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      With a mug of coffee in hand, steam wafting upward with a delicious scent, Vix Taldien stepped into the cockpit of his small cargo hauler. It was a simple room with two seats facing a shared control console in front of a concave bulkhead. One of those seats was occupied by Trieli.

      She swiveled to face him, and he had to pause for a moment to admire her beauty. Tall for a woman and slender, she had a round face of dark skin. Her deep brown hair was tied in a thick braid that coiled around her neck. “And…you forgot me again,” she said, eyeing the cup in his hand.

      Vix blushed.

      A slim man of average height, he always felt as if the clothes he wore seemed to hang off his body. His pale face was a sharp contrast to the black hair that he wore in a simple brush cut. “Sorry,” he said.

      “Forget it, dummy.”

      He took the seat next to her and checked the instruments. They were traveling at over ten-thousand times the speed of light, charting a course along the edge of Antauran Space, near the Leyrian border. Thinking about that left him feeling a little uneasy. Just about anyone who had been hauling cargo for more than a year had heard the rumors of ships being attacked if they got too far away from the homeworld.

      People said the Leyrians had turned aggressive in the last six months, but he was skeptical. Concerned, but skeptical: that was his way. Never-mind the propaganda. The Leyrians were not aggressive by nature. Haul cargo long enough, and you would learn as much in short order. Still…There were too many reports of ships being raided by Justice Keepers for him to feel entirely comfortable.

      His mouth a thin line, Vix squinted at the readouts and shook his head. “These old engines just don't have enough umph,” he said. “Effective velocity dropped considerably when we got within three lightyears of that blue giant.”

      Reclining in her seat with hands folded over her stomach, Trieli smiled at the blank wall. “You complain too much,” she teased. “We're gonna get there. So what if it takes us an extra six hours? Just enjoy the ride.”

      “Military ships could make this run in three days,” he said. “We'll be lucky to pull it off in five and a half.”

      “Got somewhere you have to be, Vix?”

      “I just don't like being out here.”

      He slid two fingers across the console, brought up a menu and checked the integrity of the warp field. Everything seemed fine. Scanners detected no other ships within three lightyears. Of course, they could be flying past an entire fleet for all that Vix knew, and they would never find out unless some of those ships jumped to FTL speeds. “You must have heard the rumors,” he said.

      Trieli shot a glance in his direction, arching one dark eyebrow. “You mean about the Leyrians attacking our people?” Her snort of contempt told him what she thought of that. “Space monkeys get bored; so they make up stories.”

      Slurping as he sipped his coffee, Vix shut his eyes and thought deeply about just how far he wanted to push this point. He liked Trieli quite a bit; he didn't want her to think of him as skittish. “If you had heard even half of what I've heard,” he said at last. “It's getting dangerous out here.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “I'm serious.”

      “I know you are,” Trieli said. “What have you heard, Vix?”

      He hesitated before answering. Part of him really wanted to press on – if only to get it off his chest – but his chances of spending a night cuddled up with Trieli were small enough already. Anxiety won that particular conflict. “Abraxis,” he said. “You must have heard about that.”

      “What about it?”

      He turned his chair toward her, sitting with hands on his knees as he worked up the courage to elaborate. “You really don't know, do you?” he mumbled. “Every outpost on that world went dark eight months ago.”

      “And you think that's a sign of what?”

      Grimacing as several ideas occurred to him, Vix shook his head. “I'm not sure what to think,” he answered. “But space-grunts talk, you know? When every single base on a world goes silent, they talk a lot.”

      “Vix, you'll believe-”

      His console started beeping like crazy.

      Spreading his hands across its surface, Vix enlarged a window, tapped a drop-down menu and checked their status. “We've dropped back to sub-light speeds,” he said. “Our warp field was disrupted by a Slip-Pulse.”

      Trieli was at her side of the console, tapping like crazy and scowling as she read the results. “I'm reading two Leyrian Class-2 assault shuttles and a stinger-class frigate,” she said. “They're closing on us.”

      “Show me.”

      A hologram rippled into existence right above his console, depicting a field of stars against the inky blackness, and then a shuttle swooped into view. Shaped very much like the point of a spear with curving wings on each side, it flew nose-first toward him.

      Orange particle beams erupted from cannons on the shuttle's wings. A force-field popped up to shield them, but the sudden jolt that nearly tossed Vix out of his seat made it clear that this freighter's defenses weren't nearly strong enough to handle that kind of firepower.

      Now the hologram showed only static.

      Trieli was bent over, scraping at her forehead with the knuckle of one fist. “Shield emitters are down,” she said. “The sensors are on the fritz. We're flying blind until repair protocols-”

      The ship trembled again.

      “They're still shooting us!”

      With his mouth hanging open, Vix blinked and tried to collect his thoughts. “Okay,” he said. “Can you track them with aft sensors?”

      “I can.”

      His console lit up with an image of his ship in the centre of a black screen with the two shuttles in red circling around him, vultures moving in on a carcass. Each one fired, and the ship was jostled again with every impact.

      “Warp engines are down,” Trieli shouted. “We're stuck here.”

      As a last-ditch attempt at saving their hides, Vix swiped a finger across his screen to bring up a menu that controlled the comm-unit. With a few quick taps, he told the ship to broadcast his message on all frequencies. “This is the freighter Arvosa to the attacking shuttles,” he said. “We are well within the borders of Antauran Space, which makes your unauthorized attack an act of war. We mean you no harm. Please stand down-”

      His words cut off when the jolt of weapons' fire threw him forward so that he had to brace his hands on the console to avoid going head-first into the wall. They must have heard his message; why were they still attacking?

      Behind him, the cockpit doors slid open, and Draxo – the defacto captain of this ship – came stumbling in. Tall and bulky, he was surprisingly muscular for a man well into his middle years.

      A scruffy gray beard stretched from one ear to the other, but otherwise, Draxo's fair-skinned head was bald. “What's going on?” he demanded. “Who's shooting at us?”

      “Leyrians,” Vix said.

      “What?”

      “They came from out of nowhere,” Trieli explained.

      Draxo showed his teeth as he stared angrily into the flickering hologram. “How did they ambush us?” he screamed. “We should have seen their warp trails long before they got within weapons' range.”

      Vix was hyperventilating, sweat oozing from the pores on his forehead. “They must have known our route ahead of time,” he speculated. “Positioned themselves in front of us and waited for us to get within range.”

      Once again, they were jostled about.

      A loud metallic clank startled Vix while he was still trying to come up with a way to get them out of this mess, and then a buzzing sound on the other side of the door made him jump. “Breaching pod!” Draxo cried out. “Move!”

      He turned and went for a small compartment in the corner, opening it to retrieve a small pistol. “They're not taking this ship without a fight!” Draxo declared. “Move! Back me up!”

      Vix wasn't entirely sure what he or anyone else could do to assist Draxo. This was a small freighter; aside from Draxo's personal weapon, there were no guns that they could use to repel a raiding party. They had no body armour, no heavy munitions. This plan was suicide, but what else could they do? Vix was fairly certain that the kind of people who would violate interstellar borders and risk a war over a pointless raid weren't the kind of people who took prisoners.

      So, he followed his captain.

      When the cockpit doors slid apart, Vix had to shield his eyes from the glare of light from above. This wasn't a big ship. Outside the cockpit, there was a small lounge where couches were built into the wall.

      A cutting laser traced a small circle across the ceiling with a brilliant flash of blue sparks that made his eyes sting. Vix could smell the acrid stench of burnt metal. No one, not even Draxo, was willing to step out into that chaos.

      Moments later, a circular chunk of the ceiling dropped to the floor. Air rushed through the opening into the endless void of space, but the hole was quickly plugged by the bottom of a breaching pod.

      The pod's hatch opened, allowing a man to drop out. He landed in a crouch and quickly rose to stand before them with a mocking grin on his face. This one was tall and slim with dark skin and black hair that he wore in a buzz cut. “There is no need to-”

      Draxo raised his weapon.

