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To Lee and to everyone who looks to the stars in wonder. Good reading to you!


Chapter 1



In the distant future, on another world

Having leisurely serviced his two lovely guests some hours ago, Marcos Starlaw had opted for fresh air in the palace gardens rather than the stuffy ballroom where a party was currently taking place. He’d left his fetching lasses behind only because they’d wanted to shower in private. There was no doubt in his mind they’d meant to compare notes on his lovemaking prowess. No doubt they’d found the liaison with him delightful. But if they hadn’t, there were plenty of other lovelies to take their places.

In any event the women had re-joined him after they’d finished their ablutions, and all three were now back at it. One sweet thing was on his lap kissing him deeply; the other leaned over his shoulder watching and caressing his manhood through his uniform leggings. He was on the verge of suggesting they go back to his quarters, when someone loudly cleared their throat. The noise had the desired effect. The tryst was broken.

Marcos turned his head to find his older brother, Darius, standing on a walkway, watching him and his girlfriends. A deep scowl marred his sibling’s features. And in an old, recognizable posture, Darius had his hands on his hips. He wasn’t going away until some matter or other was addressed.

Sighing deeply, Marcos gently brought the girl on his lap to her feet. Then he stood to face whatever anger his sibling might unleash. “What is it, Darius?”

“Your guests must excuse us. Our parents have requested our presence in their council chamber.”

“Right now?” Marcos asked.

“Yes. Now.”

Marcos sighed heavily and turned to his two, waiting beauties. “Sorry, my darlings. Duty calls. Have the guards summon you a shuttle back to the city. I apologize for not seeing you both safely home. I’m afraid this is most chivalrous option I can devise under the circumstances.”

The girls whined but pulled their dresses back in place and walked away.

Marcos sauntered toward his older brother. “This had better be good!”

“When you’re called to the council chamber, you know it is.”

“Lead the way, oh gallant prince and future king of all Luster,” Marcos jovially remarked as he lifted his chin, raised one brow, and made an elaborate show of dusting off his black, law enforcer’s uniform tunic.

“Marcos … get serious, or Father might just have you confined to your quarters.”

“Please. He hasn’t grounded me since I was sixteen.”

“If he’d seen what you were doing with those two women, within sight of the ballroom and guests who’re still quite sober, he might have done worse. We have important visitors at the ball tonight. You’ve barely made an appearance. How do you think that looks?”

“Protocol,” Marcos derisively responded. “Father and Mother love it so … until they get in their chambers at night and the lights go off.” He laughed bawdily. “Creator’s blood … when they’re upstairs they don’t care if the entire castle hears them. I swear, Darius, it’s like listening to wild cats mating in the forest. Their precious decorum doesn’t mean much then.”

“For the love of—have you no shame?”

Marcos made no other comment, but silently joined his brother. They slowly walked toward the second floor of the castle and the council chambers located there. But right before they opened the massive, bejeweled, metal doors that led to the inner sanctum, where all royal decision-making took place, he couldn’t contain one last barb. “I really don’t know how your beautiful daughter came into this world. You’re such a prude.”

“I am not a prude.”

“Yes, you are.”

“I am not.” Darius blinked and shook his head. “We sound infantile. For the last time, will you get serious? You’re well over thirty and the commander of a galaxy-class enforcer vessel. Act like you deserve the commission.”

“Of course, Commander Starlaw. Anything you say, Commander Starlaw. Kiss your butt, Commander Starlaw? Should I get on one knee to do it, or will you bend over to make the target more accessible?”

“Just open the damned doors and go in!”

“Oh, no,” Marcos insisted. “You go first; age before intelligence.”

Darius growled out an obscenity, pulled the doors open, and entered the domed room.

Marcos, as second-born prince, followed. Their father stood behind the high throne-like chair at the end of a marble table. Mother sat to their father’s right. Their elderly but ever-faithful advisor stood—like a wizened old wizard in all the obligatory robes—to his father’s left.

“Father, I see you’re in full uniform tonight. You’re looking especially … kingly,” Marcos quipped as he ignored his sire’s frown. Then he walked forward, took his mother’s hand, and kissed it. The extra little smooch wasn’t for decorum, but because he loved her with all his heart and wasn’t afraid at his age to show it. “How is the most beautiful woman in the kingdom tonight?” he asked as he gazed into his mother’s blue eyes and winked.

As always, she visibly tried to suppress a smile.

Although he was clueless to matters leading up to this meeting, the situation probably demanded more formality, and he was behaving like he didn’t care. In truth, he didn’t. As far as he was concerned, Dar and Maelle Starlaw were his parents first. They were his king and queen last.

The king shook his head. “Marcos, if you weren’t such a good commanding officer I’d never put up with your nonsense. The guards tell me you were cavorting with women all day. I suppose that’s why you couldn’t make it to the ball when we were presented?”

