keep the engines running, but there were other engineers. “I wish I was like you,” Zayne said before she even realized that she was speaking. “You can stop a bad guy just by looking at them.”

      She didn’t know why Rin was smiling, but the telepath seemed to find that very amusing. “But I also train for conventional combat,” they said. “Anyone who relies solely on their enhanced abilities will eventually find themselves in a situation where those abilities fail them.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “It won’t be so bad,” Rin promised. “I will join you tomorrow, and we’ll review the basics together.”

      Well, that helped. A little.

      They sat in comfortable silence for a time. Zayne observed that distant point of light in the window, wondering if she would notice any changes if she watched it long enough. She thought maybe she saw a slight contraction of its outer edge, but it was hard to tell. She might have been imagining it.

      “Entering orbit of Leyria,” Rin said through the intercom. “Dropping out of warp.”

      The change Zayne had been waiting for happened when the FTL drives disengaged. That point of light split apart, becoming a million stars that spread out all around the ship, and a planet came rushing toward them. It was just an optical illusion, of course, but still very cool.

      In the blink of an eye, Leyria expanded from a point no larger than a grain of sand to a disk about the size of a dinner plate. Or so it appeared, anyway. The planet hung there against the blackness of space, its left side illuminated by the light of its sun while the right side remained cloaked in shadow. Zayne saw vast, blue oceans and expansive continents with jagged coastlines, all hidden behind bands of thin, white clouds.

      She had only a moment to marvel at the sight of her homeworld before the cockpit door slid open. Miri came stomping up behind them, hunching over with one hand resting on the back of each chair. “Well,” she huffed. “Guess the fun’s over. Rin, why don’t you mosey on down to your quarters and pick up whatever doohickeys you use to write out those needlessly elaborate reports? You too, Zayne. They’ll be expecting us.”

      “Already?” Zayne blurted. “I-I thought we’d get an hour or two to settle in before…”

      Miri grimaced, shaking her head. “Director Mindoso wants a full review of our last mission,” she said. “So, let’s get down there and show the boss what good little drones we are.”
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      Slinging the strap of a duffel bag over her shoulder, Zayne scurried out of her quarters and jogged through the hallway that led to the cargo bay, the metal plates clanking under her shoes with every step. When she arrived, she saw that the rest of her crewmates had already gathered near the device that would send them down to the planet’s surface.

      The SlipGate was a metal triangle that stood about five paces tall with the ceiling lights reflected on its polished surface. Sinuous grooves ran along each of its arms, intersecting at odd angles and creating patterns that felt strangely disorienting if you stared at them for too long.

      Miri was in her long, brown trench coat, tapping her foot and checking the time on the multi-tool that she had reluctantly accepted. The device was strapped to a gauntlet on her left forearm. “Let’s go, Zayne!” she yelled in a voice that was still friendly if a little annoyed.

      Kez and Miller had somehow found enough time to use the sonic shower and change into respectable clothing. She wasn’t sure how they had managed it. Unless they had showered together. But surely, that couldn’t be the case! She knew that Miller had an interest in Kez, but the other woman couldn’t possibly return his affections. Could she?

      Zayne’s chest tightened at the thought; so, she put it out of her head and hurried to join the others at the Gate. She could have been the first one out here. Her quarters were meticulously organized; even blindfolded, she would be able to find anything she needed with little difficulty. Her reports had been completed two days ago and proofread three times. She had the tablets pre-packed and ready to go. She should have been the first one out here.

      Sadly, her attempts to anticipate the follow-up questions that Director Mindoso would no doubt ask her had resulted in her reevaluating the wording of one paragraph. And then she was filled with an irresistible urge to tweak it. She had spent the last fifteen minutes sitting on her bed, rewriting the same sentence over and over.

      “Perhaps I am being punished,” Alu remarked.

      Standing before the triangle with his arms crossed, he wore black pants and a simple, gray shirt that he had left untucked, its open collar revealing some of his smooth chest. The man wasn’t exactly buff, but he was toned. And quite handsome with that strong chin and those smouldering eyes. Zayne had no interest in men, but she could recognize beauty in the male form. She had caught Miri eyeing him once or twice, and she had no trouble understanding why.