      The intruder thrust a hand out, his image warping into a blurry streak of colour just before Draxo's shot ripped through him. Instead, the bullet curved off to Vix's right and drove itself into the wall.

      “Stop!” Vix shouted. “You'll damage the ship!”

      The whirlpool of colour solidified into a man who let out a peel of rich laughter as he strode toward them. “I trust you understand the futility of your resistance,” he intoned. “Surrender peacefully, and you will not be harmed.”

      Red-faced and fuming, Draxo narrowed his eyes as he tried to stare down the other man. “Peacefully?” he spat. “You've led a raiding party into Antauran Space and attacked a cargo ship carrying food and medical supplies to-”

      “This is Leyrian Space now.”

      Before anyone else could speak, a tiny woman dropped out of the pod to land just behind her companion. And she was tiny. Short and slender with olive skin and dark hair that hung loose to her shoulder-blades, she watched them all like a cat trying to decide which mouse it would pounce on first.

      The male intruder pressed his lips together and nodded to them. “I'm Agent Ravio Corvali of the Justice Keepers,” he said. “And I charge you with violation of the Belosian Accords which designate this sector of space as Leyrian territory.”

      “The Belosian Accords have not been enforced for over sixty years,” Vix blurted out. “Your government ceded this territory to us decades ago.”

      The tiny woman stepped up beside her companion and gave Vix an icy stare that made him want to duck back into the cockpit and hide. “Correction,” she said in a voice thick with contempt. “Our government did nothing when you violated our territory sixty years ago, a decision that forced many of our colony worlds to take drastic action against Antauran aggression. We have since amended that policy.”

      “You're not taking my ship!” Draxo bellowed.

      Quick as a flash of lightning, the male Keeper drew his sidearm, thrust it forward and fired a bullet that sped across the room and hit Draxo square in the chest. It bounced off, but the charge it carried caused Draxo to spasm and collapse to the floor.

      Trieli turned her back on them and ran for the cockpit. She took at most two steps before a charged bullet hit the back of her neck and sent her sprawling face-first into the wall instead.

      Gasping for breath, Vix stiffened against what he knew would come. “No, no, no,” he whispered. “Please-”

      The sudden sting of a stun-round to the chest made him flinch – he felt tiny prongs on the bullet piercing his clothing – and then his arms and legs seemed to become rubber. His balance was gone, and he was barely even aware of hitting the floor when the darkness took him.

       

      When Arin pushed open the door to what was once a warden's office, he froze at the sight of Isara seated behind the desk. It wasn't the woman's presence that unnerved him; he knew perfectly well that she had taken charge of this facility. No, it wasn't her mere presence.

      It was her appearance.

      A ghostly figure with a red hood pulled up to hide her face sat with her back to a window that looked out on an expanse of stars. “Welcome back, Agent Corvali,” she said. “I trust your mission was a success.”

      Arin shut his eyes, stiffening as he breathed in through his nose. “All prisoners are secure in their cells, ma'am,” he said. “We brought in six from that freighter and another five from the scout ship we captured along the border.”

      Isara rose smoothly behind the desk, and when she looked up, a small amount of light penetrated the hood. Enough for him to make out her chin. “Excellent,” she replied. “We will arrange for a few to escape in a week's time.”

      “I have instructed the guards to sabotage the locking mechanism on the freighter captain's cell,” Arin said. “The man was exceedingly aggressive; I'm sure that he'll make an escape attempt as soon as he discovers the problem.”

      “Does he have a cellmate?”

      Crossing his arms over his chest, Arin took a step back and kept his eyes fixed on the floor. “Yes,” he said, nodding once. “A young man, part of the freighter crew.”

      “Make sure that one of them dies on the way to the shuttle bay,” Isara commanded. And it was a command. Something in the woman's voice made it clear that she expected obedience. “We want this to look real. One man should be more than sufficient to carry tales of Leyrian aggression back to his people.”

      “Yes, ma'am.”

      As she flowed around the desk, Arin had to suppress the urge to shiver, and it was even worse when Isara planted herself in front of him and smiled up at him. “Oh, cheer up, Arin,” she said. “You always wanted to be a Justice Keeper, and now you've had your chance!”

       

      Ladira woke up with a gasp to find her bedroom shrouded in darkness. It took a few seconds for her eyes to adjust, but she soon saw the outline of her bed and her dresser in the soft purple moonlight.

      Rolling onto her back, Ladira rubbed at both eyes with her fists. “What time is it?” she croaked. “Too damn early for-”

      Something was wrong.

      From the corner of her eye, she thought she saw something move, but when she focused, everything looked normal. There was nothing in this room except her bed and the nightstand, the dresser and the mirror positioned on top of it. Except…She couldn't quite shake the strange feeling of being watched.

      And then she saw it.

      Purple light through the window left a bright spot on the opposite wall, and in that spot, she saw the shadow of a man. A bald man, by the roundness of his head, tall and muscular. Ladira squeaked in terror.

      Her first instinct was to search for the intruder who had found a way into her room. Given the shadow's position, he should be standing at the foot of her bed – and facing the window – but there was nothing there.

      A shadow without an object to cast it? How was that possible? Maybe her groggy mind was playing tricks on her. Or maybe it was something outside the window that only looked like a man. Yes, that was probably it. She was beginning to calm down. Seeing a human-shaped silhouette was eerie, but there was bound to be a rational-

      The shadow moved.

      It flitted from one wall to the next and positioned itself in a spot where it was just barely contrasted against the darkness. And it was watching her.

      Scrambling backward on her mattress, Ladira shrieked and pulled the covers up over her head. She shivered under the blankets, sobbing and praying to the Companion for some kind of protection. She had never been a believer – souls, the afterlife, Layat and the Great Covenant: it all seemed like nonsense to her – but something was in this room…and it was watching her.

      She trembled, waiting. Waiting for whatever that thing was to do whatever it was going to do. The minutes passed like hours, but she just waited, fear pushing her to the brink. Finally, she couldn't take it anymore.

      She let the blankets fall.

      Instead of the horror she expected to find, there was nothing but her bedroom in the dim moonlight. A bright rectangle on the wall across from the window, the outline of her dresser and no impossible shadows. None.

      Slowly, she let herself catch her breath. Maybe she had imagined it. Maybe a visit to her therapist's office was in order.

      Ladira felt tears on her cheeks. “What is wrong with me?” she whimpered. “Companion have mercy, I…”

      Something was wrong.

      She twisted around.

      The man-shadow was there on the wall behind her headboard. Not on the headboard; no, it was flat against the wall…and watching her.

      Ladira screamed and ran from the house.
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      Three windows in a white wall allowed the drab light of a gray afternoon into the classroom. You might have expected to find desks worktables or computers, but most of the floor space here was taken up by twelve duroplastic easels positioned in a circle.

      Rael Carrins, a tall string bean of a man with wings of gray in his dark hair, walked among his students, inspecting their work. “Well done,” he said to Savra Najen, clapping her on the shoulder as he passed her station.

      Anna wasn't quite ready for him to see what she had created.

      The painting was fairly simplistic in her estimation: just a ring of flames around a black centre, like you were staring into the eye of a tornado made of fire. She wasn't sure what had inspired her to paint that of all things – she usually went for landscapes, and the tiny nagging voice of her inner critic insisted that she should have played to her strengths – but there it was.

      Tapping her lips with a red-tipped finger, ignorant of the paint she left behind, Anna squinted at the canvas. “Not quite right,” she muttered, shaking her head. “Bleakness take me, why did I go for this?”

      “I think it's stunning.”

      Spatial awareness should have warned her that Rael was coming up behind her, but she had been so focused upon her imperfect creation, she hadn't even noticed the man's approach. “Breathtaking, really,” he said. “The anger you've captured here…You've really broken out of your comfort zone, Ms. Lenai.”

