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      The clear blue sky stretched on over tropical waters that shimmered in the light of the morning sun. Waves lapped at the beach, leaving moist sand down by the shoreline, and small sailboats made their way up the coast.

      Her toes dug into the sand.

      Anna Lenai stood on the beach in a blue skirt and a short-sleeved shirt that left her midriff bare, her red-gold hair tied back in its customary ponytail. She paused to watch the scenery.

      Pressing her lips together, Anna turned her face up to the sky. The breeze blew hair back from her face. “It's pretty,” she said to her Nassai. “But after three years out here, I think I might actually miss snow.”

      Her symbiont offered wry amusement as response, and she had to resist the urge to burst out with giggles. He was much more open with his feelings than he had been in the years after their bonding, so open that when he did choose to share, she sometimes had a hard time not reacting as though the emotions were her own.

      Of course, she knew exactly what he was thinking. The Bond didn't work that way – he could read her thoughts, but she could not sense his – but they'd had this discussion on more than one occasion. It wasn't snow that she missed.

      It was Earth.

      The Bond offered more than companionship. Contact with a Nassai allowed her to perceive the world around her in perfect clarity without having to use her eyes. That was how she sensed the man approaching from behind.

      Daython Macklin was a tall, slim fellow in shorts and a button-up shirt who walked along with his head down. “You come out here every morning,” he said as he drew near. “You like to look at the water?”

      Anna turned, glancing over her shoulder. She felt her lips curl into a small smile. “I like the feeling of vastness,” she replied. “The sense of something that just goes on and on forever.”

      Daython lifted his chin, his square-jawed face fixed with a puzzled expression. He raised a hand to shield his eyes. “Maybe they should have put you on a space station,” he murmured. “Though someone like you deserves to be in the sun.”

      Anna grinned and bowed her head, her face growing hotter by the second. “Maybe they should have,” she said with a shrug. “Is there something I can do for the Consulate's Office, or is this a personal visit?”

      He looked stunned, the rebuke hitting him like a kick to the stomach. “I also like to look at the water,” he said, moving past her to stare out at the ocean. A bit of sweat made the fabric of his white shirt cling to his back. “It's pretty.”

      She let him have the last word.

      Daython Macklin was a young diplomat, perhaps five years older than, her and in the last few months, she had noticed a peculiar amount of visits from him. He seemed to find any number of excuses to drop by the Keeper's office. Anna was no fool. She knew flirting when she saw it, but…

      Flirting was an art form like any other, and trying to woo someone with awkward compliments was not a very effective method. In fact, it was one of the worst ways to go about it. “It is very pretty,” she agreed.

      He crossed his arms, looking up at the sky, the sun shining on his face. “How long have you been out here?” he asked. “Three years. One would think that you're done with your resume building.”

      “It was a good experience.”

      “Ah… so now we're speaking the language of professionalism.” Daython smiled, shaking his head. “I'm sure it was a good experience, Anna; my point is that it's not what you'd call a high-profile assignment.”

      There was truth in that. Since the day she had arrived here, there had never been more than seven Keepers in her office. Seven Justice Keepers could provide adequate law enforcement for the entire southern coastline. Alios was a small colony where cargo ships occasionally put in for some down time.

      Every now and then, they had to deal with smugglers, and there was the odd crime of passion. Much of that was handled by local police. But she had survived the last three years with a minimum amount of life-threatening danger.

      “You don't socialize much, do you?”

      Anna frowned, looking up at the sky. She narrowed her eyes. “There aren't a lot of people my age,” she said, shaking her head. “Most of my colleagues are part of the forty-and-up crowd.”

      Alios was where Keepers went to retire.

      “A friend of mine is having a small party,” Daython offered. “Just her, a few of her law school friends and some of my colleagues. I don't suppose you'd like to join us.”

      Grinning with amusement, Anna stared down at the sand. She reached up to brush a strand of hair out of her face. “You realize I'm a Justice Keeper, right?” she asked. “Not exactly prime dating material.”

      He looked over his shoulder, frowning at her with a puzzled expression. “Who said anything about dating?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “I never figured you for someone who leaped to conclusions, but I guess I should take the compliment.”

      “My apologies,” she said. “When is this party?”

      “The day after tomorrow.”

      She hadn't had much chance to socialize. When she had first come here, there had been a young Keeper named Tess who – thank the Companion – was only a couple years older than Anna herself. The two of them had been close until Tess had transferred to a station out on the Fringe.

      It was hard to meet people your own age. That, Anna realized, was one of the many ways that adulthood… What was that Earth phrase? Sucked. One of the many ways that adulthood sucked. Well, since this wasn't a date, why not avail herself of the opportunity? “Okay,” Anna said. “I'm in.”

       

      Jena Morane rolled over, letting her head sink into the fluffy pillow, her pixie hair flying loose in a thousand little strands. Her body was practically singing, every nerve tingling with gratification.

      Mouth hanging open, Jena blinked up at the ceiling. “Wow…” she said, sitting up and clutching the sheets to her chest. “That was absolutely unbelievable. You really have an artist's touch.”

      The woman who lay stretched on her belly at Jena's side was a tall, tanned-skinned beauty with long dark hair that fell past the small of her back. “I'm glad you enjoyed it,” she murmured. “I know I did.”

      Reena looked up, blinking as strands of dark hair fell over her pretty face. “You're not so bad yourself,” she purred. “I'd always thought that Justice Keepers would make terrible lovers, but I'm just glad I could keep up.”

      Jena glanced over her shoulder, smiling for her guest. “Glad you could keep up?” she said, eyebrows rising. “Honey, I'm pretty damn sure you took the lead for the vast majority of it.”

      Reena giggled.

      With a contended sigh, Jena sank back onto the mattress. Her quarters aboard the star-liner Veloson were dimly lit, but she could just make out the round glass table on the other side of the bedroom.

      A painting on the wall opposite her bed depicted bright yellow tulips reaching for a blue sky with just a few clouds. There were a few shelves and a wooden cabinet to store her clothing. When she had first come aboard this ship, she had felt a little out of place – she'd had apartments with less luxury – but the nine day trip to Earth wore on, and she was glad for the extra space.

      Earth.