      As usual, Alu kept his hair in a series of braids that fell almost to the small of his back. That, combined with the gold bracelets that he wore on each wrist and the many rings that bedecked his hands, would make it very difficult for him to go unnoticed. Which might be a problem for a man who had joined a team of spies. Or rather, it would have been for anyone but Alu. Zayne knew little about his people, but the snippets he had told her about his religion made it clear that deception was one of their cardinal sins. And while the simple act of going unnoticed was harmless, deliberately suppressing those parts of your character that stood out was venturing dangerously close to the line.

      Tossing his head back with a sigh, Miller rolled his eyes. “How are you being punished?” Compared to Alu, the Earthman was a tank: large and broad-shouldered with sculpted muscles. The generous helping of stubble along his jawline would surely draw the attention of any woman with an interest in men. And Kez…Kez liked men and non-binary folks every bit as much as she liked women. Miller was like the statue of a god. How was Zayne supposed to compete with that?

      “I spent two hours preparing that meal!” Alu declared. “Now, you will all run off in a dozen different directions. All of my work for nothing!”

      “You knew we were bound for Leyria,” Rin protested. “You knew our schedule. I don’t know why you would start in the first place.” Zayne could see the hint of a smile on the telepath’s face. They were just a little too pleased by this turn of events. Zayne’s heart went out to Alu; she rather liked his cooking. Deciding that she would come back and try the spicy chicken, she gave him a pat on the arm.

      Miri stood at the head of their group with her back turned. She did not look back at them, but somehow, Zayne could tell that she was smiling as well. “Now, children, let’s all behave ourselves.”

      “See?” Miller grumbled, elbowing Alu. “You got us in trouble.”

      “Perhaps we should be on our way.”

      At the captain’s order, Zayne began tapping a series of commands into her multi-tool. The device consisted of two pieces: a metal disk that contained its central processor and a rectangular sheet of SmartGlass that served as a touchscreen interface. With the latter, she accessed the Gate’s systems and set their destination as the city of Pelor.

      The triangle began to hum, emitting a low tone that slowly increased in pitch and volume. The grooves along its surface began to glow. Zayne turned to face forward just before a bubble appeared from out of nowhere, surrounding the entire group. Beyond its shimmering edge, the cargo bay was just an indistinct haze of grayness.

      She couldn’t say why – it wasn’t anything that she saw or felt – but she had the distinct impression that the bubble had shifted by a fraction of a micrometre. And then they were racing through a void of infinite blackness with a single point of light floating in the distance.

      They arrived in a place that was every bit as blurry when viewed through the bubble’s outer shell, but Zayne could tell they were outside. That splash of green right in front of her appeared to be a cluster of trees. The sky was gray, which saddened her. She had been hoping for a little sunshine.

      The bubble popped, and the sounds of a bustling city welcomed her home. They were standing on a strip of concrete with a set of steps leading down to the sidewalk. The road was dotted with plenty of puddles, and the field on the other side had been reduced to a soggy mess that did not deter the local children from playing kickball.

      Pelor was a beautiful city. This little street in the residential section had plenty of cafés, community centres and public workspaces, all housed within buildings that came in a rainbow of colours, like the candies Miller had given her one time.

      The lime-green building was home to a restaurant that specialized in Tareli cuisine. Not something Zayne enjoyed – most dishes included some form of seafood – but Kez had said she wanted to try it. Next to that was a library with pink walls. And then a dojo operating from the first floor of a yellow building with a large front window. The sign said that it offered classes on the basics of dejara, a martial arts style that focused mainly on defence and deflecting your opponent’s energy. Perhaps that would be a good style for Zayne to learn.