      Anna smiled into her own lap, her face suddenly burning. “Thank you,” she said, nodding once in appreciation. “But it's really not that impressive. The colour blend along the edges is all wrong.”

      “Nonsense.”

      He thrust a finger at the canvas, pointing at a spot along the edge of the ring. “The pattern you've made here,” he said. “It's exquisite in both colour composition and texture. You should consider submitting your work to galleries.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Oh, and…You have paint on your lips.”

      “Thank you very much,” Anna mumbled. “But there's no way my work is good enough for that. This is just a hobby for me.”

      Instead of pressing the point, he just squeezed her shoulder and moved on to look at the next student's work. Only when he was gone did Anna realize that she was feeling a touch of anxiety, and for some reason, Seth was curious about her emotional state. Most likely, her Nassai couldn't figure out why she would have a hard time accepting praise.

      With the tip of her brush, she performed a few light touch-ups on the painting. It was probably time to take a step back and accept the fact that this piece was as good as it would ever be – there inevitably came a point when further tweaking only diminished the overall quality of your work – but she was feeling like a perfectionist today. Maybe it was because this was the closest that she had ever come to doing anything professional with her art.

      She told Rael that painting was just a hobby because that was what it had always been for her. Her mother had always insisted that she had the talent to go pro, but Anna had put that part of her life aside when she became a Justice Keeper.

      This class was supposed to be fun and relaxing – a way to forget the stresses of her actual job for a few hours – but she was surprised by the amount of theory that she had to learn. There were tests and everything!

      A couple minutes later, Rael took his place at the front of the room, smiling as he addressed his students. “Everyone,” he began. “Everyone, can I have your attention for just a moment?”

      A hush fell over the room.

      “I'd like to say that you're all progressing quite well,” Rael went on. “And I should tell you that the university has asked me to choose work from some of my best students to showcase at an amateur exhibit next week. Of course, participation is voluntary, but if they're willing, I would like to submit pieces from Adria, Ty and Anna.”

      People clapped at that.

      Once again, Anna was blushing, and she wasn't entirely sure how to respond. She had been in high school the last time she submitted a painting to an art show. It wasn't a fear of criticism that made her hesitate; oh she was merciless on her own work, but she had done this a few times. She knew what to expect from the judges.

      The more she thought about it, the more she realized that she couldn't quite put her finger on why she was so apprehensive. Which probably meant that she should just suck it up and agree to do the show. “Sure,” her mouth blurted out before her brain could decide if she really wanted to commit to this. “I'll do it.”

      Of course, no one else had spoken.

      It dawned on her that she was probably supposed to wait until after class to confirm her participation. Thankfully, Rael didn't seem bothered by her outburst. “Great!” he said. “We'll go over the details later!”

      When class was over, she found herself walking down a long white hallway with windows on one wall that looked out on Vinton Street. Raindrops on the glass created a blurry image of people walking up the sidewalk with umbrellas.

      There were people in the hallway as well, students on their way to their next class, most gossiping or laughing with each other with just a little too much volume for an indoor setting. Anna blended right in, of course. Though she was at least five years older than most of these kids, she still looked like a college student, and she would continue to look like a college student when she was pushing fifty. Or at least like someone in her mid-twenties.

      “Hey!” Melissa called out.

      A quick glance over her shoulder revealed the young woman coming toward her in black pants and a gray short-sleeved blouse, her long dark hair tied up with two of those Chinese stick things some Earth girls liked. “I was hoping I'd catch you. Feel like getting an early dinner?”

      Anna spun to face her friend with arms crossed, smiling and shaking her head. “Oh, that depends,” she teased. “Are you gonna tell me if he finally worked up the guts to kiss you? I mean really kiss you.”

      Melissa went red, closing her eyes and turning her head to hide her embarrassment. “Not yet,” she said. “I just saw him twenty minutes ago. We had Advanced Legal Ethics. It was actually an intense discussion.”

      “Yes because that's way more interesting than the hot guy who has taken a liking to you,” Anna said. “You gotta work on your gossip skills, girl.”

      She linked arms with Melissa as they continued up the hallway. It was fun having someone to chat with after class. Bonding Seth at the age of sixteen meant that she had been several years younger than most of the other cadets, which didn't exactly make for the most fun social life. Even Melissa was one of the youngest students in her program, and she had just turned eighteen less than two months ago.

      Anna had never really had the college experience, not even the truncated version of it that most Keepers got. So, this was like reclaiming a missed opportunity. “You know, I have an idea,” she said. “Let's make tonight a girls' night.”

      “You really wanna party with a teenager?”

      Pressing her lips together, Anna felt her eyebrows shoot up. “Well, it's a policy of mine,” she replied. “You dodge bullets with me, you get to party with me. Really, honour demands no less!”

       

      Harry was anxious.

      When your kid's teacher called you in for a special meeting, it was never a good sign. He kept running through a list of what Claire might have done to merit this kind of attention. Maybe she had gotten into a fight. Or maybe she was falling behind in one of her subjects. Either way, it wasn't good,

      In gray dress pants and a sport coat over a simple white shirt, he stood in the middle of a hallway and marveled at how similar the place looked to an Earth school. The pale walls were decorated with student art. The blue doors had large windows that looked into classrooms.

      His chest throbbed briefly, a reminder of the gunshot wound he had taken just a few months ago. At least he was on his feet again. All those weeks spent shuffling around the house in a bathrobe had nearly driven him crazy.

      “Mr. Carlson,” a woman's voice called out. “Please come in.”

      He stepped into a classroom that was so very unlike anything he had seen on Earth. There was no blackboard. All four walls were covered in pictures the students had drawn – he recognized Claire's handiwork – and windows looked out on a quiet suburban street with skyscrapers visible in the background.

      Instead of desks, there were round worktables with a SmartGlass tablet positioned in front of every chair. He couldn't quite figure out the purpose of the wide open area in the middle of the room. Was that where the teacher lectured from? But what would she do for visual aides? Holograms. Right.

      There was one desk in the room.

      Positioned in the corner, it was occupied by a tall, curvy woman with long, brown hair that framed an olive-skinned face. “A pleasure to meet you,” she said, rising from her chair. “I'm Sora.”

      Harry offered a thin smile, then bowed his head to her. “Nice to meet you, Ms…” Oh, crap. Why did he have to insist on being formal? If this woman wanted to be on a first-name basis, who was he to protest? Things were different on Leyria. “I'm sorry; I have seen your name written, but I don't know how to pronounce it.”

      “It's Gaieles,” she said with a sweet smile. “Guy-el-es. But please, call me 'Sora.' I'm told that Earth students have a very formal relationship with their teachers. It's a little different here.”

      “All right. Sora it is.”

      Standing before him with arms crossed, Sora frowned at her own feet. “I wanted to talk to you about Claire,” she began. “Your daughter is a wonderful student, Mr. Carlson. Well-spoken, sociable and very intelligent.”

      “It's Harry,” he replied. “And thank you…But I'm assuming that you wouldn't call me in here if there wasn't a problem.”

      In response to that, Sora backed up and sat on the edge of her desk, heaving out a deep breath. “Three times a week,” she said, “we ask the students to do journal writing as a way to sharpen their language skills.

      “Lately, Claire's journals have been…rather troubling. She seems fixated on the fear of losing her family. In several entries, she ponders what she might do if you were to die, and I'm quite convinced that this fear is affecting her ability to concentrate. I'm given to understand that you suffered a gunshot wound several months ago.”

      Touching two fingers to his forehead, Harry winced. “Yes,” he replied in a hoarse voice. “Claire was pretty shook up at the time; we've had a few conversations about it since then, but I didn't realize…”

      The woman's mouth twisted, and then she shook her head as if trying to dispel a thought she didn't like very much. “Mr. Carlson…Harry…There's no easy way to say this. I know that you were a police officer on Earth.”