      It loomed in the back of her mind like a shadow blocking out the sun. She had been there only once before, having set foot on its soil for the very first time some three years ago when Leyria had made contact with the people living there. That had not been her mission, of course – she had been sent to recover a missing Justice Keeper – but history would record her presence nonetheless.

      Now, she had to go back there. Because Earth was the only place where she would find answers. Convincing her superiors to allow the transfer had been a challenge worse than any fistfight, and she suspected that they'd only done so out of some twisted sense of humor. She'd been reassigned to Earth, all right… as a bureaucrat.

      Jena sat up.

      Placing a hand over her face, she raked fingers through sweat-soaked hair. “Listen, it's been great,” she said, eyes fluttering. “But I should really get some work done. Lots of prepping to do.”

      Reena pouted, sticking out her lower lip. She turned her head to stare at the ornate headboard. “Shall I put a mark there?” she asked, lifting a dark eyebrow. “A woman like you is bound to find other conquests.”

      Jena frowned, her face suddenly burning. She lowered her eyes to stare down into her lap. “No conquests,” she said. “Just a lot of work to do. I'd be happy to meet you for dinner later.”

      The other woman rolled over, lying flat on her back with the covers pulled up. Her long dark hair spread out in a fan. “Maybe,” she murmured. “I think I might want to find some conquests myself.”

      “Whatever makes you happy.”

      Jena got out of bed and fumbled around for her clothes. In less than a minute, she was dress in a pair of shorts and a tank top that clung to her trim figure, thin white straps running over her shoulders.

      She marched across the room.

      The small gray door that led into her bathroom had a chrome handle that reflected the dim light. Pushing it open, she watched as the lights came on automatically. So much to do. So little time.

      Her face in the mirror was a little too pale with short auburn hair strewn about. A little too pale and a little too youthful. She was thirty-eight and looked like a woman half as old. That was a side effect of bonding a Nassai.

      A symbiont would retrain your cellular structure well into what would normally be called middle age. Keepers did die young, but they also stayed young. Some people said that was a blessing. Jena might have thought so too, twenty years ago. Oh, being asked to present ID was often amusing, but being spoken to like an untrained pup by people five years her junior was not.

      Jena bit her lip, letting her head hang. She felt a strand of hair fall over one eye. “If you want to meet later,” she called out to Reena, “I'll be free at nineteen-hundred. We can grab a drink.”

      “Why not have one now?”

      Jena grimaced.

      Leaving the door open had allowed her to observe the other woman with the aid of her Nassai. Reena had dressed and now stood at the foot of the bed with a bottle of wine that she must have pilfered from the mini-bar. “Come on, Justice Keeper,” she said. “It won't kill you to enjoy yourself.”

      Oh, it might.

      Jena really hoped the other woman would just take a hint. Everyone needed some release from time to time, but she wasn't looking to extend this beyond a solid hour of afternoon delight. Worse yet, her recent experiences had left her wary of anyone who tried to get too close. She had almost talked herself out of what had turned out to be one very pleasant encounter.

      Returning to the bedroom, she found Reena standing at the shelf, pouring bubbly white wine into two thin glasses. She set the bottle down on the shelf, then seized both glasses in a delicate grip.

      Reena spun around, grinning at her. “A celebration,” she said, nodding once. “Of the best sex I've had in a long while.”

      Crossing her arms over her chest, Jena frowned down at the floor. She stepped forward. “I don't drink much,” she informed the other woman. “I got that all out of my system as a teenager.”

      Reena lifted her chin, batting her eyes in a way that sent shivers down Jena's spine. “Oh, come on!” she exclaimed. “A few misadventures twenty years ago shouldn't prevent you from having fun now.”

      Jena turned around, facing the bathroom door with her arms folded. A not so subtle reminder to the other woman that a Keeper could track her without eyes. “No, they shouldn't,” she said. “But the fact that you know my age does.”

      Reena hissed.

      “We met three hours ago,” Jena went on. “It's impossible to judge a Keeper's age by her features, and I haven't told you. So that leaves me with the uncomfortable conclusion that you came here looking for me.”

      Reena dropped both glasses, letting them spill their contents onto the carpet. “Oh, very well,” she muttered, drawing a small, flat knife from a sheath inside the waistband of her pants. She held it with the blade pointed down, the sign of someone who knew how to use it. “Your last memories would have been blissful, but if you insist on doing it the hard way…”

      Jena broke into a sprint.

      She ran up the wall, then bent her knees and pushed off. She back-flipped over the other woman's head, turning upright to land on the balls of her feet.

      Reena whirled around to face her, stabbing with the knife.

      Jena crouched and brought a hand up to strike the other woman's wrist, flinging the knife away. She jabbed Reena hard in the nose. The impact sent her stumbling backward all the way to the wall.

      Reena thrust out her free hand, two metal needles extending from the bracelet on her left wrist. A thousand hard-earned credits said that both of those were tipped with deadly poison.

      She let them fly.

      By instinct, Jena called on her Nassai. A bubble of warped space-time surrounded her body, a shimmering curtain through which she could see the needles hanging still in mid-air. Time would pass more quickly for her than for anyone on the outside. She had over a minute to dodge if she needed it.

      Jena dropped to a crouch. The bubble popped, and she felt the needles pass right over her head, zipping across the room to sink into the wall on the other side. Of course, using her Nassai's power left her winded.

      Reena dashed forward.

      She leaped and flew with her arms outstretched, passing right over Jena's head. She landed on her hands, thrust her feet into the air and then flipped upright. Not a Keeper, but she sure was nimble.

      In a heartbeat, Jena was on her feet and spinning around. The other woman was already facing her, a scowl twisting those once beautiful features into something feral. “I've never had the honour of killing a Justice Keeper.”

      Reena kicked high, striking her across the chin with enough force to fill her vision with silver flecks. Another hit to Jena's chest sent her stumbling away. She felt the hard, cold wall against her back.

      Contact with a Nassai allowed her to perceive the assassin's silhouette as she drew near. Reena stalked forward like a hungry lioness trying to run down a gazelle. She spun and back-kicked.

      Jena crouched, reaching up with both hands to seize the woman's ankle. A touch of concentration was all it took to reverse gravity's pull. She flung her opponent upward.

      Reena fell toward the ceiling, colliding with a thump. She dropped back down to the floor, landing hard upon the gray carpet. There were reasons why intelligent people did not challenge Keepers.