      Miri took two steps forward and spun around, assuming the role of a disapproving parent once again. “All right, you know how this goes,” she said. “We bow and scrape for Mr. Mindoso, and then you’re all free for the rest of the day. Let’s get it over with.”
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        * * *

      

      “Interesting,” Benton Mindoso murmured as he reread the report Zayne had given him five minutes ago. The Leyrian Intelligence Service had offices in many major cities across the surface of this planet; this one was somewhat subdued with tasteful décor that was meant to put people at ease.

      The walls of the conference room had been painted an unthreatening shade of beige and adorned with artwork that depicted breathtaking landscapes. The chairs were very comfortable, and the long, SmartGlass table reflected the lights that shone down from above.

      Mindoso, on the other hand, was anything but welcoming.

      A man of average height whose bald head glistened almost as much as the table, he clutched the tablet that Zayne had brought down from the ship and scrolled through the report with his index finger. “And you found this sample of Amprindoral in one of the station’s lower markets?”

      Zayne was uncomfortably pale at the best of times, but at that moment, she must have been as white as a bedsheet. “Yes, sir,” she replied, surprised by the steadiness of her voice. Her stomach was doing flip-flops, and her sweaty palms had greased the armrests of her chair. “Or more precisely, Miller found it with Kez backing him up.”

      Mindoso regarded her from across the table. Clearly, he was skeptical of her story, though she couldn’t imagine why. She was a loyal agent with an impeccable record. “And would you say that Cadet Berel played a vital role on this mission?”

      “Sir?”

      Putting the tablet down, Mindoso swivelled his chair and sat forward with his hands on the table’s edge. “Do you feel that the team benefitted from Kezia Berel’s presence?”

      “Yes, sir! Of course, sir!” Zayne blurted. “Why? Is-is something wrong? Has her performance been unsatisfactory in some way?”

      “There’s been some discussion about the merits of assigning a cadet to such an important operation.”

      “But we need Kez!”

      Mindoso nodded as if he had expected that objection. “I agree that a Justice Keeper would be an asset, but there are hundreds of candidates to choose from, most of whom possess far more experience than Ms. Berel.”

      “But Miri chose her.”

      “Yes, but I question whether Ms. Nin Valia is the best person to lead your team.”

      Zayne winced at the intentional distortion of Miri’s name. “Nin Valia” meant “daughter of Valia.” It wasn’t a surname; Miri’s people didn’t have them. And Benton Mindoso knew that all too well.

      Sliding her chair a little closer to the table, Zayne held the man’s gaze and prayed that the dread she was feeling wouldn’t make her voice tremble. “Sir, I realize that her methods are a little unorthodox-”

      “A little unorthodox?” Mindoso scoffed. “That woman has no regard for protocol! She takes unnecessary risks! She breaks the laws of almost every place she visits! And as for the team of misfits that she has assembled…”

      He didn’t seem to notice Zayne’s anger, but then, she was going to great lengths to hide it. Misfits, were they? Well, the description was accurate, but he said it like it was a bad thing. These so-called misfits that he so easily dismissed had saved this galaxy from another bloody war! And this was the thanks they got?

      “The Field Binder is a rogue element,” Mindoso went on. “Prone to disobeying orders he disagrees with. The telepath, at least, has some notion of how to run a covert operation, but I have to question their loyalties. It’s rare for one of their kind to ally themself with a Leyrian organization.”

      Suspending his litany of complaints, Mindoso tilted his head ever so slightly as he considered Zayne. “I recognize the difficult position that Director Shinak put you in when she assigned you to this team. It was necessary, but I feel that your service to this planet has been more than sufficient.”

      “Sir?”

      “I can reassign you, Zayne.”

      Zayne mouthed a few incoherent words, desperately searching for an argument that would dissuade him from this course of action. In the end, all she came up with was, “Where would I go?”

      “I can send you back to the shipyards,” he offered. “Director Ladarias says that the modifications you proposed to the new Black Ice stealth system will allow a ship to get within a hundred kilometres of an enemy space station without risking detection. That’s quite impressive, Zayne. Say the word, and I will return you to your previous assignment. You can resume your work on our deep-range reconnaissance vessels and take pride in your job again.”