Marcos made his way around the table, grabbed his father in fierce hug, and planted a resounding smack on his sire’s cheek. “You’re an old fake. You’d be upstairs with Mother if all this pomp and circumstance weren’t necessary.” He paused as his sire, like his mother, tried not to grin. “I know you have to behave like a royal hemorrhoid,” Marcos continued, “but I love you anyhow.”

Darius sighed heavily, rolled his eyes, and shook his head.

“Take that forbidding look off your face, brother. You love me, too. After all, I’m adorable whether you want to admit it or not. So we may as well admit it.” After diverting his sibling with that piece of wisdom, Marcos plopped into a chair, put his booted feet on the council table, and clasped his hands behind his head. “So … what’s up, Pop?”

Dar cleared his throat. “Please try to pay attention. Our advisor has news to share.”

Marcos turned to the older man with the long white hair and even longer white beard. “And how are you this evening, Hannibal?” He winked and leaned toward the elderly man. “I hear you’ve been romancing those dancers from the Andromeda Bar again, you old demon. Things must be hanging very well these days, eh?”

Hannibal responded by placing the fingers of one hand to his lips. “Why, Prince Marcos … I would never … at my age?”

“Can we get down to business?” the king sternly asked.

Marcos waited for Darius to take a seat.

Nothing in these dull meetings was ever resolved until everyone had a butt in a chair and leaned expectantly forward. Sadly, the night had started out so well. He could have been in a big, warm bed with two beautiful women pleasuring him. Instead, he was in conference.

When Hannibal struggled to gather his star-embossed robes about his old figure and fought to pull out a very heavy chair, Marcos surreptitiously slid it back by using one booted foot. For that small favor and show of respect, he finally got Darius to smile.

“All right, Father. We’re here,” Marcos announced. “We’re all seated and waiting with bated breath. As I told Darius when he found me in the garden, I hope this is very important. If not, I’ve just left two young beauties to find amusement elsewhere.”

Dar shook his head, briefly closed his eyes, then opened them again. “Despite the interruption in your love life, there are rather pressing matters, Marcos.” He glanced at Hannibal and nodded for the elderly advisor to begin.

Hannibal cleared his throat. “We have news that pirates may be operating in or near the Delta Seven planetary system. They may have access to fire plasma.”

Marcos sat up straight, immediately dropped his playful façade, and faced his father. There were few things he took more seriously than weapons of mass destruction. “Possessing the formula alone warrants a death penalty. I saw what that substance did during the wars.”

“That’s exactly why we have to find out what’s happening on Delta Seven,” the king replied. “The governor of that planet is Adaman Forrell. He insists there’s nothing wrong, but the latest news from other sources says that plasma is being stockpiled under his watch. Enforcers in that area don’t confirm it. But your mother, as ambassador to several colonies in that outlying sector, suspects marauding ships are present, and that they might be threatening the population into keeping quiet. Add it up. Pirates plus plasma … there’s nothing passive in that state of affairs.”

Marcos glanced at Darius before speaking. His sire hadn’t just sent for him and his brother without some plan on how to handle the situation. “What do you intend to do, Father?”

“I’ll need someone to get to that planet without being associated with the Constellation League or its enforcers. Someone who can covertly report back, find any cache of banned weapons, and identify leaders of any pirate faction … assuming one does exist. As of now, all this is just suspicion. There aren’t many people on Delta Seven. It’s small and there are only two communication sources. One belongs to the governor. The other is public but isn’t transmitting for some odd reason.”

Marcos slowly smiled. “I’m your man.”

“The blazes you are!” Darius asserted.

Marcos slowly stood. “I’m the only enforcer in this room without family. I go,” he firmly insisted.

“What are we if not your family?” the king angrily asked. “And what makes you two young bucks think I wouldn’t go myself?”

Marcos’s gaze turned to his sire’s solid and imposing presence. From a distance, his father could easily be mistaken for himself or Darius. The long black hair was the same. His father had the green eyes of the Starlaw clan and the massive build of all the men of their lineage. He was still exceedingly virile and athletic. But his safety came first.

“Father, you’re the king of Luster. It’s possible that citizens of an outlying planet, even though it’s a planet with which we hold diplomatic ties, may never recognize you. Especially if you’re out of royal trappings. They don’t hold to tradition in such places, so your image may not have been widely circulated. But all that considered, we can’t risk it. First, if anything goes wrong, you’ll be blamed. Second, if there’re pirates present who do recognize you, you’ll be targeted. Third, we’d only intervene for the sake of diplomatic alliances agreed on by some ancestor. Our own people might not understand your absence. Finally, as for that remark about not having family, you know what I meant. I have no wife or children. I’m the only one who should do this. My experience with similar matters trumps everyone’s.”