      “That's correct.”

      “And this led you to work with the Justice Keepers.”

      “Also true.”

      Sora Gaieles looked up at him with dark eyes that seemed to pierce right through him. “I have nothing but respect for the Justice Keepers,” she said. “But in many ways, it's a blessing that they cannot have children of their own. What child could be happy, living in constant fear that they might lose a parent?”

      Guilt clawed at him, and he tried his best to avoid letting it show. Harry tried to tell himself that he hadn't known just how badly Claire was taking this, but that was a lie. He knew. He had known for weeks, but his need to feel useful had prevented him from doing what he probably should have done a long time ago.

      He was a father first; everything else came second. Jack, Anna and the rest didn't really need him. All his life, he had put his kids first, running out on meetings, showing up late to crime scenes. The only reason he had let himself get this embroiled with the Keepers was Melissa.

      That paternal instinct made him want to look after his eldest daughter now that she was out there dodging gunfire. But Melissa didn't need him. It was hard to admit, but she didn't need his protection.

      Claire did.

      Sora took the words right out of his mouth. “I can't tell you how to live your life,” she said. “But the way I see it, you can be a good friend to the Justice Keepers, or you can be a good father. But you can't be both.”

      Harry flinched, turning his head because he didn't want this woman to see his face. “Thank you, Sora,” he said. “And you're right.”

      “I'm sorry-”

      “Don't be sorry,” Harry said. “I have some thinking to do.”

       

      Floodlights shone down upon a stage where a man with dark, spiky hair and thick goatee played guitar. His voice was soft and crooning, and the song was just loaded with sap, which was okay, Anna supposed. She would have preferred something with a little more energy, but there it was.

      Maybe two dozen small, round tables were spread out on the hardwood floor, each with a candle in a glass jar positioned smack dab in the middle. About half of those tables were occupied, which made for a cozy and intimate setting.

      Anna sat in a chair with her arms crossed, her feet propped up on the chair in front of her. “Excellent choice of venue,” she said with a sidelong glance for Melissa. “So, are you actually going to do something about this guy who's obviously into you?”

      On the other side of the table, Melissa sat hunched over a fruity drink with her lips closed around a twisty straw. Her eyes flicked up to Anna, and her cheeks reddened ever so slightly. “I figure it'll work itself out in time.”

      “Earth girls…”

      “What?”

      Anna exhaled slowly, then turned her head to fix a no-nonsense stare upon her friend. “If you like him, you should say something,” she said. “All of that coy flirting will only get you so far.”

      The thoughtful expression on Melissa's face told her that she just might be getting through to the young woman. “I don't know…” Melissa said. “I've always preferred to let guys make the first move.”

      “Hence my admonishment,” Anna replied. “Girl, I know you grew up on a world that taught you to be passive, but this is Leyria! So, feminism equals 'big yay!' Most men I've met appreciate a woman who knows what she wants.”

      “You've been spending too much time with Jack.”

      “Huh?”

      “You're starting to talk like him.”

      Embarrassment washed over her when she realized that she had picked up some of her partner's mannerisms. Oh, well! It probably went both ways. Maybe Jack would start answering his e-mails and showing up to meetings on time. A little organization would do that guy a world of good.

      Anna took a sip of her own drink, a minty, green concoction called a Verdant Fog. It was one of the many low-alcohol options available to teenagers, and it just happened to be one of the most delicious things she had ever tasted. “How long have you known this guy?” she asked. “Eight months? And you're still defining the relationship? That's a slow play, my friend.”

      A burst of laughter exploded from Melissa, and she trembled as she shook her head. “You're one to talk!” she exclaimed. “You and Jack knew each other for what? Five years before you decided 'Hey, we might actually be a couple.' ”

      “You really think I should make a move?”

      Slouching deeper into the chair with her arms folded, Anna tossed her head back and blinked. “Melissa,” she said. “I am absolutely certain of it.”

       

      About two hours later, Anna used the palm scanner outside Jack's apartment to unlock the door and pushed it open to reveal Spock sitting in the square of light that spilled in from the hallway. The big orange tabby cocked his head and studied her for a moment before letting out a pitiful meow.

      Anna stood in the doorway with her purse strap slung over one shoulder, shaking her head in dismay. “You're the whiniest cat I've ever met, you know that?” She fell to her knees and scratched his head. “Come on. Let's get you fed.”

      Lights came on as soon as she went inside, revealing a living room where a gray couch faced a screen of SmartGlass on the wall to her left. Windows along the back wall looked out on the city skyline.

      Before she even got the door shut, Spock decided to rub her ankle with his arched back and then bolt off toward the kitchen. Wasn't that cat at least seven years old? How was he still so spry?

      Anna followed.

      The kitchen was a small, rectangular room with gray tiles and white cupboards on all four walls. Spock's empty dishes were in the corner. She filled one with water and the other with the cat's favourite flavour of kibble.

      Squatting in the middle of the floor with her hands on her knees, Anna smiled at the little critter. “Better?” she asked, her eyebrows climbing. “Companion forbid you should go more than three hours without a good meal.”

      She got up and turned to go.

      “Meow!” Spock protested.

      Anna shut her eyes tight, breathing deeply. “You're not gonna let me go, are you?” she muttered. “Jack will be back in a few days, and you'll get all the cuddles you could ever hope for.”

      “Meow?”

      An idea occurred to her, and in typical Lenai fashion, she was acting on it before she even really thought about the implications. Turning around, she scooped up the kitty in her arms and carried him to the bedroom. “Come on,” she said. “You're not the only one who could use some company tonight.”

      She changed into a pair of Jack's shorts and one of his old t-shirts – Anna was sure he wouldn't mind – and snuggled under the covers with Spock. The cat was quite happy to be her little spoon; he was purring in no time.

      Finally, as she was lying down, her mind focused on the emotional subtext of her decision. She had grown quite comfortable at making herself at home in Jack's apartment. That should have scared her – she was normally a proponent of taking things slow – but it felt right. She felt at home here.

      The only thing that worried her was the possibility that Jack might feel like they were moving too fast. I guess I'll have to talk it over with him. A few blissful weeks of kisses, cuddles and waking up in each other's arms had been nothing short of delightful, but relationships inevitably required those periodic conversations where you checked in to make sure you were on the same page.

      It made her a little nervous.

      After all this time, she had finally connected with Jack the way she really wanted. She didn't want to rock the boat so soon.
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      Harry sat with his elbow on the kitchen table, his cheek leaned against the palm of his hand as he stared out the patio door. His backyard was too dark for him to make out anything specific – it was just a big, old rectangle of blackness on the other side of his screen door – but the sound of rainfall was soothing.

      As the last days of summer faded away, the nights turned cooler. He often left the door open for a little fresh air. Being cooped up in this house for months on end had left him with a craving for it. His chest still hurt sometimes if he pushed himself too hard, but he was mostly healed up. The wonders of Leyrian medicine had accelerated the process quite a bit.

      The sound of the front door opening was accompanied by the soft click-click of Melissa's heeled shoes on the floor. A few moments passed while she removed them – Harry could just barely catch the sound of her humming – and then she stepped into the kitchen. “Hey, Dad.”

      “Hey…

      “Something on your mind?”

      His eyes drifted to the plastic box that was sealed up tight on his kitchen table. Yes, there was definitely something on his mind. “I had an interesting chat with one of Claire's teachers today,” he said. “It seems she's not doing so well.”

      Melissa sat down across from him with her back to the patio door, huddling up on herself and gazing into her own lap. “Is there anything we can do?” she asked in a quiet voice. “If she needs some tutoring, I might-”

      “It's not that.”

      “Then what…”

      Shutting his eyes, Harry rubbed his forehead with the tips of his fingers. He forced out a slow breath. “It's me,” he whispered. “Claire is worried about what might happen if I get hurt helping you and the others.”