      “I-I’m happy where I am, sir.”

      “Are you?”

      “Yes.”

      He scrutinized Zayne as though searching for a crack in her armour. “I suppose it was too much to hope that you would live among these…ruffians without acquiring some of their sensibilities, but I warn you, Agent Trefal: this path you’ve chosen leads to a dead end. Your career will suffer for it.”
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        * * *

      

      Sighing, Miri reclined the cushioned chair as far as it would go and propped her booted feet up on the table, crossing her legs at the ankle. “Well, let’s hear it then,” she said. “What was that word you used to describe my performance at our last meeting? Unstandard?”

      “Sub-standard,” Mindoso muttered without looking up from his SmartGlass tablet. The sight of her boots didn’t rattle him in the slightest.

      Snapping her fingers, Miri pointed one at the good director and flashed a grin to go with it. “Right! That was it! I do so love expanding my vocabulary. So, why don’t you tell me all the ways in which my performance on this mission was sub-standard?”

      “You found the sample of Amprindoral in the markets of Pajur?”

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Amps!” he growled. “The sample of Amps!”

      She knew the drug’s proper name, but she enjoyed forcing him to use slang. Men like Mindoso always acted like it was an affront to their dignity. As if they had debased themselves by talking like ordinary people. “Well, not in the market,” she said. “The dealer had a little stall about two corridors over.”

      Mindoso was still engrossed in her report, refusing to even look at her. “You say it was Agent Miller and Cadet Berel who made the discovery?”

      “That’s right.”

      “And that in doing so, they provoked an altercation with some of the space station’s criminal element.”

      “Right again.”

      Finally, Mindoso set the tablet aside and fixed that disapproving glower upon her. He seemed to notice her boots for the first time, recoiling ever so slightly. “You sent an untrained cadet into one of the most dangerous environments on this side of the galaxy.”

      Miri’s brow furrowed. “Oh, the girl’s had training,” she insisted. “I saw to it myself. And she knows what she’s about.”

      “Regardless, she’s a cadet and is therefore not eligible to go on missions without the supervision of other Justice Keepers. And even if they consented to take her into the field, they certainly wouldn’t take her to a place like Pajur! A space station under the control of several criminal factions!”

      He shook his head with a scowl that could curdle milk. “Kezia Berel does not have a badge. She has no authority to make arrests, confiscate contraband material or take any other action within the purview of a Justice Keeper. Even if she was a full Keeper, she would not have had such authority in a place like Pajur! We have no jurisdiction there! Which leads me to my next point.”

      He tapped the tablet with a bony finger. “Your team engaged in a protracted, two-day conflict with several of the station’s criminal organizations!”

      “They attacked us; we defended ourselves,” Miri countered.

      “You were sent there to investigate! Your mission was fairly straightforward: determine if the rumours of people selling Amprindoral on the black market are accurate and if possible, acquire a sample!”

      Pulling her feet off the table, Miri stood up with her hands on her hips and matched him stare for stare. “Well, we did the last one quite nicely, didn’t we?”

      Mindoso sat there with his mouth hanging open, his eyes so wide, she half thought they would fall out of their sockets. “After revealing yourself to the very people you were meant to observe!”

      “We didn’t reveal anything! A couple of them got wise and put the pieces together. It’s not like we went around proclaiming ourselves to the entire station!”

      “How it happened is irrelevant! This fiasco is yet another example of your inability to follow orders!”
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        * * *

      

      “Would you say that you are placed in danger on a fairly regular basis?” Director Mindoso asked.

      Kez was nervous. Well, maybe not nervous. It was more of a nagging concern that left her with a powerful urge to wring her hands under the table – one that she conquered by keeping them tucked inside her pockets – but it didn’t tighten her chest in the way that genuine anxiety did. She wondered if another word might be preferable. Uneasy, perhaps? No, that wasn’t right either. There had to be a term for a sensation that wasn’t quite as powerful as nervousness but was still irksome enough to distract. Wait! Irked! That might work. Except that “irked” had undertones of frustration and irritation that she wasn’t feeling at the moment. Well, maybe she was a little.