      The assassin was lying on her side.

      Jena kicked her in the spine, applying a Bending that changed gravity's pull. The woman went flying, tumbling like a log through the air. She crashed into the wall, then fell back to the floor.

      Jena felt a flush singe her face, wincing and shaking her head. “Every time I think I've met a nice girl,” she said, pacing across the room. “There's always a catch. Papa was right when he said he wanted to approve my suitors.”

      The fallen assassin was stretched out on her belly, dark hair spread out in unkempt tangles. Anguished whimpers filled the room.

      Seizing a handful of the woman's hair, Jena pulled her head up to make eye contact. Reena's face was haggard, tears glistening on her cheeks.

      It took a little effort to pull her to her feet and spin her around so that her back was pressed to Jena's chest. Wrapping an arm around her throat prevented her from struggling too much.

      Clenching her teeth, Jena brought her lips to the assassin's ear. She hissed softly before speaking. “This is your chance to walk out of here with a heartbeat,” she said. “I suggest you take it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It's fairly simple,” Jena whispered. “Tell your masters that I remember what I saw on that ship. Tell them I have the documentation to prove it, and that if anything happens to me – anything – that documentation goes public.”

      With her mouth open wide, Reena shut her eyes. She tilted her head back, groaning. “I don't know what you're talking about,” she squealed. “I have no masters. It was just a simple contract.”

      “Authorized by who?”

      The assassin trembled. “Wesley Pennfield.”

       

      It was always shady down in the slums, down on the long narrow streets that made curving paths between skyscrapers so tall you could barely see the tops. Sometimes, Leo wondered who was up there.

      The streets were just wide enough for three or four people to walk side by side, the tall buildings pressed so close together that they cut off the light. The only time you got any real illumination was noon. There was trash all over the place, wrappers and cans strewn across the black pavement with wild abandon. The people who lived in these tenements were beaten down. They no longer cared enough to pick up after themselves.

      Leo felt his mouth tighten, staring down at the ground. “Hope you're all having a good laugh.” He looked up, squinting at the buildings. “Any of you ever wander down here, and you won't laugh much longer.”

      A man of average height with a lean build, he wore a pair of ratty gray pants and a dark sweater with stains on the back. It had belonged to his cousin Rax and to some other kid before him.

      The poor had hand-me-downs.

      Leo frowned, turning his face up to the sky. He blinked. “You gonna make good on all your promises?” he asked of the Lord Above. “You gonna deliver us from evil? Or is that a lie too.”

      No answer.

      The street ended in intersection where another narrow lane ran from east to west. This one actually managed to catch a bit of late afternoon sunlight. Most streets down here ran from north to south.

      He wondered if that was deliberate. There were no vehicles down in the slums, only foot traffic. Roads didn't need to be organized in anything resembling an efficient pattern. That was another form of institutional violence. Make it practically impossible for people to get around, and you created an underclass. Some members of the Social Justice League were petitioning Parliament for improvements to the local infrastructure and new housing projects that would allow the poor to transition to better living conditions. Somehow, they never got built.

      He turned down a side street, suddenly assaulted by the bright yellow light of a rising sun that stood high in the western sky. He had come out early. Well, it might be better to say that he had come out late.

      Leo raised a hand to shield himself, squinting into the distance. “This had better be worth it, Lars,” he said, shaking his head. “You drag me out here when the Black Boots are working up the nerve to come into this neighbourhood.”

      He started forward.

      Frowning to himself, Leo kept his head down and studied the ground beneath his feet. Bastard says he has a problem, he thought, eyebrows rising. Says only the crew's leader can work it out.

      Tall tenements rose up on either side of him, red-bricked buildings with thin slits for windows, each one more gloomy than the last. This street was cleaner. He found no trash here. Cleaning crews were a little more willing to attend to roadways that weren't bathed in gloom, and this one stretched on for several blocks before ending at the foot of a tall building that cast a long shadow.

      A quick walk down a street to his left, and another turn to his right brought him to a set of concrete steps that led down to a door that would open into a basement. Lars had set up shop here.

      Leo descended.

      He knocked and paused for a minute to study his silhouette in the small window. Blinds prevented him from seeing inside, but the sound of crying was audible even out here. Anger flared up. Crying meant noise and that meant attention-

      The door opened inward.

      A gaunt-cheeked man with tanned skin poked his head through the crack and then blinked. “Leo…” he whispered, glancing back over his shoulder. “Shut up, Gia! I told you to keep quiet!”

      Leo frowned and looked up at the other man. He arched a thin, blonde eyebrow. “If there's a problem,” he began. “She was your responsibility.”

      A blush put some colour in Lars's cheeks, and he bowed his head to stare down at his shoes. “Yeah, I know,” he said, nodding. “Just get in here, would you? Maybe you'll be able to talk some sense into her.”

      Leo stepped inside.

      He found himself in a small apartment with white floor tiles and an ugly steel pole that ran from floor to ceiling in the middle of the room. A bed was positioned up against the wall. Just a mattress on a metal frame, really.

      The young woman who sat with her knees together kept her head down, refusing to show him her face. “I'm sorry…” she sobbed. “Lars, baby, I'm sorry. I know now, and I'll never do it again.”

      “Do what?”

      Lars winced at the question, scrunching up his face as he backed away. He clapped a hand onto the top of his head. “She kept some money back,” he muttered. “Hid it from me and Raelo.”

      “Is that so?”

      Gia looked up at him with tears on her inflamed face, trying to blink them away. “I needed a little extra,” she said. “For food.”

      Pressing his lips together, Leo felt a surge of heat that must have painted his face crimson. “I pay you enough to eat,” he said, his eyebrows climbing. “You been spending your money on Bliss, Gia?”

      “No.”

      “Don't lie to me.”

      Clenching her teeth, she let her head hang and sobbed, waves of long brown hair dangling into her lap. “I'm sorry,” she said, trembling. “Look, I just needed a little extra this month. That's all.”

      “Oh, is that all?”

      Leo started forward with his hands in his pockets, keeping his gaze fixed upon the floor. “Well, if you've learned your lesson,” he said with a shrug. “I suppose I can let you off with a stern warning.”