General hubbub erupted, but Marcos raised his hands for silence. “Father, I know how to disguise myself. Having just mentioned experience …I’ve been in covert ops for years. Darius, on the other hand, has only dealt with criminals in a uniformed capacity. He has duties here. He can’t make any plausible excuse to leave his occupation as head of ground enforcers. He’d be more likely recognized than I would be…” He took a deep breath and continued. Everyone was staring at him, which meant no argument against his statement was logical. “Now, it’s my guess you want someone you can explicitly trust. You called me here; I’ve negated every other candidate in the room. I’m the only choice left.” He stared at Darius and silently challenged his brother to say otherwise. But no sound came from his sibling. Only a look of fear crossed Darius’s features. His older brother was concerned for his safety, and Marcos knew it.

The king glanced at his wife before speaking. “Because the planet is our ally, we can’t just land and demand a search. That would make us an aggressor to an allied world whose governor isn’t responding completely to our simple ambassadorial queries and hails. All other planets with whom we share similar treaties would lodge every complaint imaginable. We simply cannot land on any allied world without making sure we’ve been diplomatically cleared and everyone in charge is agreeable. That’s why we’ve got the damned treaties in place. And we can’t arm you as we might on any insertion mission into some backward society. While Delta Seven isn’t state-of-the-art in many aspects, we must assume its citizens have all our latest technology. Any equipment you might take with you could be detected.”

“Then I won’t use any,” Marcos relayed.

Darius leaned forward and voiced his concern. “Marcos … you’d be out of contact. You’d have to approach the planet in an unmarked shuttle. In the event you needed help, any authority on the ground has our capabilities to detect and intercept transmissions. If there’s something wrong in their constabulary ranks or if Forrell is in collusion with some kind of enemy illegally producing fire plasma … you could be in real trouble. The last thing they’d want on the ground is a League enforcer. Just as Father says, Governor Forrell isn’t cooperating with our requests for information. At this time, he can be considered a suspect. Again … we cannot land without risking diplomatic censure from a great many sources.”

“How else are we to find out about plasma being stockpiled, much less distributed to pirates? We all know I’ve infiltrated criminal factions much closer to home; factions that should have recognized me as a member of the royal household were it not for my use of disguises. I know what I’m doing, and you know it too. There is no other choice. That’s why I’m here. Is it not?”

Darius quickly turned to his father. “I should be with him. I, too, can change my appearance.”

Marcos adamantly shook his head. “I’ve already expressed myself where Darius is concerned. He needs to be home, looking after his duty and his family. And I work best alone.” He took a deep breath and turned to his father. “If pirates have plasma, how long do you think it’ll be before they use it to attack every colony in that sector? I just have to verify our suspicions, then rendezvous with an enforcer ship in deep space. If nothing’s wrong, we’ll know soon enough. The whole thing shouldn’t take more than a week. No diplomat on the Delta Seven mining colony will ever know an enforcer spy from Luster was present.”

The king slowly nodded. “But if you do find evidence of criminal activity, and Forrell is involved, then there will be sufficient cause to mount an enforcer rescue of innocents. Even our allies should agree on that matter. We can deal with fears over how we learned of such treachery later. I daresay those colonists in the area would thank us for the help if they are threatened. First we must establish what, by the name of Chronos, is going on! When the governor of the very colony we suspect starts hedging and won’t communicate the way anyone else would, to ordinary hails and requests for reports, there’s reason to worry.”

“Marcos … I don’t like this,” Darius complained. “You’ve never gone undercover on an allied world. If you’re caught, alliances between Luster and Delta Seven could be deemed null and void. You could be put to death as a spy—”

“As was always the case during the war years, Darius.” He clapped his older brother on the shoulder. “I won’t get caught. That I won’t have enforcer technology doesn’t mean I can’t communicate. There are other ways. I’m not without resources, hence my having returned safely each and every time.”

The king gazed into Marcos’s eyes. “There’s another problem.”

“Which is?” Marcos asked.

“Because some of our politicians here demanded permission from Delta Seven to land—and with much greater zeal than necessary—our motives are suspected by officials on the surface of that colony. We’ve been informed that we won’t be allowed to set foot there for at least five months,” the king said. “While this in no way alters your mission, it makes sending help even more difficult should circumstances grow exigent.” Dar leaned forward. “Connect Forrell and his minions to any criminal actions, especially in regards to fire plasma, and all this is a moot point. I’ll have enforcer ships there in short order, no matter what anyone thinks or says.”