      “Well…” Melissa said, “I'd be lying if I told you that I don't share her concerns. You nearly died a few months ago, Dad. You've got no business throwing yourself into these dangerous situations just to prove you can.”

      His face was on fire, but he nodded his agreement just the same. “I know,” Harry said. “Which is why I'm going to have to take a step back from my work with the rest of the team.”

      Melissa sat bolt upright, her eyes fluttering as she studied him. “I think that might be an over-correction,” she said. “Just because I don't want you getting into a firefight with battle drones doesn't mean you have nothing to contribute.”

      Harry leaned back with his arms folded, frowning and shaking his head. “It's kind of an all or nothing deal, Melissa,” he said. “When Jena recruited me, I was supposed to be a liaison, remember? It was supposed to be a nice, safe job…And then I was altered by an Overseer device.”

      “It didn't seem to have any lasting effects.”

      “Oh no?” Harry countered. The words died on his tongue before he could force them through his lips. There were certain things – certain failings – that you didn't want your children to know about. But Melissa had a right to hear the truth. When you screw up, you have to own it. His father's words still echoed in his head from time to time.

      Harry stood up and paced a slow circuit around the table. “Didn't you wonder what I was doing there?” he asked. “Why I just happened to be in the right place to take down Cara Sinthel while she was trying to escape?”

      “I assumed you were in the building on business.”

      Harry paused at the screen door, clasping hands in front of himself. A frown tugged at his mouth as he peered into the darkness. “I went there to interrogate Isara,” he said. “I did it without authorization.”

      “Okay…So…”

      “Open the box, Melissa.”

      He didn't need to look to know that she had done as instructed. Even without the quiet snap of the seals unlocking, he could feel the contents of the box the moment they were exposed to open air.

      He turned around to find the lid open. The box contained a thin piece of veiny flesh held in place by metal clamps. No doubt his daughter was suppressing the urge to take the device and claim it as her own. Harry, on the other hand, felt no such inclination. Ever since the day when the Overseers had changed him, he had been immune to the effects of their technology.

      “The N'Jal…” Melissa said.

      “Four months ago,” Harry replied, “I used that thing to torture Isara, to make her tell me all of her secrets. And I got absolutely nothing out of her; she was able to resist until her friends came to rescue her.

      “When I realized the implications of what I had done,” Harry said, “I tried to give the N'Jal to Larani for safekeeping; she wouldn't take it.” His resolve hardened, and he set his jaw as he stepped forward to loom over his daughter. “This time, I'm not giving her a choice.”

      Melissa looked up at him.

      Harry stiffened, a grimace twisting his face. “You're gonna give that thing to Larani Tal,” he said. “I never want to see it again.”

      Harry turned away from her, his shoulders slumping as he paced a line across the room. Somewhere, deep inside, he felt regret. The N'Jal made him special; he didn't want to give it up. But it was time to own his mistakes. “From the moment that thing came into my life,” he went on. “I've done nothing but misuse it. Larani believes that I'm under the N'Jal's influence, but I know better. This is just plain, old-fashioned 'power corrupts,' and I'm done with it.”

      “It's not that simple, Dad.”

      “I'm making it that simple.”

      Hair stood on the back of his neck when he felt Melissa coming up behind him. She strode past him and spun around to stand before him with her arms crossed. “It's not that simple,” she insisted. “Slade has access to Overseer technology. The only person on our side who can control Overseer technology is you. You give up the N'Jal, and Slade gets a distinct advantage.”

      “If I keep it,” Harry said. “I become a monster. I think you know which one scares me more.”

      Melissa said nothing.

      Thirty seconds passed in silence, and then Harry finally found the nerve to say what he needed to say. “My part in this story is over.” Speaking those words left him feeling a little shaken. “Take that thing back to Larani. I never want to see it again.”

       

      Melissa stepped into a classroom where six black-topped lab tables – three on each side of the room – took up most of the space. Her teacher was an older man in a white lab coat, a handsome fellow with a sun-darkened face and a ring of gray hair around the back of his head.

      Professor Stayloth waited patiently behind his desk, not speaking but nodding to each student who came through the door. Melissa was grateful to have had him as her forensics teacher. The man was tough, but he knew the material backwards and forwards. She actually felt like she might have something useful to say the next time Anna took her to examine a crime scene.

      With five minutes to spare before the start of the lecture, most of the other students were huddled up and talking quietly. Some were just university students who had taken forensics as an elective; others were training to be Keepers or for other careers in law-enforcement.

      She spotted Aiden at one of the back-most tables, holding a tablet up in front of his face and scanning its contents. The guy looked seriously stressed, and she couldn't blame him. Their mid-term was coming up soon.

      In a red dress with wide shoulder straps and a skirt that fell to just above the knee, Melissa took three steps forward and gracefully sat down beside Aiden. “Good morning,” she said. “You look very tired.”

      A playful grin stretched across his face, but he never took his eyes off the tablet. “I have been up all night studying,” he said. “Not all of us are guaranteed a spot among the Keepers no matter what we do.”

      Melissa felt her mouth twist, then shook her head with a sigh. “You know it's not that easy,” she said. “I may have a symbiont for life, but I can screw this up.”

      “Yes, but you have your symbiont.”

      “And soon, you will too.”

      He swiveled his chair to face her, and his grin broadened to the point where it was downright infectious. “Sooner than you think,” he replied. “I just got the notice last night. I'm supposed to attempt a Bonding in two weeks.”

      “That's amazing!”

      A blush painted Aiden's cheeks red, and he looked down, suddenly fascinated by something in his lap. “I was hoping…that maybe…maybe you would come with me,” he said. “For moral support.”

      Turning to him with hands clasped in her lap, Melissa smiled and nodded once. “I would love to,” she replied. “I'm not sure if this is obvious – and maybe now is the worst possible time, but…I like you.”

      There.

      It was out.

      Just speaking those words made her feel as if a weight had been lifted. Anna was right; she should have done this a long time ago. Of course, the momentary relief was followed by anxiety about how he might answer.

      “I like you too,” Aiden said.

      Well, that was a relief. Melissa felt an overwhelming sense of tenderness. Would it be wrong to kiss him right here in class? Yes. Yes, it would. Totally unprofessional. But the instant she had a moment alone with him…

      “Excuse me,” Professor Stayloth broke in over the sound of hushed voices. “May I have your attention?”

      Melissa turned around to find him standing in front of his desk with his hands in his lab-coat pockets. The man wore a frown as he surveyed his crop of students. “Let's begin. We have a big test to prepare for.”

      Retrieving her tablet – a thin sheet of SmartGlass – from her purse, Melissa swiped a finger across it and brought up the home screen. The device instantly synced with the school's network, and copies of today's notes appeared in a word processing document with spaces for her to add her own annotations.

      “The mid-term will be all theory,” Professor Stayloth went on. “Most of you have done exceedingly well in your lab assignments. We'll be covering chapters six through ten; so make sure you brush up.”

      Melissa wasn't worried. Forensics was actually one of her better subjects. She had done pretty well on the last mid-term. But it was clear to her that Aiden was worried, and not just about the upcoming test. She supposed she couldn't blame him. A year ago, when she first applied to the Keeper training program, she had spent a lot of time fretting about what would happen if a symbiont didn't choose her.

      She had been spared that anxiety by Jena's sudden decision to pass Ilia to her. But Aiden must be a wreck inside. Well, she would do what she could to be there for him, but this one fear he would just have to conquer on his own.

       

      To Rajel's mind, this hallway on the sixth floor of the Keeper building was a long tunnel with walls of mist where each surface seemed to vibrate at a slightly different rate. He often wondered if other Justice Keepers were so keenly aware of what they perceived through contact with their Nassai. He suspected it was a function of density. The denser the object, the faster it vibrated, the more solid it seemed.

      His mind picked up other things as well. He could tell that the lights were on by the slight warmth on his skin, could smell just a hint of cleanser left behind by the cleaning bots when they patrolled this hallway last night.