      She looked up at him, confusion evident in her expression. No one ever got off with a stern warning. You took from the communal pot and you suffered for it. Those were the rules. “Leo…”

      He back-handed her across the chin with enough force to turn her face away. Gia stiffened, groaning. “You really are stupid, aren't you?” Leo growled. “Let me clarify your role in all this. You spread your legs, you take the money and you give it to Lars here so that he can manage it.”

      “I'm sorry!”

      Seizing a handful of the whore's shirt, he pulled her to her feet, then flung her down onto the floor. She landed stretched out on her belly. Placing a foot on her back drove the point home. Leo wasn't big on subtext.

      His face crumpled as he shook his head. “We're all a family down here, Gia,” he said, bending over. “One of us starts hoarding and the rest of us go hungry. Is that what you want?”

      “I… I… I…”

      “You what?”

      “I'm sorry.”

      “Useless,” Leo muttered. When he turned, he found Lars standing by the wall with his arms folded, refusing to look at the sobbing woman. The guy had always been soft. So he had called Leo down here for a simple bit of discipline that he really should have handled himself. “Absolutely useless.”

      “She brings in good money,” Lars said.

      “I wasn't talking about her.”

      Thrusting his chin out, Leo sneered at the other man. He shook his head, choosing his next words with great care. “You never did quite fit in here, Lars,” he began. “So, it's your lucky day. You're out.”

      Lars stared at him with his mouth wide open. “I'm out,” he said, growing paler by the second. “Leo, think about this for a moment. I've always had your back. You'd be lost without me.”

      “Not the words I'd use.”

      Pale as a ghost, Lars turned his head and stared at the whimpering Gia. That was when it all clicked. Leo understood why the other man had been unwilling to discipline his subordinate. “You like her, don't you,” he said. “Does she snuggle up to you at night? Whisper sweet nothings in your ear? Does she tell you that you're the only man who can satisfy her?”

      It was so obvious he couldn't believe he hadn't seen it earlier. Of course, that didn't stop the other man from denying it. “Shut up,” Lars hissed. “Just shut up!”

      “Take her,” Leo said, jerking his head toward the woman. He couldn't keep a self-satisfied smile off his face. “Have yourself a real good day, man. Do all the things you've always wanted to do. Come night, you're gone.”

      The look of shock on Lars's face only stoked his anger. He despised weakness, his own more than that of the other man. He should have removed this pathetic wretch from his crew months ago. “You go south, Lars,” he said. “You know what that means.”

      Passing through the neighbourhoods south of here meant going into Bloody Nails territory. For a guy like Lars, that may as well have been a death sentence. It should have been a death sentence.

      Gia had stopped crying long enough to stare up at Lars with those big brown eyes of hers. Perhaps she had been unaware of the depth of his affection. Pity that. If a man had to die, he should at least spend some time in a woman's embrace.

      “Go.”

      Lars offered her a tight-mouthed frown, then nodded. “Good-bye,” he said softly, striding past Leo. Apparently he was eager to begin his exile. Not even willing to have a little fun with the girl first.

      Soft.

      Gia got to her feet.

      She wiped tears off her face, then turned her back on Leo and padded barefoot into the tiny bathroom. He decided to let her go. The woman did bring in enough money, and he was convinced she had learned her lesson.

      Rage filled him as he sat down on the edge of the bed. After everything he did for his crew – all the sacrifices he made – they failed them in every way imaginable. Why did he always have to be the strong one?

      Leo…

      He should have put Garvin in charge of the girls; that man was not the sort to let infractions slide, and he wouldn't call Leo down here to address a matter that could be solved with a few quick flicks of a belt strap.

      Leo.

      This was all-

      LEO!

      Leo tilted his head back, blinking up at the ceiling. “Who's there?” he said, getting to his feet. “Come out here!”

      I've come in answer to your prayers, Leo.

      The blood drained out of his face. Pressing a palm to his forehead, Leo moaned. “This isn't funny.” The steadiness in his voice was a shock. “Whoever you are, let me see your face.”

      You asked if I would deliver your people from evil, Leo. I will not. But you will. If you let me make you strong.

      The Almighty? Was he actually hearing the voice of the Lord Above in the back of his mind? Each syllable was like a caress that made every nerve in his body tingle, but he could not believe it.

      Clenching his teeth, Leo snarled down at the floor. He hissed, spit flying from his mouth. “The Almighty is a myth!” he bellowed. “If you want to fight me, then let's get it done already!”

      Why would I fight you?

      Turning around, he found nothing but an empty apartment. There were chips in the white-plastered walls, places where the paint was peeling. The small kitchen on the other side of the room was empty.

      So far as his eyes could tell, he was alone. That did nothing to kill the sensation of being watched by unseen eyes. Shivers ran down his spine like droplets of water from an icy shower. “Where are you?”

      Everywhere.

      Staring down at the floor, Leo felt a shiver pass through him. He shuddered. “What do you want with me?” he asked, pacing across the room. “What do you want with me? Answer me, damn it!”

      To make you strong.

      The door to the bathroom opened.

      He turned around to find Gia standing there with her mouth open, her face as pale as the purest snow. “Who are you talking to?” she asked, shaking her head. “Leo, there's no one else here.”

      Kill her.

      “But-”

      She thinks you're mad. Well, given the circumstances, Leo couldn't argue with her. She thinks you're weak, Leo. Breaking under the pressure. Kill her before she tells your crew what she saw.

      He was across the room in seconds, clamping hands onto Gia's neck. She stared up at him with eyes that looked ready to bulge out, her face growing paler and paler as she gasped. At one point, she clamped her hands onto his wrists and tried to pull free of his grip. It did no good. He was stronger.

      Gia opened her mouth to draw in more breath, her face turning purple now. She made an ugly croaking noise before going silent at long last. Her body went limp in his arms. Dead.

      Leo dropped her.

      The corpse landed on its side, spread out across the white-tiled floor. He had killed a woman. In three years of running this crew, he had never killed not once. He had beaten men senseless, taken their money, but never killed.

      It gave him pause to realize that he was strangely comfortable with what he'd done. Gia had always had a little too much nerve for his liking. Now, he would never have to deal with her insolence again.

      Good. Now I have work for you.

      Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, Leo shut his eyes. He grunted, stifling his dissatisfaction. “What sort of work?” he inquired. “More importantly, what do you offer in return? I'm no one's servant.”