“Diplomacy or the lack thereof! It boggles the mind,” Marcos said as he ran one hand through his hair and considered all he’d heard. He gazed into his mother’s eyes, Hannibal’s, and finally Darius’s. “I’ll be all right as long as I can maintain my alias. I’ll be just another gem merchant, trying to make a decent living by buying whatever the mines of Delta Seven yield. If there’s anyone there who wants to keep my mouth shut, they’ll present themselves in short order. I’m almost certain other merchants have been threatened with having their ships and crews seized or destroyed if they didn’t cooperate. This is assuming there’s no logical explanation for all this foolishness. However, if this is all some terrible misunderstanding, someone will owe me a month’s liberty in the Starlaw mountain stronghold, with all the women and wine I desire.”

Darius snorted. “I should have known you’d come up with some kind of extra payment for your efforts.”

“Sorry, brother. But I count myself a hedonist to the extreme. When I get back, I want the castle in the north ready for my use.”

“Just make sure you come back,” Darius sternly responded.


Chapter 2

Two weeks later, Marcos boarded an outbound transport. He’d decided that outfitting an old freighter and trying to pass it off as being from another world would be unnecessary. In fact, a succession of transfers from one shuttle to many others would make his trip virtually impossible to trace. This would leave little possibility of his parents being held responsible for any breach of diplomacy, assuming he was caught. He took on the alias Marcos Orlandis, using his real first name in the rare instance anyone would ever recognize him and call out his name. In that highly unlikely event, the hope was that he could shut them up before they said anything more. His cover story was set.

By the time three months passed, he’d sport a beard, his hair would be much longer, and the clothing he wore wouldn’t pinpoint his origin as being from one place or another. He’d look very much like any moderately successful gem merchant, looking for the ultimate deal in medium-grade, rare stones that would set him up for life. Not even his own family would recognize him as their brother or son. If he bore the green eyes of his sire, thousands in many sectors of space claimed that feature. Only acting like someone of regal heritage would undo his cover. Drawing attention to himself wasn’t an option. He meant to let the role consume him. He would be a nondescript merchant.

• • •

As he finally neared Delta Seven—after the predicted three months of utterly boring travel through innocuous sectors of space—his appearance in the mirror reflected that he’d achieved the desired result. He in no way resembled a prince of Luster.

When the last of many long shuttle transfers landed on the outskirts of the central town known as Prosperity, he’d versed himself in every aspect of Delta Seven’s habits and customs. He turned as the last permitted transport off the planet for weeks left him behind, and made his way to the nearest tavern.

Walking through the small town revealed first clues that something was indeed wrong. For a mining colony, Delta Seven should have had its share of wealthy merchants and business owners. Their lives and property wouldn’t match the elegance of those residing on Luster, but the storefronts indicated anything but business as usual. Instead, they’d been scorched and were in terrible disrepair. Serious confrontations had recently occurred. Probably since the last enforcer patrols had visited. And now that someone had seen fit to end larger and objective law enforcer landings for months, whoever had committed the damage couldn’t be held responsible.

He walked into the only tavern, sat on a stool at the bar, and put his pack close to his feet. There was nothing in his belongings but clothing, travel papers necessary for interplanetary business, and those tools someone in the gem merchant profession would use. There were a few personal items, but nothing to indicate who he was or where he was from. His money was sewn into the lining of the long, brown cloak he wore. Pushing the hood off his head, Marcos placed his order with the barkeep.

“Orion whiskey. No ice.”

The barman nodded.

Marcos noted how the man’s eyes darted around the room, as if he was looking for someone or worried for some reason. After filling his order, the barkeep leaned across the counter and spoke in a soft voice.

“If I were you, friend, I’d take yourself to some other part of the planet and wait for the next shuttle out. Strangers aren’t welcome here these days.”

Marcos casually sipped some of his drink before responding. “Why is that?”

“Local problems. We have unruly criminals lurking. They’d steal for nothing but the pleasure of it.”

The barman quickly moved away as a number of people entered the small establishment. Marcos had his back to them so as not to look as if he was protecting himself. But he’d seen a look in his host’s eyes that boded no good.

Pretending he hadn’t a care in the world, he sat still, with his gaze on his glass of whiskey. Someone soon tapped him on the shoulder. He slowly turned and saw two local constables, laser weapons strapped to their right sides. Both men were wearing helmets. The gear was typical police issue. The lasers were new and very like what the best-equipped enforcers on Luster wore. “Can I help you, gentlemen?” he casually asked.

The bigger of the two enforcer officers spoke. “We understand, from the shuttle pilot, that you disembarked at the outer-city landing pad. Do you have travel documents and identification?”

“Of course. I can’t very well do business without them.” Marcos reached for the pack at his feet, but the smaller of the two constables grabbed it up and proceeded to search the interior.

When the man found the folder containing the faked ID, he handed it to his comrade.

Marcos watched as the first constable looked over the documents and compared the video-imprinted photo to his likeness. “As you can see, everything’s in order,” Marcos insisted.

“It would seem so. These papers say you’re here to buy gems from local miners. Anything in particular?”

Strange question from a constable. “No, no particular type of stone. Anything will do as long as the quality is decent. And what I can afford.”