      Rajel stood in the middle of the corridor in gray jeans and a black jacket, his eyes hidden behind sunglasses. Each of his garments was labeled with a tag in mi'ka, Leyria's tactile language, which made it easier to coordinate colour.

      A misty figure came around the corner and strode toward him, quickly resolving into a shape he knew well: a short, petite woman with her hair up in a nubby ponytail. “Rajel,” Anna said. “What's up?”

      He smiled and bowed his head to her. “Still getting used to this place,” he said. “I was reading over some of your mission reports now that I'm officially a part of the team. Are you seriously telling me that Keli spent most of her life in a prison cell?”

      “I'm afraid so.”

      “And your friend, Mr. Carlson…”

      Anna spun on her heel and pulled open the door to her office, urging him to follow with a quick bob of her head. “Harry,” she said. “And what about him?”

      He stepped through the door and watched Anna's silhouette stride across the room and lean over the desk. She was tapping something into the SmartGlass. Sometimes, he wondered what it might be like to interface with technology as others did.

      With his mouth agape, Rajel shook his head. “I read the report,” he said, coming up behind her. “You mean to tell me that your friend Harry merged with a piece of Overseer technology and somehow, he can control it?”

      Anna turned to lean against her desk with her arms folded, nodding slowly in response. “Yeah, that's pretty much it,” she said. “I wasn't there, but he interfaced with a device that contained one of the ciphers, and it modified him somehow.”

      “You people live complicated lives.”

      She laughed.

      “I've been trying to brainstorm methods for tracking down this Isara woman…the one who looks like Director Morane. From your reports, I can see that you already tried most of what I came up with, and the rest is probably unfeasible anyway. I'm sorry; I'm really glad to be part of this task force but-”

      “Rajel-”

      “Hmm?”

      Anna hopped onto her desk, clasping her hands in her lap and smiling at him. “You don't have to prove anything,” she said. “In fact, you have more experience than I do, and it would be invaluable.”

      His face was warm, his brow prickling with sweat. Wasn't that always the way? The very instant he suspected that someone questioned his competence, he would spit bullets to disabuse them of any doubts, but ask him to take a compliment…“Well,” he said. “I'll help in any way that I can.”

      “If you really want this team to gel,” Anna said. “Take a little time. Get to know us as people. Maybe let us get to know you.”

      Rajel turned away from her, slipping his hands into his back pockets and shuffling over to the wall. “What would you like to know?” he asked. “Most of it is already there in my file.”

      “I've read about your personal history,” Anna said. “But what makes an Antauran kid decide he wants to be a Justice Keeper?”

      “I was born blind,” Rajel answered. “You knew that already. And you know how my people value genetic supremacy over anything else. When they brought us to Antaur, the Overseers told us that we were the best of humanity, that we had been separated from the rest to remain pure.”

      Rajel whirled around to face her, standing straight-backed with arms pinned to his sides. “Nobody starves on Antaur,” he went on. “With our level of technology, there's no justification for it, but that doesn't mean there are no second-class citizens.

      “Maybe you're not quite as bright as the other kids, not quite as athletic or maybe you have an obvious disability like me…You can rest assured that you'll have a roof over your head and food to eat, but that's all you'll get. Your career prospects will be limited. People will see you as an object of pity.”

      Anna sat forward with an elbow on her knee, her mouth hidden behind two fingers. “Yeah, I've heard as much,” she murmured. “It must have been awful.”

      “I survived.”

      “What happened?”

      He offered a casual shrug of his shoulders and then paced a line in front of Anna's desk. “I got tired of feeling like I had no prospects,” he said, glancing in her direction. It was important to make eye-contact if you wanted to blend in. Sometimes he forgot about that, but he tried. “So when I turned seventeen, I went to the Leyrian consulate in Vajar, and I applied for refugee status. It was a long-shot, but I didn't have many options.”

      “Right.”

      “But they went for it.”

      Anna's satisfied smile put him at ease. “Well, I'm glad they did,” she said. “But it's sad you had to go to such lengths.”

      “Yeah, I know,” he muttered. “My parents were livid; they didn't want me flying off to live with those crazy Leyrians. They really believed that your people would shove me into some dank little apartment, drop off a food allotment every week and forget all about me. But I wanted to go.

      “All my life, I've heard about Justice Keepers, people with incredible abilities. On my world, they were feared. I remember hearing news reports as a kid, 'What would the government do if Justice Keepers decided to raid one of our military facilities?' 'Could that random guy in your neighbourhood be a Justice Keeper spy?' Everybody fixated on the way Keepers deflect bullets, stuff like that.

      “But the thing that got my attention was learning that almost anyone could apply to be a Keeper, even disabled people. My planet saw this as yet another example of Leyrian insanity. They'll let anyone join their most elite branch of law enforcement? I saw it as an opportunity. I spent a year doing aptitude assessments – when you're disabled, Antauran schools don't exactly go to great lengths to make sure you get a quality education – and when I applied to the Keeper training program, they made an exception for me. They let me attempt a Bonding right away instead of making me attend a year of classes. A Nassai accepted me as its host, and here I am.”

      “That's an amazing story.”

      “Thank you.”

      A sudden knock at the door startled him. Spatial awareness did not extend through solid objects, even if those objects were transparent. So, while the door was made of glass, it might as well have been a stone to him.

      “Come in!” Anna shouted.

      When the newcomer stepped into the office, Rajel perceived her as a woman of average height with long hair that framed a round face. “You're Operative Anna Lenai?” she said. “I was hoping to talk to you.”

      Anna stood up, exhaling slowly, and walked across the room with a smile on her face. “Yup, that's me,” she said. “What can I do for you?”

      “I'm Detective Bevi Tremana with the Telsaran Police Department,” the woman said. “And I think I need your help.”
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      The buildings of this quiet city street rose a good five or six stories beneath a dome that shut out the atmosphere of a green sky. Velezia was at a point in its rotational cycle where this part of the planet was facing the sun, and that would remain the case for quite some time. It took several weeks to complete one rotation, which meant nearly ten days of constant daylight.

      To maintain the twenty-four-hour cycle that humans were used to, the dome would periodically become opaque. It was even worse during planetary night. At that time, huge lights that simulated sunlight would activate. Velezia, unlike the many worlds that had been terraformed by the Overseers, was nothing like Earth. Why anyone would want to live here was unfathomable to him.

      Jack stood on the street corner in blue jeans and his brown jacket, his dark hair in its usual state of messiness. “You know something, Summer?” he murmured. “There is something very unnatural about a city street without even the tiniest breeze.”

      His multi-tool beeped.

      It was time.

      He turned and stared down the long ramp with his head hanging, inhaling through his nose. “I don't suppose there's any chance that this won't go exactly as we've planned it?” Summer's response was a glum sense of resignation. “I thought not.”

      At the bottom of the ramp, Jack found a subway platform with white tiles on the walls. There were a few people here, but only a few. Most folks had better things to do at this time of day than take a trip out to the spaceport. Of course, there were other stops on this line, but that was the most prominent destination.

      A train came gliding up the track with hardly any noise, only a soft whirring sound as it settled into place. Doors in each car opened with a hiss, and Jack stepped through to find a comfortable environment with blue cushioned seats.

      He chose one and sat with his hands on his knees, his eyes closed as he let his mind drift into a relaxed state. Soon, he felt the world falling away, his awareness dimming until there was almost no sensation.

      Then he heard the sound of birds chirping.

      Summer had created an environment where they sat on a wooden bench next to a path that slithered through a park. The sky overhead was its proper shade of blue, and the sun was shining.

      In gray pants and a frilly, sleeveless blouse, Summer sat next to him in her Buffy-like form, golden hair spilling over her shoulders in waves. An older, wiser version of Buffy that included traces of many other strong women in his life. “Are you nervous?” she asked despite the fact that she knew the answer.