      I will make you strong, Leo, strong enough to destroy your enemies. And in return, you will destroy my enemies. A ship awaits to take you to Leyrian Space.

      “Leyrian Space?”

      He'd heard of Leyria, of course. Every child on his world had learned the tales of the despots who enslaved their people. “Leyrian Space is on the other side of the galaxy,” Leo said. “The exact opposite side of the galaxy. It would take even the fastest ships over eighteen months to get there.”

      Have faith, my child, the voice replied. Have faith.
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      “And I do my little turn on the catwalk,” Jack said.

      The proverbial catwalk that overlooked a warehouse full of stolen goods, up high near the ceiling. On the floor below, metal crates were spread out in a haphazard pattern, and unless he missed his guess, each one was filled with loot.

      Venturing a glance over the railing offered him a glimpse of men in dark flannel shirts moving among the crates. He counted half a dozen, and at least three of them were carrying pistols.

      Biting his lower lip, Jack looked around. He felt his eyebrows shoot up. “Well, the décor needs some work,” he whispered. “But it's doable. Throw up a few paintings and call it home.”

      He crouched low on the catwalk with a pistol in hand, creeping along until he was nearly halfway across. “Still with me back there?” he asked in a soft voice. “You're not thinking of backing out, are you?”

      Ben Loranai was crouched behind him, head bowed to reveal a forest of thin black spikes that he called hair. “Still with you,” he said, looking up. The man had a round face with features that would have been called 'Asian' if he had been born on Earth. Of course, he had not been born on Earth. He was Leyrian. “What's the plan?”

      Jack pressed his back to the metal wall that bordered the catwalk. Taking a moment to catch his breath, he formulated a plan. They had come in through the large window in the second-floor office. One of the advantages to Bending gravity was a very long list of interesting ways to crash a party.

      Of course, that left him with a tingling sensation in his skin. The talent for Bending gravity was a gift that came from bonding a Nassai, one of the aliens that had evolved on Leyria's primary moon. Summer – his symbiont – had been a devoted friend for almost three years now.

      Jack smiled, glancing over his shoulder. He blinked. “We've got about half a dozen goons,” he said, jerking his head toward the railing. “What say you make with the boom boom and I do a clean sweep?”

      Ben offered a tiny smile, a faint curling of his lips. He looked down into his lap and sighed. “Gonna be dangerous,” he said softly. “Are you sure it's smart for you to go down there alone?”

      “I don't go anywhere alone.” Jack lifted the pistol in his gloved hand, pointing the barrel up to the ceiling. No matter where he went, Summer was there with him. The best friend a guy could ask for. “Stun rounds.”

      The LEDs on his pistol's barrel turned blue. He carefully slid the gun back into its holster. He would need both hands for what came next. At his nod, Ben began Operation Distract the Baddies.

      Raising the multi-tool strapped to the gauntlet on his right wrist, he began tapping away at the screen with his left. “Okay, I'm ready,” Ben said, nodding. “Just give me the word when you want to start.”

      “Now.”

      Ben thrust his right arm over the railing, the multi-tool spitting out a cone of blue light that resolved into the image of a figure in black. It was transparent – not all that useful if you wanted to distract someone with skill – but more than enough to spook a bunch of low-lives.

      The multi-tool made a sound like gunfire.

      Jack took a gander over the railing to find men in flannel shirts and hoodies making their way through aisles between crates. Two lifted pistols in both hands and began firing at the hologram.

      The transparent man landed on the top of a metal crate and began running across its surface. He turned to fire imaginary pistols at the criminals. If any of their bullets hit him, they passed right through. With any luck, they all assumed the transparency was another side effect of using Keeper abilities. Keepers generated more rumors than Bieber, Gomez and Cyrus put together.

      A new guy emerged from a door on the far wall, this one carrying a Kalashnikov of all things. He dropped to one knee, raising the assault rifle, and let loose with a storm of gunfire.

      A hulking bouncer wannabe in faded jeans and a black t-shirt was standing alone in an aisle that ran from left to right from Jack's perspective. Trapped between two crates, he stared up at the phantom. This guy had no weapon. We'll start with him.

      Jack twisted gravity.

      He leaped over the railing and flew with his arms outstretched, slowly descending toward his target. Bent gravity made it feel as though he were falling forward, his belly twisted in knots.

      The man spun around at the last second.

      Jack seized him by the shoulders and forced him down onto his back, rising into a handstand over the man's body. He flipped upright to find himself staring at the side of one very large crate.

      Bending his knees, Jack leaped. He landed on the crate, drawing the pistol from his belt. He dashed across the metal surface, then dropped to the floor on the other side. Now he was in another aisle, this one blessedly free of enemies.

      A man in a hoodie came around the corner.

      Jack turned to his left, raising the pistol in both hands. He fired by sheer instinct. An electrically-charged round sped down the aisle and struck the hooded man square in the chest, causing him to flail about.

      He fell forward, landing face-down on the concrete floor. Stun rounds only hit hard enough to leave a nasty bruise, but the charge they carried was as bad as the jolt from any taser. Even with clothes for insulation.

      Jack stepped around a crate.

      Pressing his back to its surface, he let his head hang. Sweat washed over his face, matting dark hair to his brow. “Stay in the game, Hunter,” he said, shaking his head. “Do not lose your focus.”

      He spun around the corner.

      The man with the assault rifle was down on one knee, turned so that Jack saw him in profile and firing up at the catwalk. Apparently the guy had figured out that Ben was the true threat here.

      Jack fired, releasing a bullet that sped down the aisle and hit Mr. Kalashnikov in the side of the head. Current surged through his body, and he spasmed, dropping the rifle and falling to the floor.

      “Over there!” someone shouted.

      A large man in a Nirvana t-shirt with a beard that fell to his chest came around the corner and froze when he saw Jack. He raised a pistol in both hands.

      A bullet took him square in the forehead, bouncing off and leaving a nice red spot on his skin. Nirvana-guy threw his head back, then tumbled backward to land hard on his fallen comrade.

      More guys appeared at the end of the aisle.

      Jack ducked behind the crate, pressing his back to the metal. In that moment, he was very much aware of the pounding of his heart. No matter how many times you faced death, it never got any easier.