“And how long do you intend to stay?”

Marcos cautiously regarded the two men before replying. “No longer than it takes to obtain enough to sell. I’m a freelance trader. Just trying to make a living without having to give up my share of any gem sales to a large broker.”

The constable handed the paperwork back. “I’d make your trip a short one.”

“I noticed the store fronts. There seems to have been a number of fires lately. Is there some trouble I should be wary of?”

“Dissidents. They don’t like Governor Forrell’s policies, and they’ve taken to attacking some of the business owners who do. Some of them are just thieves, really. If I were you, I’d get your business done and leave as soon as possible.”

Marcos nodded. “I’ll certainly take that into consideration. And I thank you most kindly for the warning. All I want it some sellable gems, and I’ll be gone.”

“The next shuttle isn’t due for a few weeks. Where will you be staying?”

It was on the tip of Marcos’s tongue to tell them it was none of their damned business, but he was sure there was a specific reason the question was being asked. “At the Celestia Inn. I’m told a man can get a cheap room there and meals for a little extra.”

“There’s a curfew … I’m sorry, what’s your name again?”

Marcos knew he was being tested. “Marcos Orlandis … from the Allusion star sector.”

“Haven’t ever been there.”

“Not much to see,” Marcos commented. “Just a lot of planet clusters with a couple of business outposts. I could probably do better elsewhere, but managing the transport fees to one of the bigger planetary trade systems is out of the question right now.”

The constable looked him over, and then gazed into Marcos’s eyes for a moment. “You don’t look much like any of the other gem merchants who’ve come through this sector lately. Anybody doing business here is usually on his last credit. Your clothing looks fairly new.”

Marcos shrugged. “One has to look as successful as he can if he wants to be taken seriously by gem salesmen. They’ll take advantage of a buyer if they think he’s desperate. Or looks as though he is.”

The constable laughed. “That’s probably true in any profession.” He nodded curtly. “Just be sure to get to your room before the sun sets and stay there. The curfew is lifted at dawn.”

“Guess I’ll be doing all my business during the daylight hours.” He thanked the two men, then watched them walk away. From his conversation with the one law enforcer, he knew two things.

First, the man doing the talking was certainly lying about dissidents attacking the merchant buildings he’d just seen. The storefronts he’d walked past had been badly burned, and by advanced weaponry not associated with any rebels who’d likely be scrounging what arms they could. Even the stone of the sturdiest structures had been severely scorched. He’d seen such damage before, by Warlords on numerous planets where their murderous cults had tried to rule or take over by force. Driving specially equipped shuttles through the streets and firing advanced munitions on storefronts had been a way to issue warning. Such tactics were meant to instill fear into the hearts of anyone who opposed that faction. Warlords and their minions had been at the core of recent war that’d killed billions. Small groups of them still tried to set up strongholds on planets just like Delta Seven.

Second, that enforcer had likely been to the Allusion planetary system. But so had Marcos. The description he’d given of the Allusion planets and their businesses was quite accurate.

It seemed that some of the rumors surrounding this planet were true. As to pirates or Warlords being the culprits, that remained to be seen. But if either of those groups had fire plasma—and had ever openly demonstrated its destructiveness—no one on this or any other sparsely populated mining colony would dare take a stand. Doing so would be suicide. Survivors of such attacks were worse than dead. They were always horribly mutilated and suffered until their open wounds closed. And that happened very slowly.

Fire plasma was normally dispersed broadly and tended to kill or maim innocent civilians not considered at war with anyone. It was a means to terrorize, nothing more. That was why all law-abiding, sentient planets and colonies banned the substance.

Marcos considered everything he’d seen and heard so far. There wasn’t enough evidence to use against any one or any group. He had to dig to get to the heart of the issue.

In order to look as though he was the merchant he claimed to be, he said nothing more except to order a meal to go with his drink. He moved to another part of the bar so he could surreptitiously keep his eyes on the door.

The sun would set in less than an hour; he didn’t want to cast any doubts as to his identity by violating the curfew. He was sure he’d be watched as he left the tavern. Maybe later in the night, when he wasn’t being spied on, he’d drop the façade of the lowly gem merchant and become what he was—a master of stealth and cunning.

But something told him to go carefully and trust no one. He’d only been off the shuttle a very short time before the local constables had approached him. Apparently, anyone coming into or leaving the colony was being accounted for. That lent even more credence to the stories and rumors that’d reached the house of Starlaw. Marcos understood the secrecy his father employed in not contacting other allied planets to aid in this mission.