      “Not really?”

      “No?”

      Chewing on his lip, Jack shut his eyes and breathed in. “I just want this trip to be over,” he said. “Five days on this world is making me feel a little stir crazy. I don't know how people can live their whole lives under that dome.”

      Summer was as placid as an arctic glacier, her face unreadable as she watched the empty field. “There's always a chance that he won't disappoint you,” she said. “Faith in humanity is usually a good thing, I've found.”

      “Yeah, there's a chance,” Jack replied. “But let's be honest with ourselves, Summer. The evidence is not looking good.”

      “I'm afraid I must concur.”

      “That's why I love you,” Jack teased. “Unconditional support delivered with a crisp British formality.”

      The puzzled expression on Summer's face almost made him burst out laughing. She had learned to mimic humans well. “I'm not British!” she exclaimed. “I don't even have a British accent.”

      Jack slouched with his arms folded, tilting his head back to feel the warm sunlight on his face. Amazing how Summer could replicate that experience. “Yeah, but it's not the accent,” he said. “It's the delivery.”

      Looking over her shoulder, Summer watched him for a minute, then nodded as if his explanation had put everything in perspective. “What are you going to do if Roderick turns out to be guilty?”

      “Try to take him alive, I guess.”

      “That could be difficult.”

      A frown tightened Jack's mouth, and he shook his head. “True,” he said. “But the reason you Bonded me is because I'm the sort of man who will try. Just be ready to bust out the fancy stuff if things get dicey.”

      “I will.”

      The vision dissipated, Summer's simulated world fading away until there was only the blackness under his eyelids. When he opened them, he saw another subway platform come into view through the train's windows. Moments later, the train came to a stop, and the doors opened.

      Jack stood up, checking his weapons as he stepped onto the platform. He carried his standard issue pistol and a small clip on his belt containing three metal disks with razor-sharp edges. Leyrian weapons. They could be used to lethal effect by anyone with good aim, but he found them most helpful when it came time to disarm an opponent.

      A set of stairs took him to a hallway that ran from left to right from his perspective. Signs on the walls indicated the routes to various shuttle bays. Jack chose his destination and turned right. Not long now, Summer.

      The hallway was bland and pretty boring to look at with long fluorescent bulbs in the ceiling and sliding metal doors in the wall to his left. Each of those would lead to a catwalk that overlooked the shuttle bays. Entrances to the main floor were several levels down. You think he'll put up a fight?

      Summer offered the emotional equivalent of a shrug.

      The very last door on his left was shut tight with a palm scanner for authentication. If his theory was correct, he would find the man that he was looking for here.

      Jack pressed his palm to the scanner and watched as his own face came up on the screen along with his Justice Keeper ID. “Recognize Jack Hunter,” the computer said. “Special Agent, Justice Keepers Denabrian Division.”

      The door slid open.

      On the catwalk, a thin, pale man stood with both hands gripping the railing, staring down at the shuttles below. His extremely fair skin was contrasted by black hair that he wore in a buzz cut.

      Roderick Carvael cast a glance over his shoulder, squinting at Jack. “What are you doing here, Hunter?” he demanded. “Our interview is over; your little witch hunt turned up nothing. I've got nothing else to say to you.”

      Jack stood in the doorway with his arms pressed to his sides, hanging his head as he let out a sigh. “'Fraid it's not that simple,” he said. “See, we came here on a tip from Rajel Aydrius; I'm sure you remember him.”

      The other man's lips parted to show clenched teeth, and then he turned his head to break eye-contact. “It figures you'd listen to that idiot,” he said. “Aydrius is nothing but a malcontent and a loudmouth.”

      “Yeah, well,” Jack said, starting across a catwalk that was a little wider than he had expected. Three men could walk side by side up here. “Whatever you may think of him, Rajel's pretty thorough. The guy hates Slade, and ever since we exposed him as a traitor last year, Rajel's been keeping tabs on all the little day-to-day stuff that most people fail to notice.”

      Grinning down at himself, Jack shook his head. “Our buddy Rajel started noticing discrepancies in your department's inventory logs,” he went on. “For some reason, there were always fewer weapons on hand than there should be.”

      As he neared the end of the catwalk, he turned to find Roderick leaning against the railing with a smile on his face. “And you think this has something to do with me?” the man asked, his eyebrows rising. “I have to hand it to you, Hunter. The effort you put into hounding an innocent man is nothing short of remarkable.”

      “You see, those little discrepancies?” Jack replied. “They can happen sometimes. A gun gets lost in the field. One stops working and someone forgets to log it. The record is never one hundred percent accurate all the time, and a clever man can exploit that to his own ends.”

      Roderick turned his back and leaned over the railing, scanning the shuttle bay floor. Well, that pretty much confirmed it. The man was uneasy now; he knew that he had been caught.

      Jack took a step back with his arms folded, smiling at the other man. “Wondering why the weapons you pilfered aren't being loaded onto a shuttle?” he asked. “They're not coming, Roderick. Agent Seyrus and her team intercepted the shipment ten minutes ago.”

      The other man whirled around, one hand on the pistol that he wore on his hip. His eyes betrayed murderous intent. “And you've come to arrest me, have you?” he hissed. “I really did underestimate you, Hunter. I take it you've known from the very beginning.”

      “No, not at all,” Jack said. “I had my doubts until about five minutes ago. We knew someone was smuggling weapons…I was hoping it wouldn't be you. How long have you worked for Slade?”

      “Long enough to know how much he hates you.”

      In two quick strides, Roderick closed the distance between them and Jack found himself backing up instinctively. There was still a part of him that hoped he could solve this without violence.

      “I don't want to fight you,” Jack said. “Come with us, and we might be able to help you. You don't have to work for-”

      The other man kicked high.

      A black-toed boot hit Jack's nose and darkened his vision momentarily. The impact was fierce enough to send him stumbling backward until his spine hit the concrete wall. Roderick drew his pistol.

      Jack dove.

      He somersaulted across the catwalk, bullets zipping past above him, and came up on one knee in front of the other man. He flung one hand up to strike the underside of Roderick's wrist and knock the pistol aside. This left his opponent open.

      Jack slammed his open palm into the other man's chest. With a wheeze, Roderick went staggering backward until he hit the railing that overlooked the shuttle bay floor. Maybe there was still a chance to end this.

      Jack rose.

      Biting his lower lip, he squinted at the other man. “It's not too late,” he said with a curt nod. “You can come back with us. We might even be able to extract your corrupted and give you a proper Nassai.”

      Roderick lifted his pistol.

      By instinct, Jack twisted his body in the half-second before a bullet passed within inches of his chest and hit the wall behind him. Dropping low, he retrieved a razor disk from a pouch on his belt and threw it in one smooth motion.

      Roderick adjusted his aim, lowering the gun to point at Jack's head, and just before he fired, a razor-sharp disk cut up his knuckles and caused his fingers to uncurl. The man gasped as he stared at his own bleeding hand.

      Jack got up and rounded on him, striding toward his opponent. “All right,” he said, shaking his head. “You want violence…Let's have some violence.”

      Roderick marched forward with deadly focus. The man's face was red and covered in sweat. “Slade wants you dead,” he hissed. “Imagine how pleased he'll be when I grant his fondest wish.”

      The man threw a punch.

      Jack ducked and felt a bleeding fist pass right over him. He jabbed Roderick's belly with one hand, then the other. Twin blows that forced his opponent backward and drove the air from his lungs.

      Roderick fell.

      The man caught himself with one hand and swung his leg to kick the side of Jack's rib-cage. Pain flared up, and Jack was forced to stumble sideways. His shoulder hit the wall, and he groaned on impact.

      Summer was frantic, and when he focused on his spatial awareness, he knew why. In his mind's eye, Roderick was leaping toward him, twisting his body for a flying side-kick that would likely kill him.

      Jack slipped out of the way.