      Gunfire rushed past him, bullets speeding through the space where he had just been standing. Many of them hit the concrete wall at the end of the aisle with sharp little pings.

      Baring his teeth, Jack closed his eyes. He tilted his head back with a hiss that sent saliva flying. “We're still in the game, Summer,” he whispered. “Three mooks down, and we haven't even broken out the fancy stuff.”

      In the corner of his eye, he noticed something. A screen of white static flickering up on the catwalk. Ben had put up a force-field to deflect the gunfire. So, of course, several of the goons kept shooting at it.

      In the three years since the Leyrian arrival, Earth's criminal element had learned a thing or two about the new alien technology. Force-fields lasted for only half a minute at best. They were hoping to catch Ben when his protection failed.

      The force-field winked out.

      Bullets hit the wall.

      Ben popped up on the exact opposite side of the catwalk, pointing a small rifle over the railing. A look of concentration passed over his face as he fired down at the gangsters. The force-field had been a distraction.

      Jack grinned.

      He moved around the side of the crate, into the aisle where the man in the hoodie was passed out on the floor. If he was still down, it was a good sign. You never knew just how long the effects of a stun round would last. Half an hour was common, but there had been cases of people getting back on their feet in less than a minute.

      Jack moved forward with the pistol held in both hands, pressing his shoulder up against the side of the crate. He looked around for adversaries.

      One popped out from behind a crate.

      A tall man in a leather jacket with greasy black hair stepped out so that Jack saw him in profile. He noticed his predicament, turned on his heel and thrust a hand out to aim a small pistol.

      Jack reached up and seized the barrel in his gloved fist, pushing it aside before the gun went off with a CRACK! He ripped the weapon from the other man's hand, the metal hot against his skin.

      Lifting the pistol by its barrel, Jack brought the grip down on the other man's skull. The sharp blow to the head left his opponent dazed. Moments later, yet another body was lying on the ground.

      Jack slipped the other man's pistol into his belt holster, keeping his own weapon in hand. Unfortunately, it was impossible to enlist Summer's aid in finding the stragglers – there were too many crates in the way – but he could use his ears.

      Not a peep echoed through the entire warehouse, not one scuff of shoes on concrete or one sharp intake of breath. If Ben had done his job, the last of the Petrov's muscle might well be down for the count.

      Jack frowned, turning his head to stare up at the catwalk. “Do you think that's all of them?” he asked, creases forming in his brow. “Because, you know, if anyone else wants to come out and play…”

      Ben's head popped up over the railing, a big smile on his face. He nodded once in confirmation. “I think that's all of them,” he said. “I took down four from up here while you were doing your thing.”

      Grinning down at the floor, Jack squeezed his eyes shut. He reached up to run his fingers through sweat-slick hair. “Well, you know, if you want to be all coy about it,” he teased. “I prefer to get up-close and personal.”

      “Justice Keepers,” Ben muttered.

      “Damn straight.”

      Now all they had to do was inspect the contents of the crates, no small task given their size. Each one was large enough to merit the use of a forklift. If his suspicions were correct and these bastards had weapons, then they sure had a lot of them. And those stun rounds would wear off.

      Jack paced down the aisle.

      Crossing his arms, he shuffled through the narrow space with his head down. “So, how should we begin?” he asked with a shrug. “Count up the boxes and then decide who takes the odds and-”

      The sound of a door opening gave him pause, and he stretched. Nassai could detect solid objects in all directions, but they could not see through solid objects. Whoever had come in had done so several aisles away.

      He heard footsteps and readied his pistol. “Okay, let's stop and assess the situation,” he called out to the newcomer. “All of your buddies are down, and you're coming at us alone. You might want to reconsider.”

      Several paces down the aisle, a man stepped out from between two crates. This one was dressed in some kind of glossy green jumpsuit that reflected the light, his black hair slicked back.

      Jack fired.

      Stun rounds bounced off the fabric of his jumpsuit, blue sparks spreading out in ripples over the glossy material. They seemed to have no effect on him. Dismay left a sick sensation in Jack's chest. For every weapon, there was a defense.

      The man turned and snarled at Jack, a scar stretching across his fair-skinned face from brow to cheek. “Perhaps not,” he said in a thick Russian accent. “Perhaps I just kill you where you stand.”

      He thrust a hand out.

      A screen of white static flashed into existence in front of the guy, crackling with deadly energy. At his gesture, it sped down the aisle with all the momentum of a freight train.

      Jack leaped.

      He back-flipped through the air, allowing the screen to rush past beneath him, then turned upright to land on his feet. He brought the pistol up in both hands, ordering it to switch to standard ammunition.

      A few squeezes of the trigger sent bullets into the other man's chest at full force. They made him stagger, stumbling backward, but not a single one managed to pierce the fabric of that jumpsuit.

      The man pulled something from his pocket – a small steel ball – and lobbed it down the aisle. Panic welled up in Jack's belly as he watched it bounce along the concrete floor. He began a Bending.

      The ball let out a pulse of energy.

      It was a shock to realize that he was unharmed, and another to realize that his gun was now uncharacteristically warm. He lifted it and tried to fire.

      Nothing happened.

      The other man stood in the middle of the aisle, tilting his head with a lopsided grin. “You dislike EMP tech?” he said, eyebrows rising. “Ironic given that it was developed by your people.”

      He raised a hand.

      Jack spun around, placing his back to the side of a crate before another force-field could barrel down the aisle. So the guy had Leyrian tech. That meant his suspicions were indeed correct. These people were dealing in alien weapons. Depending on the intensity, an EMP flash like that might have taken out Ben's weapons as well.

      The Russian accent put a name to the newcomer's face. Based on the reports that Jack had read, that man could only be Nicolae Petrov, the leader of this syndicate. He now had twice as much urge to bring him down.

      Abandoning his weapon, Jack drew the gun that he had stolen from Mr. Greasy Hair. Electromagnetic pulses had no effect on chemically-propelled weapons. Say what you will about primitive Earth tech, there were times when it had its advantages.

      He crept around the other side of the crate.

      Now in the aisle with Mr. Nirvana T-shirt, Jack ran through the narrow space and jumped over the pair of bodies. He leaped and used Bent Gravity to propel himself onto one of the crates.