      Stay on task, Kezia! she screamed inside her own head.

      She wasn’t nervous because Director Mindoso couldn’t take her off the team. Larani Tal, the Chief Director of the Justice Keepers herself, had given Kez permission to work with Miri, and that was that! Wasn’t it?

      “Ms. Berel?”

      Kez flinched, startled out of her reverie. “Yes! Yes! Um…Could you repeat the question?”

      She could tell that Mindoso was not amused, but the tirade about her inattentiveness that she more than half expected never came. All she got was a long exhalation that was just a little too loud to be anything but deliberate. “Would you say that you are placed in danger on a fairly regular basis?” He drew his words out as though speaking to a child.

      “Yes. I mean, no! I mean…Kind of.”

      Mindoso’s flat stare lasted just long enough to make her squirm. “Could you elaborate?”

      Kez was flushed and breathing a little harder than she should have been. Blazes! Maybe she was nervous! “Well, I mean, big danger is a fairly regular occurrence. But it’s not because of anything that Miri did. She doesn’t place me in danger; it’s just part of the job.”

      “Perhaps this isn’t the job for you.”

      “I’m a Justice Keeper!” Kez protested.

      “No, you’re a cadet.” Retrieving the tablet, he checked her report for what must have been the fifth time. “How would you describe Ms. Nin Valia’s leadership on this last mission?”
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        * * *

      

      Alu sat calmly, basking in the warm embrace of the Field. Its presence soothed his restless mind and granted him the gift of True Sight. Instead of a balding man with a sour expression who sat on the other side of the table, he saw a cloud of vibrating molecules.

      The smaller ones orbited the larger, but not in the stable, predictable way that a planet would orbit its star. No, they were erratic! Sometimes, they seemed to jump from one spot to another without crossing the space in between. And at other times, he would have sworn that they occupied two different locations simultaneously. That was until he focused his attention on them, and then their movements stabilized. As if the very act of being observed forced them to behave properly.

      “Mr. Alu?” Director Mindoso prodded.

      Alu heard the man’s voice, but it was a distant thing. His words seemed to emanate from the incomprehensible depths of some ancient cave. The table, the chairs, the floor and the walls: They were all swarms of molecules as well. There must have been trillions of them! More than he could ever hope to count even if he had a lifetime to complete the task.

      “Mr. Alu, if we could just review the details of your latest report. You claim that Cadet Berel and Agent Miller were accosted by the members of a criminal syndicate shortly after they procured a sample of Amprindoral.”

      “Yes.” Speaking required a great deal of effort. He had a hard time controlling his body while he was wrapped in the Field’s embrace. It was as if the cosmic energy had somehow separated his mind from his flesh. He sometimes wondered what would happen if he drifted too far into that font of power. Would his soul depart and move on to the next life?

      “According to Ms. Nin Valia…” Alu said nothing in response to the intentional bastardization of the captain’s name. “These men were loyal to a local boss by the name of Bo Majhrin.”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you confirm that?”

      “No.”

      “Right…” Mindoso picked up one of the strange, electrically-powered devices that these people used to record their documents. Alu could see the particles rushing through its circuitry. “Then perhaps you could clarify a few things in your report. You say that you used Field Binding to incapacitate some of these men.”

      “Yes.”

      “How exactly did you accomplish that?”

      “Carefully.”
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        * * *

      

      Rin had to resist the urge to smile, but even with their emotions under tight control, they couldn’t help but wonder whether the sad, little man on the other side of the table had picked up on their amusement. Telepaths often made the mistake of underestimating normal humans. True, they couldn’t sense your thoughts and feelings directly, but many of them developed the ability to intuit what was going on in someone’s head.

      At the moment, Benton Mindoso was pretending to read the report Rin had penned on the way back from Pajur. It was a stalling tactic, an attempt to buy some time while he decided on the line of questioning that would best serve his purpose. His interest in the document had been genuine when Rin first entered the room, but that had changed after what they could only presume was supposed to be a minute of uncomfortable silence.