      The man's foot hit the metal wall with a clank, and Roderick bounced off to land on the catwalk, dazed by the impact. That gave him an opening.

      Jack seized the back of Roderick's collar and slammed his enemy face-first into the wall. A second hit should have knocked the man senseless. Roderick's elbow came up and struck Jack's nose, filling his vision with stars.

      Without even a second thought, Jack jumped and back-flipped through the air. He uncurled to land on the catwalk right next to the fallen pistol, then crouched down to pick it up. He set the weapon for stun-rounds. “I really don't want to do this, Roderick.”

      The other man rounded on him, striding forward.

      Jack lifted the pistol and fired, releasing a low-velocity bullet that sped toward the other man. At the last second, Roderick blurred into a wavering puddle of colour, and his bullet curved upward to hit the ceiling instead.

      Jack fired again and again, loosing bullet after bullet, each one curving upward as they traversed a patch of warped space-time. Keep the other man occupied, force him to exhaust himself by maintaining a Bending.

      Behind him, the door to the hallway slid open, and men and women in tactical gear flooded onto the catwalk. There were footsteps down below as well, people marching through the shuttle bay. “He's on the catwalk,” Cassi shouted. “Surround him!”

      The officers behind Jack dropped to one knee, lifting assault rifles set to fire stun-rounds and pointing them at Roderick. The fallen Keeper must have realized that he was outmatched because his Bending collapsed.

      The swirl of colour solidified into Roderick who stood with one hand outstretched, sweat rolling over his face. “Damn you, Hunter,” he panted. “You have no idea what you have gotten yourself into. Slade will kill you.”

      Shutting his eyes, Jack felt sweat on his own forehead. “Yeah,” he said with a curt nod. “I've heard that before.”

      He looked over his shoulder to find a group of tactical officers staring nervously through the visors of their helmets. No one seemed willing to take their eyes off Roderick for even half a second. “Let's get this guy into a holding cell,” Jack said. “He and I have a lot to talk about.”
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      In gray pants and a blue blouse that she left untucked, honey-coloured hair hanging loose to frame a face of tanned skin, Detective Bevi Tremana stood just inside the door to Jon Andalon's office. “Thank you for seeing me,” she began. “I would not bother you with this if I didn't think it was important.”

      Anna watched her supervising officer.

      Jon Andalon sat behind his desk with his hands spread apart on its glass surface, a blank expression on his face. “It's no trouble at all,” he replied. “Start from the beginning. Why do you think this case falls under Keeper jurisdiction?”

      On the far side of the room, Rajel stood with his hands folded behind himself, his eyes hidden behind sunglasses but fixed upon Bevi Tremana. Anna could tell that he was a little uneasy, and she couldn't blame him. The man was still getting used to the fact that his new team took all the weirdest cases.

      Keli was present as well, leaning against the floor-to-ceiling window with her arms folded and watching their guest like a hawk. “Detective Tremana doesn't trust me,” she said. “Her distaste is so strong I can practically smell it.”

      Bevi Tremana frowned but kept her attention focused on Jon. “My apologies if I've given offense,” she said. “I'm here because I believe that citizens in my community have been assaulted by a telepath, and yours is the only team of Justice Keepers on this planet that employs the services of a telepath.”

      “She's telling the truth,” Keli said.

      Jon twisted in his chair, looking over his shoulder, no doubt glaring daggers at her. “Perhaps,” he began, “we should let Detective Tremana tell her own story.”

      Anna sat in a large white chair with her hands on her knees, staring into her lap. “You'll have to forgive us if we're a little off balance,” she said. “What makes you think a telepath is going after your people?”

      “Well, for one thing, there have been six suicides in the neighbourhood over the last two months.” Anna nearly gasped. That was remarkable. If you looked at data from every region on the planet, you'd find maybe five hundred suicides in any given year. Over the centuries, her people had learned to ease social stresses and build a society that promoted good mental health, but there were always anomalies. Divorces, break-ups, unanticipated deaths of a loved one. Some people took drastic actions before they got the help that they needed. But six suicides in one community in such a short span of time?

      Closing her eyes, Anna exhaled slowly and then nodded to the other woman. “I can see why that would be troubling,” she began. “But on its own, it's not enough to indicate the presence of a telepath.”

      Bevi Tremana stood with her head held high, her eyes fixed dead ahead on nothing in particular. “No, it's not,” she replied. “But there have been other indications. Reports of hallucinations.”

      “Hallucinations?”

      “One woman reported seeing shadows without an object to cast them, shadows that seemed to move and flit about from wall to wall. A man from that same neighbourhood claimed to hear whispers at times when he knew that he was alone. People have reported seeing faces looking in at them from windows. We've dispatched officers to monitor their houses and found no sign that anyone was lurking in the bushes.”

      A frown compressed Jon's mouth into a line, his brows drawn together as he studied their guest. “Isn't it more likely that this is the result of some hallucinogenic compound?” he asked. “Perhaps something that contaminated the local water supply?”

      Bevi had hands clasped in front of herself as she slowly shook her head. “I'm not a rookie, Director Andalon,” she said in a flat voice. “The very first thing I did was contact water treatment plants and food processing centres. Their diagnostics show no indication of any foreign compounds.”

      A silence seemed to hang in the air after that last revelation. No one knew what to say. After working through the scenarios in her head, Anna realized that she was forced to agree with Bevi Tremana's conclusion. This was a job for the Keepers.

      She wasn't convinced that a telepath was responsible for all of this chaos. There might be some other explanation. Just because they had found no issues with the food and water systems didn't mean the problem wasn't chemical in nature.

      Of course, they would have to explain how all of these different people came into contact with the same hallucinogen if not through the city's infrastructure, and that led to its own set of uncomfortable implications. Maybe there was some new drug on the street.

      No…That didn't make sense.

      If recreational drug use were the culprit, then at least one of these people would have admitted to taking something. Detective Tremana must have considered that angle as well. Chances were she had already ordered toxicology screenings, and if those had all come up empty…

      “Well,” Jon said. “It seems this bears looking into. Keli, can you tell if someone's thoughts have been influenced by a telepath?”

      “Easily.”

      Jon nodded curtly as if the matter were settled. “Then you and Anna will interview the people who have been experiencing these hallucinations, and we will go from there.”

       

      Anna woke in the middle of the night to a soft scuffling sound, and she couldn't stop the lazy smile that spread on her face. Pressing her cheek to the pillow, she snuggled under the covers.

      Jack was home.

      The e-mail he'd sent her this afternoon had promised that he'd be back tonight. So, she had opted to spend another evening at his apartment. A bit presumptuous maybe, but she had gone a week without cuddles, and she missed him. Besides, Anna really wanted to tell him everything: the upcoming art show, their new case with the creepy telepath-induced hallucinations.

      The soft thump of Spock leaping from the foot of the bed was followed by the unmistakable ruckus of a cat scrambling through the hallway. “Hey, buddy,” Jack said in a quiet voice. “Did you miss me?”

      Half a moment later, a shadowy figure appeared in the doorway, pausing in surprise when he saw her. Spatial awareness let Anna sense the slight curl of his lips. Jack hadn't been expecting to find her in his bed, but he was glad she was here.

      She quickly peeled off her tank-top and every other stitch of clothing. The nights were getting chilly now, but that wouldn't matter if she had her partner to keep her warm, and she wanted to feel his skin against hers.

      Jack snuggled in next to her, and she wrapped an arm around his tummy, resting her head on his bare chest. “I'm sorry to wake you,” he whispered. “If I had known you were here, I would have been quieter.”

      “I'm glad you woke me,” she said. “Did you have a good trip?”

      His lips brushed against her forehead in the softest kiss, and Anna sighed in contentment. “Tell you all about it tomorrow,” he whispered. Then he pulled the blankets up over her shoulder, a gesture that felt remarkably tender. “Good night, my love.”
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