      This allowed him to drop back into the aisle he had come from.

      Spinning around, he found Petrov standing with his back turned, scanning the room for any sign of him. The other man twisted around and raised a gloved hand with a throaty growl.

      Jack fired.

      Another force-field flashed into existence, deflecting the slug before it could make contact. Through the curtain of flickering sparks, Jack saw his opponent duck behind one of the crates.

      “This just keeps getting worse,” Jack said, starting forward. “Anyone care to remind me why I signed up for this.”

      He approached the other man's last position.

      As he moved to glance around the corner, Jack heard the soft buzzing sound of yet another force-field. Only then did he realize that Petrov had taken refuge behind a stack of crates that stood a good fifteen feet high.

      The highest crate toppled over, propelled by the impact of a force-field on the other side. It fell toward Jack, threatening to flatten him.

      By instinct, he called on Summer's aid. Bending his knees, Jack raised both hands to intercept the crate with his palms. Energy flowed through him, setting every nerve on fire while he crafted a Bending that reversed gravity's pull and multiplied its power.

      He gave a shove.

      The crate went flying up to the ceiling as if someone had set off a rocket under its bottom side. It collided with the roof of the warehouse, then dropped back to the floor – Bendings lasted only a few seconds – to land in the aisle behind him with a sound that made him think of rhinos stampeding.

      His vision fuzzed, and thousands of little pinpricks left a fiery sting in his skin. A Bending like that could leave a Keeper passed out on the ground. He had to fight to hold onto consciousness.

      Petrov stepped into the aisle in front of him with a pistol in hand. Giggling with delight, the mob boss lifted his gun. No! No!

      Jack brought a hand up to strike the man's wrist and knock the weapon aside. He punched Petrov square in the nose. That left the bastard stumbling and flailing about in confusion.

      Jack spun, driving his elbow into the other man's chest. Driven backward by the hit, Petrov staggered all the way to the concrete wall at the end of the aisle. He wheezed and tried to raise his weapon again.

      One more time, Summer.

      With the aid of his symbiont, Jack crafted a bending that made light refract, images blurred into streaks of colour until it seemed as though they had bent back on themselves. A deafening CRACK filled the air.

      He saw a bullet appear in front of him, watched it curve off to the right, then bend back in the direction it had come from. He watched the bullet zip away only to lose track of it mere fractions of a second later.

      The Bending vanished.

      Petrov doubled over, huffing and puffing. The suit would have protected him from gunfire as well as any Kevlar vest, but a shot to the stomach was enough to leave most people on their knees, and he had taken several already.

      That last Bending might not have been such a good idea. Everything went hazy, and Jack was barely aware of the sensation of falling to his knees. His skin was aflame, his head ringing like a struck gong.

      Overtaxing your symbiont could be fatal, and not just because it put too much strain on your body. With a great deal of concentration, he was able to pierce the mental fog and watch Petrov stand. The man lifted a gun in a shaky hand.

      Jack could watch, but he couldn't react. His limbs were so heavy that even thinking about motion made him want to sick up. For all intents and purposes, he was helpless.

      “Drop it!” Ben's voice shouted.

      The man stepped around the corner with a gun held in both hands, eyes narrowed as he stared down Petrov. “You're gonna want to put that down now,” he said, nodding once. “I'm quite comfortable ending your miserable existence.”

      By some miracle, Petrov relented.

       

      Fluorescent lights cast a harsh glare down upon gray metal lockers with chips and scratches in their doors. They lined all four walls, and wooden benches were set in front of each set.

      Jack stood alone in the locker room, still dressed in black clothing. Every muscle in his body ached, and he still felt a tingle from the strain he had put on Summer. Sadly, his night was only just beginning.

      Closing his eyes, Jack scrubbed a hand across his forehead. “What do you think, Summer?” he muttered. “Any chance we can just sneak out of here before all hell breaks loose?”

      The door flew open.

      A man in black pants and matching shirt under a gray jacket came striding into the room. Tall and well-muscled, he had a handsome face and thick blonde hair. “You went after Petrov!”

      “Guess that's a no,” Jack muttered.

      Director Cal Breslan stood before him with arms folded, wearing a scowl that could melt concrete. “You went after Petrov!” he repeated. “After I specifically told you to wait for further instruction.”

      Lifting his chin, Jack squinted at the man. “Yes, Sir, I did,” he said, nodding. “I had a warrant to search his warehouse. You were stalling and stonewalling me every time we met; so I took matters into my own hands.”

      Breslan went red, then lowered his eyes to the floor. He drew in a sharp, hissing breath. “Did it occur to you that I might have wanted to leave Petrov in play?” he asked. “That I was hoping to use him to trace his suppliers?”

      “No, Sir, it didn't.”

      “And this reckless insubordination-”

      Jack stepped up to the man.

      Maintaining his composure was difficult in light of the anxiety that had wormed its way into his belly – defying the orders of a senior officer was questionable at best – but he managed to keep his voice even. “It never occurred to me,” Jack began, “because you refused to tell me what you were thinking. We've had several murders in the last month, Director, all committed with Leyrian weapons.

      “Now, we have a lead on who might be supplying those weapons, and you choose to stall for two weeks? Petrov could have gone to ground and then we'd never have found him. The proliferation of weapons would have continued.”

      Pale as a ghost, Breslan studied him with pursed lips. “I am not required to explain myself to you,” he said, blinking. “The chain of command exists for a reason; you have proven that you cannot respect it.”

      “Justice Keepers are supposed to think for-”

      “And since you cannot respect it, Agent Hunter, you are no longer a member of my division.” Those words seemed to hang in the air for several seconds. “Report to Director Slade for debriefing, and then get your Bleakness-kissed ass off this space station.”

      Jack left without another word.

       

      After the altercation with Breslan, the last thing Jack wanted to do was argue with yet another superior officer. Nevertheless, he found himself on the way to an office on the far side of Station One, and this time, his stomach was roiling. Breslan was something of a pompous man full of bluster, but the man who stood one wrung above him…

      Grecken Slade's office was big enough to host a cocktail party, complete with black tiled floors that ran all the way to rectangular windows where stars twinkled faintly in the distance. A desk of polished glass sat atop a dais with a leather chair tucked underneath.

      Slade stood at the window.