      They didn’t need their telepathic senses to see the deception; it was obvious by the change in Mindoso’s expression. He had been staring into the screen of that tablet from the moment Rin had walked through the door, but his eyes no longer moved. And his lips no longer mouthed the words that had captured his attention. He seemed to be lost in a trance, deep in some private reverie.

      Rin was content to wait him out.

      With their senses open, they could feel Mindoso’s presence, but nothing more. Anything further required a telepath to focus their attention on the target, and doing so almost always alerted the person in question to the fact that they were being scanned. There were exceptions, of course. A passive scan – one in which you picked up only what the target happened to be thinking at that particular moment – was more likely to go unnoticed. And the odds of success were even greater if your mark was distracted.

      Out of curiosity, Rin extended their will toward Mindoso and nearly recoiled in disgust. There were indeed thoughts about choosing a line of questioning – he seemed to believe that he could build a case against Miri if he could trick her second-in-command into admitting her incompetence – but he was also imagining what Rin would look like in different kinds of lingerie. One glimpse of that, and they were no longer willing to let him take the lead.

      “Director Mindoso,” they said. “If you have no questions, perhaps we-”

      “One moment, Mx. Derizia,” he said, holding up a single finger. “I apologize for keeping you waiting, but I wanted to be certain that I had all the details straight before we began.”

      Sitting back with their arms folded, Rin raised an eyebrow. “By all means,” they replied icily. “Take your time.”

      It was not what they wanted to say – the sooner this charade of a debriefing ended, the happier they would be – but they refused to give this man the satisfaction of seeing their discomfort. Meetings like this were contests of will. Buckling under the pressure effectively ceded the first blow to your opponent.

      “Now,” Mindoso began. “I’m given to understand that you questioned Ms. Nin Valia’s decision to send Cadet Berel and Agent Miller to the marketplace.”

      “That’s correct.”

      He looked up, studying Rin for half a moment, and then returned his attention to the tablet. Or pretended to, anyway. “Because you had reservations about sending a cadet into such a dangerous environment.”

      Rin’s answer to that was a smile that should have frozen his blood solid. “Not at all. Kezia is more than capable of handling such assignments.”

      “Then why?”

      “I believed that Miri should have sent me.”

      “You?”

      “We were searching for a drug dealer. I could find them faster than anyone else on the crew. Except perhaps Alu. He seems to be able to see through walls when he uses that strange power of his.”

      Mindoso was regarding them with the cool detachment of someone who was about to hand out an unsatisfactory performance review. “You’re talking about using your telepathic abilities to locate the culprit.”

      “Yes.”

      “You realize that’s a violation of due process.”

      Rin’s smile returned, colder than before. And just to be sure that he felt the full force of it, they tweaked his emotions. It took very little effort to diminish his confidence and even less to accentuate his fear. The change was only a hair’s breadth in each direction – he would never suspect a thing – but that was enough to make him pliable.

      “It’s not a Leyrian station,” they insisted. “Leyrian rules of due process don’t apply. The only law out there is whatever the magistrate says it is, and I don’t think he’s all that upset about us taking an Amps dealer off his hands.”

      Chuckling, Mindoso propped his elbow up on the table and rested his chin on the back of his hand. “Mx. Derizia, do you realize that I could have you collared and thrown into a cell?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You think I can’t tell when someone is meddling with my emotions?”

      A chill ran down Rin’s spine, the blood draining out of their face. Controlling their fear, they held his gaze without flinching. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “The law on this planet is quite clear,” Mindoso went on as if they hadn’t spoken. “Any telepathic manipulation without the expressed consent of the victim is a class-three assault. I’d have no trouble convincing a jury that you did it. This is Leyria, not Antaur. We don’t worship telepaths here.”

      Rin hesitated, unsure of how to respond. For the first time since the start of this horrid meeting, they were truly afraid. Gods below! When was the last time they had felt their heart pounding like this?