As ruler of the planet heading up the entire League, Dar Starlaw felt utterly responsible for any arising law enforcement problems. To keep hordes of criminal gangs and scores of petty tyrants who’d like to get their hands on a weapon of mass destruction equally clueless, his sire had opted to keep the mission quiet, to take care of matters himself and without involving any allied planets or their glory-grabbing, fame-hungry dignitaries. The last thing Dar wanted or needed was to have fire plasma, and the chemical recipe to make it, spread throughout an entire sector of space. Unsure of how allied diplomats might want to leak or even openly boast about their world’s part in such a dangerous mission, Marcos understood why his father had opted to leave them clueless. If those same self-serving fools did as they had on so many occasions and opened their mouths about the mission too soon or alluded to it inappropriately, their tactical ignorance could result in a lot of innocent deaths. Criminals would use any information as an excuse to raid. This was the way Marcos’s father had always operated, even if being so closed-mouthed wasn’t always in accordance to treaties.

Marcos applauded his father’s efforts and loved him even more for his boldness and carelessness of heroic titles that went with mission success. His sire didn’t and never had needed to make a showing of himself to rule effectively. Instead, the king of Luster enforced with as little presence as possible. In that regard, Marcos was determined to keep his real purpose as secret as he could, honoring his father’s attempts to deal with any likely problem before it blew up and became an intergalactic issue.

By chance or portent, Marcos suddenly remembered his family’s final warnings as he’d left home. Even when operating as a spy during the wars, he’d been assured there was someone close to back him up. If he slipped up now and his worst fears were accurate, this lowly planet might become his tomb. As long as he played his part and kept his head down, he’d get the information he came for and could steal whatever transport needed to get off the surface. At least some transportation that’d get him into deep space and the backup waiting there.

Marcos swallowed the last of his drink, picked up his belongings, and headed toward the inn. He prayed to the Creator that his extensive research about the planet and its businesses was correct. If he slipped up and revealed himself, he might be lucky if anyone even found his bones. Pirates were known to do hideous things to captured enforcers. Worse things to any allied planet’s royalty. It was the allies, after all, who’d finally vanquished the Warlords in the last battles. Thus ending years and years of conflict.

As he suspected, his short walk to the inn was shadowed. The men following him weren’t particularly good at what they were doing, or they just didn’t care that he knew. If that were the case, he’d have to carefully weigh every single move he made and every contact’s credibility.

He wasn’t a coward, but the odds were against him. For a moment, he wished for a companion, if only to help watch for trouble. But that meant an extra person’s life would be at risk. There was no reason to put some other soul in danger when he didn’t intend to be on the surface longer than necessary.

After registering at the inn and seeing that the innkeeper behaved in much the same nervous manner as the tavern employee, Marcos quickly retreated to the second-floor room he’d been assigned. It was dark and small. The conveniences and furnishings were made of old-fashioned wood and fabrics, and they looked as though they’d seen better days. The walls were stained, and the mirror over the leaning dresser was cracked. The primitive nature of his surroundings made him wish for the clean, technologically advanced houses of his home world. Everything on Luster was made of pure-white marble that shimmered in the sunlight. And that same marble glowed under the moon’s radiance. Forests and hills were green, lush, and bountiful. This place in which he found himself was full of grays, browns, and the dingiest colors. It was like walking into the reverse of all he knew. It was like being at war again. But even after years of battle as an enforcer officer, the small cabin of any Lusterian vessel was still cleaner and friendlier than this ugly little hamlet. That drove home the need for swift but careful action. The sooner he got his information, the quicker he could see Luster again.

After what seemed like an appropriate amount of time to unpack, Marcos switched off the old-fashioned wall lights and waited. He watched the empty street outside the dirty window without standing too close. After several hours passed, the light from Delta Seven’s crescent moon revealed that no one lurked about. But then a sudden movement caught his eye.

A small figure crept out of the shadows. It moved stealthily through the darkness like a feral feline. He watched and waited to see what new intrigue was afoot. As the moonlight outlined those who’d followed him to the inn, it now delineated the movements of this new player in the stealth game.

• • •

Nova Drayton moved as swiftly as she dared, but stopped in the shadows to make sure her way was clear. Guards were usually posted at regular intervals along the streets and thoroughfares. But the decimated shops on this lane were no longer considered worth the time. Their owners had learned their lesson or were dead. Still, she was exceedingly careful. The fact that this section of town wasn’t so guarded made it easy for a thief like her to steal small morsels of food from each abandoned establishment.

She’d long since dispelled conscience where stealing was concerned. And she’d given up trying to guess who might help her and who wouldn’t. The constables were paid by Forrell. He owned them, and the pirates owned the governor. As a result of their constant torture of the town folk—liberally applied to obtain news of dissidents—neighbor turned on neighbor. The past two years had amounted to a study in survival. And no one could be trusted. But after a year of learning by doing, she’d become a very good thief. She knew where all the best food and goods were stored, long forgotten or given up by their owners. She took too little to be of notice to the looting pirates. But it was enough to grow her pantry. As the weather turned colder, and it would very soon, she’d need warmer clothing as well. What clothes she had from the previous year were threadbare. And she’d find a few things for little Una, too. A few blankets and some canned meats would do nicely.