      The man wore fine black pants and a blue silk coat, his long dark hair falling over his shoulders almost to the small of his back. If he noticed the presence of another human being, he gave no sign of it.

      Jack shook his head in disgust. “All right, let's get this over with,” he said, striding into the office. “Write all my failings on a sheet of eight-and-a-half by eleven; I'll sign it, and we can be on our way.”

      Slade turned.

      The guy's face belonged on a department store mannequin, complete with smooth skin and tilted eyes that seemed to catch the light. “I see you're planning to add 'conduct unbecoming' to 'insubordination'.”

      Clamping his mouth shut, Jack turned his face away from the man. “I don't mean to pick a fight,” he began. “But you and I both know that you aren't going to convince me I was wrong to go after Petrov.”

      “I see.”

      With hands clasped behind himself, Slade puffed up his chest and studied Jack like a stern father sizing up his errant child. The intensity of his scrutiny sent a powerful wave of nausea through Jack. “If that is your attitude then.” Simple words delivered without a spec of anger. No passion of any kind. Men who chose to keep such a tight rein on their emotions always felt unreal to Jack. “A formal reprimand will be added to your Record of Service, and you are no longer on active duty.”

      Slade took a step forward to stand just behind the desk, his posture stiff enough for a marble statue. Did the guy really need a dais on top of everything else? “We need every Keeper we can get,” he went on. “If you can find a Director willing to take you on, you may return to active duty, but I will not force one of my people to accept an insubordinate officer. You will, of course, retain your… monthly stipend. We are not monsters.”

      The words were invested with such scorn, Jack could almost imagine the other man succumbing to the urge to wretch. He had heard the speech many times before. “Being a Justice Keeper was a calling, not something you did for money.”

      Keepers were paid, of course. Those living on Earth, anyway. Leyrians had abandoned the use of currency economics centuries ago. It wasn't a feasible system when life's necessities existed in such abundance that everyone could have access to them. The idea that he would have to pay for his apartment was…Well, it wasn't very Leyrian.

      He turned around.

      Hunching over, Jack pressed a hand to his forehead, then raked fingers through his hair. “One last thing, Sir,” he said. “Ben Loranai was acting under my orders. I hope this incident doesn't affect his standing with L.I.S.”

      “Agent Loranai is not my concern,” Slade replied. “His superiors will deal with him as they see fit.”

      Jack left and found himself walking through long corridors with black floor tiles and gray walls. Suspended with pay. All things considered, it could be worse – he wasn't going to starve – but a part of him had hoped that delivering Petrov on a silver platter would be enough to earn him some leniency.

      Keepers were supposed to be skeptical of authority. Centuries ago, when humans had bonded Nassai for the first time, the very first Justice Keepers had sworn an oath to be a check on power. They had operated for over two centuries with no formal command structure, but as the organization grew, consensus-based decision making became harder and harder to achieve.

      According to the philosophies of the first Justice Keepers, formal authority was a necessary evil, but an evil nonetheless. It was a Keeper's duty to challenge the structures of power. Therefore, defying the orders of a superior officer was not a criminal offense as it would be in more traditional military.

      Just because they couldn't imprison him, however, was no cause to believe that they would let him off easy. Making waves with the boss was never good for your career. But he could live with Slade's ire.

      Sadly, the worst task was still ahead of him. He'd faced his superiors and endured their wrath, but now he had to face his family.
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      Sausage links sizzled in a pan full of bubbling oil, filling the room with a mouth-watering scent. The tip of a spatula nudged one to expose both sides. “Almost ready,” Jack said. “Just a few more minutes.”

      “You should have apologized,” Lauren grumbled.

      Jack chewed on his lip, his face suddenly burning. He winced and rubbed his nose with the back of his hand. “Apologized for what?” he asked. “Doing my job? Putting a criminal in prison?”

      He turned.

      Dressed in a green skirt and a black sleeveless shirt, Lauren leaned against the wall with her arms folded. Her brown hair was tied back, exposing a thin face with bright blue eyes. “It's not funny, Jack.”

      Jack frowned, closing his eyes tight. He let his head hang. “Never said it was,” he muttered. “But I'll be damned if I'm apologizing for putting a scum bag weapons dealer into a prison cell.”

      Sunlight came in through the door that looked out on Lauren's yard, illuminating a round table where Steve sat with his back turned. So far, the guy hadn't said anything on the subject. Jack couldn't say that he blamed him. Sometimes, there was just no arguing with a Hunter. It was a family thing.

      Lauren scowled down at the floor, shaking her head with a frustrated hiss. “This is your job, we're talking about, Jack,” she said in that lecturing tone she sometimes used on him. “You can't just sass your superiors.”

      “Leave him be, hon.”

      Lauren shot a glance in her husband's direction, her eyes narrowed to slits. “You're getting in on this now?” she inquired. “If you'd grown up with him, you'd know he has a bad habit of pissing off people in positions of authority.”

      Holding a newspaper in front of his face, Steve remained as still as a statue. “That may be so,” he muttered before taking a sip of his coffee. “But I happen to think Jack was right to do what he did.”

      “Thank you.”

      Lauren threw her head back, rolling her eyes at the ceiling. “Men.” Anger flared in Jack's chest, but he resisted the urge to tell his older sister that this had nothing to do with gender politics. When you were already stuck debating one uncomfortable topic, adding another to the mix wouldn't help.

      Dabbing at his face with a paper towel, Jack let out a grunt. “So what would you have me do, Lauren?” he asked, backing away from the stove. “I had a judge on my side, a court order to search that warehouse.”

      “So present it to your CO.”

      “I did.”

      The sausages were well and truly cooked; so Jack removed the frying pan from the burner and added three to each plate of pancakes that he had left on the counter. “I went to him multiple times, sent him multiple e-mails,” he went on. “I cornered him outside of his office with the warrant. He told me to sit tight and wait for his orders. Those orders never came. Breslan stone-walled me for days. Meanwhile, I had Judge Finn and half the Ottawa PD breathing down my neck.”

      “Look, I don't want to argue this with you,” Lauren muttered. He had to suppress another wave of frustration; that was her go-to response whenever he started making too much sense. “Maybe you were right to do what you did.” Maybe. Would it kill her to give him some props? “But once again, you've damaged your professional credibility in the service of your conscience.”
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