      “Nothing to say?” Mindoso pressed. “Then perhaps you’ll listen. I’m inclined to forget this unfortunate incident, but I will expect your full cooperation. All Leyrian agents are required to respect the rules of due process even in places where those rules do not apply. And in case you’ve forgotten, you work for the Leyrian Intelligence Service. From now on, you will conform to those guidelines at all times. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. Then let’s talk about your captain.”
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        * * *

      

      “The captain is one of the best spies I’ve ever met,” Miller declared, sitting comfortably in the cushioned chair with his hands on the armrests. “She’s got a knack for reading people. She’s well-trained in multiple forms of self-defence and proficient with a wide variety of firearms. And she has a conscience.”

      Mindoso’s eyebrows went up. “High praise…”

      “She deserves it, sir.”

      “Perhaps.” The other man scowled as that word passed through his lips. “I’m more concerned with your team’s inability to follow directions. You were sent to Pajur to acquire a sample of Amprindoral, not to start a war with the local criminal syndicates.”

      Sitting back, Miller replied to that with an easy smile. “We acquired that sample, sir,” he said. “As I’m sure Miri has pointed out to you. Now, as for this so-called war…missions often deviate from the parameters laid out in the initial briefing. You know that. There are too many unforeseen variables.”

      “It’s a field operative’s job to account for those variables.”

      “Within reason, sir,” Miller protested. “We took every possible precaution to maintain our cover identities and to avoid rousing suspicions, but sometimes criminals are smarter than we give them credit for. Every time we send agents into the field, there is the potential for things to go wrong. It happens to the best of us. I think that if you review our reports, you’ll see that our actions were justified, given the circumstances.”

      “I can’t agree, Agent Miller.”

      Closing his eyes, Miller took the criticism in stride. “That is, of course, your prerogative, sir.”

      “Very good. Thank you for your cooperation.”

      Miller stood up to leave but halted after only two steps, turning back to the table and facing the other man with his hands clasped behind his back. “If I may ask a question, sir.”

      Mindoso had gone right back to reading the reports, but the gently worded inquiry prompted him to look up. “You may.”

      “Why is the Leyrian Intelligence Service suddenly interested in the proliferation of Amprindoral?”

      The director hesitated before answering, unsure of how much he wanted to reveal. Setting the tablet aside, he stood up to confront Miller. “We’ve received credible reports that the drug is once again in circulation.”

      “If I may speak freely…”

      “Of course.”

      “Several nations on my world attempted to eradicate recreational drug use. They even went so far as to declare war on substance abuse. The results were not pretty. In the end, the policy did more harm than good.”

      Mindoso was studying him, seemingly intrigued by his decision to bring that up. “As you know, Agent Miller,” he began. “Amprindoral is not merely a recreational drug. It is a weapon. Those who use it gain enhanced strength, reflexes and accelerated healing comparable to that of a Justice Keeper. If the criminal syndicates manage to acquire the drug in sufficient quantities, it would effectively give them an army of super soldiers.”

      “I know, sir. But what happens on Pajur…”

      “What happens on Pajur can easily spill over onto Antaur and then to Alios and then here.”

      “You’re worried about an invasion?”

      Miller almost flinched at the other man’s raucous laughter. Until that very moment, he would not have thought Mindoso was capable of it. “Hardly,” the director muttered. “There’s a reason why armies don’t inject themselves with that stuff. The health risks almost outweigh the benefits, and they get worse with repeated use.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “Criminals can think of all sorts of things to do with temporary super strength. Maybe they raid an advanced weapons facility and use whatever they find to conduct a terror campaign.”

      “Have you learned anything from the sample we procured?”

      “Only that it’s slightly different from the original version. I would very much like to know who created it and who is distributing it.”

      “Maybe we can help with that, sir.”

      The only answer he got was a grunt of disapproval. “No, I don’t think so. Your team has caused this organization more than enough trouble.” Mindoso snatched up his tablet and tapped the screen, executing some kind of command. “You’re all grounded until further notice.”
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