The small puppy was her only family now. She was thankful she’d found the wandering animal before the cruel pirates did. It didn’t take much imagination to understand what they’d do to a helpless creature, just for sport. She’d already seen what they’d done to every human or other sentient being in the marketplace and surrounding homesteads. All the horror was inflicted to make sure the citizens knew the pirates were in control. Her burned, scarred flesh was another of many reminders. As the weeks grew closer to wintertime, if she had enough food and clothing stored, she wouldn’t have to come into town at all. She could stay in her little cave with Una, live out the coldest months in warmth, and pray that help would come.

But what form would such help take? What did the Constellation League care about some small planet’s plight?

Before some of her friends were killed in the market that fateful day the pirates made an example of them, she’d heard a message had been smuggled out. But no one had come. The Constellation League enforcers to whom the message was supposedly sent cared as little for their poor planet’s problems as did the ruler of Luster. As head of the entire League enforcer cadre, it was Dar Starlaw’s responsibility to see that all remained safe. And the man hadn’t done his job. And for that, she hated him. But she still hoped someone would help—anyone who might even take her small collection of coins for a ticket on a shuttle, to any place in the known universe. As far as she was concerned, any hole would be better than Delta Seven and the small town of Prosperity. Everything here she’d once loved was dead. All but her little Una.

• • •

Marcos watched as the diminutive figure crept about. Whoever the person was, he was covered from head to toe in a dark cloak and hood. It was the typical mantle of outer-world colonists, but a fashion that even those ornately dressed on Luster sometimes wore. The mode of dress was not unlike the brown cloak Marcos had brought with him. But the garment type was the only similarity shared by him and this nightly creeper. Even from his vantage point on the second floor, he could tell his frame dwarfed the party he watched. Whoever it was, he was good. Very good. The operative moved swiftly and gracefully. Marcos well believed the party might be a master thief. Perhaps it was someone working for the pirates, perhaps not. But if the thief’s alliances were with criminals, why creep about in such a decimated area and after an established curfew?

He watched as the small figure stopped in front of one of the merchant shops, looked up and down the darkened streets, and lifted a stone slab on the walkway by the front entrance. His attention was captured by the effortless way the culprit slid beneath the stone and pulled it back into position from underneath.

There were probably tunnels dug beneath the buildings as there were on many mining planets. Old-fashioned steam tunnels often concealed pipes that fed directly into the buildings and provided heat and/or water conduits. Someone with a working knowledge of such channels could easily access them, and find their way into any building. Marcos remembered finding refugees hiding in such places during the war years. They had often sheltered there as a last sanctuary from the fighting, and in violation of local law. Gaining access to them was forbidden in most places because of their use in looting.

Intrigued by the act being played out before him, he watched for the return of the little thief. About a half hour later, the thin stone was pushed aside, and a bag was tossed onto the walkway. The thief easily emerged, pushed the stone back in place, and quickly stopped to throw a handful of street dust back over the area. Presumably, this was done so no one could tell the walkway had been disturbed. He slowly smiled and nodded.

Very good indeed.

Movement from down the street caught his attention. Constables were on patrol. Even from a distance, he recognized their uniform badges and side arms in the moonlight.

He glanced at the small figure struggling to tie up a sack. Apparently, the little thief hadn’t expected them. It could be they were only present because of him.

Marcos watched the cloaked figure move away, but it wouldn’t be soon enough for the constables not to notice.

Why did he care? A thief was a thief, and he’d incarcerated enough in his time to understand any other constable’s enforcement of very similar laws. Still, something with the situation wasn’t right. If a person wanted to steal, why do it from a burned-out mercantile likely not to hold anything of real value? Nothing but food, water, or perhaps some medicine.

Glancing between the two approaching constables and the small form, logic warred with compassion. The latter won.

He moved closer to his open window, put his hands on the edge, and slammed it hard. The sound echoed to the street below and the thief looked up. Marcos saw the cloaked figure’s attention move not only up to where he stood, but quickly down the street where the constables now moved faster. The sound had alerted them as well. His act was all he could think of doing on the spur of the moment, without risking his mission.

As if by magic, the thief backed quickly into the shadows and became one with the dark columns and window ledges of the buildings. Marcos saw the constables trot up to the front of the inn. They quickly glanced around and finally pulled search beams from their uniform belts. In doing so, they made themselves obvious to anyone who cared to look out the window. They no longer cared if anybody knew they were present. He held his breath as their lights were directed to the areas on either side of the street.

One of the constables drew his laser and aimed it straight at the wall where Marcos had last seen the small figure. But there was nothing there.

Marcos let out a sigh of relief and watched as the guards searched a few minutes longer, then finally made their way back the way they’d come. It suddenly dawned on him that the thief had to be a woman or a young girl. In the moonlight, the bandit’s shoulders were narrower than a man’s. But it was really his experience with the female anatomy that gave rise to his conviction.

The grace with which the gloved hands had grabbed at the sack, and the slight swaying motion of the body as she moved, left him in little doubt. And he was that much happier for his decision to slam the window. He didn’t want to think about what might happen to the little thief if corrupt constables caught her. He was sure the men who’d confronted him earlier weren’t the kind of enforcers to honor a female prisoner’s rights. They were surly-looking sorts better suited to criminal activity themselves. The way they’d questioned him right after finding out he’d arrived was, in and of itself, suspicious.

He smiled, turned away from the window, and decided to get some sleep.

• • •

Nova huddled near the small fire in her cave and held Una close. “I don’t know why someone would help me,” she whispered to the white, round ball of fuzz in her arms. “Whoever it was could just have easily called out to the constables and picked up a nice reward. And what were the local enforcers doing there in the first place? They’re never walking the street in front of the inn these days. It makes no sense.”

Una sighed in contentment and stuck her cold black nose against her mistress’s cheek.

“I’ll have to be much more careful. But I bet if I go to the marketplace tomorrow, I’ll find out if there’s anyone new in the area. Someone who obviously doesn’t know about the bounty on thieves’s heads. What do you think?”

Una yawned, gazed adoringly up, and cuddled closer.

“That’s what I’ll do, then. I’ll go to the marketplace tomorrow.”

No one would recognize her or care about her presence if they did. She was one of hundreds of victims who all looked the same now. That was one of two sad advantages to have come from the fire plasma. Not many people were recognizable if they survived exposure. And she’d feign her usual slow limp so no one would ever think her capable of thievery. The one other good thing the burning substance had done was render her so hideous that even the pirates who lurked near the market wouldn’t touch her. There were now too many willing and unscarred prostitutes present.

As beautiful as the prostitutes were, they were no more than slaves. They’d been originally brought in to service Forrell’s butchers, but were now unable to leave Delta Seven except by permission. And that would never come. She knew it even if the whores didn’t. In fact, no one who came was ever allowed to leave unless there was a suspicion their presence would be missed elsewhere. And until each visitor’s purpose could be determined, the governor kept travelers isolated. These days, the only new people to arrive were those down on their luck seeking a few low-grade gems, or those looking to barter for supplies. The real booty that might have drawn fortune and given every citizen on Delta Seven a chance at prosperity was in the hands of the pirates and Forrell. No one would ever know what they’d done. No one cared. Least of all the king of Luster and his elite enforcers from the Constellation League. Unlike the lesser trained, underpaid, and easily bribed local enforcers, they were supposed to have been Delta Seven’s next line of protection in the event anything ever went wrong. Where were they now?

She wondered, as she had for the thousandth time, whether the king himself wasn’t in on the lucrative secret Forrell and his henchmen hid on the little, backwater mining colony.

She also wondered if she’d ever see her real face under all the scar tissue. If she’d ever get to a planet where a medical incubation unit wouldn’t be ransomed for only those who could pay the exorbitant prices the pirates and Adaman Forrell demanded.

“I hate this place!” she bitterly spat out. “And we’ll leave it one day, Una. You’ll see. But we can’t depend upon anyone but ourselves. Even that person I saw in the window could be an enemy. We can’t trust anyone.”

• • •

After eating a hasty breakfast, Marcos decided to head to the center of town and visit the merchant district.

Attempts at friendly conversation with the inn’s staff had been met with dour nods or curt answers. People who were living under normal circumstances didn’t behave in such a way. Not if they expected repeat business or a good recommendation. In fact, the innkeeper and his staff acted as though they didn’t care if he was present or not. That and the lack of citizenry on the street the afternoon before added to his growing sense of trepidation.

Remembering the careful research he’d done on where gem sales were held, Marcos donned the brown cape and cloak that seemed part of a merchant’s garb everywhere, and made his way to the center of the market. There were more people out there, but they hurried and avoided making eye contact. He presumed they were busy getting their business and errands done before the night’s curfew. But he couldn’t help smiling when he remembered one little denizen that had obviously found a way to defeat that ban and the brawny looking constables who might have captured her.

Turning a corner and heading west, he found the larger, gray stone building that should house the gem sellers. His research consisted of out-of-date records, but what knowledge he had from Lusterian records of this small planet still held true. At least so far.

Again, he was struck by the difference between the browns and grays of this dismal planet and the colors, smells, and beauty of Luster. As he approached the building he sought, men and women stood in small groups and haggled over goods and raw, uncut gems. He walked into a foyer where an officious looking little man was busy weighing stones and recording their specifics.
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